
S I G H T S A N D S O U N D S 

BIGGER THOMAS ON THE BOARDS 
Richard Wright's great novel "Native Son" is successfully dramatized by the author, Paul Green, and Orson 

Welles. Canada Lee's splendid performance. Review of the movies and music. 

1IKE many other readers of Richard 
Wright 's magnificent novel, I was a bit 

- ^ skeptical and troubled when I first heard 
the plans for a play-version of Native Son. 
The dramatic possibilities of the book were 
obvious, but even more impressive was the 
technical problem of translating the story 
into another medium without distorting its 
complex and subtle meanings. How easy it 
would be, by one fatal misstep, to convert 
tragedy into melodrama; or to reduce Bigger 
Thomas to a merely pathetic victim of cir
cumstance on the one hand, a surly killer 
on the other; or to twist the social meaning 
of the story into its opposite, as some reviewers 
had attempted to do, by wrenching episodes 
out of their artistic context. The news that 
Paul Green and Richard Wright were col
laborating on the script was reassuring. But 
another question remained. Would it be pos
sible to find a producer who would dare to 
fight a Broadway theater which had so 
largely abandoned itself to the timidity, es
capism, false patrioteering, and giddiness 
engendered by the war hysteria? 

T h a t these legitimate doubts have been so 
thoroughly dispelled by the production itself 
is a tribute to the integrity and skill of Paul 
Green and Richard Wright, of Orson Welles, 
Canada Lee, James Morcom, and all the 
others responsible for the imaginative staging 
of Native Son. For the play, like the novel, 
is more than a protest. I t is a positive thrust 
against the conspiracy of bigotry, hate, and 
oppression which poisons our national life so 
deeply that we cannot be restored to health 
without its final and utter eradication. No 
sensitive human being can leave the theater 
without realizing, in the words of Paul Max, 
the defense lawyer, that the oppression of the 
Negro people, the criminal J im Crowing 
of 15,000,000 American citizens, in the army, 
in the navy, in every walk of life, is a rot
ting sore in the national organism. T o a 
theater long in the doldrums, Native Son 
brings a serious and bold conception which 
challenges the official view that ft is un
patriotic to tell the truth about American 
life. 

I t is Bigger Thomas, of course, who dom
inates each of the ten swift scenes, whether 
or not he is physically present on the stage. 
Interpreted with great understanding and 
sensitivity by Canada Lee, Bigger comes to 
life as a major dramatic character, thwarted, 
rebellious, tormented by the alternating 
rhythms of fear and hate and pride. While 
it has been impossible to reproduce all the 
values of the novel's documented psychologi
cal insight, the dual and apparently contra-
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dictory aspects of Bigger's personality are 
faithfully presented: his tenderness and erup
tive anger, his self-consuming uncertainties 
and his pretenses of unmitigated toughness, 
his moments of trembling hope rising from 
the depths of his being only to be smothered 
in a vast self-defensive cynicism. 

In the very first scene, Bigger strongly 
rejects the philosophy of rehgious submissive-
ness preached by his mother. He refuses to 
praise God for the poverty and hunger and 
shame which haunt the tenement room in 
which the whole family lives. The enormous 
grey rat ( "Mr . Dalton") which Bigger kills 
and dangles at the meager breakfast table 
symbolizes the enemy, wellfed, sleek, mean, 
and Bigger hacks away at him with awe-
inspiring gusto. The play begins on this level 
of high tension—there are no small-talk pre
liminaries—and it keeps mounting as we fol
low Bigger and his friends in the street scene 
that follows. Imaginatively, they play at be
ing aviators, politicians, soldiers, engineers, 
anything but terrified boys planning a hold-up 
because they have nothing better to do. 

Breaking through the conventional three 
act mold, the authors develop Bigger's char
acter in rapid and suggestive scenes: his in-
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Canada Lee as Bigger Thomas and Ray Col
lins as Lawyer Paul Max in a scene from 
Native Son. 

troduction to the Dalton household, where 
he is quizzed by the detective, lectured to 
by his "philanthropic" employer, and terrified 
by the advances of Mary Dalton, the young 
university girl who fancies herself a radical; 
the unforgettable bedroom scene in which 
Mary is accidentally killed by a terrified Big
ger; the scene in the furnace room where his 
crime is discovered; the highly dramatic mo
ments in which Bigger makes his girl an 
accomplice in a kidnapping scheme and in 
which both of them hide from the police 
searchlights; and finally the stirring trial 
scene in which M'r. Max delivers an elo
quent indictment against the real- criminal, 
a social order based on discrimination, and 
the jail scene, where M r . Max tells the boy: 
"They do not hate you. They do the same 
thing to each other; and not until all the poor 
people in the world gain confidence in them
selves. . . . " 

The play is a miracle of compression. In 
certain respects, indeed, it has gained over 
the original story. By reducing Jan Erlone 
(who had been imperfectly realized in the 
novel) to a nominal role, and by pointing 
up the character of Mary Dalton, the play 
clarifies the situation leading to Mary's death. 
Moreover, M r . Max's trial speech is now 
more compelling in its firmness and sim
plicity, and one is not conscious, as one was 
in the novel, that it is a mere recapitulation 
of all the meanings already communicated. 

In other respects, the play has sacrificed 
values which were powerfully felt in the 
original. The prosecutor in the play, for ex
ample, is a quite ineffectual figure; in the 
story District Attorney Buckley, running for 
re-election, on the lookout for sensational 
publicity, has seized on Bigger as a victim, 
and exploited prejudice for political ends. 
Because of the exigencies of the scene struc
ture, characters like Bigger's mother, sister, 
brother, and friends, disappear after they are 
introduced, whereas in the novel they are 
brought back for effective contrast. T h e tie-up 
between Red-baiting and the victimization 
of Bigger, suggested here in the words of 
relatively unimportant characters like the de
tective and reporter, has only a portion of 
the social force which it had in the novel. 

But these shortcomings are not central. 
T o a great extent, they were probably in
evitable. If the play is not as rich as the 
novel, if it is not as great a piece of dra
matic as it is of narrative literature, one need 
not be surprised. For the story of Bigger 
Thomas was conceived and elaborated within 
the framework of fiction, and it is as hope
less for a play to realize all the values of 
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a great novel as it is for a novel to realize 
all the values of a great play. All one can 
expect realistically, I think, is fidelity to the 
essential spirit of the original and indepen
dent vitality in the new medium. And the 
stage version of Native Son survives both 
tests with honors. 

Orson Welles has treated the play with 
characteristic daring and flexibility. He has 
focused every scene on Bigger without destroy
ing the other characters. He has been at great 
pains to give the effect of speed and concen
trated action which the script required. James 
Morcom's sets are really distinguished for 
their variety and brilliant evocation of mood. 
Canada Lee is supported by a group of gifted 
and persuasively sincere players: Ray Collins 
as Paul M a x ; Evelyn Ellis as Bigger's 
mother; Nell Harrison as the blind Mrs . 
Dalton; Erskine Sanford as M r . Dalton; and 
Rena Mitchell as Bigger's girl Clara. 

I t is reported in the press that M G M is 
contemplating a movie production of Native 
Son—with an all-white cast and the total 
elimination of the Negro theme! H this plan 
goes through, over three or four dead bodies, 
we shall witness a degrading contrast to the 
fighting play which Orson Welles has put 
on at the St. James Theater. I t is to be hoped 
that the play will continue to win the cheers 
of a deeply stirred audience for many months 
to come. For its significance must be burned 
so deeply into the public mind that any sub
sequent Hollywood whitewash will be hooted 
out of existence. 
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Hollywood discovers a new flying tech
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