: parents.
~ But the guarrel is only a fam-
ily jar, as the audience half-
'suspects at the time and as Mr.
Inge discloses in the final scene.
Comedy thrives on these big
emotional upheavals that are
. trifling in the light of the ex-
perience of the world.

There is one episode that
could never be interpreted as
comedy in any circumstances.
The suicide of a4 Jewish youth,
which is reported at second

hand, is painful, particularly
b he had misi preted
the friendship of the young

people around him. But this is
the one episode in which Mr.
Inge seems to have overreached
himself and violated the homey
tone of the rest of the play.

Dark Areas
Something less horrifying
than an impulsive suicide might
better serve Mr. Inge's purpose,
which is to show the dark areas
of misunderstanding that lie bc-‘!
‘ tween people who assume that|
they understand one another.|
Bach man is an island, contrary|
to the doctrine of Dr, Donne.|

At best the communication be-
tween islands is incomplete,

‘% hearty exterior is a mask; she

though usually it is not fatal,

If Mr. Inge’s “new play,” as
he calls it, is not pure comedy,
it is because he thoroughly
sympathizes with his chanac-
ters. He respects the little dol-
lops of anguish and loneliness
that they carry inside them-
selves. The Booth Tarkington
terrors of the Floods’ adoles-
cent daughter are real to her.
She genuinely believes that she
is ugly; she cannot endure
being a waliflower. Cora Flood's
sister looks and sounds like a
comic character; she is a tor-
nado of good-natured raillery
and officiousness. But the

“THE MUSIC MAN"—Robert Preston, who poses as a musician in a plot fo- sell an
on an idea to organize a boys’ band, has the starring role in the Meredith Willson musical

Mann for “Come Back, Little
Sheba,” Joshua Logan for “Pic-
nic,” Harold Clurman for “Bus
Stop” and now Elia Kazan for
“The Dark at the Top of the
Stairs,” There are spots that
are a little self-conscious in Mr.
Kazan's direction, as there were
self-conscious spots in “Picnic.”
For both Mr. Kazan and Mr.
Logan are forceful men whose
impact on a script can be

has a desolate secret that is|
not comic,

Rubin Flood's furious rebel-|eral profits from Mr, Kazan's

lion over the cost of a party
dress for his daughter seems|
to be comic, the storminess of|
his behavior being so out of|
proportion. But before the play|
ends his reaction to this inci-
dent turns out to have been
more reasonable. He has been
concealing anxieties about the
family economy that are un-
selfish and genuine,

Universality

From a detached point of
view, these people and their
problems are comic. But Mr.
Inge has the grace not to be
detached. He has not forgot-
ten that the common cares of
commonplace people are real
and painful, like a shroud that
hangs somewhere off in the
background. Although the cares
can be laughed off, he does not
feel heartless about them.

Mr. Inge was born in Inde-
pendence, Kan., in 1913. He has
been writing plays for Broad-
way ever since “Come Back,
Little Sheba” was produced in
1950 (incidentally making a
star of Shirley Booth). His sec-~
.ond play was “Picnic,” produced
in 1853, and his third, “Bus
Stop,” produced in 1955. All of
them have been interesting,
especially “Picnic,” which ex-
plored some of the minor prob-
lems of middle-class respecta-
bility, and “Bus Stop,” which
told a humorous tale about an
empty-headed night-club singer
‘and a chuckle-headed cowboy.

As a plece of craf -
“The Dark at the Top of the

|that

stronger than the author's.

Performance
But the performance in gen-

2

interest in character, his aware-
ness of children, his vitality, his
idiomatic style and his skill in
transitions of mood. Not that
Mr. Inge has not written parts
are thoroughly actable.
Nearly every actor has at least
one illuminating scene. As
Cora’s sister, Eileen Heckart
has a long, boisterous scene in
the second act which she plays
with great energy and variety.

Pat Hingle, as the head of the
Flood family, has at least two
resounding scenes Which he
plays with a snarling turbu-
lence that is both funny and
admirable. In the center of the
play, Timmy Everett, as the
Jewish youth, has a long scene
in which the innocent goodwill
of the character solidifies the
play. Mr. Everett’s candor and
decency make this an especially
memorable sequence.

The mother has no one big
scene. Like a mother; she runs
through every scene, attending
to the needs of the others.
Teresa Wright plays the part
with extraordinary taste, mod-
esty and beauty. In the parts of
the children, Judith Robinson,
Evans Evans and Charleg Saari
are at the same time amusing
and disarminé.

Like the play, in fact. Mr.
Inge could have written it legit-
imately as comic entertain-
ment. But he has transmuted
it into a fine expression of
charitable feeling and esteem.

DO NOT FORGET THE NEEDIEST !

By ARTHUR GELB
HE news that Tennessee

latest work—a twin bill
called “Garden Distriet”
—available to a 299-seat off-
Broadway theatre was greeted
with surprise last month. Since
then, there has been a good deal

|made this apparently quixo
| gesture.

Mr. Williams himself, break-
ing a long silence the other day,
consented to shed some light on
the situation. He said the prin-
cipal reason for the off-Broad-
way production, set to open at
the Yogk Playhouse on Jan, 7
lies in the subject matter of the
second and longer of the two
plays.

“Now that I've heard it read,”
said Mr. Williams, “I find it
isn't as shocking as I thought,
at first, it would be. The total
effect, I feel, is not distasteful;
but it does involve material that
will arouse some controversy.”
Specifically—or at least as spe-
cifically as Mr. Williams was
willing to say at the moment—
the play, subtitled “Suddenly
Last Summer,” is-an account of
“a shockingly violent ocecur-
rence” with a “symbolic" sig-
nificance. Its leading character
is a girl whose sanity is in
question because she insists on
giving an account of the occur-
rence, to which she was the
only obtainable witness.

Mr. Williams fears that up-
town audiences, who have criti-
cized him for the violence in
his plays, haven't strong enough
stomachs for the new play, al-
though he put it a little more|
tactfully:

“I don't want to - attack
Broadway audiences,” he said.
“But they gave me the feeling,
when ‘Orpheus Descending’ was
put on last season, that I had
become a homicidal maniac, if

Stairs" is less clever than “Pie-
nic” and “Bus Stop.” But it
goes beyond either of these
plays in the office of the writer,
which is to understand human
mm!n‘u has universality of
m i everyone recognizes
in it some part of his own life.
Nearly everything that happens
(the suicide excepted) is small
and familiar: a little boy’s con-
tempt for hl_l older sister; gos-
sip about neighbors; getting
ready to go to a dance for ado-
lescents at the ‘country club;
after dinner;

e

ality of the work. Some of|the Ik
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Williams had made his| Move Off Broadway— |

Additional Items

|

not worse. Possibly I exag-

gerated the reactions; however,

Williams Explains His%;
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: |L became a little frightened. fron

of speculation as t6"Why, one of |-, |
M otie l;eading playwrights = I've always been start}ed by;s}ag
two-time Pulitzer Prize-wi people who are antagonized by |little

plays for reasons other than the|slighi

|mynplays, I think, have suffered
|from¥g reaction of ethical bias
{and amhimposed and conven-
|tional motality."”

‘ Moreover, ‘the production at-
mosphere of “Oxpheus Descend-
ing" was one of {egrific tension,

‘land Mr. Williams, Wwho said he

started seeing an analyst soon
iafter it opened, wishes to aveid,
|for the present, a repetition of}

Miss
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to en;
flavo
to fa
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that kind of stress. “I couldn’t
cope at this time with doing|
another controversial play on|
Broadway. The financial risk|
Off Broadway is not so great|
and the conditions, therefore,
are less of a life and death
matter,” he explained.
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