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Eugene O’Neill Recycled:
The Wooster Group’s The Emperor Jones
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Synopsis

This article examines the Wooster Group’s theatrical adaptation of The Emperor Jones (1993), in an
attempt to establish a dramaturgical and aesthetic crossover between the group’s strategy and that of Eugene
O’Neill, who originally wrote the play in 1920. Considered an important work in O’Neill’s effort to make
America’s theatrical culture independent from its European antecedents, 7he Emperor Jones shows O’Neill’s
experimentation in its scenography, which inspired the Wooster Group to revisit the play. As a result,
the group’s adaptation successfully presented what O’Neill innovated, but with a modern, avant-gardist
interpretation. Meanwhile, the new production proved that there was a shared concern between O’Neill and
the group about the racial representation of the black character of Brutus Jones, whose literal and theatrical
embodiment aroused much controversy. Moreover, the Wooster Group’s postmodernist approach to the play
also illuminated alternative ways of dramatizing racial concepts, marking the group’s departure from O’Neill’s
inheritance both culturally and politically. Searching for the aesthetical and social strategies that underscored
the relationship between O’Neill and the Wooster Group, this paper explores the significance of the new

production of The Emperor Jones, brought by the Wooster Group to the modern theatre world and society.
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The first Expressionistic play that I ever saw ...was Kaiser’s From Morn to Midnight, produced in New York in 1922,
after I’d written both The Emperor Jones and The Hairy Ape. 1 had read From Morn to Midnight before The Hairy Ape
was written, but not before the idea for it was planned. The point is that The Hairy Ape is a direct descendant of Jones,
written long before I had ever heard of Expressionism, and its form needs no explanation but this. As a matter of fact, I
did not think much of Morn to Midnight, and still don’t. It is too easy. It would not have influenced me. (qtd. in Leech,
35)

Marvin Carlson, The Haunted Stage: The Theatre as Memory Machine, “Ghostly Tapestries: Postmodern Recycling” 2%
o
Champagne, 19.

Valk, 4.

So that’s how it began, and it was all there on page for us, really likes notes of music. Certainly, it was during O’Neill’s
expressionist period. So it was pretty much how we did the play. (Valk, 4)

David Kranser, “Whose Role Is It Anyway? Charles Gilpin and the Harlem Renaissance.”

Manuel, 68-9.

Bechtel, 158.

Savran, 2004, 67.

Bechtel, 165.

Yet, in the W. E. B DuBois essay included in the Wooster Group and Provincetown programs, O’Neill is lauded not only
for writing about African Americans, but for the truthfulness of his representations. DuBois even explicitly laments that
O’Neill’s motives and aims will receive “almost universal misinterpretation.” [...]We can easily understand shy DuBois

would speak out against what he considered an unjust characterization of a contemporary colleague (with perhaps, other
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political motives in mind as well). (qtd. in Bechtel, 162)

21 Carlson, 168.

22 I have a very deep feeling nowadays—in fact, even since my years in France— that this is the destined time for America
to fall back upon itself in a cultural sense, to cease running to Mama & Papa Europe whenever it feels spiritually
wounded by its own crudity, to realize appreciatively and with pride that the adolescent attitude has become a pose,
that it is adult if it will only examine itself. We laid so much emphasis in the past few decades on what we lack, that
we became entirely blind to what, under the sordid surface, we were daily gaining, as well as the worth of the scorned
traditional past in American History. (Bogard and Bryer, 410-11)

23 NP, 233,

Xt A~

Bechtel, Roger. “Brutus Jones’n the Hood: The Wooster Group, the Provincetown Players, and The Emperor Jones.” The
Wooster Group and Its Traditions. Ed. Johan Callens. Bruxelles: P1.E.-Peter Lang, 2004. 157-166. Print.

Bogard, Travis and Jackson R. Bryer, eds. Selected Letters of Eugene O’Neill. New York: Limelight Editions, 1988. Print.

Carlson, Marvin. The Haunted Stage: The Theatre as Memory Machine. Ann Arbor: Michigan UP, 2003. Print.

Champagne, Lenora. “Always Starting New: Elizabeth LeCompte,” The Drama Review 25.3 (1981): 19-28. Print.

Gassner, John. “The Nature of O’Neill’s Achievement: A Summary and Appraisal.” O Neill: A Collection of Critical Essays.
Ed. John Gassner. Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1964. 165-171. Print.

Leech, Clifford. Fugene O’Neill. London: Oliver and Boyd; New York: Grove Press, 1963. Print.

Kranser, David. “Whose Role Is It Anyway? Charles Gilpin and the Harlem Renaissance.” Afiican American Review 29.3
(1995): 483-496. Print.

Manheim, Michael. Eugene O’Neill s New Language of Kinship. Syracuse, New York Syracuse UP, 1982. Print.

Manuel, Carme. “A Ghost in the Expressionist Jungle of O’Neill’s The Emperor Jones.” African American Review 39.1-2
(2005): 67-85. Print.

Norman, Lance. “Performing the Postmodern Moment in Eugene O’Neill’s The Emperor Jones.” Drama and the
Postmodern: Assessing the Limits of Metatheatre. Ed. Daniel K. Jernigan. New York: Cambria Press, 2008. 85-107.
Print.

O’Neill, Eugene. The Emperor Jones.1920. Eugene O’Neill: Complete Plays 1913-1920. New York: The Library of America,
1988. 1029-1061. Print.

Pfister, Joel. Staging Depth: Eugene O’Neill and the Politics of Psychological Discourse. Chapell Hill: North Carolina UP,
1995. Print.

Savran, David. “Obeying the Rules. ” The Wooster Group and Its Traditions. Ed. Johan Callens. Bruxelles : P.I.LE- Peter Lang,
2004. 63-69. Print.

Shaughnessy, Edward L. “O’Neill’s African and Irish-Americans: Stereotypes or “Faithful Realism?” The Cambridge
Companion to Eugene O’Neill. Ed. Michael Manheim. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1998. 148-163. Print.

Tiusanen, Timo. O’Neill s Scenic Images. New Jersey: Princeton UP, 1969. Print.

Valk, Kate. Interview by Tom Sellar. Kate Valk Interview. The Pew Center for Arts and Heritage. n.d. Web.

Wainscott, Ronald H. The Emergence of the Modern American Theater 1914-1929. New Haven: Yale UP, 1997. Print.

W (2B FI~p 6374 =<2 2] Yal YIRURF R Z, 2001, Print.

26



