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A Review of John Ferguson by St. John Ervine

by M. Stefan Strozier

Presented by Mint Theater (311 W. 43rd Street, New York, NY 10036)

Jonathan Bank, Artistic Director

Sherri Kotimsky, General Manager

Directed by Martin Platt

Casting by Stuart Howard; Amy Schecter & Paul Hardt

Mint Theater is the historian and curator of plays, prioritizing forgotten 

works for the future.  A play is a piece of mankind’s culture, which helped 

shaped the age it was created in and existed.  Without the Mint’s work, part 

of the history of mankind would be lost for future generations.  A play, even 

more so than a book or a poem, can be lost without proper care and 

attention.  A play that is read in a book is perhaps not even half of its worth.  

This is not to diminish the literary prowess of playwrights – the play exists in 

the playwright’s mind, right there on the page.  But the playwright’s mind 

can never be properly viewed, unless presented on a stage.  Thus, forgotten,

plays are just that.

On Saturday, Sept 9th, 2006, I saw John Ferguson, by St. John Ervine, in Mint 

Theater’s Theater 3.  In full disclosure, I am artistic director of La Muse 

Venale Troupe (www.lamusevenale.org), and our company is renting this 

space to produce one of my plays, The Green Game, in March, 2007 (tickets are 
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available at www.smarttix.com).  I was partly motivated to see a production 

on this stage.  And, I wanted to support this company and be a good tenant.  

But, I was also curious about The Mint Theater, their mission, and how it 

meshed with their productions.

The first thing that impressed me about the Mint’s production of John 

Fergusonwas the set.  I was even a bit overwhelmed by it, as I have a soft 

spot for anal attention to detail.  The set was a precise recreation of an old 

Irish farmhouse, and not one detail was omitted.  It looked like a museum.  

The audience was inside of this house, side by side with the family who 

would soon appear.  There were two, exactly recreated doors, and a staircase 

that people climbed, in the play!  I imagined they were walking around 

above me (perhaps they were).  When the family ate dinner, they were 

served real Irish stew.  I was in the front row and I could smell it – now that’s 

live theater!

The actors’ performances were excellent.  The Mint was careful to cover all 

the bases on their production, and no effort was spared to create the best 

possible production.  However, I learned some more about the tricky nature 

of casting at this play.  The actors were cast by Stuart Howard, Amy Scheeter 

& Paul Hardt.  The actors were cast well enough; but they were individuals, 

and at times a larger cohesion amongst the ensemble was missing.  I’ve 

observed this trend elsewhere in theatre, this notion that casting is more 

important than all else.  I may be the only one who disagrees with this 
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philosophy, which is dangerously naive, and it can suck the life right out of a 

play or musical.  I recall seeing Tennessee Williams’ A Streetcar Named Desire

last year at Studio 54, and watching chess-piece-people move around the 

stage, occasionally bumping into each other.  That did not happen with John 

Ferguson, thankfully; but it came close to happening.  The actors played their 

roles as individuals – yet, the actors’ portrayals were stellar, and this saved 

things.  Each line was said with meaning and passion, and everything fused 

together well.

The direction was good; but without the fireworks between the actors – as a 

group of people, not as characters – the play did not rise to any kind of 

higher level, though this occurring anywhere is very rare.  The direction was 

cautious and effective.  But, this is how most plays are directed these days, in 

risk-adverse fashion.  The blocking was similarly overwrought and precise.  

For example, when Greg Thornton enters, playing Henry Witherow, the 

domineering landlord come to collect his payment, I thought he was 

following lines and arrows on the floor.  Mr. Thornton strides into the set, 

wearing highly polished jackboots, he strides brazenly and confidently.  And 

that’s another thing: The costuming, by Mattie Ullrich, in John Ferguson was 

exquisite, detailed and exact.  There were 10 characters in this play (if I’ve 

counted correctly), and even the minor roles looked like they had borrowed 

their costumes from Madame Tussaud’s wax museum on 42nd Street.

The accents were mostly authentic; however, it was easy to see that these 
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were Americans speaking like people from Ireland, since that is where the 

play was set.  I suppose that could not be helped.  I wonder what difference it 

would have made to simply speak English like an American, with maybe a 

dash of accent.  I think it would have worked better that way, instead of 

straining the language of the play until its authenticity invariably cracked.

Since readers of The audience Review will almost never make it to the 

production of a play I review, I must seek to find meaning and themes in my 

reviews.  However, I will try to continue to review major works, and those 

may make it to my readers’ locals in the future, in addition to minor, or new, 

works.  Thus, here are a few notes about the organizational structure of 

theater companies in New York City, which is the undisputed capitol of 

theater in America.  There are two types: commercial and non-profit.  

Intersecting both types are the more and more complex types of stages: 

Broadway, off-Broadway, off-off Broadway, and regional theater (the rest of 

American, outside of New York City).  The Mint Theater Company is a non-

profit theater, and the Mint is not only a theater company, it owns more than 

one excellent theater, just one block from 42nd Street, the center of the storm.  

I think this theater is one of my top 3 spaces in New York City.  Non-profits 

survive largely on grants from the government, and commercial theater 

receives no government funding.  This means that commercial theater tends 

to put up safer productions, remakes, or work by established playwrights.  

They also produce a lot of Disneyland plays, one-person shows, and other 

things that are not really theater.  It may not have always been the case; but 
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this is the present reality.  The non-profit world, however, remains 

experimental, and does not cater to the hand that feeds it: the government 

(by any means).  There are only so many non-profits in New York City; 

maybe 25 major players, and another 25 minor ones?  My own company, in 

fact, La Muse Venale, Inc. (www.lamusevenale.org) is getting close to 

becoming a minor player!  The non-profits start as wandering vagabonds, 

and eventually secure a theater; but always it’s the reputation of the 

company that matters most.  However, certain companies – perhaps, most of 

them – do kowtow to a particular ideology or philosophy, which is not the

same things as having a unique artistic style, such as can be said about 

Atlantic Theater Company.  I am not sure such obsequious behavior helps a 

theater company, and those who engage in it ultimately fail, though a few do 

survive, such as the Wooster Group.  The Mint Theater, however, follows its 

mission, and as far as I can tell, that is its main goal.  This is admirable, and 

as I’ve said, it is a very worthy and important goal.

Yet, here is the rub: This mission of retrieving lost work is not as easy as it 

might seem.  I suspect Artistic Director Jonathan Bank does a lot of work, 

because, frankly, plays are passed over for reasons.  Mostly, those reasons are 

just.  Usually, the audience is the final word.  But, like an innocent man in 

prison, waiting to be cleared by DNA evidence, there are some plays that 

deserve a second look.  And how many times has a great writer been cast 

side, only to be revived centuries later?  One of my favorite authors, Edgar 

Allen Poe, was almost missed by humanity.  The Mint Theater might be the 
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only place in the world doing this important work.  But, again, it’s a fine line.  

And, in this work, there are dramaturgical problems.  St. John Ervine’s main 

character in John Ferguson is a coward.  As Aristotle says, in Poetics:

It follows, plainly, in the first place, that the change of fortune presented 

must not be the spectacle of a virtuous man brought from prosperity to 

adversity: for this moves neither pity nor fear; it merely shocks us.  Nor, 

again, that of a bad man passing from adversity to prosperity: for nothing 

can be more alien to the spirit of Tragedy; it possesses no single tragic 

quality; it neither satisfies the moral sense nor calls forth pity or fear.  Nor, 

again, should the downfall of the utter villain be exhibited.

So, the question arises: is a coward a villain?  In this play, the coward is made 

obsolete by a heroic act.  Still, the main character, around which the action 

turns, is a coward.  What saves this play is the plot.  “Plot is the soul of 

tragedy,” as Aristotle says.  There is a plot here; but it is not too expansive.  It 

is enough, however.  The danger is when the amount of plot does not equal 

the action, and the structure spirals down into melodrama.  Shakespeare, for 

example, never suffers from want of plot.  Mr. St. John Ervine is following 

Shakespeare’s formula, I think, and the action is also centered on a letter.  

But, all the action is centered in one place and any events – even some of the 

action – take place off stage.  The action is at times implausible (another 

Aristotle faux pas) such as when the antagonist is murdered, not by the 

coward; but by the brother of the girl who is raped (though she never 
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directly confesses) who acts out of honor.  I could see a husband or a father 

making such an act (and even that would be a stretch; especially, since the act 

will directly endanger the family’s welfare); but not a brother, frankly, not 

even in the 19th century.  The constables arrive at the house, ask 2 ludicrously 

simple questions and arrest the suspected individual, as if they were 

characters out of a Monty Python skit.  But, the center holds and the play 

comes together in the end, in a wonderful production, presented by an 

excellent company.
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A Review of King Lear by William Shakespeare

by M. Stefan Strozier

Just when I was about to give up on theater, I have seen King Lear, by 

William Shakespeare, as presented by the Classical Theatre of Harlem and 

Folger Theatre.  But let me clarify: I was only going to give up on 

Shakespeare.  I have long felt that he simply needs to be translated in plain 

English.  I get so tired of going to plays where half of the dialogue is spoken 

in another language.  Add to this the giant leaps in modification modern 

directors take with the Bard’s work, and the experience is painful.  But, many 

people have told me that if Shakespeare is acted correctly, than it makes 

sense.  CTH’s presentation of Shakespeare was acted very well, with much 

excitement, and this helped considerably; but the dialogue was still largely 

unclear.  Why not just translate Shakespeare?  The Greeks are translated and 

they do quite fine.  I think academia is scared; they feel nervous that 

Shakespeare might not make the leap into another language.  If we look at 

other countries, such as, say, France, one does not find as many Shakespeare 

plays.  Perhaps the man who called himself a poet will be lost in translation –

pity.  Shakespeare follows Aristotle’s Poetics, and its rules that a play’s 

language embellish, be used as a form of action, rhythm, and other aspects.  

A metaphor awaits us at every turn of the plot.  But, Shakespeare’s language 

does not go beyond that; it does not go to the heart of the character.  Perhaps,

his best soliloquies appear in Julius Caesar; but even there they exist for 

action.  The same is true of Hamlet, though here he gets closer to character.
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Shakespeare’s weakest link is portraying characters, and this tenet is second 

in Aristotle’s Poetics, and it is strong in the Greek texts.  King Oedipus is a 

better developed character than King Lear, who is Shakespeare’s most 

developed character; Agamemnon better than King John; Hippolytus better 

than Hamlet, whose indecision is the weakest of all tragic flaws.  And yes, 

some flaws are more tragic than others.  Shakespeare does not follow Poetics

exactly.  Poetics is scientific fact, however.  Shakespeare focuses on plot, 

action and thought, at the expense of character – and, for that matter, 

dialogue, as it relates to character to imitation, and thus Tragedy.  

Shakespeare uses dialogue for action, not character.  Spectacle and song, the 

weakest links, are also not key parts of Shakespeare’s plays, and appear very 

rarely.  Modern directors of Shakespeare’s plays stamp them with auteur 

postmodernism spectacle, for that is all they have.  Furthermore, because plot 

is the “soul of tragedy,” as Aristotle says, I’ve always had a problem with 

Shakespeare, because he cheated.  Shakespeare did not write his plays; thus, 

he stole and copied his plots from other sources.  It would be one thing if

Shakespeare had “adapted” his plays; but he did not: he plagiarized them

from other works.  To add insult to injury, we don’t even know if 

Shakespeare was the actual plagiarist.  Even if he was, he certainly did not 

work alone, like any good thief.  But again, character holds second place in 

Poetics, and while the world holds only so many plots – like veins of precious 

metals – there are infinite number of characters roaming the earth.

Here is Shakespeare’s formula: find a complex plot in ancient texts, add lots 



18

of flowery language – embellish it into poetry – a secret letter, a swordfight, 

and you’ll live forever – an elixir of life!

The stock characters in Shakespeare’s plays speak the same way.  How far is 

Macbeth from Hamlet, really?  Again, the reason this is true is because 

Shakespeare uses his dialogue for action, in an interchangeable manner.  The 

characters are always young, confused, rich, powerful white kings or princes.  

How complex, or different from each other, can they possibly be?  

Shakespeare’s stolen plots differ, yes, so the characters face unique situations, 

which force them to act in certain ways.

Recently, I have also realized I largely don’t care about Shakespeare’s plots 

because they are history – but they are an invented history, and not real 

events.  If the characters are weak and vanilla, the truth is far more 

fascinating than the fiction.  Anyway, there are no more kings, and we will 

never go back to that system, so why do I care about the problems of a king

or prince? In a few cases, such as with Julius Caesar, when the king is a 

symbol for tyranny, than the character is more relevant.  But, because these 

are plays – and not epic poems, like the Odyssey or the Iliad – we are focused 

on individual characters and their problems, instead of epic histories.  As for 

Shakespeare’s plots, how worn can the plots of revenge or vengeance, malice

or rage become?  How many times will a letter appear in a Shakespeare play?  

How many times will a character be poisoned – or stabbed?  When the 

Greeks poison a character in a play, it has so much more passion and 
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meaning – and character development – such as in Antigone, where the 

poison and character are linked.  In Shakespeare, poison is often a neat item 

in the plot.  Shakespeare is secondary to the great Greek playwrights.  

Although I say Shakespeare relies on plot, in fact his plots are not very 

complex compared to the Greeks’ plots.

Nevertheless, he is Shakespeare, and he speaks directly to me, unlike the 

Greeks.  My favorite tragedies of his, in order of preference, are King Lear, 

Macbeth, Henry V, Richard III, and that’s about it.  Hamletdrags on, and is so 

worn.  Othello is not a character; he is a concept: jealousy.  Henry IV does not 

grab my fancy much, and its plot is thinner than his other plays.  Some of his 

plays are quite bad, even the scholars concede.  The comedies I find very 

outdated, and if there is humor, it is a kind that no one laughs at anymore, 

because humor does not travel time well.  The themes of the comedies are 

certainly outmoded and were never much to begin with.  Shakespeare is no 

Aristophanes, whose comedy is eternal.  However, among the comedies, I do 

like A Midsummer’s Night Dream.

There always seems to be something missing in a Shakespeare play.  I find it 

amazing how much scholarly effort, and money, has been invested on this 

playwright.  But, because we are Americans, and we have no great 

playwright we can call our own, we must make Shakespeare into a God.  We 

create action through spectacle, where there is none in the words.  The 

cannonballs Shakespeare’s stage managers rolled, to create thunder, are not 
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the equivalent of modern-day technology.  Nowadays, we add lights, 

sounds, dancing, set design, insane choreography, and costumes.  I have 

even read about additional characters being inserted into His plays.  In the 

past, the plots of His tragedies were adjusted, to not be so “mean.”  

Nowadays, we cut the length and eliminate text by half, or more.  Such is the 

fate of a plagiarist, a Greek poet might say.

I go to a Shakespeare play to learn about writing plays and I am never 

disappointed.  Watching a Shakespeare play teaches me so much about what 

to avoid in writing a play it never ceases to amaze me, and validates my 

beliefs, like being stuck by lightning.  He shows me how simple it all is, if 

only it were original.  I wish I could combine elements of his plays into one.  I 

would take a bit of Macbeth and give it to King Lear, and then add some of 

Henry V, and maybe a touch of Richard III, and a dash of Julius Caesar.  Isn’t 

this exactly what Shakespeare did?  Well, if I am forced to choose one

character, I would settle on Macbeth; but King Lear is Shakespeare’s greatest 

play, and the one that will survive longest.  It is the one least reliant on 

poetry and the strongest in character.  The scene on the heath in King Lear is 

Shakespeare’s most sublime scene, in any of his plays.  This is the fury of the 

homeless man, dejected by his own family.  Yes, contrast that with the power 

of the human spirit to resist, to rise above, to win, to conquer, and this is 

what makes this scene so amazing.  Add to that insanity, as King Lear says 

he does not need shelter; for he is the storm!  The storm is no match for his 

rage.  CTH held nothing back in this scene, in terms of spectacle, topping it 
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off with the 60 or 70-year old black man, the incomparable André DeShields, 

portraying King Lear, ripping off his robe and flailing around the stage butt-

naked.  Yes, this is rage; this is fury!  King Lear might as well be King 

Achilles.  (I saw one couple depart the theater at that scene.  I confess, I 

would have not wanted to be in the front row; especially, given how I feel 

about Shakespeare.)  

Despite this typical, postmodern production, with its spectacle (there is even

a gigantic Karate-chop battle, with Jet Lee kicks and flying mirrors and 

whatnot), somehow CTH makes it work.  I think the reason is because CTH 

seems to be having fun.  Unlike other postmodern productions, such as those 

one might see at the Public Theater, CTH really does not care about politics.  

CTH cares about theater.  And, as I say, this is still Shakespeare.  He did 

achieve a certain kind of near-perfection.  So, if a company stays true to this 

vision, not through politics, then the play can seem great.  The spectacle here 

is not to “enhance the art,” and this can’t be done.  The spectacle of CTH is to 

have fun, and present theater.  There was a drummer in the corner, and his 

rhythm was beautifully timed to the action.  The lighting was superb.  The 

set was not extravagant (unlike at the Public); but it was complex, and the set 

was moved around, conforming to the action well.  The theater is not very 

elaborate, consisting of plastic chairs on platforms, facing a large empty room 

with brick walls.  The seating is about 100, I would guess.  And, we are 

nowhere near 42nd Street here.  But none of this matters because the players 

operate with passion and love of theater.  CTH even seems to have carved 
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out a niche, a unique voice, and a certain style.  It’s an impressive 

accomplishment.  I will definitely return to see more productions in Harlem.  

Well, I’m not too many blocks away.
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A Review of Jacques Brel is Alive and Well and Living in Paris

Production conception, English lyrics and additional material by 
Eric Blau and Mort Shuman; based on Jacques Brel’s lyrics and 

commentary; music by Jacques Brel.

by M. Stefan Strozier

I saw Jacques Brel is Alive and Well and Living in Paris the weekend of Nov. 4th, 

2006.  Upon strolling into the box office a bit early, I asked for a comp ticket.  

Comps are usually provided to industry personnel (casting directors, 

playwrights, producers – I am all of these) and critics (I am also a critic).  “We 

don’t do that,” I was told.  There was no reason given; but it might be 

because the Zipper Theater, where this production was, considers itself to be 

off-Broadway.  During this weekend, I was also denied a comp ticket at La 

Mama’s theater complex, and by the Classic Stage Company, those two in the 

East Village.

How are critics supposed to move about and do their job?  It is safe to say 

that M. Stefan Strozier goes against the grain, as a matter of course.  I do not 

condone the present theater being produced by American, in almost every 

way, shape, or form.  Once in a while, I will be surprised.  Yet, I have a very 

open mind, because I love theater.  And, I have great admiration for actors.  I 

do not prejudge anything, unless I hate it to begin with, in which case I will 

make that clear.  In fact, you might say I hate everything to begin with.  Thus, 

a critic like me is one of a kind.
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Part of why I love theater in New York City is the romance of it.  It is perhaps 

the only art and culture left (if there was ever any) in America that has 

tradition and romance and nostalgia.  In a world where Starbucks and bed 

and breakfasts rule, there is no more art or culture. But, somehow, theater 

keeps alive all its mystery, allure, and beauty, like a star’s locked dressing 

room door.  The name recognition, the community, still exists; it’s all 

wonderful.  If we erase this last vestige of culture – the only one we can truly 

claim – this nation is doomed.  I didn’t ask the Mint or Classical Theater of 

Harlem, whose shows I reviewed in this issue, for complementary tickets; 

but I suspect those two companies are a bit higher-class and wouldn’t have 

batted an eye; and, I noticed said higher-class companies have noticeably 

lower ticket prices than then the Zipper, which cost $75.  The Mint and 

Classical Theater of Harlem tickets were in the 30-dollar range.  I’ll exclude 

my next and last review, because it was a student production.

The Zipper Theater is said to have 200 seats.  They are car seats!  They’ve 

been ripped from automobiles and placed in a big room with concrete walls 

and two levels.  Yet, the computer-generated $75 ticket assigned me a specific 

side of the sofa.  Let’s be straight: people do things on car seats.

The piece was all singing, some limited choreography, and no dialogue.  The 

stage is puny, given the number of seats and the price.  There was a piano on 

the second level.  The actors wore microphones.  Towards the end of the 

show, I saw one of the microphones dangling from the forehead of one of the 
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actors, taped there awkwardly.  It looked very ungainly.  There should be no 

microphones in theater, nor TV screens and other bizarre technological 

devices.

The understudy, Tamra Hayden, was excellent – one of the best singers I 

have ever heard.  She filled in on this night, and she sang a song about 

mortality and the effects of time, and I thought I was going to cry, not 

because of the subject; but because she sang it so beautifully.  She was 

amazing.

The choreography was excellent, despite the small space.  The music was 

good; but so very basic – I could write that!  And I will see if that is true, with 

my next play, The Green Game, March, 2007.  The house was fairly full, with 

100 or more patrons, mostly old people.  This is because the thing – the piece 

– has a cult following among old people, from the original version that came 

out in the early 70s.  The producers are traveling the country, actively trying 

to spark interest among a younger crowd, those under 20, I was told by the 

staff.  I don’t think the piece will catch with that generation, thankfully.  This

piece, or thing, didn’t even have a theme.  I sort of though I might be set in 

post-WWI, once or twice, and that’s as close as it got.  It is just 4 actors 

singing random songs.  They are not even portraying characters.  However, it 

was still very enjoyable to listen to excellent actors sing songs all night long.

The play is all wrong, as is the theater, the price(s), the atmosphere, location.  
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It was borderline oppressive.  Who, then, comes out winner here and why 

did I still have a good time?  It is because of the actors.  Time and time again, 

the American Actor saves the day.  I simply can’t say enough about the level 

of art, dedication, talent, heart, emotion and pure beauty that the American 

Actor embodies and always has.  And in this we are better than other 

countries.  Perhaps America once had great writers, a long time ago.  I am 

not sure that we have ever had great painters or poets.  But we have always 

had great actors.  We certainly don’t have any good playwrights at present, 

though in the past we’ve had two good ones (O’Neill, Williams).  But these 

playwrights are not the same level as great playwrights, such as Shakespeare,

Shaw, Chekhov, Sophocles, or Aristophanes.  But, great actors we have: 

Chaplin, Laurel and Hardy (or Abbot and Costello), the Booths, Brando, 

etceteras!
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A Review of Ovid’s Metamorphoses

by M. Stefan Strozier

Finally, I obtained a comp ticket when I saw Columbia University’s 

production of Ovid’s Metamorphoses on Nov. 18th, 2006.  The theater is in 

Riverside Church, which is a massive complex, with a gargantuan spire.  The 

theater is large, with approximately 200 seats and excellent lighting – the best 

I’ve seen anywhere outside Broadway.  The stage is good, though there was 

no set.  There were some lines in the backdrop, which didn’t make much 

sense or serve any real purpose.  The seating was comfortable.  Still, the 

space sort of reminded me of a high school auditorium.

The student actors played instruments: piano, guitar, saxophones, and the 

ensemble sang a few songs.  There was much choreography, and it reminded 

me of the standard postmodern aesthetic I have written about in The audience 

Review.  This was a remake of a classic work of literature.  But, like King Lear

(and again, unlike a production at the Public Theater), by William 

Shakespeare, somehow this style worked with this production of 

Metamorphoses.  What do the Classical Theater of Harlem and Columbia 

University’s 2007 MFA class have in common? – The fact that the student 

actors were having fun and experimenting.  This is not to somehow elevate 

the Public, as if they are “better,” or more intellectual.  I believe just the 

opposite.  It’s when these postmodern formats become so academic and 

political that the play becomes oppressively boring.  The point being that this 
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format has nothing to do with actual theater.  It’s fun and playful, and it’s an 

adequate medium to present – or, read aloud – a classic work of literature; 

but it does not make a play a play, or a poem a play.  A play stops being a 

play when the “characters” start talking to the audience.  End of story.  Lo 

and behold, in this production of Metamorphoses, it was considerably more 

entertaining when the cast was acting.  When they were twirling silk around 

each other, or acting the gods and goddesses to each other, the production 

became very engaging.  The fact that an institution such as Columbia 

University can’t grasp this basic tenet of theater is mind-boggling to me.  

Honestly, I don’t think I have ever seen a play in New York City that is not 

inundated in this “experimental” style, where the play is morphed into some 

strange and bizarre thing.  And, this intellectual ownership of theater has 

permeated into to the rank-and-file of off-off Broadway, and even as far as 

Downtown.

We’re surrounded by little blips of commercials and sound bites in America.  

This is our art in 2006.  This is our culture as well: little commercials and 

magazine designs and the layout of The New York Times.  Thus, as Americans, 

it is believed – and we have accepted it as fact – that we are not capable of 

understanding anything more than these little blips of semi-sweet art and 

culture.  So, we are never presented with the simple, actual Shakespeare.  It’s 

a bit like reading a classic, like Dante, and having the professor’s 

introduction tell the entire story, and then some, in 25 pages.
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Why do we need dramaturges?  This one was Heather Denyer, a MFA 

student at Columbia.  She expertly interpreted the text.  I am sure she is just 

doing what her teacher tells her; but of the profession I say this: If I am going 

to adapt a classic work (and I have, in my satire, The Whales, from 

Aristophanes), I am going to adapt it any way I wish, and I am not going to 

consult a dramaturge.  If a classic work is to be performed, why not just leave 

it intact?  Thus, why do we need a dramaturge to adapt it for us, to “modern 

times”?  The reason it is a classic in the first place is because it is universal in 

theme.  Furthermore, a dramaturge can only impair the growth of a 

playwright, not aid it.  The one time the script of this production did deviate 

was at the beginning and the end of the play, when the opening of Ovid’s 

classic is more or less recited.  The stars are created, the oceans and the land, 

etc.  And, then we get to man.  In the poem, this is a celebratory event, with 

man being the only animal capable of “looking up to the heavens.”  Yet, in 

this re-write, the actors repeat the phrase, “And then man came” about 25 

times, equaling 50 times that I heard the line in the production.  This is not in 

the actual poem.  Here is it said with disgust, as if man is a quasi-Christopher 

Columbus, an evil thing, disease, poisoned seed (witness the incredible 

nuances with the word come and came), and all the lovely maidens were 

raped and despoiled.  Isn’t Columbia named for the great explorer?  It was 

changed from King’s College, if I’m not mistaken.  I guess these students 

don’t care too much about their school’s legacy, or have simply rejected it.  

Perhaps, they need to rename the university again. How about Clinton

University (Hillary)!  I went to simple Brooklyn College.
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Still, it is Ovid, and these are wonderful stories.  There are other myths that 

might transfer much better to the stage, such as the story of Apollo’s son 

Phaeton; but they wouldn’t have met the criteria.

In any event, the students were too young to care one way or the other about 

any of this, and I had a thoroughly enjoyable matinee.  They were all very 

talented, and I will have to keep my eye out for them.  The playbill says the

production was “created by the ensemble,” so if they did adapt these poems 

to the stage – no easy feat – they did a wonderful job, and despite the fact the 

action was not exclusively of a theatrical nature, most of it was, and this is 

rare.  So, the fact that they did it – create real stories, with real characters – is 

a big achievement and I commend them for excellent work.

But, on the subject of youth, I have heard and read other artistic directors of 

New York City companies complain that people in their late 30s and 40s are 

not “cooperative,” or that it might be necessary to ignore this late 30s and 40s 

group, in favor of the next generation, those in their 20s or younger, such as 

the actors performing today.

Will we witness some sort of “Great Flowering” of the arts, the emergence of 

a plethora of great writers and poets and painters from this 20-something 

crowd?  One thing is certain: America has a splendid legacy of creating the 

greatest actors in the world, and the ilk of this young crowd is very much of 

that lineage.  It was interesting watching student actors, and it made me 
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regard the professional actors in my company, and those I encounter on a 

day-by-day basis, in a new light.  That’s not to take away anything from the 

level of talent in these student actors.  But, it was clear they are at another 

stage of professional development. Perhaps, I will see them again at a casting 

call.  I look forward to it.



32

A Review of February Flowers by Fan Wu

by Magdalena Ball

Picador  (Pan Macmillan)

September 2006, ISBN 033044803X, 256 Pages, trade paper, $RRP$32.95

February Flowersis a subtle and delicate book.  It is the tension under the 

surface, kept in check and only hinted at, that drives the narrative forward.  

To a certain extent, it is a coming of age story that highlights a point in time 

when innocent seventeen year old student Ming meets the worldly and 

flashy Miao Yan.  Ming is captivated by Miao Yan’s other-ness; her vibrancy, 

and the bond between the girls grows until it becomes a quiet obsession for 

Ming.  Miao on the other hand, makes her affection clear, but in the end 

seems unaffected by their relationship and is able to easily walk away.  As 

the novel is written in memoir format, narrated twelve years after the fact by 

an older, post-marriage Ming.  The melancholy and sad resignation permeate 

its pages and give the reader a strong sense of Ming’s longing, and her 

repression right from the start:

“That night I can’t sleep.  The past fills me with deep emotion.  I recall the 

evening Miao Yan and I first talked.  The details return with which vividness 

that it seems as if I am watching a video of it – the low-hanging moon, the 

whitish cement ground, Miao Yan’s glittering eyes, her fluttering blouse, the 

way she lit her cigarette and exhaled the smoke. It is all imprinted on my 
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memory and can never be removed. (7)”

Ming’s characterisation is representative of the post cultural revolution 

China of the 90s.  Fan Wu does a beautiful job of creating a realistic setting 

where almost unlimited, but relatively new, freedom contrasts with the tight 

regime it grew out of.  Ming is conscious of this freedom which Miao Yan 

comes to represent, while she simultaneously holds on to the notion of ‘good 

girl’ that her parents expect.  The tension between the two characters, and the 

concurrent tension within the university itself propels the story.  An 

undercurrent of fear puts Miao Yan’s relaxed cynicism in perspective as 

uniformed workers from the Security Department patrol the campus looking 

for overly made-up women or smokers.  Governmental control forms a 

backdrop to the story as Miao Yan struggles with her desire to work in 

Shenzhen, border controls and dossiers.  But everything, including the hint of 

feminism, which underpins Ming’s awakening is handled subtly.  Even a 

masturbation scene is light and poetic:

“In the moonlight I saw her hand sticking out from the opening of the net.  I 

wondered if she was going to get up to knit but she softly closed the net with 

a pin.  Then she lay down and began to touch herself.  Even though the net I 

could see her hands move over her chest and down to her lower body.  Then 

I heard her panting softly, on and off, for a few minutes.  At least she 

released a long satisfied sigh. (81)”
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The writing gathers momentum from its detailed perspective, allowing the 

reader to uncover the emotions of its protagonist through her perception of 

sensual world around here – the texture of a fabric, the notes of a song 

played on Ming’s violin, or the progression of rain:

“No raindrops were visible but they were there: on tree leaves, sticking to 

walls, seeping into the earth.  The whole world was a big wet sponge.  

Occasionally the ocean currents of the South China Sea brought showers and 

storms.  Raindrops as big as beans would pour down.  Sometimes, when it 

rained hard, wind would accompany the rain, to create a bigger mess.  (162)”

Fan Wu’s prose takes the tiny observed details of day to day life and builds 

these scenes into something much larger – a reflection on the meaning of life.  

The book ends with an energised and positive Ming, suddenly aware that 

she is no longer a subservient child, but a woman in charge of her own 

destiny:

“I will talk with her like a woman, her equal, confidently, wisely, maturely, 

as if I was her twin sister.  (239)”

It’s an upbeat ending, but also characterised by the absence of its antagonist.  

This isn’t a story about Miao Yan though, and her gap is one which Ming’s 

growth ends up filling.  The moment of transformation comes late in the 

novel, and is handled so subtly that it is easy to miss.  Nevertheless the 
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reader is left with a satisfying conclusion that resists the urge to spell out too 

much or limit the story with overt sensationalism.  February Flowersis a 

beautifully written, promising debut, full of light detail and intense 

reflection.  
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The Voyage Out: A Person Dies, A Gender Lives

By Ernest Dempsey

‘You can never know women,’ says Lenehen to his friend Corley in Two 

Gallants, one of James Joyce’s stories in his acclaimed Dubliners. Obviously, 

but not brusquely, a man is showing himself the rift across which some 

unknowable species lives. To Joyce’s men a great deal of knowledge seems a 

matter of fact thing: knowing that a woman is knowable must have exacted 

unimaginable pains. But a careful look can readily grasp that more is at work 

in Lenehen’s adage, that woman is not worth knowing and hence no need to 

bother about trying to cross the eternal rift. What the presumed unknowable 

figure is having on her mind is rather complex as explored in Virginia 

Woolfs’ first novel The Voyage Out. 

It can hardly be a coincidence that the starting one-third of Woolf’s The 

Voyage Out has a ‘still’ plot. We know about twenty-four year old Rachel 

Vinrace who sets aboard out on a voyage with the Ambroses, her uncle and 

aunt, and is introduced to a few people without much interaction. Rachel’s 

character at twenty-four is little described beyond that of a ‘person’. At 

twenty-four she is still a person, with virtually no knowledge and 

temptations of entering into a relationship with a man. Rachel Vinrace is 

simply not a woman yet. The lack of any stimulating interaction with men 

seems to be Woolf’s deliberate attempt to preserve the person of Rachel lest 

she turns into a ‘woman’, an inevitable that the author allows happening 
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subsequently. 

As the voyage of Rachel’s ship proceeds, her own transformation towards 

becoming a ‘woman’ progresses on a minutely subconscious level. The 

symbolic voyage, as represented in the title, sets an inevitable clock every 

tick of which pushes her a little out of her person. The issue of gender 

surfaces subtly from Rachel’s unresponsive interactions, which in turn 

symbolize a feminist dread of becoming a ‘woman’. Rachel’s meeting with 

Evelyn and Terence Hewet make the transformative clock tick louder and 

faster. Evelyn is a woman, conscious to her being and femininity as well as to 

the circle of the opposite gender living in which is not her pleasure. The 

gender issue is explicitly put forth in her words about men, ‘…they’ve nothing 

but their beastly passions and their brute strength! We’ve too much self-respect; 

we’re infinitely finer than they are.’  Evelyn’s ideas about men are surely not 

meant to stop the voyage of Rachel’s changing being. Rather it plays two 

conflicting roles in careening the twenty-four year old lady’s ‘existential boat’ 

as she (the person) travels towards Terence Hewet, the man who is the object 

of her transformation. On the other hand, Evelyn’s approval of Terence 

drives Rachel further on towards the ‘woman’ she is going to be. It is 

significant to note that driving her onwards, Evelyn masks Terence’s gender 

with that of her own. Approving of Rachel’s budding love for Terence, she 

remarks, ‘…There’s something of a woman in him.’ As a woman, Evelyn allows 

Rachel’s transformation from neutrality to her gender, even though she 

knows that the sense of it is, speaking in a radical feminist’s terms, servile: 
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becoming woman for a man! 

The transience of Rachel’s being towards womanhood is, as manifest 

necessity, driven by Terence Hewet, the ‘man’ in view. In the first place, the 

burden of change is placed on the female. Letting ‘man’ a silent, stable 

spectator, Woolf pities the woman’s position and lack of fixture. Explaining 

things on Rachel’s behalf, the author appeals to the experience of emotions 

that set her on the track of transformation. Of Rachel we read, ‘She had always 

found that the ordinary person had so little emotions in his life that the scent of it in 

the lives of others was like the scent of blood in the nostrils of a bloodhound.’ The 

slant in this bit of information about Rachel’s character is not invisible. In 

showing plasticity of the female, Woolf resents the case that she be the one to 

step out of (or into) herself merely to experience her emotions that she 

servilely associated with man. Rachel knows the power of emotions and has 

kept herself distant from them by remaining a ‘person’. Now, at the sight of 

Terence, she is ready to compromise her sense and step into the slavish rank 

of womanhood. 

Whether Virginia Woolf was attempting to preserve her feminine self-respect 

for herself in particular, or for the second sex in general, she interferes with 

Rachel’s degrading transience. Before Rachel can take the final step in 

yielding to her man, readers know her sudden indisposition that confines her 

to a room. The plot’s epitasis comes into play. Rachel’s recovery means the 

triumph of the ‘anti-woman’ force, which is bent on making her a woman, for 
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it is their conversion that can sate the male instinct, ‘woman’ meaning ‘slave’ 

in patriarchal reality. Conversely, if Rachel dies, her death will be the 

triumph of womanhood: true womanhood requires her to be what she is and 

not flow into the mould of patriarchal frame. It is natural for Woolf to subject 

her heroine to the second choice. Rachel Vinrace dies. 

What causes Rachel’s bodily death is not the point. That she dies in the 

conflict of patriarchal and feminist foes is the case in Woolf’s narrative. As 

the death scene approaches, the story sees its climax in the visit of a woman 

with a candle to ill Rachel in the thirty-fifth chapter: Rachel kept her eyes fixed 

upon the peaked shadow on the ceiling and all her energy was concentrated upon the 

desire that this shadow should move. But the shadow and the woman seemed to be 

eternally fixed above her. The symbolism employed here is dually complex. 

That the visitor is a woman with light (the candle) is fairly comprehendible. 

She is there to make sure that Rachel dies with the dignity of a self-respecting 

woman, or at least, the person yet uncorrupted beyond recovery. She is the 

representative of her class, present for showing Rachel the way ‘into the 

light’. Her presence meets its goal if we know that Rachel’s last thought was 

that of resentment over her attempted conversion. If she felt sorry for the 

foray, she passed away in the light. But the fact that she is not fixing her stare 

on ‘the woman’ but on the ‘peaked shadow’ betrays the simplicity of the 

symbolism. If the woman with the candle represents feminine spirit, her dark 

shadow on the ceiling is no else than the despotic patriarch. It is worth 

noticing that the shadow is ‘peaked’ and is the focus of Rachel’s attention-
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masculine values are dominant and are the charm of a woman groveling 

after them. That Rachel is patriarchally possessed is clear enough. What still 

makes her character dubious is the lack of knowledge about her last thought. 

It is conveyed that she desired that the shadow should ‘move’, though it did 

not. Only if Woolf had spared another adjective to specify how Rachel 

wanted the shadow to move ‘towards’ her, the woman with the light failed in 

her purpose since she could not take Rachel’s mind off the patriarch’s charm. 

But then her light indirectly works its way. By showing the patriarchal force 

in form of a shadow to a lady who cannot move, the light has switched the 

roles of the lady and her idol: now she is not in transience towards the idol, 

rather she is demanding it to flow to her, to make her its object. Alternatively, 

Rachel’s desire that the shadow should move ‘away’ would cogently have 

revealed her emancipation at the hands of her savior angel. In any case, 

Rachel’s death fails her transience for good. The responsibility of her loss of 

life might be thrown on the symbolized womanhood that retaliated on her 

for trying to become a patriarch-charmed woman, a state of existence not 

worth-living. One might well charge Rachel with the same responsibility. 

After all, it was she who set out on the voyage. Mr. Flushing puts it overtly, 

in the thirty-sixth chapter, after Rachel’s death, ‘…My wife feels that she was in 

some way responsible. She urged poor Miss Vinrace to come on the 

expedition…Besides, she (Rachel) was set on going. She would have gone whether 

you asked her or not, Alice.’   

The mastery of Woolf’s symbolism does not end with Rachel’s death. Her 
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feminine spirit turns to the ‘first sex’, which in this case is represented in the 

character of Terence Hewet. The scanty treatment of Hewet as a character is 

in itself an attitude against the big HE which has been attempted to be shown 

as cowardly and insignificant. The way Terence reacts over Rachel’s death is 

a slant on the ruling gender and its ‘supporting team’. Of Terence, we read, 

‘Rachel! Rachel! He shrieked, trying to rush back to her. But they prevented him, and 

pushed him down the passage and into a bedroom far from her room.’ Terence’s 

attempt to move to Rachel’s dead body is a mockery of the futility of 

masculine care for a woman who lost her life in getting to him. He did not 

budge until she turned into a corpse and then he remembered that he could 

move to her. Even then, there are ‘they’ who make sure he keeps his stance. 

The patriarch-supporting ‘they’ drive Terence away from following her who 

died for him. ‘They’ will not save a woman and will not let a man die. The 

injustice of the case is again given voice in Evelyn’s words. Crying over 

Rachel’s death, she utters effusively, ‘It can’t only be an accident…Why should 

these things happen? Why should people suffer? I honestly believe (she went on 

lowering her voice slightly) that Rachel’s in heaven but Terence…’ Evelyn 

truncates her speech but the unsaid is heard in its full. Rachel’s attempt to 

cross the inter-gender chasm is akin to a pilgrimage. Death means 

martyrdom to her class (here represented by Evelyn). Her position is clear 

and honored. What is put to question is Man’s honesty. To keep his earthly 

existence, he would not follow her. His interest sees little beyond the 

pleasures of his carnal self for which he needs a female body. The truncation 

of Evelyn’s speech is the final argument in Woolf’s case against gender 
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inequality: A person dies, a gender lives-a gender that is not a Woman.                                    
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Interview with Annie Harmon, Author of For Sarah

Conducted by Ernest Dempsey

Annie Harmon is the author of For Sarah (Publish America, Baltimore, 2005), 

a deeply moving fiction book that laces several first-person stories of Lee 

sisters (Angela, Samantha, Rachel, Amber, Jessica, Ash, and Tia) who fight 

the way of their life out of the horrors of an abusive stepfather. The impact of 

Harmon's powerful narration combines with her psychological insight to 

explore a woman's many forms of fear that is the fruit of an insecure 

childhood. For Sarah is the finalist of the Fresh Voices 2006 Book Awards. 

Annie was kind enough to have a talk with me about her book, which is 

presented here.

Q:  Annie, the first question that comes to mind about For Sarah is whether to 

read it as a series of stories or a novel?

A:  In the effort to keep within each character’s head, the book was written as 

a series of short stories, each driven by the thoughts and the actions of the 

character writing it.  And yet, each account on its own is such a small 

fragment of the whole that to accept it as such would only distort the view of 

that character and the situation in all.  It would be like a counselor hearing 

your mate’s side of an argument and not yours as well.   The understanding 

would be incomplete, and likely, moderately incorrect.  Therefore, although 

For Sarah is a series of short stories, I would highly recommend it to be read 
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as a novel, as a whole.

Q:  How did you conceive the idea of writing about girls suffering in family?

A:  How could I not?  That is the real question.  I was a girl suffering in a 

strange family affair; almost all of my friends were girls suffering with 

secrets of family abuse.  How could my first novel be about anything else 

when this is the one subject that I know fluently?

Without endless hours of research, I knew these characters from birth to 

death; I knew their every move—what was realistic within their thought 

process and why they would reach the conclusions they reached for.  This 

story was deeply rooted in my heart.  If not for publication, if not to share 

with the world the struggles our women are facing when left in these 

dangerous situations, if only for my own personal relief—it still had to be 

written.  It just had to.

Q:  Is the idea of girls running away from home to escape abuse rooted in 

real life observations?

A:  Yes.  And not just in their childhood, but running away as adults.  The 

running, once started, is very hard to stop.  It’s like a stampede.  And, after 

the initial threat has passed, and the running has slowed, it only takes a 

simple trigger: a smell, or a sound, or a photograph, to bring the threat back 
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to life and to live it out all over again.  It is also very painful to watch because 

lives will be trampled on every time the running (whether internally or 

externally) starts back up.

Q:  For Sarah reads as an emotionally charged book. How much did it matter 

to you being a woman and writing down the emotions of women?

A:  I would like to say that only a woman could have written this book, but 

having heard men and women alike comment that they know these 

characters—not because they are well-written (although I should hope that is 

also the case!), but because the characters could have been their mother, or 

their sister, their ex-wife.  Readers recognize these women from the start.  

Our pain, and our behaviors reflecting our pain, is not the secret that we 

think it is.  And if others, men and women alike, can see it, they can also 

write it.  It’s simply a matter of possessing empathy.  And finding a 

thesaurus so you can find multiple ways of saying “memory”.

Q: Your narrative hooks the reader from the first page and one is curious to 

know how you managed to keep it up to the very last sentence.

A:  I think the primary reason for this success is the fact that the stories were

written as a secession of short stories.  This made it easy and fun to 

repeatedly set the character up in the middle of the moment and leave them 

hanging on while I walked the reader out of that door and into the next 
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character’s moment.

Q:  Ashlee is the primary narrator of the stories. Do you find yourself on 

common grounds with her in some qualities?

A: Very much so.  I have more kids than she does, and I do remember last 

week…sort of.  But I think all writers have a main character that they can 

relate to, one that was pieced from them.  Ashlee is my Adam, she was built 

in my image and if she must ever share a rib with Eve, I am sure I will find 

one of my own missing even as I write about it.  That’s how close we are to 

being one and the same.

Q:  Can we read For Sarah as lessons in understanding strengths and 

weaknesses of girls suffering an abusive family?

A: As an outsider—an observer—you could use For Sarah to understand the 

basic workings of an abusive family.  But as a victim, or an attempting healer 

of a survivor of such, I am sure more reading of more material than just my 

novel would be necessary.  The affects of abuse are far more complex than 

what I could ever sum up in seven characters.  Although each of these 

characters are easily recognized by readers, there is still so much more to the 

affects of abuse and how they carry within us.  And, understand, every 

situation dealt with by each very different human being could create any 

number of possible reactions.  
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Was that a little too serious of an answer?   I take this matter to heart with me 

each day and night.  If I could hug each and every survivor, I would.  I feel 

for them and their daily struggles and even having experienced my own 

traumas, I would never want to assume that I knew exactly what they are 

feeling or how they ought to react.

Q: What is the root strength of the Welsh sisters?

A: Each other, of course!  In keeping with real life, our greatest weakness, 

and our greatest strengths are, and always will be, each other.  The Welsh 

sisters find their power in numbers, and as it often happens, they find that 

they can be strong for the ones they love far better than they can for 

themselves.

Q:  You show woman in various roles-mother, daughter, sister, friend- in 

your book. How is the position of women in one role affected by another?

If I understand your question correctly, it’s not just the women who are 

affected by each other.  They say if you smile, it will travel all the way 

around the world.  It’s the same with anger.  Remember the example Amber 

give to Nicole?   She says, ““It’s like this:  Imagine a chain that had 

corrosion—I’m sorry, rust—growing on it.  If the chains are all linked 

together, then the other chains are going to get rusty too, right?”
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Q: Do you think that boys are likely to suffer the same intensity of horrors as 

the Welsh sisters did?

A: Both sexes have been the target of sexual physical, and more often, 

emotional abuse.  To say the trauma of one sex might be proven as more 

horrific than that of the other would be difficult for me.  Many years ago I 

had a male friend mention his difficult past.  Listening to him, I could still 

hear the pain it caused him.  I think overall, both sexes have had their lives 

permanently altered due to the damage of an abusive adult.  The major 

difference in the destruction of our children is in the numbers.  For females it 

is at the very least, one out of four.

Q: You allow all of the Welsh sisters to tell their stories, except Tia. Any 

reason, why?

A: I wondered this myself.  It wasn’t purposeful.  I wrote, or rather, I let the 

characters write themselves as they were.  When setting out to write this 

story, I initially thought each of the sisters would talk to the reader, and I had 

no intention of allowing the mother to speak at all.  But somewhere down the 

line I discovered Tia did not want to address her problems, she only wanted 

to help her sisters.  The mother, on the other hand, did not want to remain 

quiet.  Her reasoning, or her excuses kept pounding my brain like surf 

against rocks.  “I was there for them, I loved them, I supported them!” she 

would cry out.  And every time I asked her how she could love them and 
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allow the damage to continue, she responded with a different answer, always 

with avoidance, and yet calming me with her absolute assurance.  I felt I 

would let her tell the reader why in her own words.  I think she did a pretty 

good job of it.

Now, to finish answering your question, I think it was a matter of the 

characters determining who said what, and Tia is the one who has never 

come to terms with the situation.  Because Tia has never dealt with it, she 

seemed to have very little to say about her feelings.  I got the impression that 

she does not fully acknowledge she has any feelings whatsoever.  We talked 

about the strength these girls had, and I said they were strong for each other; 

Tia is that—and only that.  If she didn’t have sisters to be strong for, her 

strength would have withered up and blown away.  You notice Tia gives and 

gives—to everyone, but herself.  So, in the end, I suppose Tia could not give 

herself a story.  She could only give of herself in the other’s stories.

Q:  Finally comes the most important question that will ever haunt the reader

of your book: who is Sarah?

A: That’s almost like asking the publisher of the Bible, “Where is God?”  

Some things just aren’t meant to be answered, not only for the sake of the 

mystery, but because there is no straight answer, no single positive truth.  

God is where you need him to be, and Sarah—admittedly, not half the 

woman that God is—is whoever you need her to be.
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Annie Harmon lives with her husband and children, Stephen and Nikki, in 

Albuquerque, NM, where she is working on her next novel(s).
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Mansfield Park: Appreciation of Social Satire

by Ernest Dempsey

Standing at the crossroads of Augustan and Romantic fiction, Jane Austen’s 

social satire of the upper middle class families her time remains unsurpassed 

in excellence to date. While in her other novels Austen appears to claw at the 

immaturity of young ladies of fashion (Emma and Northanger Abbey), 

Mansfield Park (1814) appears to be Austen’s only classic that lashes satire on 

characters other than the book’s heroine-young Fanny Price, who has been 

brought up at her uncle’s, Sir Tomas Bertram. 

The uniqueness of Mansfield Park lies not only in the fact that Austen shields 

her heroine from her arrows of satire but also in that the quality of satire 

keeps shifting between the standard Juvenalian and Horatian lines. Issues of 

gender and identity have been dealt by Austen in a more serious narrative 

mode, intensifying the novel’s’ gist by creating a sharp contrast of narration. 

It is worthwhile to look at the various satirical elements of the novel and 

evaluate the book’s literary merit as in terms of its value as a critical mirror of 

social manners

Satire on Skin-deep Religiosity

Religious observances and the social manners of clergymen are the butt of 

Jane Austen’s nearly Juvenile satire in Mansfield Park. She uses Miss 
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Crawford’s character to play havoc on the abyss between the clergyman as a 

leading church figure and as the head of a family. The outspoken Miss 

Crawford responds to Fanny’s approval of family prayers in a biting mien: 

‘Very fine indeed! It must do the heads of the family a great deal of good to force all 

the poor housemaids and footmen to leave business and pleasure, and say their 

prayers here twice a day, while they are inventing excuses themselves for staying 

away.’ ~ (Vol. 1, chapter 9). This Juvenalian feature of Austen’s satire follows 

up in Miss Crawford’s portrayal of a representative clergyman’s lifestyle: ‘A 

clergyman has nothing to do but to be slovenly and selfish-read the newspaper, watch 

the weather, and quarrel with his wife. His curate does all the work, and the business 

of his own life is to dine.’~ (Vol. 1, chapter 11). Miss Crawford is hard to stop 

when it comes to defending personal convictions and she whets her arrows 

sharper against the clergymen when resisted by Edmund and Fanny. 

Modeling her own brother Dr. Grant (a clergyman), Miss Crawford corners 

her friends by targeting the doctor: I see him to be an indolent selfish bon vivant, 

who must have his palate consulted in everything, who will not stir a finger for the 

convenience of anyone, and who, moreover, if the cook makes a blunder, is out of 

humour with his excellent wife.’ ~ (Vol. 1, chapter 11). As a final attempt to 

defuse Miss Crawford’s onslaught, Fanny argues that given Dr. Grant’s 

qualities, he would have affected more lives if allowed to command in the 

army or navy. This gives our ready-to-hit Miss Crawford the chance of 

hammering the final nail in the coffin of a clergyman’s image: ‘I wish you a 

better fate Miss Price, than to be the wife of a man whose amiableness depends upon 

his own sermons; for though he may preach himself into a good humor every Sunday, 
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it will be bad himself to have him quarrelling about green geese from Monday 

morning till Saturday night.’ ~ (Vol. 1, chapter 11)

Satire on Ladies’ Judgment

As our fiery speaker, Miss Crawford, runs rings around the clergy, Austen 

employs her typical irony of character on the young lady herself. While 

arguing against clergymen, she is interrupted by Edmund as: ‘You are 

speaking what you have heard been told at your uncle’s table.’  Miss Crawford’s 

reply to this is an instance of Austen’s mocking at fallacious generalization of 

her lady: ‘I speak what appears to me the general opinion; and where an opinion is 

general, it is usually correct.’ ~ (Vol. 1, chapter 11). But the real tool of satirizing 

the women of fortune of the age is Lady Bertram, the sofa-rider aunt of 

Fanny Price. The rich lady has no concerns to mind and the result is a 

washing out of her faculty of judgment. It is hard to help smiling at the 

gentleness of manner in which Lady Bertram appeals to her husband in the 

slightest of choice-making situations. On being asked by her son Edmund for 

allowing Fanny a dinner at the Crawford’s, her humble reply is: ‘I will ask Sir 

Thomas, as soon as he comes in, whether I can do without her.’ ~ (Vol. 2, chapter 5).  

And that she does before eventually permitting Fanny out. A few lines 

ahead, the reader’s smile changes into a burst of laughter as Austen’s 

mockery gathers momentum, though not leaving the innocence of Horatian 

spirit. On being presented with a choice of playing whist or speculating, 

Lady Bertram is heard questioning her husband: ‘What will I do, Sir Thomas?-
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Whist and speculation; which will amuse me most?’

Satire on Lethargy and Self-Importance

That a woman marrying for fortune might well end in a lady Bertram is 

explicitly put forth in the beginning of the book’s second volume. The lady’s 

character is a classic exhibition of lethargy-sitting all her life, knitting, 

reading, or coddling her Pug. It takes the author’s own words to describe 

how excitedly Lady Bertram responded to Sir Thomas Bertram’s return after 

a long time: …who was really extremely happy to see him and whose feelings were 

so warmed by his sudden arrival, as to place her nearer agitation than she had been 

for the last twenty years. She had been almost fluttered for a few minutes, and still 

remained so sensibly animated as to put away her work, move Pug from her side, and 

give all her attention and all the rest of her sofa to her husband. ~ (Vol. 2, chapter 

1). Practically, Lady Bertram and motion are antonyms. So her psychological 

urge to realize herself her own worth takes an interesting form: over talking 

about her trivia with an exaggerated air. As Fanny Price receives Mr. 

Crawford’s handsome marriage proposal (certainly not sounding handsome in 

the least to Fanny), Lady Bertram pesters Fanny to boredom with her 

iteration that Fanny owes her that success. The underlying fact is that Lady 

Bertram sent her maid Chapman on the evening of the ball (following which 

the proposal came) to dress Fanny up (something Chapman never did and 

Lady Bertram never knew). Now the lethargic aunt is determined on 

attributing every virtue of our novel’s heroine to the fact that Chapman’s

help with dressing up made Fanny gorgeous enough to seize Mr. Crawford’s 
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peripatetic heart. 

Mansfield Park poses a unique stance in the intervening grounds of fiction 

between Augustan and Romantic sensibilities, a blend of Juvenalian and 

Horatian satire styles that makes perfect sense of Austen’s occupation with 

gentlemen and ladies of fashion. The fact that Austen did not portray misery 

of the poor in her novels is always frowned upon. Her mastery of social 

satire in Mansfield Park is one strong reason for her readers to appreciate 

what she did portray in her commentary on people of class.   
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The Green Game

by M. Stefan Strozier

A production of La Muse Vénale, Inc. Acting Troupe

(www.lamusevenale.org)

and

World Audience, Inc. 

(www.worldaudience.org)

Characters:

Senator Nick Albright: US Senator

Jessica Albright : daughter of Senator Nick Albright

David O’Hara: Aide to Senator Nick Albright; and, husband of Jessica 

Albright

Johnny Silver: lead con artist, a drifter

New Orleans Louise: con artist from New Orleans

Carmen Alexander: con artist from Chicago, started as pick-pocket

Father Thomas: a drinking, gambling, Irish Catholic priest in the IRA

Woman singing a song at The Green Iguana: Ever-present and attractive

People in a bar

Time :  The present day, slightly in the future, in an era not unlike WW II.

Action :  The action takes place between Washington D. C., and a bar/casino 

in Havana, Cuba.
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Act 1

Scene 1

Setting : Senator Nick Albright enters his office in Washington, D. C.  It is 

evening, late in the summer.

Senator Nick Albright: I am alone, like a prisoner in isolation.  Alas, this is 

nothing new; I am a United States senator.  It’s lonely at the top.  But, this 

machine, that is capable of creating real money, must be in the hands of the 

U. S. government, and not outlaws, or the black market; or, worse, terrorists.

[Enter David O’Hara, carrying papers.]

David O’Hara: Senator Albright, Senators Kennedy and Clinton are ready to 

meet with you.  They’ve been waiting.

Senator Nick Albright: I don’t have time.  Can’t you see I am busy, David?  

Being my son-in-law doesn’t entitle you to manage my life.

David O’Hara: But this is business, sir.  They requested you 15 minutes ago.

Senator Nick Albright: Cancel the meeting!  I am not coming!  I am working 

on the most important project of my career.  The only person I want to see is 

my daughter; tell Jessica to call me tonight.

David O’Hara: Yes, sir.  Senator, I want to express my sincere sorrow at the 

loss of your wife.

Senator Nick Albright: It was a very tragic accident.  It is harder to deal with 

her being gone than I had thought it would be.

David O’Hara: I understand.

Senator Nick Albright: But her activities had put me in jeopardy.
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David O’Hara: Yes, I understand.

Senator Nick Albright: Good, thank you.  Have the courier bring me the 

secret documents I requested from the Pentagon by 9 o’clock.

David O’Hara: Yes, as you say.  Sir, during my lunch, I finally went to that 

fortune teller we’ve talked about.  I was just curious.  She predicted my 

future for $50 bucks.  She said, ‘someone who is close to you will fall from 

grace, and the thing that person chases will become his or her undoing.’  It 

sounds crazy, doesn’t it?  You can’t believe anything they say.

Senator Nick Albright: No, you can’t.  But it’s fun to pretend.  That will be 

all.

[Exit David O’Hara.  Lights fade to black.]

Act 1

Scene 2

Setting :  The cons enter a hotel room in Washington, D. C.  They are there to 

wait for New Orleans Louise, who is meeting Jessica Albright.

Johnny Silver : What time does Louise meet the steer?  Carmen, go get 

something to drink. 

Father Thomas: Our booster’s at the apartment at eight thirty.

New Orleans Louise : Where, in the hotel lobby, Johnny?  She’s a shill, huh 

Father?

Father Thomas:  Go get drinks, my child, and make it quick.  You heard the 

boss.
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Carmen: I’m chicane, my child.

Father Thomas: Damn it, this Gun moll from Chi-town will never make a 

grifter!  You’ll be a cracking out of turn in the cross fire.

Carmen: Louise’s $25,000 cap money has made our happy group tapioca, 

boss.

Johnny Silver : The senator is bringing $100,000 in earnest money tonight.  

Here.  This is my second meeting with the mark.  Maybe he’s blowed it’s a 

gaff.

Carmen: Your feet starting to chill, Johnny?

Johnny Silver : Maybe, Carmen.  Just a little bit.  Things change when you get 

older.  I pray once in a while, to the Father here.

Father Thomas: I’ve been tape-recording his confessions.  I’m selling them on 

e-bay.  No bids yet.

Carmen: But we got a roper inside.

Johnny Silver : This ain’t a grifters’ game.  It’s life or death.  If the senator 

doesn’t come-through, we die.

Carmen: I’ll go getcha booze, Father.

Father Thomas: Could you try and find a fifth of Jack?

Carmen: A full bottle of whisky?  Jesus, Father.

Father Thomas:  Praise unto Him, my child.  My holy flask seems to be 

empty.  Now go get it, ya leak.  Don’t forget you’re duties as picket.

Carmen: What’s that?

Father Thomas: A lookout for trouble.  It’s a British word.

[Carmen leaves.]
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Johnny Silver : Don’t worry, Father, she’s the quill.  Let’s connect the dots:  If 

our game works, the government’s got big problems.

Father Thomas: What’s the purpose of this morality?  Revenge in mine,

sayith the Lord.  Where’s my whiskey, damn it!  Didn’t the mob kill 

Kennedy?  None of them cared a hoot about the trouble they were bringing.

Johnny Silver : I’m just double-checking the game.

Father Thomas: The senator’s already mitted in by his daughter, if our inside 

man, Louise, does her job.  The daughter will make sure the mark is steered 

to us.  He’ll be billed in at the Green Iguana, in Havana.  He’ll recognize her 

once she’s there.  Keep the weight on the mark, and make our roper happy.  

You already worked out all the bugs.

Johnny Silver : The hook is real this time, Father.  Those fin plates are worth 

more than diamond mines.  If we sell them to our willing buyer, Lord knows 

what he will do.

Father Thomas: There now, sonny.  It just ain’t our job to be worrying about 

the world’s problems.  It’s hard enough livin’, and keeping our minds sane; 

maybe, getting a drink on time.  Let me tell ya a wee story about my home 

town.  On a fine and clear morn’ a few years back I rose early, on accounting 

of being out of any drink the night before, as I am sadly just now; and the 

frost was still in the grass and the air was salty and fresh, a waftin’ in from 

the sea.  Upon strolling down the gravel road to the bar, I encountered one 

Mary Shannon, the town librarian.  She was a sight for sore eyes; let me tell 

you, wearing a tight, short skirt, sort of fluttering in the air.  I said, ‘Morning 

to ya, Mary,’ and she replied, ‘Hello there, sir.’  ‘Sir?’ I said.  I am only 40 
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years old.  She laughed and ran away, pretty fast.  I tried to catch her; but I 

was out of breath after about 10 steps.  I make it to the bar, where I found Mr. 

Davy Kelly, the so-called mayor of our community.  We shared several 

stouts, and then he started hurling insults at me.  So when his back was

turned, I picked his pocket, brought several bottles of whiskey, and retuned 

to my home, where I found none other than Mary occupying me bed.  That 

afternoon, we sang and danced and drank, and it was the best day of me 

whole life.  My, oh my.

Johnny Silver : Call New Orleans Louise by 8.

Father Thomas: I will.

Act 1

Scene 3

Setting : Jessica Albright enters her apartment in New York City, after a busy 

day.

Jessica Albright : What a day!  It never ends.

[Doorbell rings.]

I have to cook dinner.

[Jessica Albright opens the door.  New Orleans Louise stands in the door.]

May I help you?

New Orleans Louise : My name is Louise.

Jessica Albright : Yes?  My name is Jessica.

New Orleans Louise : You are the daughter Senator Albright?
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Jessica Albright : Who are you and what do you want?

New Orleans Louise : I told you who I am.  Your father has been greedy.

Jessica Albright : Come inside.

New Orleans Louise : Thank you.

Jessica Albright:  I was just leaving.

New Orleans Louise : To acting class?  How is your acting going these days?  

Did you find a manager?

Jessica Albright : Have you been following me?

New Orleans Louise : Yes.  I tried acting once; I was bad at it – very robotic.  

What do you think is the most important thing for an actor to remember on 

stage?  Is it style, or grace?

Jessica Albright : Poise.  Are you going to tell me why you’re here?

New Orleans Louise : Yes.  May I sit?

Jessica Albright : Would you care for a glass of wine?  I feel like I could use a 

drink.

New Orleans Louise : Yes, please.

Jessica Albright : I have a bottle of very fine cognac.  I’m something of a 

connoisseur.  I own a cellar on the outskirts of Paris; it’s part of a restaurant.  

Here is a bottle of Louis XIII Grande Champagne Cognac.

New Orleans Louise : I can hardly wait.  Isn’t it wonderful that we live in 

America, Miss O’Hara?

Jessica Albright : Would you please call me Jessica?  It makes me nervous.

New Orleans Louise : Oh, certainly.

Jessica Albright : Thank you.  But, you have an accent.  Are you from the 
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south, Louise?  Here you are.

New Orleans Louise : New Orleans.  This wine is very delicious.  It’s 

amazing what money can buy you.  The world is full of hypocrisy.  It’s a 

wonder we stay sane.  We’ve only each other to thank for that.  But, your 

closest friends can turn out to be your worst enemies.  Your own family can 

betray you, if you’re not careful.  The government lies, the media, and spies 

are everywhere.

Jessica Albright : Let’s stop playing games like children.  Please tell my why 

you are here.  

New Orleans Louise : Your father has stolen plates used to mint $5 dollar 

bills from the Secret Service.  He also has the codes, or the rule book, used to 

mint money.  I suppose, technically, as a senator, he didn’t steal them; but 

rather he has borrowed them.

Jessica Albright : Ha!  Is that all?  I don’t believe you.  Are you are here to 

blackmail me?  How cliché.  What’s your price?  My family has a lot of 

money – old money, property, anything – name your price.  I’ll pay it and 

then you go away.

New Orleans Louise : All right, Jessica, play hard to get.  Tell you father we 

have a buyer for him, if he’s interested.

Jessica Albright : Why would he steal something like that?  He’s chairman of 

the Finance Committee; he doesn’t need little plates for making $5 dollar 

bills, for Christ sake.  You’re lying!  Anyhow, money is made digitally, with 

computers these days.

New Orleans Louise : Are you playing a game with me?  The war effort has 
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forced America to start printing money again.  Those $5 plates are worth 

more money than you or I can imagine, in gold or blood.

Jessica Albright : Get out of my apartment.

New Orleans Louise : Can I at least finish my cognac?

Jessica Albright : You bitch.

New Orleans Louise : You haven’t seen the last of me, Jess.

[Exit New Orleans Louise.  Intercom buzzes.  Jessica presses the button.]

Jessica Albright: Who is it?!

David:  It’s David.  Honey, can I just come up for a minute, please?

Jessica Albright: Yes!

[Jessica buzzes open the door.  Enter David, holding flowers.]

David: It just started raining cats and dogs.  What’s wrong?  You look like 

you’ve seen a ghost.

Jessica Albright: Nothing’s wrong.  Why are you holding flowers?

David: They’re for you.  I’m sorry, Jessica.  My work has been very hard.  I 

love you.

[They kiss, passionately.  They stop kissing.]

Wow, that was easy.  What’s this, cognac?

Jessica Albright: Oh, I was celebrating a role I got with friend.

David: Right.  Honey, I’ve been meaning to ask you something.

Jessica Albright: Yes?

David: I am getting away for a few days, to Havana.  When I return, I’d like 

for us to take a vacation.  Will you come with me?  It may be what we need to 

help save our marriage.  Let’s forget about the counseling.  What do you say?



65

Jessica Albright: Yes, okay.  When?

David: I’ll buy tickets tonight.

Jessica Albright: Fine.

David: Honey, I have to tell you something: Your father seems to be in some 

kind of real trouble, not political.  You understand I am only telling you this 

out of courtesy; you can’t pry me for details.

Jessica Albright: Will you do me a favor?

David: Yes, anything.

Jessica Albright: Give him some time.

David: I will try; but my power is limited.  Nick is not what I’d call a 

virtuous man, Jessica.  He’s collected enemies over the years.

Jessica Albright: Nick Albright is the elected senator of Kansas!  The people 

of that state think he is good and fair!

David: Okay, honey, whatever you say.

Jessica Albright: Thank you, and for the flowers.  It feels like my birthday.

David: You’re welcome.

[They kiss.  David notices Jessica Albright’s birth mark on her neck.]

I read about a laser surgery doctor that can fix that mark.  I’ll send you the 

link to their site.

Jessica Albright: Would you please call me later tonight?

David: Yes, of course.  What is this necklace; is it new?

Jessica Albright: No.  It was my mother’s.  I found it when I cleaned out her 

safe deposit box today.  She had a lot of papers in the box too, letters.  My 

father is not telling me everything about her death.
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David: Oh, I’m sorry.  It must be a hard thing to reconcile with your father.

Jessica Albright: I think he might have somehow been aware of her accident.  

David: What?  That’s crazy.

Jessica Albright: Farewell.

David: Okay, goodbye.

Act 1

Scene 4

Setting : The cons again enter their hotel room, this time with New Orleans 

Louise.

Johnny Silver : That went real well, huh, Louise?  This game is moving 

towards a heavy racket.  I am on my way to jail, if the government doesn’t 

try and kill me first!

New Orleans Louise : I’m sorry, boss.  But she ain’t a fish.

Father Thomas: Maybe we should let Carmen try.

Johnny Silver : I thought you made her a lop-eared Fly Gee.

Father Thomas: She can’t do worse than Louise’s botched abortion.

New Orleans Louise : The steer will be here any minute.  She’ll fall for a 

woman’s weight, Johnny.

Johnny Silver : Oh, yeah?

Father Thomas: How can she be sure?

Johnny Silver : Let’s do it.  Carmen, you’re now leading this grift.  

Carmen: And you’re a fly on the wall.
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Johnny Silver : We want her working for us, if she’s that good out the gates.  

[A knock at the door is heard.  Carmen opens the door.  Enter Jessica 

Albright.]

Carmen: How you doing, dear?  You’ve met Louis, I believe?

Jessica Albright : Yes.  Listen, I have told someone where I am.  I have radio 

communication with my cell phone.  I have no idea who you people are.

Carmen: Just relax.  You can have all the protection you want.  We’re not 

violent types.  This is Johnny and Thomas.

Jessica Albright : Hello.  I am here because of my father.

Carmen: He has the plates to mint $5 bills.  We want those plates.  He is 

bringing them to us in Havana, tonight.  We’re going to the plane, and we’ve 

got a seat for you.  We want you to play along with us.

Father Thomas: We’re just going to play a little game.

Jessica Albright : But why?

Johnny Silver : Because we want to show the senator how vulnerable he is to 

embezzlement.

Carmen: We can demonstrate that we have a real machine that will duplicate 

the money created by the plates.  And once he sees that, he will be able to 

properly identify the threat, and adequately secure the machine from 

terrorists.  The world has returned to printing paper and ink, and we have 

the secret to the money machine.

Johnny Silver : I have met with the senator.  We will show him the money 

machine tonight.

Jessica Albright : It all sounds very strange.  I am not sure how you came to 
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meet my father.  What is your involvement?

Carmen: We are being paid by your father to get the secret to the money 

machine.

Jessica Albright : I see.

Carmen: You’re right; we are not saints.  Your father is putting his neck on 

the block, to help his government.  I hold the rope to his guillotine.  And, if 

Senator Albright fails in his obligation to us, you will witness a pathetic 

spectacle in the press.

Jessica Albright : All right.  I’ll play along.  But what do you want with me?

Johnny Silver : You’re our insurance, to be honest.  In case the dealer has a 

21.  You’re husband is working for us.

Carmen: We want you in a disguise.

Jessica Albright : What?

Carmen: You are going to help us show the senator how the money machine 

works.

Jessica Albright : Wow.  This is amazing.  Me?

Carmen: Let’s go to your apartment and get everything we need.  We’ll meet 

our friends here at the airport.

Jessica Albright : Sure.

Carmen: Tom, make sure my clothes are packed, will you?

Father Thomas: Yes, ma’am.

Carmen: Goodbye.

[Carmen and Jessica exit.]
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Act 1

Scene 5

Setting : The Green Iguana.  It is a bar/casino in Havana, Cuba, frequented by 

gun runners, dope smugglers, and rich gamblers.  It is a watering hole where 

the lowbrow mixes with the highbrow, in nervous armistice.  There is a back 

room, which is used by the cons, and a main area, where there is a small 

stage for a piano and singer, and also a bar.  Patrons mill about the bar.  A 

woman stands at the microphone, dressed in a very nice dress.  The cons 

play cards while she sings.  At the end of her song, the floor erupts with a 

lively samba or salsa or meringue, involving several couples, the music 

absent of lyrics.  The music ends and Senator Nick Albright enters the bar, 

carrying a briefcase.  Senator remains standing, looking very out-of-place.  

The cons are dressed in new outfits, from the previous scenes.  Father Steven 

Thomas is now an Irish IRA member.  His accent is less rural, Western Irish 

(Gaelic), and is now more typical of an Irish person living in Belfast, or even 

London (possibly hinting subterfuge on his role within the IRA).  Johnny 

Silver speaks with a slightly French (African) accent, because he was an 

American who murdered someone in America and then fled the states and 

joined the French Foreign Legion to gain a new identity; but then he killed 

his sergeant in the Legion and is now on the run from that outfit.  New 

Orleans Louise is now an Australian gun-runner.  The door to the back room 

is ajar, and Father Thomas is keeping an eye out for Senator Nicholas 

Albright.
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[Woman at microphone sings a song (in development).]

Father Thomas: Johnny, the mark is here.

Johnny Silver: Ready to make some queer money?

Father Thomas: The crow is set.  He’s got his briefcase.

Johnny Silver: Stay here and guard the Monty Store.

Father Thomas: You got it, boss.

[Johnny Silver exits and walks over to Senator Nick Albright.]

Johnny Silver: Are you Senator Nicholas Albright?

Senator Nick Albright: Yes, sir.  I have the plates in this briefcase.

Johnny Silver: Good, good; but let’s go somewhere we can talk.  My name is 

Jonathan Bonneteau.  Follow me.

[Johnny Silver and Senator Nick Albright cross to the back room.  Johnny 

Silver closes the door.]

This is Mr. Thomas Kelly and Ms. Maggie Ward.  This is Mr. Albright.  

Maggie, will you get us some drinks?

New Orleans Louise: Sure I will.  What will you have, sir?

Senator Nick Albright: Oh, a gin and tonic would be great.

New Orleans Louise: You got it.

[New Orleans Louise bumps into Senator Nick Albright and picks his pocket.  

She exits to get drinks at the bar.]

Whoops, excuse me.

Senator Nick Albright: Oh, pardon me.  I’ve brought the cash you requested, 

one half in $5 dollar bills.

Johnny Silver: This will be fine.  Thomas: Begin setting up the materials.  
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Please, may I call you Nick?

Senator Nick Albright: Yes.  And what do I call you?

Johnny Silver: You may call me Johnny.  I was born in America.  Mr. Kelly is 

with the IRA.  He obtained the machine from them.

Senator Nick Albright: I was able to check out your story, ah, Johnny.  I 

studied secret US government files.  I have verified the existence of a money 

machine device.  It’s fascinating.

Johnny Silver: Indeed, Nicholas.

Senator Nick Albright: It’s just Nick.  You should understand I hate the 

name Nicholas.

Johnny Silver: Yes, of course; my sincere apologies, sir.

Senator Nick Albright: Oh, it’s quite all right.  I mean no offense.  It’s just 

Nicholas was what my mother used and I hate it.

Father Steven Thomas: My mom used to call me Tommy; I hated it.

New Orleans Louise: I got your gin.

[New Orleans Louise returns with several drinks on a platter.]

Johnny Silver: Nick, take your drink.  

Senator Nick Albright: Thank you.

Johnny Silver: The power to make money at will is what we all want.  ‘In 

time of war, when truth is so precious, it must be attended by a bodyguard of 

lies.’  Churchill said that.  The Nazis developed a nuclear weapon at the close 

of World War Two.  They also created a money machine!  With this device, 

they could have bought a hundred nukes in a few weeks, with US dollars!  

They would have gone on to undermine the American economy in a few 
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weeks.  After the war, the money machine was snuck away, to the black 

market.  The Secret Service chased it for decades.  They never found it; but 

they made sure anyone who had it last paid a price.  Then it no longer 

mattered when money was made with computers.  But now, America has 

returned to printing money with plates.  Should this device get into the 

wrong hands, it will be used to buy nuclear weapons, senator.  They will try 

to buy a hundred nuclear weapons, and launch them on Washington, New 

York City, Los Angeles.  Entire cities will look like the graveyards of 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki, their eerie concrete hulls, looming like signposts 

on the road to oblivion.  Men, women, children, elderly, and infirm, turned 

into shadows on walls of those edifices.  Or, the enemies of the United States 

will use the device to undermine economies.  We are compelled to finally 

give the technology to America.

Senator Nick Albright: You’re doing the right thing here.  America thanks 

you.

Johnny Silver: We will provide you a demonstration of the machine’s 

powers, with the $5 dollar bills you brought.  Then this technology, capable 

of making men into kings, is yours.

Senator Nick Albright: I am grateful.

Johnny Silver: With the plates, we will mint more money, and with each 

printing run, we will duplicate the amount of cash we make with the money 

machine.

Senator Nick Albright: That’s incredible!  But, there is nothing but those 

vials and the foil, the ink, the paper.  It’s seems so simple, and impossible.
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Johnny Silver: ‘ entia non sunt multiplicanda praeter necessitatem.’  ‘All things 

being equal, the simplest solution tends to be the best one.’  Those are the 

words of Franciscan friar William of Ockham – or, Occam's Razor.  The 

Germans are nothing if not expert engineers.  My God!  It is entirely probable 

that this money machine works!  You will watch it work with your own eyes!  

Give me your briefcase.  Maggie, take the plates and prepare them with the 

ink.

New Orleans Louise: Yes, Johnny.  This your poke?

Senator Nick Albright: What?  Yes, that’s my wallet.  How did you get it?

New Orleans Louise: It fell out of your pocket.

Senator Nick Albright: Oh, thank you.

New Orleans Louise: You’re welcome.

[New Orleans Louise exits with Senator Nick Albright’s briefcase.]

Father Steven Thomas: I got everything set up, boss.

Johnny Silver:  Good.  Begin.  Thomas uses a piece of special paper.  The ink 

is added to the paper.  A real $5 dollar bill is placed on top of a piece of 

paper.

Father Steven Thomas: It has to be placed exactly.

Johnny Silver: Then the money is wrapped in tin foil.  It is mixed with these 

vials of very expensive chemicals.  The packages are allowed to cook.  The 

packages are opened.  The chemicals and the ink are dry.  The plain paper 

becomes real money.  The gentleman will prepare everything.  In the 

meantime, let’s go watch the show.  Give him a gun.
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Senator Nick Albright: A gun?!  But, I have never owned a weapon.  I was 

not in the military.  Is it for self-defense, or offensive measures?

Johnny Silver: Just in case, Nick.  Stick close to us.  Everything works out 

fine in the end.

Senator Nick Albright: Is there a safety mechanism?  How do I handle it?

Johnny Silver: Put the gun here.  If there is any sudden trouble, point and 

squeeze the trigger.  Come with me, senator.

[Johnny Silver and Senator Nick Albright exit.  They go outside to the bar 

and take a seat.  An elaborate dance routine follows.  This show is much 

different than the first one.  It is a much more sexual dance, with much 

petting.  At the end of the song, Carmen Alexander and Jessica Albright 

enter.  Jessica Albright is disguised.  Carmen and Jessica pause at the door, 

kiss, and then Jessica crosses to the back room, and Carmen goes to the bar.]

Senator Nick Albright: Who are they?

Johnny Silver: Oh, they are part of our operation.  It will take a lot of work to 

make all of this money.

Senator Nick Albright: Yes, of course.  It’s just they’re so promiscuous about 

their sexuality.

Johnny Silver: We are in the backwaters of the black market underworld 

here, Nick.  Come; let’s check the status of the money machine.

[Johnny Silver and Senator Nick Albright cross to the back room, which they 

enter.  Johnny Silver closes the door behind them.  Carmen is portraying an 

underworld assassin named Helga, from Hungary, and she speaks with an 

Hungarian accent; and, Jessica Albright is her partner, portraying an Italian 



75

named Sophie, and she has an Italian accent.  Helga and Sophie are very 

affectionate with each other, which makes Senator Nick Albright visibly 

perturbed.  Jessica Albright is not very good at her disguise, though she 

manages to barely conceal it.  Father Thomas, Carmen and Jessica Albright 

are busy applying ink, lining up pieces of paper under real $5 bills, setting 

the plates in position, etc.]

Johnny Silver: This is Helga and Sophie.  

Jessica Albright: Chao.

Johnny Silver: We are ready to put the money and the white pieces of paper 

inside the tin foil with the ink.

Senator Nick Albright: Are you Italian?

Jessica Albright: Ya, I am Italiano.  And you are Americano?  It is very 

muggy and hot outside.

Senator Nick Albright: Yes.  You have a mark on your neck.

Father Thomas: We’re ready for the chemicals, boss.

Johnny Silver: It’s magic time!  These vials were very hard to find and cost a 

lot of money.  I couldn’t even tell you want the chemicals are; the Nazis only 

made a certain number.  There are only 2 remaining sets in existence, and we 

have both here.  Your people can reverse engineer them.  You will be given a 

full set, along with the money we make.  We take a package and puncture 

holes in it with a toothpick.  We put the package in a bucket.  We add the 

chemicals in the following order: blue, green, red, violent, yellow, and last 

clear.

[Senator Nick Albright takes out a note pad and scribbles directions.  The 
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vials are opened by Father Thomas and Carmen Alexander, and added to the 

bucket in the order given by Johnny Silver.  Jessica Albright drops the yellow 

glass vial on the floor and it shatters.]

Jessica Albright: Whoa!

Father Thomas: What have you done!

Senator Nick Albright: Oh my God!

Carmen: You be quiet.  We are in charge now.

[Jessica Albright takes out a gun.]

Johnny Silver: Oh, no!

Carmen: Everyone stand back.

Jessica Albright: Stand back!

Johnny Silver: You want the money machine, don’t you?

Jessica Albright: Of course, you fool!

Father Thomas: Don’t let them get it, boss!

Johnny Silver: You double-crossing cheat!

Carmen: We will take the vials and the money machine.

Senator Nick Albright: You do not understand the seriousness of your 

actions.  There is much at stake here, which you are not aware.

Jessica Albright: Shut up, old man!

Carmen: Where is the second set of vials?

Father Thomas: I say we die before we give them those vials, boss!

Senator Nick Albright: Lives are in the balance.  America must be protected.  

Johnny Silver: No, we have to do what they say.  No one gets hurt.

[Johnny Silver picks up a bag in the corner containing the vials and gives it to
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Carmen Alexander.]

Carmen: You are a smart man, Johnny Silver.

Senator Nick Albright: No, Mr. Bonneteau; don’t give them the vials!

Jessica Albright: You think you have the whole story?  I have the truth.  

Some mysteries are bigger than you.  The more you try and control a thing, 

the further it slips away.  What you did was wrong.  Say goodbye.

[Jessica Albright moves in close to Senator Nick Albright.  When she finishes 

speaking she is pressing against him.  She kisses him on the lips.]

Senator Nick Albright: This is for your protection.

[Senator Nick Albright moves his hand to his waist and takes out his gun.  

The gun is not visible by the audience.  Senator Nick Albright shoots his 

daughter.  She falls backwards and dies.  Johnny Silver and Father Thomas

jump Carmen and wrestle her outside the room, where Father Thomas exits 

with Carmen.  Senator Nick Albright collects his wits, writes a note, places it 

on Jessica’s body, and leaves out the back door of the back room.  Johnny 

Silver returns to the room, picks up the note and reads it.]

Johnny Silver: ‘ This woman interfered with operation.’  It’s amazing what 

people will do for money.  But he’ll be back soon.

[End of Act 1.  Intermission.]
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Act 2

Scene 1

Setting : The Green Iguana, an hour later, empty of patrons.  Jessica 

Albright’s body is in the back room with a tarp over it.  New Orleans Louise 

is gone, as is Carmen.  Johnny Silver and Father Thomas are in the back 

room.  A man’s voice is heard wailing offstage.  Senator Nick Albright enters, 

slowly, in obvious anguish and misery.  He is outside of The Green Iguana.

Senator Nick Albright: Ooooohhhh!  My God!  I am a wounded beast.  I 

wander the wilderness, searching for the past, and it’s gone.  What hell has 

heaven wrought upon my heart, and my family!  My own daughter killed by 

her father’s hand – my hands!  Her eyes bade me farewell, in pity and 

sorrow, and in love.  My hand is stained in red from her bright blood!  Her 

bright smile illuminated the darkness better than a thousand smiles.  Her 

shinning hair was soft to the touch.  Why, God, have your done this to me!?  I 

am not a greedy man, Lord.  I beg you for forgiveness.  I have sinned.  

Answer me!  I am betrayed by your love, God!  I have to immerse myself in 

my work now, with Mr. Bonneteau, for the good of America!  I may print 

some extra money and start a foundation in Jessica’s honor, to help 

struggling actors.

[Senator Nick Albright enters the bar; simultaneously, Johnny Silver and 

Father Thomas exit the back room and encounter Senator Nick Albright.]

Johnny Silver:  Oh, here’s Joe Hep.

Father Thomas: Ready to keep bucking the tiger.
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Johnny Silver:  With just enough Huckleberry to bring him back to the 

Monty Store.

[Johnny Silver and Father Thomas walk up to Senator Nick Albright.]

Johnny Silver: Are you okay?  Let’s get you a drink and a towel or 

something.  

Senator Nick Albright: Who was the woman?

Johnny Silver: The one you killed?

Senator Nick Albright: Yes.

[Senator Nick Albright collapses to the ground.]

Johnny Silver: She is someone who has found out about our mission, a 

friend of Maggie’s, that double-crosser.  We took care of her.  Luckily, they 

did not get the plates, or destroy the last set of vials extant.  Who have you 

told about the money machine?

Senator Nick Albright: No one.  I would never jeopardize the mission.

Johnny Silver: Good.  These events mean that we have to move faster.  The 

last step is letting the packages soak in the chemicals.  We were able to 

salvage just enough from that broken yellow vial.

Senator Nick Albright: Can’t I just go home with the device?  I’ve paid you 

for it.

Johnny Silver: No, we have to show you how to use it.  We have to move 

fast.  Let’s stand up and get going.  We have to dispose of the body.  But first, 

I need you to see if you recognize the person.  She was wearing a wig.  You 

must be absolutely certain this is not someone you have seen before.  It could 

be a secretary, whomever.  Spies are everywhere.
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[Father Steven Thomas returns with 1 drink and a towel.  All 3 cross to the 

back room; but stop at the entrance.]

Senator Nick Albright: Can you just leave me alone for a minute?  Here, take 

the gun.  I don’t want to hold it anymore.

Johnny Silver: Yes, certainly.

Senator Nick Albright: Thank you.

[Senator Nick Albright enters the back room and closes the door. He 

recognizes his daughter by her birth mark on her neck.]

Senator Nick Albright: My daughter!  I recognize her by this birthmark.  

Why is she here?  David must have told her.  And she came to help me.  I am 

stuck; I have to finish this game.  I can’t tell them it’s her.

[Senator Nick Albright finds the necklace on Jessica Albright’s neck, removes 

it carefully, holds it up and weeps.]

Senator Nick Albright: This is my dead wife’s necklace!  It is worn by my 

dead daughter!  Did she realize I had her mother killed?  It had to be done.  

She was jeopardizing my career with her activities.

[Senator Nick Albright returns the necklace to Jessica Albright’s neck, rises, 

walks to the main room, and sits at the table with Johnny Silver and Father 

Thomas.]

No, I don’t recognize her.

[An elaborate dance routine ensures, with many scantily-clad dancers, set to 

strange-sounding music.  The dancers appear suddenly onstage, which is 

discordant, as if the dance had been precisely timed for this point of the play.  

The dancers wear masks.  The dance is a dark dance, and speaks directly to 
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the action in the play.  The dance is about death, as in Edgar Allen Poe’s The 

Masque of Red Death.  The lighting should create and enhance a very powerful 

spectacle, mesmerizing the audience.  The lights fade to black after the song 

concludes.  The dancers exit the stage in the dark, making noise as they 

depart.]

Act 2

Scene 2

Setting : The Green Iguana.  Lights rise on Johnny Silver, Father Steven 

Thomas, and Senator Nick Albright, sitting at their table.

Senator Nick Albright: Why did everyone leave?

Father Thomas: Because the show’s over.

Johnny Silver: I told them to leave.  This is my house.  I make all the rules 

here.  

Father Thomas: We’re going to have to bury the body somewhere.

Senator Nick Albright: No!  Can’t we wait to bury it?

Father Thomas: We have to cover our tracks.  You understand.

Johnny Silver: The money should be finished.

[Johnny Silver rises and walks to the back room.]

Senator Nick Albright: Wait!

[Johnny Silver picks up the bucket in the back room, with the packages of tin 

foil soaking in it, and a stool.  He returns and places these items in the 

middle of the dance floor.]
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Johnny Silver: You want a last smoke, before we finish?

Senator Nick Albright: I don’t smoke.

Johnny Silver: I have to bury the body.  Do you believe in God?

Senator Nick Albright: Yes.

Johnny Silver: I am not so sure if there is a God.  I don’t pretend to 

understand God; but if He does exist, why is there so much suffering in the 

world?  Why did God make man such a miserable, pathetic creature?  Do 

you think humans are really learning anything?

Senator Nick Albright: It’s all part of His plan.

Johnny Silver: It’s a pretty bad plan.  It’s good you believe, though.  The 

packages of foil are ready to be opened.  Here, take your bucket.  You’re all 

set, senator.

Father Steven Thomas: You’re a very rich man now.  I’ll tell ya a wee story.  

There was a poor man, who lived on the streets of Belfast.  He wore rags, 

drank rainwater from puddles, and begged for crumbs of food.  But he 

would play charming tunes on his fife all day long, and that’s mostly how he 

got food to eat.  Then, one day, when he was a playing his fife, along came a 

woman.  It was his very daughter, from many years past.  She was now a tall 

woman, married and dressed in fine clothing.  They didn’t recognize each 

other.  He had only known her as a small child.  The poor man asked his 

relative for money, for playing his fife.  She didn’t give him a penny, and 

walked away quickly, frightened by his presence.  So that night, the man, 

perhaps on his last ounce of hope, hung himself with a rope.  I didn’t say it 

was a happy story.
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Senator Nick Albright: Just let me spend a moment more with the body, 

before you bury it.

Johnny Silver: Go ahead.

Senator Nick Albright, carrying the bucket, crosses to the back room.  Jessica 

Albright simultaneously exits the back room, disheveled, looking like a 

ghost.  The lighting changes to reflect the mood.]

Senator Nick Albright: Help me!  It’s a ghost!  Get away from me!  It’s some 

kind of satanic zombie, or a ghost!  For the love of God, help me!

Jessica Albright: Hello, daddy.

Senator Nick Albright: Oh, Lord, please help me!  You are the curse of the 

devil!  You are evil, a creature of the night.  You are not real!

Jessica Albright: What have you got there?

Senator Nick Albright: What?  Stay back!

Jessica Albright: Answer me!

Senator Nick Albright: It’s money.  It’s the money machine, some kind of 

magic.

Jessica Albright: Magic?

Senator Nick Albright: Yes, it’s magic.

Jessica Albright: It makes money?  May I see?

Senator Nick Albright: No!  Mr. Bonneteau doesn’t want anyone to touch 

the money machine.

Jessica Albright: Give it to me!

Senator Nick Albright: Ah!  Stay away from me!  Here.  Be careful with it.

Jessica Albright: Oh, be careful?  Sure.  I can be careful.  Let’s see what’s 
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inside.  It looks like a mess of ink covering $5 dollar bills and pieces of paper.

Senator Nick Albright: What?  No.  The pieces of paper are turned into $5 

dollar bills by the magic chemicals.  You could use any denomination, right 

Mr. Bonneteau?  I could use $100 dollar bills too, if I wanted, isn’t that 

correct?

Jessica Albright: But, I am sure you are wrong.  Look for yourself: Plain 

paper smeared with ink!

Senator Nick Albright: Maybe it’s not ready yet.  The $5 dollar bills were 

faulty.  Did we mix the chemicals in the right order?  Is there another step 

you did not tell me, Johnny?

Johnny Silver: Those were all the steps.  There is no such thing as a magic 

money machine, senator.  The real machine is what you gave me, those $5 

dollar plates.

Senator Nick Albright: You lied to me?  And you didn’t really die?

Jessica Albright: But you still killed me, didn’t you?  You squeezed that 

trigger and murdered your own daughter in flesh and blood, for love of 

money.  You did not act for the good of America.  And now I have the truth 

of how my mother died!

[Jessica Albright rips the necklace from her neck and holds it before Senator 

Nick Albright.]

You are sick and pathetic!

Senator Nick Albright: But this is a con game.  You’ve become a criminal.  Is 

David with you too?  He is a traitor to his own country!  Who will use those 

plates now?!  Who will use them to make real money?!!  And you don’t care?  
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You will let terrorists buy nuclear weapons, and bomb American cities, you 

coward?

Jessica Albright: I might have come to your aid, daddy.  I was going along 

for the ride, to see where it took me.  I had the ability to stop the game.  Even 

when you pointed a gun at me and didn’t hesitate to shoot; still, I considered 

running after you, and saving you.  Then, you did something that made me 

change my mind.

[Father Thomas and Johnny Silver hold Senator Nick Albright’s arms.  Jessica 

Albright takes the towel from the bucket and wraps it around Senator Nick 

Albright’s neck and begins to twist it like a tourniquet, with a piece wood 

that was in the bucket, which was used to stir the chemicals.]

You wrote this note.  You placed this note on my body: ‘This woman 

interfered with operation.’  And I want you to clearly understand that I do 

not appreciate being disrespected in that way!

[Senator Nick Albright dies.]

Farewell, daddy.

[All exit.  Lights fade to black.  After a moment, a gentle tune is played on the 

piano.]

THE END
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Notes on Creating Characters

By M. Stefan Strozier

An actor should always write a back story for his or her character.  Because 

when you write something down, the character magically comes to life.  This 

is why playwrights create plays.  For The Green Game, I wrote short stories for 

the characters, and I based the play on part of a book I wrote.  Thus, I think 

the play will do much better as a result.

In creating characters, an actor should use his or her art.  By doing this, the 

actor and playwright meet in the middle, and their interaction and 

collaboration produces something beautiful.  Character is second in 

importance to plot in the creation of a play (or a Tragedy, which is what half 

of all plays are), according to Aristotle’s Poetics.  Why is character so 

important to both playwrights and actors?  It is because the character is the 

medium through which the art of plays are expressed.  Character is to theater 

what rhythm is to poetry.  Without rhythm in a poem, it is just so many 

words on a page.  But with rhythm, it may become a work of art.  It’s the 

same with theater; with characters, the art comes to life.

This happens in two ways.  First, the character is properly portrayed, 

according to the text of the script.  And second, the actor creates a work of 

art, which exists in a certain place and time in the universe.  The same 

character of Stanley Kowalski created by Marlon Brando for Tennessee 
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Williams’ A Streetcar Named Desire, is the same one that will exist in 2006.  

Each actor brings something new to the role created.  This is how the 

playwright and actor meet, and bring life to a character.  In fact, it is the actor 

doing most of the work.  A director’s job is to then make sure that character 

acts in the proper way, at a given time.  And, the director must make sure the 

actor is bringing every possible ounce of art to bear, in the creation of the 

character.

When all of these things happen, the character is a force on the stage.  The 

role does not have to be a large one for this to happen; but everyone will take 

notice of that character.  The reason is because the audience recognizes the 

art, because it is art and therefore it is universal.  The character may not be 

real; but the way it is presented on the stage is real and this is what makes 

theater to powerful.
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The Father of Uranus

by M. Stefan Strozier

Not too long ago, in the countryside of upstate New York, near the 

Finger Lakes, a dramatic event occurred.  Flowerman Bronson, leader of the 

commune Seekers of the Father of Uranus, found himself before a crossroads.  

His hands tied behind his back, he was forced into making a decision.

Flowerman Bronson was a charismatic man, as might be expected of 

a person leading, or otherwise directing, the lives of some 200 people.  He 

was about six foot four, rather thin, even gaunt; perhaps, due to his 

vegetarian diet.  For much of his life, however, he had been a stout, athletic 

man, who ate extra helpings of beef at every meal and had even been an all-

pro linebacker at Penn State in 1964, in the position of tight end.

His long locks of curly, blond hair flowed gracefully behind him, 

reaching to the small of his back.  His skin was pale, contrasting sharply his 

strikingly clear, blue, piercing eyes.  They were eyes, with which whoever 

made contact, would surely feel as if Flowerman were reaching into their 

very soul.  Needless to mention, Flowerman was keenly aware of the power 

that his eyes and his entire charismatic nature wielded over other people.

Flowerman's name came from one of many rules, which governed his

commune.  The rules; or rather, laws, were similar to Plato's Laws of the 

Republic, which briefly governed the "perfect state" on a small part of the 

Island of Crete, centuries ago.  The rule regarding names instructed that a 

person shall retain their surname upon joining the commune, but another 
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member of the commune will provide the new inductee with their first 

name(s).

So, the person who named Flowerman was Red Herring Turning 

Leaf Johnson.  Red Leaf, as she was called, was a beautiful woman with soft,

cream-colored skin and striking black hair.  Walking hand in hand, as they 

did, across their communes’ property, butt-naked, the overseers seemed like 

a God and a Goddess.  Indeed, this was one of their fantasies.

In the wintertime, life was harsh and members of the commune 

hunkered down inside of their Swiss-style, log cabins, rarely coming out.  

The bleak landscape became cruel and empty.  Sadly, one winter a cabin full 

of adults and children perished by freezing to death.  To honor the victims, in 

the spring, after the corpses has thawed, they were cremated; and, their ashes 

were smoked in marijuana cigarettes.

However, from the spring to the fall, world came alive and the deep 

waters of the Finger Lakes were clear and beautiful.  Some commune 

members, skilled in the craft of woodworking, built an elaborate water 

purification system, made entirely of all natural parts, such as filters of 

carbon and magnetite rocks, in order to be able to drink right from the 

pristine waters surrounding their lands.  The water a strange, metallic taste, 

though.

“Heavy metals are part of nature too,” Red Leaf said one day, 

dismissing a nasty rumor that lead might be among the metals in the water 

purification system.

The crops the members grew: corn, beans, all manner of vegetables; 
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and, even some fruit, all grew on the commune property with success.  Since 

the members could not eat meat; or, even fish and eggs, they had to grow a 

significant amount of vegetables and grain, which they stored for the long 

winter, in order to survive on this sustenance.  There was never a shortage of 

work to do.  Therefore, alcohol was illegal in the laws.  Initially, there was a 

minor revolt regarding this law by certain members; but after time, everyone 

made adjustments; and, although the commune lost a few key members (the 

writers and poets of the group, primarily) who could not tolerate this rule, 

ultimately, everyone was better off for it.

Other hallucinogenic drugs (including, of course, marijuana), such as 

LSD, peyote and magic mushrooms, were legal to anyone over age 12 ½.  In 

fact, the commune partook of an evening smoke in the Great House every 

night.  The Great House was a structurally questionable, long wooden 

structure.  It had no walls.  There were many hand-woven baskets inside on 

the ground.  During high winds, the Great House swayed dramatically; but it 

never seemed to collapse.  The burning fire was a beacon for everyone to 

gather, before turning in.  However, there was no hole in the roof for the 

flames to escape; so many members had to monitor the fire, to ensure the 

roof did not catch on fire.

Flowerman did not rule outright.  He had a hand-chosen council, 

each picked for their wisdom, sense of love, or overall harmony with nature.  

There were five members of Flowerman's council, not counting Red Leaf, 

who operated as an advisor.  The council members were: Buffalo Pigtail 

Magpie Smith, Feather Rise Beesting Planski, Long Salmon Sunrise Grimes, 
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Large Mouth Bass Owl McClellan; and, Raven Spoken Hamster Goldstein.  

The council convened after the evening smoke and the other members had 

turned in for the night.  Flowerman began the meeting by reciting the sacred 

canto:

Mercury, Venus, Earth, and Mars are the inner planets. Their father is 

Jupiter, whose brothers are Neptune and Pluto.  The father of Jupiter is 

Saturn. The father of Saturn is Uranus. Who is the father of Uranus?

"Here, here," council members replied, gravely, seated in a big circle, 

around the fire.

"Fellow Seekers, we have arrived at a crossroads," Flowerman said, 

slowly standing.  The fire had been reduced to simmering coals.  No one was 

close to the fire because it was a hot August evening.  The council remained 

silent, curious about the issue present before them.

After a five minute pause, where he stood looking at the dark night, 

Flowerman continued, "As you know, council members, we own over 100 

acres of land; and, the far southwestern twenty acres have always been under 

contest with the local county.  Well, today, when I went into the Land of 

Urbanites, I received a letter from the country judge, who has made a ruling 

that the county will be confiscating that section of our land.  The so-called, 

“his honor” says the sheriff will come to take what we share with nature of 

Wednesday..."

The council members visibly shook from this drastic news. After a 

long silence, Buffalo Pigtail said, “Flowerman, what day is today?”

“I think today is Tuesday.”
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“Oh,” said Buffalo Pigtail.

Large Mouth said, "Flowerman, this is a very bad thing. What shall 

we do?"

"I propose that we stage a sit-in, and meet the government officials 

when they arrive. We shall all sit defiant, arm in arm.

"Here, here!" The council cheered, seeing the wisdom of their benign 

leader.  There was silence, while the council members sat quietly, thinking.

“Flowerman, can we hold a poetry reading, in celebration of this 

news, tonight?” Feather Rise asked gently.  She was the peaceful one.  She 

was thin, white and attractive.

“Yes, and can we have group sex after the reading?” Buffalo Pigtail 

quickly added.  She looked sort of like Gertrude Stein.  Feather Rise and she 

had named Long Salmon Sunrise, a recent member.

“Yes, of course,” Flowerman said.

“I have poem,” Raven Spoken said.  Everyone looked at him, so he 

rose and neared the fire, so the light illuminated his face, enhancing the effect 

of his beautiful words of verse.  He began, after a pause:

Penis, penis, penis, penis

Pee pee, peeeennis?

Hello, Mr. Pee pee

Are you there for me?

I have to go wee wee

Nixon is Satan
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I love New Mexico!

Stick your tinny winny penni

Into my vaginy opening

Vaginy winey

The baby-killer soldiers are evil

Whoooooooo

Tushu, lulu, whoopy-dupsy…

Raven Spoken Hamster suddenly stopped reciting his poem, a look 

of horror on his face.  Large Mouth, alarmed, said, “Raven Spoken, are you 

okay?”

Feather Rise said, “That was so beautiful; so much powerful imagery.  

I really loved the part about Nixon.  Have you published your poem yet?”

Raven Spoken shouted back, “Don’t interrupt me until I am done 

with my poetry!”  He continued by letting out a loud moo, as if he were a 

cow, followed by his verse:

Old McDonald is Nixon

Old McDonald is Nixon

Old McDonald is Nixon…

But again, curiously, Raven Spoken paused.  This time, however, 

Buffalo Pigtail spoke, without pausing, “Oh, I get it!  Old McDonald had a 

farm; and on that farm he had a Nixon’ Old McDonald had a farm; and on 
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that farm he had a Johnson..”

Raven Spoken became visible agitated, screamed at the top of his 

lungs; and, ran away.  The council looked at each other in discomfort.  As if 

sensing the need to break the awkward silence, Long Salmon said, “Maybe 

we should start the free love?”

§ § §

The next day, the entire commune woke early; and, forgoing their 

chores, dressed in lavish, hand-sewn costumes, made entirely of all natural 

ingredients: lettuce, cabbage, spices and herbs; and, other leafy vegetables.  

Armed with cymbals and chimes, wooden clackers; and such, the happy 

group strode across the green hills to the southwest in one long line, 

spanning half a mile in length.  Everyone had flowers in their hair.  Members 

sang political songs, typical of their generation, such as Four Dead in O-hi-o 

and or new-age songs, such as The Age of Aquarius.  At this last song, Red 

Leaf said jokingly to Flowerman, “Let the sunshine into Uranus too.”  

Members recited wonderful free-verse poetry; often, original works; but also 

works from famous poets of their generation, such as…Billy Collins…or, 

well, anyway, a chorus of gentle songs and poetry filled the warm, spring 

day.

Unfortunately, halfway to their destination, it started raining heavily.

Drenched, miserable, a little sad, the group of adults and children 

reached the end of the road.  The road connected to the small town of 
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Haldermanville, some ten miles away.  It was eleven o'clock in the morning, 

still drizzling slightly.  After several attempts, the beautiful people formed a 

wide ring of love, encompassing the road.  And then Flowerman did 

something unexpected. He took off his army rucksack (which he got from 

serving two years in the reserves, successfully avoiding that Vietnam War) 

and laid it on the ground.  He un-strapped, opened it up; and, began passing 

out handful after handful of large marijuana cigarettes.  Everyone cheered, 

especially the children.  He instructed the group to light up at the exact time 

that the evil government officials arrived.

Four police cars and one unmarked vehicle crested the grassy hill 

where the commune members sat waiting, at ten-thirty, a small dust cloud in 

their wake.  The vehicles stopped shy of the group; and, parked on the right 

side of the road.  The sheriff climbed out of the front car, which was the 

unmarked one.  With a loud “ssstick” from many books of matches or 

lighters, the group lit their marijuana cigarettes in non-violent, political 

defiance.  The hippies puffed hard for several minutes, while the sheriff and 

his deputies dismounted their cars and organized.  The smoke, exhaled from 

the hippies, hung low in the damp air.  A soft breeze gently blew the 

cannabis smoke in the direction of the officers of the law.  The government 

officials soon took notice of the distinctive sent.

The sheriff was a short man, about five foot five.  He wore a wide-

brimmed hat and chewed at a toothpick.  His gun holster hung at his hips a 

little low.  He had a slight smirk on his mouth.  The sheriff knew Flowerman 

well and walked right toward him.  The sheriff directed his deputies to wait 
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a few meters back; and, when he gave the signal, to draw their weapons and 

be prepare to fire.  Flowerman stood up as the sheriff approached and they 

stood toe to toe, Flowerman towering over his adversary.

The deputy leaned his head to the right, wearing his wry grin.  He 

twisted his toothpick with his tongue against his lips, nervously.  He said, 

“Flowerman, I’m gonna be nice and pretend that I don’t see you breaking 

federal and state laws; and, county violations – gonna give you one chance to 

clear yourself and your hippy freaks outta here, right now.”

Flowerman smiled, broadly; and said, “Do you want to smoke a 

marijuana cigarette, sheriff?”

The sheriff’s grin left his face, which turned red.  He turned and 

whistled at his deputies, who all drew their weapons and splayed their legs, 

wide.  Chaos immediately ensued.  By now, everyone was a little high on 

THC, especially the sheriff and his deputies, who had a low tolerance.  One 

of the deputies ran back to the vehicles and turned on all of their sirens and 

lights.  The alarming incongruity of the police sirens and lights destroyed the 

powerful harmony of the circle.  The sheriff punched Flowerman in the 

stomach, hard.  Floweman doubled his tall frame over, crying, “Uugh!”

The sheriff kneed Flowerman in the groin, violently twisted his arm 

behind his back; and, slammed him on the ground, hard, cutting 

Flowerman’s face.  Seeing this, the hippies cried out in horror.  The deputies, 

their hands shaking; but seeing their leader in firm control, did not move.

“Hey hippy, how does the pavement taste?” The sheriff said to his 

adversary, angrily shoving Flowerman’s face around on the ground.



97

Red Leaf suddenly, stood up from the wet Earth and shrieked, “Stop 

it!  Leave him alone, you baby-killer!”

The Sheriff, ignoring her, cuffed Flowerman; and, leaving him 

squirming on the ground in agony, stood back up, drew his .38 caliber pistol, 

raised it high in the air, and said in a loud voice, “Now!  All you hippy freaks 

have 24 hours to leave your commune.  We are coming in there with tear gas 

and smoke you pot-smoking weirdos outta your wormholes!  You hear me?”

And now, reader, we arrive with Floweman, at his crossroads.  For, 

this is where Flowerman was forced into making a decision, which is a 

difficult, if not impossible, thing for a hippy to do.  Flowerman had to choose 

between non-violent protest and violent resistance.  Non-violence did not

seem to be working.  And, the stakes were high.  After all, many commune 

members were wanted criminals.  In fact, every member of Flowerman’s 

council was a card-carrying member of The Weather Underground.  They 

each had a rap sheet, consisting of crimes such as damage to government 

property, resisting arrest, possession of controlled substances, tax evasion; 

and, even, conspiracy to overthrow the United States Government.  Eating 

pavement, Flowerman had no choice and we understand his position.  So, 

raising his head, he shouted at his troops of peace and love, “All beautiful 

people attack!”

Sadly, however, Flowerman’s orders were ignored and the entire 

commune got up and ran away, across the wet grass of the rolling hills.

The sheriff turned to his frozen deputies and shouted, “Don’t just 

stand there; go git those Communist bastards!”
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The deputies ran after the commune members; but slipped in the 

muddy ground.  Two pistols fired by accident, at random.  One bullet hit a 

police car; the other hit Large Mouth Bass Owl McClellan in the right butt 

cheek.  He fell, holding his rear.  Some deputies managed to tackle commune 

members and handcuff them.  Then, the sheriff fired six warning shots into 

the air; and, the commune members, who had not gotten away, stopped in 

fear.  The deputies encircled them.

When the sheriff and his deputies finally restored order, there were 

69 commune members placed under arrest, including Flowerman and his 

entire council.  The press immediately dubbed this group "the sixty-nine who

did time," and a controversy soon arose.

The mayor of Haldermanville, Mr. Jim Jones, had a mixed blessing.  

On the one hand, he had stumbled on several hard-core felons, fleeing from 

the law; nine, to be exact, including Flowerman, Red Leaf, his whole council, 

and two others members of the commune: Two Wolf Whalebone Luigi and 

Parsley Sage Rosemary Thompson.  As the FBI descended on his little town. 

Mr. Jones got his 15 minutes of fame.

On the other hand, however, some powerful US senators and 

congressmen, federal judges, union bosses, etc, were calling Mr. Jones on a 

regular basis.  Many members of the commune had come from prestigious, 

mostly liberal, families who had lost track of their family member for years; 

and, these families were exacting supreme pressure on the mayor to release 

their family member.

The mayor held daily press meetings, during which he kept saying, 
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“We’re taking everything under consideration;” or, “Justice will be served in 

the appropriate manner to all parties involved.”

In the end, all of the “sixty-nine who did time” made bail and were 

released on misdemeanor charges of using and growing an illegal substance.  

(The small town Western Union got a lot of business.)  The county issued an 

injunction and seized the commune, with its withering crops and wild 

animals eating the vegetable and grain storages.  And, saddest of all, the 

Great House finally fell to the ground, in a triumphant crash that no one 

heard.

The nine, hard-core felons, however, were tried and easily found 

guilty.  They were convicted and transferred to the federal prison Sing Sing, 

in upstate New York.  However, due to one last push of political influence, 

the council was allowed to remain together for the duration of their twenty 

year terms; and, they were housed in a special section of the prison.  Their 

lives fell into typical prison monotony: three daily meals, TV; and, a whole 

lot of bridge games.

Flowerman Bronson's heart was broken.  He gathered his council as 

often as he could, by the basketball court, when all inmates were breaking in 

the courtyard.  The council was officially widened to include Two Wolf 

Whalebone Luigi and Parsley Sage Rosemary Thompson.  But sadly, the 

council became dark, and ideals such as love and peace turned into 

bitterness, escape, revenge.  Feather Rise Beesting turned to prison diction to 

express her anger.  Large Mouth Bass Owl became an avid weightlifter.  Red 

Leaf organized a pyramid scheme involving cigarettes, which she controlled 
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with a deft draconian flair.  Much to her and the rest of the council, the 

pyramid scheme worked!  Soon, the council began to exert authority over the 

entire prison population.  Rewards were established, as well as penalties.  

There were prizes and contests as well, such as “Prisoner of the Month” and 

“The Nobel Prize in Prisoner Life” and others.

Flowerman, seeing that he could control people once again, became 

happy.  He started a benign experiment in mind control: join the Seekers as 

low-level members and receive more cigarettes.  Prisoners became Seekers 

right and left, no longer believing in God; instead, wanting to know more 

about “The Father of Uranus.”  The prisoners, who already afforded 

Flowerman a healthy prison respect for being “strange,” came to fear him 

outright.  Officially, the new Seeker-members were known as “Prisoners 

Explicitly for Entropy in Prisons” or PEEPs.  Thus, in the words of 

Flowerman, everyone in the prison became, “One of my PEEPs.”

Every night, Flowerman studied astronomy in his cell.  He burned 

his incense.  He read his scientific journals.  And, one night, in the French 

publication, Journal de Physique he stumbled upon his grand discovery.  A 

huge comet called Dæilåte-Dalörshzurt 00 (named after the two famous 

German astronomers) would be passing directly overhead in just two days. 

This was no ordinary comet; but one twice the size of Haley's Comet or Hale-

Bopp.  This was it!  The comet would take the Seeker to the Father of Uranus!  

Flowerman was ecstatic; and, he let out a loud yell, overjoyed at his 

provenance.

There was no time to waste.  Flowerman pulled every string he knew, 
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arranging for a large amount of cyanide to be smuggled into the kitchen, 

posing as a bag of flour, to a Seeker working there.  The cook poured the 

deadly power into a huge vat of grape juice.

Simultaneously, Flowerman put the word out for every inmate to get 

a cup of grape juice at supper.  That night, at dinner, the inmates ate their 

dinner meal; but did not drink from their Styrofoam cups.

At 6:04 p.m., precisely when the comet was flying above Sing Sing, 

Flowerman took his last bite of food, which happened to be cheesecake, 

picked up his own Styrofoam cup of poison; and, stood on the table.  He did 

not have much time to speak.  The commotion would alert the guards to 

action.

Flowerman spoke to the packed mess hall, gesticulating majestically, 

"Seekers of The Father of Uranus...the time has come, the stars are in 

alignment; and, the moment of the future is upon us!  Seekers, we shall now 

board the spaceship known as Dæilåte-Dalörshurt 00 and travel through time 

to find the Father of Uranus!  Red Leaf, assume the position at starship 

controls; Buffalo Pigtail Magpie and Two Wolf Whalebone, the guidance 

systems; Feather Rise Beesting, to sick bay with Parsley Sage Rosemary; 

Raven Spoken and Long Salmon Sunrise, the weapons system.  I will sit in 

the captain’s chair...all other Seekers will remain below in the steerage 

section for the duration of the journey!  Now, raise your cups for the toast!"

The guards were running across the room, toward Flowerman’s 

table, as fast as they could.  Flowerman continued:
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Mercury, Venus, Earth, and Mars are the inner planets. Their father is 

Jupiter. His brothers are Neptune and Pluto.  The father of Jupiter is Saturn.  

The father of Saturn is Uranus.  Who is the father of Uranus?

"Who is the Father of Uranus?" The inmates said back, raising their 

Styrofoam cups up high.

"Drink, drink, Sing Sing!"



103

CONTRIBUTORS

Magdalena Ball (www.compulsivereader.com) lives in NSW, Australia.  She 

The Compulsive Reader http://www.compulsivereader.com/html and 

Preschool Entertainment http://www.preschoolentertainment.com/html. Her 

stories, editorials, poetry, reviews and articles have appeared in a wide 

number of printed anthologies and journals, and have won many awards. 

She is the author of The Art of Assessment, and Quark Soup(available from 

http://www.compulsivereader.com/html/images/quarkindex.htm)  Her novel 

Sleep Before Evening will be available from BeWrite Books early in 2007.

Abdul Karim Khan (pen name: Ernest Dempsey) was born in Hangu, a small 

town in Pakistan. As a child, he enjoyed two things: The joyful company of 

his brother and Khan’s best friend, Shais; and, making airy castles with lots 

of characters in his mind. These two things pervaded through his spirit so 

much that he has given up valuable scholarships to pursue them. At twelve, 

he began his career by writing detective stories, horror, thrillers, and 

whatnot). However, a career in writing held no bright prospects in his 

society. So he studied geology. But his literary spirit demanded more 

attention and he started studying classics, alongside writing. The Internet 

reached his hometown in 2003, whereupon he began submitting his work to 

literary ezines. In just the last year, he has seen publication of his poems, 

essays, short stories, and literary reviews. He has been published in audience 

literary journal, and other literary journals, as well as other magazines. His 
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reviews appear in The audience Review, and other places. Email: 

dempsey87@yahoo.com.

M. Stefan Strozier lives in New York City. He is the founder of La Muse 

Venale Acting Troupe (http://www.lamusevenale.org/). His plays: Guns, 

Shackles & Winter Coats, The Whales, and The Tragedy of Abraham Lincoln, 

were performed in lengthy runs, off-off Broadway, and in the Midtown 

International Theatre Festival. He has directed four plays and produced nine, 

all off-off Broadway. His stories, poems, non-fiction have been published in 

many online ezines, in print, and in newspapers. He is the co-founder of the 

ezine audience (www.worldaudience.org), with Hareendran Kallinkeel. His 

plays, books, and his collections of short stories and essays are available at at 

his Web site: www.mstefanstrozier.org.
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(all prices are USD)

1) Advertisement plan no. 1: 7”(w) x 9”(h) = $50.00 

2) Advertisement plan no. 2: 7”(w) x 4.5”(h) = $30.00

3) Advertisement plan no. 3: 3.5”(w) x 4”(h) = $20.00
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World Audience, Inc.

Attn: Mike Strozier

25 Sickles Street, #6E

New York, NY  10040
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strozier@worldaudience.org

www.worldaudience.org

Please make your check out to: World Audience, Inc.  Or, you may pay 

through PayPal on our Web site: www.worldaudience.org.  You may also 

send us an email: info@worldaudience.org.
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The Biting Age is a new collection of varied pieces of humor and wit 

by Pakistani writer Karim Khan, with an introduction by M. Stefan 

Strozier. The reader will be enthralled, entertained, and excited by 

this writer's talents. "The Biting Age" is $13.

Available at: www.worldaudience.org
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The Labyrinth is the memoir of M. Stefan Strozier. Strozier is a 

modern-day, global Huck Finn. The Labyrinth is $15.

Available at: www.worldaudience.org
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Hareendran Kallinkeel is an Indian writer, who lives in New Delhi, 

and writes imaginative, painful, truthful stories set in his native 

country. Mr. Kallinkeel's stories are real and honest; but he seeks a 

higher plane of existence and his primary goal is always the pursuit 

of love and understanding. "A Few Ugly Humans" is $15.

Available at www.worldaudience.org
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World Audience, Inc. is a 21st century publishing corporation, 

owned by its artist-members. Please submit your short stories, 

poems, plays, paintings, or photography by email to: 

submissions@worldaudience.org, or post your work on our 

'community' page, where you are free to interact with other artists. 

Our blog is another way to share ideas: LiveJournal Community. All 

submissions are considered for publication in our journal or review. 

Please subscribe to our ezine (in Adobe PDF, Microsoft, or Palm 

reader formats) on our 'about' page ($9.99 annually). Please 

subscribe to our high-quality, printed journal or review by clicking 

the subscribe button below (25% off the cover price and free 

shipping). For individual copies of our journal or review in print 

($11.99 per copy), please email: subscriptions@worldaudience.org, 

or purchase copies on our 'zine' page. Thank you!
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