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Thesis-Drama 
On Our Stage 

By JOHN ROSENFIELD 
Severa] agitated telephone calls in Latín-American 

accents convinced us that not everybody thought we 
understood a new play, ''Let the Dogs Bark" by Sergio 
Vodanovic, given at the Dallas Theater Center with 
Rockefeller Foundation assistance. 

The burden of complaint was consistent. "Let the 
Dogs Bark" was a true portrait of penury in the upper 
Chilean middle class, of corruption in government (let's 
not be specific), of the frustration of youth, of the need 1 
for honesty and courage in politics. We were told that 
failure of North American newspapers to appreciate 1 

this, is driving Latín-American youth _into Castro's 
camp. We, as a less than ecstatic appreciator of "Lét 
the Dogs Bark'' were now a,--
"driver." eve~ the theater's cxcept as the 

Far from resenting the pro- sub¡ect mfluences the craft. 
tests, we were instructed. We had It was therefore possible dur­
forgotten that the drama, in much ing the World War to dislike or 
of the European tradition, was to like a movie about the war 1 
more an instrument of polittcal services on the strength of its ( 
propaganda than not. Continental artistry alone. 
nations. especially, counted on The change came around 1953 1 

censors to nod or to accept payola when critics who objected to a 
while the playwright slipped one movie called "My Son, John" 

1 

over on the king or the duke. were lumped as "pinko" by sev- 1 

Strict control of the arts was a eral "radical right" magazines. 
prim_ary ~10ve of,_ first, the Com-

1 

"My Son, John" was produced 
murnst _d1ct~torsh1p and, s~cond, by people we admire, ºLeo Mc­
the fasc1st. m our era. Obviously, 

1 

Carey, the producer-director; ac­
our Chilean friends value ''Lel the tors Helen Rayes, Dean Jagger, 
Dogs Bark" as a tract of prote st Van Heflin, the late Robert Walk­
if not exactly as another "Ham- er, Frank McHugh and Minor 
Jet."' Watson. The theme was Com- , 

* * * lmunist infiltration and how Walk-' 
••LET THE DOGS BARK,"¡er an intellectual, becaue parll 

!herefore, i~ a "defi" as we calliof
1 

the apparatu~. It ended_ rather ! 
~t of a Batt'.sta-~pe gov7rnmental preposterously m a shootmg on , 
JIJ,llta and 1s vaJued without re- the steps of the Lincoln Memorial.' 
gard to its literary merit. 

1 

* * * ! 
An American d~am~ critic, hnw- THERE WAS NOTHING wrong'1 

ever, must d1stmgu1sh between •th "M S J h ,, t th ti 
theatrical art .and theatrical ham; l:'t 

I 
d"dn'ty on, fof n edxcep Ta 1 . 1 1 come o as rama. o 

be ween the !Jterary creat10n and h ·¿ th . d"d t 6-

1 

the thesis-play. This does nol 
1
.avet stahi hat it I sen no pu 

h h h 
• 

1 • • 1c o e t eaters. 
mean t at t e t es1s-p ay 1s, 1pso N b . "M S 
f d 'd f 1· · lt o. y passmg up y on, . acto, evo1 o 1terary ment. J h ,, A • , b · h d o n, menea s rams a not d6es mean that the good message be h d • • k 

6 
h • ·¡ h ¡ en was e m a pin o at . 1s not necessan y t e e oquent A . •¡¡ t ¿· h 

messa e. · menea was st1 at en mg t e-
" g ,, ater for fun and not for duty. 

Let the Dogs Bark, as a play. So if we do not know ali about 
is old-fashioned wilh_ stereotypes the Latin-American thes1s-play, 
rather than human bemgs as char- Latin America still has some­
acters-the casl d?es much ~o thing to learn about America's at­
compensate the scnpt here. This titude toward lh theater h 
Chil 1 .11 . d th e w ere, 

ean P ~y WI remm e possibly, the play is still the 
North Amencan drama student of thing 
nothing so much as those thesis- · 
plays of the Theodore Roosevelt 
days, when the municipal leve! 
Was the favorite whipping boy. 
Charles Klem's "Hon. John Grigs-
by'' and "The Lion and the 
Mouse" were favorites. 

Al! were palpahly inspired by 
the great anccstor of the modern 
thesis-play. Henrik Ibsen, and his 
still-playable ''An Enemy of the 
People." 

In this a scienlist discovcrs that 
the resort baths of his town have 
been polluted. He thinks sociely 
will be gra1eful for the exposure 
of an unwelcome but life-serving1 
truth. lnstead, the communityl 
turns on him, labeling hím a vi­
c1ous troublemakcr, a malicious 
wrecker of the civic economy, 
and ali but stone him out of town. 
These plays, including "Let the 
Dogs Bark'' have a weak ending.1 
The rcsolution is either vague' 
martyrdom or the nebulous road 
of the prophet. 

* * * 
THE THESIS-PLA Y 1s less, 

domlnant in America and Eng-
1and than clscwhcre. The average 
cÑ-tic would be cheered more for 
'evaluating a play's craft than 
its subjert malter. Most people 
would ~ay that !he subjcct mat­
ter is not the critic's business norl 


