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ChaPter 2

“We shouLD haVe caLLeD it
rumPeLstiLtskin ”
A Labor Fairy Tale Gets Real in The Revolt of the Beavers

In the unprepossessing “Children’s Theatre—1937” file of the Federal Theatre Project Collection in the National Archives lies a series of prepared press
releases for the Federal Theatre Project’s most controversial children’s play,
The Revolt of the Beavers.1 Opening in May 1937, the production of The
Revolt of the Beavers followed Charlotte Chorpenning’s enormously successful adaptation of The Emperor’s New Clothes, Dorothy Hailpern’s Horse Play,
and Oscar Saul and Lou Lantz’s Living Newspaper–styled Flight to the New
York project’s Children’s Theatre stage.2 Between fluffy releases remarking
upon the difficulty actors had adjusting to roller skates and describing the
play’s street game of “potsie” were those that linked The Revolt of the Beavers to the astonishingly successful contemporary labor strike tactics of the
new Congress of Industrial Unions.3 A May 18, 1937, release exclusive to the
World-Telegram reads:
The furore created by the wave of sit-in strikes has led to considerable speculation as to the origin of labor’s new tactic. Who started the first sit-in
strike and why is the question that a couple of WPA FTP playwrights, Oscar
Saul and Lou Lantz, undertake to answer in a new play. . . . There is evidence that the quaint custom of sitting down until the mountain comes to
Mohammet began in the animal kingdom.

Other releases directed to targeted newspapers dropped the whimsical
approach. For the Daily Worker, the FTP’s Department of Information wrote:
43

FIgure 4. Paul, Mary, and Windy. Revolt of the Beavers (New York City, New York): George Mason
University. Fenwick Library. Special Collections and Archives
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Now it is the Federal Children’s Theatre which takes up the cudgels for
democracy on a new front . . . written so simply that a six year old child
can understand the events and directed in the style of a whimsical fantasy,
the play is nonetheless a clear exposition of conflicts in modern society.
Although intended for children, it is an Aesop’s fable that adults will appreciate.

Again for the Daily Worker, an April 23 release begins:
As part of its program in building a progressive children’s theatre in this
country, the WPA Children’s Theatre carries on extensive correspondence
through its research department with similar organizations in foreign
countries. . . . Of considerable interest has been an exchange of letters with
L. Markaviev, director of the Theatre of Young Spectators in Leningrad and
Honored Artist of the Republic.

The release then details a Soviet study of child audiences to classify children’s
theatre before announcing the upcoming opening of The Revolt of the Beavers. An attached note reads, “Not too bad as a piece of writing. But let’s play
dirty and withhold this from Washington. I’m afraid they would be terribly
shocked.”
This deliberate censoring of materials from the office of the National
Director, and quite possibly from the WPA, is not repeated, though an
unsigned, handwritten attachment to a release noting that the play “illustrates
current problems of government and economics in a simplified fashion” suggests concern over the play’s political content. The attachment reads:
Not so good. Editorializing again. Also puts us on the spot by saying the
play illustrates current problems in government and economics. Publicity
for this unit should always stress the fact that it is a Children’s Theatre presenting plays that interest, amuse, and entertain kids [italics mine].4

Publicity could not, in the end, stress that fact enough. Seventeen performances after the curtain rose on The Revolt of the Beavers, it descended for the
last time.5 “Meet the Chief,” its brightly decorated poster had proclaimed, with
a picture of a colorfully clothed, fat, grinning beaver. A “fantasy seen through
the eyes of a child and embellished for adult consumption with social satirical
trimmings” trumpeted yet another release. But the play was publicly branded
by New York Times critic Brooks Atkinson as “Mother Goose Marx,” and the
resulting fervor in the city papers, coupled with the FTP’s timid response, shut
down the production.6
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The Revolt of the Beavers tells the story of two poor nine-year-olds who
are swept away to a fantastic forest where all of the animals talk and all are
nine years old except the babies—“and they grow up very fast,” explains one
beaver. Paul and Mary find echoes of their own poverty and helplessness in
the beavers’ lives of toil for the tyrannical Chief, who controls the bark-producing “busy busy busy” Wheel and is thus privileged to wear a blue sweater
and roller skates, eat all the ice cream he wants, and sit in a barber’s chair pulling levers while the other beavers are forced to work on the Wheel without
being able to eat from the bark they produce. The children join the beavers in
protest against the Chief ’s exploitative working conditions. When the Chief
refuses to respond, they help the animals stage a successful revolt so that
everyone who works will share in the profits of that labor. Atkinson wrote in
his review that
The first lesson in labor warfare is staged against some whimsical settings
and in imaginative costumes. . . . The style is playful; the mood is gravely
gay and simple-minded. Many children now unschooled in the technique
of revolution now have an opportunity, at government expense, to improve
their tender minds. Mother Goose is no longer a rhymed escapist. She has
been studying Marx; Jack and Jill lead the class revolution.7

When Atkinson’s review caused a deputy police commissioner to refuse 1,400
free tickets for children “on the grounds that members of the Police Athletic
League would be persuaded towards Marxism as Atkinson predicted” and to
write to the New York Times demanding that action be taken to “suppress or
at least censor” the play, FTP officials moved swiftly.8 Without attempting to
change the script to make The Revolt of the Beavers palatable to its critics, they
closed it down.9 Jack and Jill would not be leading the revolution on Uncle
Sam’s dime.
While FTP director Hallie Flanagan explicitly articulated a commitment
to socially relevant theatre, the political reality was that FTP administrators
could ill afford a controversy over the supposed Communist content of a
children’s play. Congressional funding was due to expire at the end of June
and would be continued only by a nod from that legislative body whose support for the arts projects of Federal One, and particularly the theatre project,
remained tenuous at best. Additionally, the public outcry over a staunchly
pro-labor, Marxist fantasy play for children focused scrutiny on a project in
turmoil. Rumors were flying that the WPA would be imposing budget cuts
and the New York project’s lively theatre unions were staging protests.10 The
New York project found itself in the uncomfortable position (to which it
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would become all too well accustomed) of being under the scrutiny of Congress and attack by its own unionized employees. Those employees included
supervisor of the Children’s Unit Jack Rennick, who was active in the Workers Alliance.11
Other events added to the tension. The war in Spain had mobilized Popular Front support. A sit-down strike in Flint, Michigan, in February had rallied labor. During the run of Revolt, workers at the “Little Steel” plants of the
Midwest went on strike. At Republic Steel, workers trying to set up a picket
line under the Steel Workers Organizing Committee were fired on by the
Chicago police. Ten people were killed, seven shot in the back, as police fired
on, beat up, and teargassed the crowd. Footage of the action would be shown
at congressional hearings conducted by Senator Robert LaFollette that began
July 2, 1937.
It was at this politically tense juncture that The Revolt of the Beavers
opened, acknowledged by an FTP brief prepared for the House Committee
on Un-American Activities as “the only Federal Theatre Project play at which
the direct charge of ‘communistic’ has been leveled by anyone other than a
Dies Committee witness.”12 The play’s red tinge was not simply in subject
matter, however. Writers, directors, technicians, and numerous cast members
had come from New York’s vibrant leftist theatre world.13 Saul and Lantz had
both been playwrights for the Workers Laboratory Theatre, and cast member Perry Bruskin had performed with the WLT’s mobile Shock Troupes,
which staged skits and short theatre at union events.14 Revolt’s co-director
Peter Hyun had become the WLT’s Evening Troupe manager in 1934. With
restructuring advice from playwright John Howard Lawson, WLT changed its
name in 1935 to the Theatre of Action and its focus to full-length plays; after
a financially disastrous season it was incorporated almost wholesale into the
FTP as the One-Act Experimental Theatre, and from there diffused.15
Possibly named after a recent Artef Theatre (Arbeiter Teater Verband)
production The Revolt of the Reapers, which also showcased actor and future
director Jules Dassin, The Revolt of the Beavers was initially to be directed
by Group Theatre member Elia Kazan.16 Kazan temporarily joined the Children’s Theatre to direct the play and led rehearsals in November. For reasons
that are not known, Kazan bowed out and was replaced by fellow Group
Theatre veteran Lewis Leverett (whom Kazan would years later denounce as
a Communist to the House Committee on Un-American Activities).17 Samuel
Leve, who would later work with Orson Welles’s Mercury Theatre productions, designed the costumes.
By most accounts visually stunning, complex, and colorful, Revolt
delighted the children in its audience.18 “It was so imaginative, so different
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from any children’s theatre at that time,” actor John Randolph (who, credited
as Mortimer Lippman, played one of the Chief ’s toughs) recalled years later
in an interview. “It still to this day would be considered an extraordinary
work . . . that was inventive and beautifully directed and beautifully acted
by very good actors. . . . ”19 Action was scored to Oscar Waltzer’s original
music.20 Beavers roller-skated in brightly colored costumes under a cartoonishly dominant Wheel.21 Revolt played to full houses of adults and children.
The children who saw the play gave vigorous approval. They cheered the
Working Beavers and booed the bad beavers; they waited by the backstage
door in order to pummel the actor who played the Chief. These cheers and
boos and pummelings were not heard in the public outcry over the play’s
Communist content, but the New York American critic noted that audience
children “voted it a grand time and the grownups found it passably amusing,”
adding that “If there is any underlying significance to the story . . . the children probably will not see it.”22
But an FTP commissioned survey designed specifically to test whether
audience children understood the class implications of the play or not discovered that they did see an underlying significance. The surveyed children
had no difficulty articulating the play’s meaning: “Don’t be selfish”; “It doesn’t
pay to be mean”; “Not to try to [be] a boss over anyone else”; “To show how
hard they worked. Also to show that they are just human [sic] as us”; and “To
be kind to animals” were only a few of the responses conscious of the play’s
social implications. More oblique, perhaps, but no less interesting socially
conscious responses included “How children were wanting to have the whole
world be 9 years old and happy” and “The way the big people can act to make
them look like children.”23
If the children equated the play’s Marxist and pro-labor political and
social economies to the moral vision of “don’t be selfish,” negative adult public
response to the play reads like another simple equation: pro-labor sentiments
equal anti-American Communism.24 This quite clear adult/child perceptual
binary, mischaracterized yet anticipated by the FTP press release, lays out
competing views of American labor as simple as the play’s didacticism and
locates them in a child morality situated against an adult politics.
Actions derive meaning from being understood within a narrative structure that both demands them and provides a contextualizing interpretive
framework. Specific actions make sense in a larger narrative structure. If
children understand class solidarity and resistance to oppression as “don’t
be selfish,” they might also be able to see the morality of joining a union to
change the balance of power in labor–management strife. If this is the case,
then the very genre of the play, the fairy tale, makes the narrative of labor
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empowerment a defining cultural one and vastly amplifies the threat posed
by the story of a group of beavers defeating an evil chief into an American
cultural narrative that gives moral coherence and power to the working class.
The play grapples with a number of issues confronting public perception of labor and its struggles. While Beaverland is clearly a fantastical place,
the events that structure the play coincide with familiar strike narratives of
early-twentieth-century American labor struggles. Paul and Mary, whose
ungrammatical language and ragged clothing mark them as members of the
American working class, are, in the context of Beaverland, visiting beings
from another world who are drawn into the struggle. It is the fact of their
childlike acceptance of likeness with the beavers—whose labor struggles are
unfamiliar to them but whose want coincides with their own—that enables
the children to engage with the struggle on the side of the oppressed. As children, the two envision The Revolt of the Beavers not in abstract ideological
terms, but in human emotional terms. “We’re sad, and the beavers are sad,
and we’re for the beavers,” says Mary.25 Identification with the beavers, then,
springs from the realization that the beavers have the same feelings the children experience.
From identification comes action. The Chief cracks down on the workers,
and banishes Oakleaf, because the beavers have formed a Club for Sad Beavers to Get Glad. The WPA Children’s Theatre Club was inaugurated at the
opening of The Revolt of the Beavers when more than three hundred children
were enrolled, according to a May 26, 1937, report. Numerous letters from
the study conducted into children’s responses mention the children’s delight
at being club members.26 Children who were members of the Federal Theatre
Project’s Children’s Theatre club could thus easily translate what is in the play
a thin cover for a union or workingman’s club for adults into the kind of club
that gave them membership in the FTP’s children’s theatre.
Historical representations of working-class and laboring children long
associated with labor and child labor reform movements significantly
expanded the idea of the protected child out from her protected middle- and
upper-class space. The new social value of the child in part constructed by
the labor movement’s focus on children in labor issues created an explosive site where child and the labor movement meet. The resonance of The
Revolt of the Beavers in 1930s culture, the manner in which it participates in
a complex and often contradictory leftist cultural politics, has as much to do
with shifts in the symbolic value of the child as with the political content of
the play in its own historical moment. While early scholarship by Lorraine
Brown, Jane DeHart Mathews, and others posits Revolt as a potent example
of the FTP’s naïveté about the American political tenor and the questionable

50

·

ChaPter 2

freedom of government theatre to explore political and social issues, the
representations of children within labor and child labor reform movements
illuminate not only The Revolt of the Beavers controversy, but the increasing cultural power of the figure of the child. As childhood was increasingly
seen as a separate and protected state regardless of class and ethnicity, the
values and rights of middle- and upper-class children were subsequently
extended to children whose state of childhood had previously been marked
by ethnicity and class. In the twentieth century, working-class, working, and
immigrant children were recast as children rather than little workers and
immigrants. This universalization of childhood to include those who had
been culturally stigmatized by class, ethnicity, and immigrant status—this
removal of the taint of heritage—affected American determinations of class
and a person’s right to citizenship and democratic possibilities.
The Revolt of the Beavers opens with Mary and Paul, looking for wood
in a vacant lot near a city.27 The children are arguing about whether they
can believe an earlier assertion by their teacher that beavers can talk. The
first words of the play are Paul’s scoffing, “I don’t care if he is a teacher—I
don’t believe it!” Mary defends the teacher with the undeniable logic that “My
father says he’s smart enough to be a Professor—and you gotta be very smart
to be a Professor.” Paul scoffs, “Yeah! He thinks just because we’re nine years
old he can tell us fairy tales! Well, I don’t like ’em—and I don’t believe ’em!”
As stage directions call for him to pick up a piece of wood, go down on one
knee, and take aim at an imaginary enemy, Paul continues, “I like real stories
about cops and robbers—and cowboys and Indians—Where they go bang!
bang! bang!”28
Paul equates childhood with being lied to, and fairy stories with the
deceptions practiced upon children. The children’s argument, ostensibly
about the reality of fairy tales, questions the relationships between fantasy
and reality and between adults and children. It poses the world of dreaming
against the world of action and questions the efficacy of opposing the two.
Furthermore, it posits children as capable of imposing their will upon their
world, of ordering a system of belief as opposed to being passive recipients
of an adult weltanschauung—or the blank page on which the social subject
is written. Even Mary’s acceptance of the teacher’s ideas, because she must
argue for it against Paul, constitutes a choice.
Gendered desires regarding truth and fiction set the terms by which the
play asks to be read. Mary wishes for the teacher to be truthful and the tale
to be true. When Paul refuses to believe in the talking beavers, Mary says,
“Just the same—I bet you wish you had a wishing stone and could have
three wishes.” Paul picks up a stone and wishes upon it (without effect) to

FIgure 5. Paul, Professor Beaver, and Mary lean their heads together. Revolt of the Beavers (New York City, New York). George
Mason University. Fenwick Library. Special Collections and Archives
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demonstrate the impossibility of such magic, but Mary refuses to give up on
the powerful allure of wish fulfillment. “Well if I had a real wishing stone,
I would never be sad—’cause first I would wish for a big piece of chocolate—and then I would wish my father got a job—” At which point, Paul
interrupts:
You know what I would wish for? A blue sweater and a pair of skates. And
d’y’ know what else? I’d wish that everybody in the whole world was nine
years old. Then I’d never be sad. ’Cause then I could go to the candy store
and just imagine—Mr. Berger would be nine years old, and I would say,
“Mr. Berger, I haven’t got a penny—gimme a piece of candy, will ya?” And
he’d give it to me! And then I would wish to be as free as the wind! So I
could do whatever I want—Fly away and have a good time.29

The opening dialogue suggests that fairy tales, gendered female, are those
which are told to small children too young to understand the difference
between truth and fiction. Real stories, on the other hand, are also tales,
but they are those which, according to Paul, narrate events of historical or
contemporary social conflict. While Mary’s lines emphasize the strength of a
desire to perpetuate a belief that evidence does not support, Paul’s create the
distinctions between storytelling and childhood that the play will explore.
Children are they, according to Paul, who cannot differentiate between truth
and falsehood, between stories told to entertain that contain no truth value,
and stories that lead to action, and embody societal norms through realistic
reenactment. Paul’s scoffing furthermore insists that fairy tales belong to an
old order, that their signs, the signifiers of an old power—wishing stones and
magic words—are now empty and hollow.30
If it turns out, indeed, that fairy tales—and the teacher’s fantastic assertion—are true, then the play asks the audience to believe that fairy tales are
not escapist fantasies woven for children too innocent of the real world to
understand the difference between truth and tale-telling. Through his disbelief and obvious distance from the “reality” his real stories portray, Paul both
critiques the verisimilitude in which he places his belief and raises the idea
that stories that do not describe the reality of life can also be real. This argument questions whether what is is what will be and whether belief can shape
the material conditions of subjective reality. In From the Beast to the Blonde,
Marina Warner writes that “the marvels and prodigies . . . all the wonders
that create the atmosphere of the fairy tale disrupt the apprehensible world in
order to open spaces for dreaming alternatives.”31 If The Revolt of the Beavers
is a fairy tale, then a shift in consciousness might be in order.
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Publicity for and responses to the play blurred genre distinctions; called
a fable, a fantasy, and a fairy tale, Revolt partakes of all three. The fantastic is
evident in its whimsical staging and in the character of Windy, with his three
buttons for winds, “hot,” “cold,” and “medium.” Its animal characters bearing
human characteristics and its overt didacticism characterize it as the fable.
And as a quest tale in which the clever peasant hero vanquishes the evil villain, even if the quest is for “a good time,” Revolt argues for fairy-tale status.
Defenses of the play as appropriate for children defined it as a fairy tale. In
the Dies Committee brief, a child’s magazine editor is cited to deny the play’s
subversive political character:
Mrs Alice K. Pollitzer, now on the editorial staff of “Story Parade,” a publication sponsored by the Association for Arts in Childhood, saw Revolt of
the Beavers and said: “The play is, in my opinion, no more Communistic
than Christian. Does anyone want to teach children that entrenched greed
is desirable? The moral of this play is just that . . . entrenched greed and
cruelty are not desirable. That is the theme of many of the old, classical,
accepted fairy tales for children. . . .”32

Pollitzer’s defense rests on the implicit understanding that fairy tales are
open-ended and contain multiple readings; it privileges a universal moral
lesson concerning the exigencies of historically located motifs, plot, and narrative structure. Pollitzer does not deny the Communist content—in fact, she
compares it to the heavy Christian didacticism of so many nineteenth-century fairy tales for children—but suggests that rather than making a revolutionary class struggle morally comprehensible, a transhistorical moral lesson
situating Communism as opposition to greed somehow wipes out the politics. Her comments suggest that the fairy tale has historically served to impart
socially sanctioned values and norms, to socialize children; they imply that
locating The Revolt of the Beavers within the sanctuary of genre diffuses any
possible political message.
In her defense of the play in her autobiography, Flanagan also identifies
the play as a fairy tale:
In almost all fairy tales the poor child, the Cinderella, the Jack-and-theBeanstalk, is abused by the selfish stepmother or the bad giant; always the
hero or heroine triumphs in the end. It seemed to me natural that in the
fairy-tale pattern brought up to date the beavers had a bad beaver king
whom they drove out so that all the beavers could eat ice cream, play, and
be nine years old.33
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Defending the play on the basis of its genre, Flanagan allegorizes the play’s
overtly Marxist class dynamics as feudal European social hierarchies. She
and Pollitzer both attempt a cleansing by genre. Indeed, the press release to
the Daily Worker for the play quoted at the beginning of this chapter clearly
targets the lessons of fables to adult audiences, noting, “Although intended
for children, it is an Aesop’s fable that adults will appreciate.” The defense and
press release together suggest that as a genre, the fairy tale is considered more
appropriate for children than the fable or fantasy.
The idea that fairy tales speak to children rests on an “innocent” childhood imagination dependent upon an absence of political sensibility. This
idea is immersed in the cultural production of ideal childhood as an inviolate
space unmarked not only by adult politics, but by commerce, consumerism.34
Childhood itself is a fairy-tale world, one separate and fused; this equation
invests the fairy-tale genre with innocence and childhood with creativity and
a marked protection from being capable of reading the adult world and thus
being drawn into it. Children cannot read symbolically other than on moral
lines admissible to the state of childhood. As symbol, childhood becomes
extraordinarily powerful, absolutely inviolate, and creatively unbounded.
As a genre, the fairy tale absorbs the truth value associated with childhood
innocence.
As a play whose overt Communism attempts an explicit politicization
of children, as opposed to the classical, established narratives and motifs
whose historicity both denies their cultural immediacy and strengthens their
appeal as universalized moral lessons, The Revolt of the Beavers hammers at
the boundaries of childhood and adulthood; clearly it was characterized to
the children as innocent of politics, though slyly marking those politics for
adults. Indeed, in an earlier version of the play, as Paul argues with her about
the reality of fairy tales, Mary retorts, “The teacher once told me that some
real stories are so full of lies that they’re fairy tales, and some fairy tales are so
full of truth that they’re just like real stories.”35
Posed against the mimicry of Paul’s use of the piece of wood as an
imaginary firing arm, the optative becomes the mood for action that creates change. As the dialogue concerning the wishing stone suggests, it is as a
framework for dreaming that the fairy tale enables change; Paul, seemingly
the rebel against an established mode of tale-telling for children, is actually
the conformist to a world of narrative deception through his belief in cops
and robbers.
Folk tales cease to circulate and fairy tales lose their vexatious qualities
when the relationships they draw lose any but the most distant symbolic connection with socioeconomic realities. The lines of The Revolt of the Beavers
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controversy, particularly as an updated fairy tale, are drawn in its connection
between the fantastical, utopian longings, and the contemporary political and
social conditions, of the oppressed. But they are also drawn in the disjuncture
between the mythical, universalized “folk” voice of classical and many new
fairy tales and the contemporary (and so rendered by such movies as Dead
End) voices of its politicized children. And hence, they are drawn in the disjuncture between literary or dramatic production that is comfortably subversive and one that is deliberately revolutionary. These lines are further drawn
by the connection between the fantastical and utopian longings of a clearly
defined political system—in short, by the very lack of creativity of its fantasy,
by its rote Marxism. The frustrated disdain of Atkinson’s review stems in part
from the play’s singularly unoriginal political stance—not from the radicalism of the politics, but from the conservatism of its fantasy, the funneling of
a free-flowing creative imagination into a channeled political course.36
Theorist Jack Zipes has written about the proliferation of leftist fairy tales
for children in the Weimer Republic, noting that they—and new writings
in general—were banned during the Nazi era that privileged old fairy tales
as Aryan relics. A number of individuals involved in New York’s leftist theatre were German emigrés; whether or not the ideas these emigrés brought
influenced Saul and Lantz in the writing of Revolt, the theatre trends of the
Weimer Republic would have circulated within the New York leftist theatre
scene.37
The Revolt of the Beavers takes part in a German tradition of progressives writing proletarian fairy tales with utopian implications. “The proletarian fairy tales were intended to compel young readers to think about their
impoverished living conditions and the potential they had to change them
through political action,” writes Zipes. “That is, they were innovative exercises in raising political consciousness, and the style and content of the tales
differed greatly, although there was a common denominator: the principle of
hope. The purpose of all of the writers was to instill a sense of hope that a
new, more egalitarian society could be realized if people recognized who the
true enemy was—namely capitalism in various disguised forms—and learned
to work together to defeat that enemy.”38
The uneasy location of the play itself, within the genre that its opening
dialogue and action asserts is false, and the gendered disavowal of the fairy
tale’s truth, questions childhood’s separate status even as it mocks realism
and the authority of an experienced past to determine the future. While Paul
trumpets his pragmatic realism, Mary stubbornly argues against him, first on
the presumption that the teller deserves recognition as an authority, but then,
more importantly, that the fairy tale will fulfill her desires.39

56

·

ChaPter 2

The children’s urban street patois was a familiar one to the play’s adult
audience of every neighborhood from its prominent class coding in the
popular gangster films of the early thirties. Its particular diction and syntax
was the aural representation of the tenement that in The Revolt of the Beavers loomed as a painted set piece behind the actors introduced in a vacant
lot. In plays ranging from Elmer Rice’s Street Scene to Arthur Arent’s Living Newspaper One-Third of a Nation to Sydney Kingsley’s Dead End, and
in novels describing a proletarian childhood of which Michael Gold’s Jews
Without Money and Henry Roth’s Call It Sleep are perhaps best known, the
tenement represents both a stunning American indifference to the humanity
of its workforce as well as the ethnic complexity and diversity of the urban
working class. In 1921, Gold had written in “Towards Proletarian Art” in the
Liberator:
I was born in a tenement. That tall, sombre mass, holding its freight of
obscure human destinies, is the pattern in which my being has been cast.
It was in a tenement that I first heard the sad music of humanity rise to the
stars. . . . When I think it is the tenement thinking. When I hope it is the
tenement hoping. I am not an individual; I am all that the tenement group
poured into me during those early years of my spiritual travail.40

As Denning notes, the novels of growing up in ethnic, working-class neighborhoods written during and after the Depression changed stories of the
ethnic other from “exotic regionalism” to a “national tale of daughters of the
earth and native sons.” He writes:
By the later decades of the twentieth century, the immigrant saga and the
Great Migration had become a central part of American mythology, and the
streets of the Lower East Side, Harlem, and Little Italy lovingly recreated in
Hollywood films and television miniseries. The emergence of various symbolic ethnicities in popular culture and the ritual invocation of immigrant
grandparents by politicians made Ellis Island as sacred as Plymouth Rock.
By the time of Francis Coppola’s Godfather trilogy and Don Bluth’s animated epic of the Mousekowitzes, An American Tail, the story of the ghetto
had become quintessentially American.41

The tenement makes its appearance as a looming cityscape behind the vacant
lot of The Revolt of the Beavers’ opening scene, but the play participates in
the dramatic and literary exploration of the tenement world both in its often
subtle invocation of ethnicity and in its visual analogy of cityscape and industrial wheel.42
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That world received great attention as the numbingly brutal setting
of Kingsley’s Dead End.43 Kingsley’s play contextualizes the ghetto formation against which The Revolt of the Beavers poses its workers’ paradise and
explains settings and rituals embodied in the FTP play. Dead End takes place
in New York at the point where a street meets the East River, a location that
gives its name both material and metaphorical connotations. A group of children swim in the river, described in the stage notes as “A brown river, mucky
with floating refuse and offal. A hundred sewers vomit their guts into it.” As
background scenery, tenements and a single new and expensive apartment
complex visually evoke class difference, an allegory of class that suggests the
dynamism of urban class relations and draws the city itself into the conflict.
Dead End parallels two narratives. In the first, an out-of-work architect
who has returned to the slums in which he was raised meets and in the end
kills a childhood friend who got into trouble early and ended up a notorious
gangster. In the second, a leader of the child gang that gathers at the wharf is
sought by police after he wounds the father of a rich child the gang is teasing.
Crippled by childhood rickets, architect Gimpty sits drawing every day at the
wharf where the children play. A tall stranger hanging out at the wharf turns
out to be notorious gangster “Babyface” Martin. Disguised by plastic surgery,
Martin has returned to the tenement where he grew up with Gimpty to see
his mother and his old childhood sweetheart. Against the story of Gimpty,
the children’s actions and language gain narrative coherence. Their taunts are
vicious and their insults repetitive: their language can hold no dreams.
The parallels between adult and child plots are clarified in the dialogue
between Gimpty and Griswald as Gimpty tries to persuade the wealthy man
to drop the charges against the boy:
GIMPTY: Yeah . . . Martin was a killer, he was bad, he deserved to die,

true! But I knew him when we were kids. He had a lot of fine
stuff. He was strong. He had courage. He was a born leader. He
even had a sense of fair play. But living in the streets kept making him bad. . . . Then he was sent to reform school. Well, they
reformed him all right! They taught him the ropes. He came
out tough and hard and mean, with all the tricks of the trade.
GRISWALD: But I don’t see what you’re driving at.
GIMPTY: I’m telling you! That’s what you’re sending this kid to.

If in the opening dialogue of The Revolt of the Beavers Mary imagines a world
where children’s wishes for good things come true, Paul describes a social
structure wherein communal sharing and social equity derive from a child’s
sense of fairness. But it is a short step from demanding candy to the criminal
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behavior of just taking it and, as Gimpty’s assessment of Babyface indicates,
a child’s sense of fair play is corrupted by an unfair world. Paul’s early preference for “real life stories” already asserts for him the urban class identity
familiar to thirties’ audiences through Dead End and cheap pulp fiction. In
a decade that privileged collective action, the gangster was, paradoxically,
a prized figure of rugged individualism. As noted in From Caste to Class,
the gangster “was a Darwinian product of his environment . . . as well as a
Romantic hero in conflict with it.” The gangster “must be destroyed, but, metaphorically more important, so must the environment that produced him.”44
Paul’s penchant for guns, for cops and robbers and cowboys and Indians,
signals not so much a boy’s sense of adventure in social conflict as the seeds
of social rebellion. If as a boy named Paul he is unmarked by class or ethnicity (though he is visually marked by both class and ethnicity in the FTP production), his presence in the vacant lot gathering wood, a tenement activity
shown in both Jews Without Money and Dead End, suggests his dangerous
working-class potential. He is further marked after the release of Dead End
by his streetwise New York syntax.
After Paul and Mary’s argument, they are joined in the woodlot by Pinky,
Skeeball, and Sally, three other children who are pushing a baby carriage in
which to put wood.45 After they leave, Paul says, “Gee, poor Skeeball—he
never has time to play.” Mary replies, “Yeah, they make me feel awfully sad.”
Mary quickly falls asleep, and once he realizes she isn’t listening, Paul says:
I wonder could there be a real fairy tale, like the teacher said. Huh! Just
imagine! A beaver comin’ out of the woods. Gee! I’d like to see that—If it
was really true. That would be some fun. A real fairy tale. Gee!

And then he too falls asleep.
As music signals the segue between reality and dream, a skating beaver
rolls onto the stage and awakens Paul, who in turn awakens Mary just as the
beaver has skated out of sight: “Mary! Mary! Get up! I just saw a beaver—a
real live beaver—with skates and a blue sweater and pants!” Mary replies,
“Gee! I wish I’d have seen him!” and Paul answers, “Pants and skates and a
blue sweater—and I bet he could talk! If he skates that means he can talk,
doesn’t it, Mary?” Mary’s answer knows not the meaning of equivocation:
“Sure! I told you they can talk!”
Allegory as dream is as old as The Dream of the Rood. But in this postFreudian narrative unfolding as the processes of a dream, The Revolt of the
Beavers invites the adult viewer to supply the analogic structure of dream
and interpretation. It asks the audience member to perform the analyst’s task
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of undoing the dream in order to recover its meaning. Freud’s whole understanding of children’s dreams as simple wish fulfillment is here playfully
invoked to contrast the simplicity of the children’s tale, and the obvious wish
fulfillment embodied by the blue-sweatered roller-skating beaver, with the
more complex configuration of the adult dreaming process in which, for
Freud, that which the dream is about is not what the dream is about.46 Latent
content is not manifest content. As with the Wizard of Oz two years later, a
Freudian understanding of dream processes structures a double reading of
the Revolt’s narrative, a double reading that reaffirms the separation between
childhood and adulthood yet, by providing for adult pleasure in the rich
spectacle of its simple wish fulfillment, concurrently denies it.
Drawing on the narrative strategies of Freudian dream theory, political
allegory, and the fairy tale, The Revolt of the Beavers constructs for a child
audience an overarching narrative through which to read class and political
issues, even as it teases adults with fantasized political and social implications. In following a tradition of socialist and Communist proletarian writing
for children in Weimer Republic Germany, in genre and mood Revolt stood
apart from the standard aesthetics of American proletarian theatre and literature. Left-wing playwrights and novelists concerned with theorizing and
producing a form and content that expressed their politicized radicalism
and their solidarity with the working class had settled on realism to describe
the overt message of a worker’s rise to class consciousness. In its depiction
of character and its plot alike, The Revolt of the Beavers closely follows the
model of American leftist theatre, a model that its dream structure to some
extent critiques.47
As Paul is excitedly telling Mary about his vision of the roller-skating,
blue-sweatered beaver, they are greeted by the voice of and then find themselves in the personified presence of the wind. To “wind effect and whistling,”
Windy arrives on stage and announces, “Boy, am I glad. This is my first rest
in a long time.”48 When Paul asks Windy if he can be as free as the wind,
Windy replies,
You can’t do that! You know what would happen if you did whatever you
wanted? They might lock you up in jail—and then could you fly away, like
me? No! And why? Because you ain’t the wind. There’s only one wind—and
that’s me. (points to vest) Does that prove it? And that’s what I came to tell
you. You can’t do that.

Windy, who was played by the old vaudevillian Charles Willett, escapes the
economic and social systems of which his constant travels have made him
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aware. He controls the weather and by so doing stabilizes potentially catastrophic events. Seemingly the deus ex machina in other plays, Windy in
Revolt merely references his capabilities, though the “machinery” that brings
him to the stage makes his role obvious. In Revolt, however, he will be conspicuously absent until the conflict is over.
When the children beg him to take them away, Windy agrees to take
them to the woods and asks them if they want a hot, a cold, or a medium
wind, and the children choose medium. Once they get to the woods, they
immediately find their choice of the middle satirized by Professor Beaver,
whom they find sleeping on a pedestal in the middle of the woods. When
the children awaken the Professor, he sleepily tells them that if they are good
beavers and go away, he’ll sing them a song. “Once upon a time,” he begins.
“Once upon a time”:
My favorite instrument is the fife / But I’m also fond of the fiddle
I sit on the left and I sit on the right / But my favorite spot is the middle
I like to get up in the early dawn, / I’m fond of the morning light
There’s nothing I like as much as the morn / But the beautiful beautiful
night—the night. . . . 49

The Professor might not know in verse which way to go, but as soon as he
realizes Paul and Mary are human beings, he warns, “Get out of Beaverland! You’d better get out. Right away!” When the children ask why, he says,
“Because there’s a lot of trouble in Beaverland and you might get right in the
middle of the trouble!”50
The children’s choice of a middle wind lands them right in the middle of
trouble as certainly as the Professor’s inability to choose a side and commit
himself to action will not keep him out of it. Symbolizing a vacillating, weak
intellectual class, the Professor is nonetheless powerful, even if he doesn’t
recognize his power. He is, he informs the children, smarter than a teacher
and “the biggest Professor in Beaverland. The best storyteller too.” Upholding the Marxist dictum that capitalism is inimical to the creation of art (storytelling), the Chief has told the Professor to keep out of Beaverland because
the Chief “doesn’t like stories and he hates songs. He said I was always bothering the beavers with my stories. . . . ”51 Now he might as well be dumb, the
Professor confides: his banishment has made him very sad. The children also
discover that the Chief has banished and made sad an entire group of beavers, the Barkless Beavers; the Chief “bent them over and chased them out of
Beaverland.” The Barkless Beavers “have nothing to eat, no place to go—and
they’re always crying.”52

FIgure 6. Professor Beaver tells a story. Revolt of the Beavers (New York City, New York). George Mason University. Fenwick
Library. Special Collections and Archives
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The valiant Oakleaf pops out of a rabbit hole and provides the beaverof-action counterpart to the Professor’s ivory-tower-ostrich act. Oakleaf
identifies the source of the mysterious, threatening whistling that has just
made itself heard [or something to that effect] as the toughest beavers in the
woods, the Chief ’s gang, known as the Whistling Club. Hearing Huff, Ruff,
Tuff, and Gruff of the Whistling Club coming, the children and Professor
hide in the rabbit hole while Oakleaf disguises himself as a toadstool. After
the toughs leave, Oakleaf tells his story. “One night, I borrowed the Chief ’s
skates—but I forgot to tell him about it. When he found out he got very mad
and called me a ‘skate-stealer’—and he said, ‘Why didn’t you ask me?’ So I
asked him.” “What did he say?” Paul asks. Oakleaf answers:
No! You know, Paul, all the beavers are sad, very sad—and me, too—so I
got mad and said, “Why don’t we make a club for sad beavers to get glad?”
So all the beavers said, “Yaaaaaaaaaay!” But when the Chief heard about it
he said, “Oakleaf, you’re trying to bust up Beaverland—Get out and never
come back! Not even in a million years!” And you know what he told the
whistling clubs? “If you catch him, hit him until he cries!” And why? Why?
Just because I didn’t want the Beavers to be sad!

To this, the Professor responds, “Oakleaf, I told you a million times not to
do anything that’ll make the chief mad! If you’ll leave him alone and just act
nice, he’ll become a good chief.” Oakleaf asks, “Then why did the chief make
you sad? No matter how good the beavers are, he makes them sadder and
sadder every single day.”53
The word “sad” has by now covered a great deal of ground. The Professor is sad because he is banished; the Barkless Beavers are sad because they
are not only banished but bent over and without work; the Working Beavers
are sad because they are made to work on the Wheel without any bark to
eat. With its rhyming opposite glad, sad provides an easily understandable
analogy to the opposition of liberated to oppressed and locates the condition
of oppression as an emotional response to material conditions. The beavers
have already named their suffering with the same word; all that remains is
for them to discover that if united they can similarly share in gladness.
Paul decides to go punch the Chief in the nose and the children persuade the Professor to accompany them, though he pleads, “But no fights.
Let me do something! I’ll tell the Chief a story—not a plain story but a
story with a moral, to show him how mean he is—and then he’ll turn into a
good Chief, and he’ll make the beavers glad and let Oakleaf come back into
Beaverland.”54
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As the curtain rises on the second act, Working Beavers are engaged on
the “Busy Busy,” the giant wheel that dominates the set. The beavers sing,
Busy, busy busy, busy, / strip strip strip, strip
busy busy, busy busy / clip, clip, clip clip . . .
If you ask us why we’re giving/our attention to the bark
that’s how beavers made their living / since the day they left the Ark. . . .
But the Chief of all the beavers / he gets all the bark we make.
All he does is pull the levers / while we work until we ache. . . .

The Chief whistles for lunchtime as an elaborate ceremony of lunch is prepared around him. First his table is brought out, then his napkin and silverware, and finally his two-course lunch is both passed down the line of his
gang to him and taken back up the line from him. As he eats, one of the beavers recites the poem he has composed about the Working Beavers’ hunger:
I used to love my lunchtime / I used to sit and munch
a piece of bark at lunchtime / I’d crunch and crunch and crunch
But now I don’t like lunchtime / I have no bark to crunch
and what’s the good of lunchtime / If you haven’t got no lunch?55

The Chief jumps behind a chair when the Professor calls out that he has two
human beings with him. “Are they big or are they little?” he asks. “They’re
nine years old!” answers the Professor. Stage directions for the Chief note
that he is relieved and comes out from behind the chair. To impress Paul and
Mary, the Chief makes his Scaly Brothers do drills as he shows them his roller
skates and blue sweater. Informing them that he is the “fanciest and smartest” beaver in Beaverland, the Chief invites them to ask him questions.56
After several questions, Paul says, “All right, I’ll ask you. What’s the idea
of making all the beavers so sad?” The Chief says, “What d’ya mean, I make
them sad.” The Chief at this point tells them to stick to questions about Beaverland, but Paul and Mary ask why the beavers can’t pull the levers and keep
the bark. “Then they’d own the Wheel and the bark! And it’s my wheel and
my bark! What d’ya mean asking me that! I’m getting sore! Y’better ask me
something else!”
In a corresponding temper, Paul asks him why his belly is so fat while the
beavers are so skinny. In an amusing response, the Chief responds without
irritation, “My whole family has fat bellies. (puzzled) Don’t y’like it?”57 The
meeting just goes downhill from there to the point where when the Professor tells his story—which is about Oakleaf—the Chief becomes enraged and,

64

·

ChaPter 2

as Huff holds Paul’s arms, punches him three times on the nose. Then the
Chief tells the Scaly Brothers to “hit ’em all, even the girl.” When he tells the
brothers to kick them out of Beaverland after beating the trio up, one of the
Working Beavers warns the Chief that they too are getting sore. At that, the
Chief rages,
So now you’re sore, huh! How would you like it if the Barkless Beavers
worked on the Wheel instead of you—and you were the Barkless Beavers,
walking around all bent over in the cold woods. Hey caw-caw birds! Go tell
the Barkless Beavers to come to Beaverland right away!58

The curtain drops as the frightened beavers resume their work on the Wheel.
As this scene with the Chief suggests, he embodies not only the fat-cat capitalist, but a certain big-bellied fascist leader. The Chief ’s thuggish nickname,
his fat belly, his paramilitary style and that of his thugs, and his extraordinarily violent suppression of workers’ rights evoke fascism through Mussolini’s person, his fasci, and his regime’s notorious brutality against Italy’s
leftist and worker’s groups. And by so embodying both capitalism and fascism, the Chief makes the two inseparable.
As the second act begins, angry and bellicose, the Working Beavers are
prepared to fight to keep the Barkless Beavers from taking their jobs. Even
an exhausted Professor comes back to warn against the Barkless Beavers.
Again, the intellectual class is criticized for its inability to use its educational advantage to help the working classes, as the Professor is fully supporting beaver-on-beaver violence to keep the Barkless Beavers out. When
the Barkless Beavers arrive, Paul and Mary realize from their sad song that
they are the first beavers the children saw in Beaverland. As the Working
Beavers remind each other to hit the Barkless Beavers hard, Mary faces the
group and insists, “You can’t hit them. They look too sad.” Paul also steps
away, but asks Mary, “Hey Mary, didn’t we promise Oakleaf we would help
the beavers?” A Working Beaver interrupts, “If we let them into Beaverland—then we’ll be the Barkless Beavers, walking around bent over, always
crying.” Oakleaf argues, “I got a scheme! They deserve to be in our Club for
Sad Beavers to Get Glad.”59 As members of the club, he tells the Barkless
Beavers, “Y’gotta tell the Chief you ain’t gonna work on the Wheel unless
all of us work on it, too.” The beavers further insist that their conditions
will include allowing Oakleaf, the Professor, and Paul and Mary back into
Beaverland.60
The Chief and his men appear and the Barkless Beavers refuse to march
into Beaverland as Paul blurts out that they are all members of Oakleaf ’s club.
The Chief tells his gang to kill Oakleaf and then, when the Barkless Beavers
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refuse to resume their status, the Chief says, “So you Barkless Beavers are
getting brave, too? Talking behind my back?” “Yeah, we ain’t bent over no
more,” says a Barkless. “We’re going to stick together with the beavers in our
club!” The Chief cries, “Scaly Brothers! Chase them out of Beaverland and let
them be the Barkless Beavers for a billion years! No! Forever!” As the Working Beavers go to the Barkless Beavers’ aid, the Chief keeps the two groups
separate with the various factions of his gang.61 He has the gang grab Paul
and Mary and the Professor and march the Working Beavers back into Beaverland, saying:
And the rest of you beavers, get into Beaverland. And from now on, a new
rule! Any beaver that gets wise, I’m gonna lock him in a cave for a long
time—maybe forever! And you human beings and Professor, I’m gonna
teach you the biggest lesson there is! And the lesson is—For a hundred
years—you’re gonna get killed every day starting tomorrow—lunchtime!

Mary wails, “I don’t wanna be killed! I came to Beaverland to have a good
time!”
Scene three opens with Paul, Mary, and the Professor tied to a stake, surrounded by sleeping members of the Chief ’s gang; it ends with the Chief and
his gang defeated. The Chief sets his men on the beavers, who respond with
Zippo guns, slingshots, and bean shooters. When Huff fires a “bango gun”
to terrific effect, the Chief calls out, “Gee whiz! It went off by accident. Hey,
Huff, take it away. It’s dangerous. Y’want someone to get hurt?” The fighting and noise resumes, according to stage directions, with even the Professor shooting a pea shooter into the Chief ’s eye. Oakleaf offers the Chief a
negotiated settlement: if he gives up, he won’t get bent over. But the Chief
renews his efforts and Oakleaf calls in the Barkless Beavers, who swarm over
a platform at his call. The gang is soon overcome and Oakleaf and the Chief
fight hand to hand until the Chief is overcome. Then the whole gang and the
Chief are passed down a line and kicked so they bend over. As the beavers
celebrate, Windy arrives to take the children home. But Mary pleads, “We
want to have some fun first, Windy.” He answers, “O.K. Let’s have a good
time, first then I’ll blow up a big medium hurricane and blow you home.”62
The play ends with the beavers’ “Victory Song”:
. . . To all the beaver’s [sic] now belong
All of Beaverland
. . . There’s bark for every beaver
Who swings a cleaver (At this point, the leading players step forward in a
line)
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Or pulls a lever
There’s not a Barkless Beaver
In all of Beaverland (repeat)
So hear our voices singing
With joy they’re ringing (and as the cast moves forward, “with dignity” to
the footlights)
This message bringing
To all the world we’re singing
About our beaver’s Beaverland

The song would seem to end with all beavers holding hands together, equally
spaced in a line on the stage. As all are equal, all share in the dignity of communal work that generates benefits for all in a Beaverland without a controlling Chief. But this joyous situation is not for Beaverland alone. The beavers
bring their message to the world.
The Revolt of the Beavers provides a particular historic moment through
which the changing social power of the symbolic child can be assessed. The
play’s heavy-handed attempt to explicitly link children’s theatre to adult
political issues is not so much failed leftist theatre as a drama of the emerging possibilities posed by a universalized and protected child extended to the
working class, the poor, and the ethnically marked immigrant. In the public
response to The Revolt of the Beavers, economic and political structures are
conflated with issues of nationalism and citizenship, while labor’s claims of
legitimacy within the American capitalist economy are encoded as threats
to the American system of government and “way of life.” The play does construct an assault on the American system’s way of life—though not in terms
of its allegorical communism.
The controversy surrounding The Revolt of the Beavers reflects this struggle for the loyalties of the middle class and suggests the threatening power
of the Popular Front alliances of disparate workers, union leaders, and artists
that succeeded politically and artistically in the early and mid-thirties; it furthermore suggests that it was in ethnic and working-class cultural formations
that radicalism remained powerful.
As Atkinson’s review, the deputy police commissioner’s letter, and later
the House Committee on Un-American Activities’ response make clear, the
contemporary public reading of the play is one in which a dialectic of Communist class warfare erases both the labor narrative and the moral/ethical
struggle the children in the audience clearly recognized. This public reading was not, of course, monolithic. A New York Post article published June
2, 1937, spoofed the deputy police commissioner’s response; tongue firmly
planted in cheek, reporter Earl Wilson wrote:
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As if by coincidence, the Boy Scouts of America said they would launch
an investigation. They want to be sure that there is no reflection upon the
carefully-nurtured principles of scoutcraft in the beavers revolution, they
said. If the beavers were to give the Scouts a different view of citizenship
than they already have, it would be very dangerous and menacing to the
welfare of the country, they pointed out, firmly.63

In its playful language and juxtaposition of reality and fantasy, Wilson’s article satirizes the dull literalism of the commissioner’s criticism. By imagining
that Boy Scouts would launch an investigation on the premise that new ideas
might shatter the edifice of their old, he satirizes as well its antidemocratic
conservatism.
Nonetheless, the predominantly negative press reaction, the continued
interest of the Dies Committee in the play, and the FTP reaction to the criticisms that were lodged illustrate a broad public rhetoric that adheres the
laborer to the worker and to violent Communist revolution. The Saturday
Evening Post reported on the existence of The Revolt of the Beavers, and the
New York controversy, on June 26, 1937, weeks after the play had closed.
Quoting from the Atkinson review, the Post writer continues,
For the sake of the visitor from Mars, we explain that the Adelphi Theater
is not in Moscow but on Fifty-fourth Street, New York, and that the Federal
Theater Project is a division of Harry Hopkins’ WPA, operated by the Federal Government under an Administration which uses the name Democratic, and paid for out of relief funds voted by Congress. It has produced
a long series of undisguisedly revolutionary plays, with the knowledge of
Mr. Hopkins and his superior, Mr. Roosevelt . . . The fact that the Reds had
taken over the project has been published repeatedly.

The column continues with the description of a boy in France being stoned
to death by a “gang” of children with the introduction “The children of
France are not so unschooled in class hatred and the technique of revolution
as American children are, as yet,” and concludes:
The Revolt of the Beavers might reach childish minds more effectively if
it were to incorporate the stoning to death of a boy who had a bicycle.
Beavers are remote to the young proletariat of New York, but they know a
stone or a bicycle when they see one. Mrs. Flanagan and her playwrights
still suffer a little from the rigidity of the Communist mind.64

When Hallie Flanagan testified before the Dies Committee, thirteen pages
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of her prepared brief dealt with The Revolt of the Beavers and attempted to
vindicate the play largely through an explanation of the goals and achievements of the children’s theatre in general. As the committee’s interest and the
tenor of Atkinson’s review suggest, the play’s class-consciousness was perceived by some, and publicly denounced, as anti–American democracy and
pro–Soviet Union Communism. The public focus on Communism highlights the extent to which labor gains were suspected of being inherently
antithetical not only to American capitalism, but to democracy and, indeed,
to America itself. It further highlights an American fear of Soviet might. In
the wake of the Depression and its seeming negation of all the promise capitalism had offered, the threat of the Soviet Union was indeed real. Not only
was Communism a young idea, the Soviet Union, with its social engineering
and its Five-Year Plans, appeared to be a system on the go, moving with an
efficiency and a rhetoric of progress that had been touted by most boosters
of every American main street as a particularly American energy.
A vibrant labor movement matched a threatening Soviet power that
was characterized much as an earlier America had been. At the same time,
intellectuals viewed contemporary America as much morally and spiritually
exhausted as economically unsound. Richard Pells writes:
At bottom, this urge to do more than merely restructure institutions
reflected a profound loss of faith in the American Dream and an effort by
intellectuals to discover some new value system that might fill the void. The
United States seemed to be suffering from a decline of energy and morale, a
fall from grace. . . . The nation, once so adventurous and expansive, was no
longer living in a world of infinite possibilities. Biologically, economically,
psychologically, it was running down. Free land had disappeared, natural
resources were diminishing, population was falling, foreign markets were
closing, technological progress had factored out the “human dimension.”65

From the Southern Agrarians to such pragmatist philosophers as Sidney
Hook and Richard Neibhur, writers and intellectuals turned to the idea of
culture and community to imagine possibilities for a new America, a harmonious social order reborn of the chaos and confusion of the Depression.
In Blackface, White Noise, Michael Rogin locates the nineteenth-century
popularity of fairy tales in the rise of German nationalisms, and characterizes the tales as one expression of an “effort to establish a national identity
by recovering indigenous folk expressions.” Arguing that minstrelsy functioned as a unifying cultural expression in a similar way as did the fairy tale
in Germany, Rogin writes that “Nationalist folk expressions on both sides
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of the ocean mobilized the masses to overturn old, deferential, hierarchical
orders.”66 Rogin’s brief tracing of the nineteenth-century “fable of membership” in the middle-class production of oral tales handed down by nurses to
children on one side of the Atlantic, and in the largely working-class racial
subordination through racial mimicking of African Americans on the other,
illustrates not so much a Herderian national soul in the recovery of “mythic
modes of oral performance” but the “vehicles for new urban classes, legitimizing their right to represent a collective consciousness that could not come
from aristocratic or church ties.”67
In the 1930s in the United States, a cultural process of “folk” recovery
similar to the German collection of fairy tales occurred as the widening
social effects of the economic crisis created a sense of urgency about the
project of national recovery. The values of Depression art displaced modernism’s emphasis on stylistic innovation and artistic reinvention for a documentary aesthetics and the self-conscious social focus of proletarianism.
American artists, musicians, writers, and scholars undertook a great documentary project. This project similarly sought in folk and indigenous expressions a lost origin of national unity that would serve to divorce a national
history long and intimately wedded to a capitalism that had suddenly proven
impotent. Like the German fairy tales, American indigenous expressions
seemed to rise out of an oral history unlocated in time or in individual creative effort; they functioned as artistic expression and as unifying cultural
force precisely in their anonymity and ability to perform historical, allegorical, and anthropological work. These projects include the documentary photography of the Farm Security Administration, the efforts by other
federal arts projects to catalogue folktales and folk and ethnic music, and
travelogues describing the lives of the impoverished, from Margaret BourkeWhite and Erskine Caldwell’s Have You Seen Their Faces to James Agee and
Walker Evans’s Let Us Now Praise Famous Men. They include the search for
the “authentic” experience that led to such diverse behaviors as middle-class
hoboing adventures and leftist adventures in proletarian culture. The Popular Front rhetoric of “the people” articulates this search for a national identity
in “the folk.”
The particular manner in which “the people” of Popular Front cultural
production came to stand symbolically in relation to capitalism rests to some
degree on American artistic responses to the particular historical nexus of
the Depression, the progress of the Soviet Union, and the rise of Stalinism.
It was an artistic assertion of a collective identity that came not from the
structures of American capitalism but rather from a mythologized national
identity located in community and communal relations. The Revolt of the

70

·

ChaPter 2

Beavers participates in the politics of this artistic movement perhaps less in
its imagined Communist-styled worker’s paradise than through its fairy-tale
narrative and its evocation of Everychild as urban and working class.
If the fairy tale is a political expression, and as such resonates across the
division of childhood from adulthood, by the end of the nineteenth and
continuing into the twentieth century, its production had been for children’s
consumption and its political effect masked by the ideology of childhood’s
innocence. By observing the conventions of both adult political allegory and
children’s fairy tale, The Revolt of the Beavers lifted the mask of that ideology
and its obscuration of the ever-present political. As the play did so, it violated
the protected, innocent child; its politics were therefore subjected to the outrage accorded to its transgression.
With its villainous Chief and his thugs, its strike, and its chronicling of its
characters’ developing class consciousness, The Revolt of the Beavers brings
a proletarian aesthetic to the stage. Though its dialogue avoids agitprop’s
humorless sloganeering and its structure is developed rather than episodic,
in both theme and form the play is not just a fairy tale. Rennick’s comment
that “we should have called it Rumpelstiltskin” is well-taken, however, for if
they had would the world have noticed the play’s revolutionary character?
Given the radical theatre background of its playwrights, and given Brooks
Atkinson’s interest in federal theatre and knowledge of the New York theatre
world, the answer is probably yes. If working-class children had not been
given such representational potency by labor reform movements, would the
city have raised its voice about the revolutionary play played to New York’s
youngest working poor? This second question is less easy to answer.
In The Revolt of the Beavers, Paul and Mary are the inheritors of workingclass poverty whose freedom to imagine and enact change within the dream
of childhood produces revolution. At the back of the stage in the first scene
of the play sits the abandoned seat and top of an old automobile, a factoryproduced item so broken down that it has degenerated into its constituent
parts. As capitalism’s most potent symbol, as its most recognized triumph,
the car, now abandoned, provides an apt symbol of the systemic breakdown
of America’s technologized, mechanized factory system. The Chief ’s looming
wheel, the backdrop of the children’s dream, is its analogue. Their occupation of its productive capabilities changes the world of which they dream and
promises radical change for the nation whence they come. This powerful
message was just the target the Dies Committee needed.

