
 

 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

A Director’s Approach to Arthur Arent’s One Third of a Nation. 

Adam Flores, M.F.A.  

Thesis Chairperson: Marion Castleberry, Ph.D. 

 
 The Federal Theatre Project, under director Hallie Flanagan, had many projects 

throughout its short existence from 1935-1939; however, few were as innovative and 

impactful as the Living Newspaper. The most successful Living Newspaper was One 

Third of a Nation by Arthur Arent. This thesis examines the history of the Living 

Newspaper as a form of theatre, the production history of One Third of a Nation, the 

process of adapting the script, the application of directorial analysis to concept, and the 

collaborative process by which the production was staged at Baylor Theatre in November 

of 2014.
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

The Federal Theatre Project, Living Newspaper, and the Play 

 

Introduction 

The history of the formation of the Federal Theatre Project’s special brand of 

living newspapers can help bolster any subsequent production of a Living Newspaper for 

those artists who are interested in embracing the larger influence of the Federal Theatre 

Project as an organization. It was the connection between the larger formation and goals 

of the Federal Theatre Project, exemplified in the Living Newspapers, that makes these 

plays still intriguing. There is no better example in American history of theatre artists 

with such organization and support looking to connect with the masses and address the 

concerns of the people than the Federal Theatre Project. Any artist looking to explore 

how to use theatre for social outreach can find many development opportunities in these 

often neglected plays. 

 

The Federal Theatre Project 

Unlike many other developed nation-states the United States of America does not 

have a history of a National Theatre. The relationship between the government and 

theatre had a rocky start as the First Continental Congress felt it prudent to list in the 

Eighth Article of Association that the Colonies should, “discourage every species of 

extravagance and dissipation, especially all horse-racing, and all kinds of games, cock 

fighting, exhibitions of shows, plays, and other expensive diversions and 
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entertainments.”1 In the late 18th century theatre was seen in the same negative vein as 

gambling and animal abuse by our Founding Fathers. Though this level of political 

disdain in America receded, there was often an underlying conservative belief that the 

theatre was a dangerous cultural exercise. Government’s stance on the arts to changed as 

the country was thrust into the Great Depression causing a far more progressive stance. 

Amongst much conservative protest in 1935, an act of Congress started the Federal 

Theatre as part of Federal Project One in order to get theatre artists off of unemployment. 

The Federal Theatre Project, hereafter referred to simply as FTP, was only destined to 

last from 1935 to 1939. The project would garner much criticism and scrutiny from 

members of Congress who would eventually terminate the project’s funding after a 

hearing from a Special Committee on Un-American Propaganda Activities in the United 

States. 

The beginnings of the project reflect an escalating national awareness that 

government employment relief should include the thousands of artists out of work. Harry 

Hopkins began establishing small federally funded theatre projects early on under the 

Civil Works Administration.2 When, in April of 1935, the Works Progress 

Administration was given its initial allocation of $4.9 billion, Hopkins expanded his 

approach to white collar and arts employment. Hopkins believed that there was a great 

majority of “white collar men” who needed relief and that this justifiably included artists. 

                                                        
1 “Journals of the Continental Congress-The Articles of Association; October 20,1774,” Yale Law 

School, accessed July 20, 2014, http://avalon.law.yale.edu/18th_century/contcong_10-20-74.asp. 

 
2 Hopkins was a former social worker in New York City originally from Iowa. Later appointed to 

be head of the Temporary Emergency Relief Administration and then the  Federal Emergency Relief 

Administration (FERA)by President Roosevelt. He then switched strategies, believing that employment not 

just relief was the right exit from the Great Depression. He was then appointed the director and financial 

allocator for the Civil Works Administration (CWA) and eventually the Works Progress Administration 

(WPA). George McJimsey, "Hopkins, Harry Lloyd," American National Biography Online, Feb. 

2000, accessed Nov 05, 2014  http://www.anb.org/articles/06/06-00288.html. 
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In a speech at a WPA luncheon Hopkins outlines his belief in the importance of 

Government funding for the arts and other white-collar endeavors saying, “We decided to 

take the skills of these people wherever we found them and put them to work to save their 

skills when the public wanted them.”3 Hopkins fundamentally combatted the notion that 

if a person were in such financial need that they had to turn to the Federal Government 

for aid then they should be put to work on the most menial of jobs. To Hopkins, the 

Federal Government need not suggest that they only have room to employ ditch diggers. 

He added, “Sure we put musicians into orchestras. Sure we let artists paint. It was all 

right for the great foundations to give fellowships to artists, but when the United States 

Government did it because these fellows were busted and broke, then it becomes 

boondoggling, a waste of money.”4 Hopkins belief that the Federal Government should 

give relief to workers from all fields manifested itself in joint resolution H. J. R. 117, 

becoming law on April 8, 1935. Five percent of the $4,800,000,000 allocated as part of 

the Emergency Relief (W.P.A.) was to go to the Federal Project One, the other ninety-

five percent went to blue collar construction jobs. The Federal Government through 

Federal Project One made an original investment of $6,784,036 into each of the four 

divisions; music, theatre, art, and writing.5  

 Once the money had been allocated to Federal Project One it was essential to 

appoint directors of the four divisions. Although there was a history of government 

                                                        
3“Harry Hopkins, Address on federal relief at a WPA luncheon (September 19, 1936). From 

‘Address at WPA Luncheon,’ Harry L. Hopkins Papers, Franklin D. Roosevelt Library.” MIT Primary 

Resource Library accessed August 20, 2014, http://web.mit.edu/21h.102/www/Primary%20source%20 

collections/The%20New%20Deal/Hopkins,%20Speech%20on%20federal%20relief.htm. 

 
4“Harry Hopkins, Address on federal relief at a WPA luncheon (September 19, 1936). From 

‘Address at WPA Luncheon.”  

 
5 Tony Buttitta and Barry Whitman, Uncle Sam Presents (Philadelphia: The University of 

Pennsylvania Press, 1982), 25. 
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money being given to a project with the expectation of employment and creation through 

the CWA, this Federal Project One was to be the largest project focused simply artistic 

employment and not measurable artistic output. This required strong leadership that 

would be a good steward of the government’s money. Hopkins bragged about these 

projects by saying, “They are better supervised than [previous projects] were. Any 

contractor knows that it depends on the man who is actually in charge of a crew of men. 

And one foreman will get more performance than another.”6 For the theatre portion of the 

project Hopkins sought out Vassar professor, the first woman to receive a Guggenheim 

fellowship, Hallie Flanagan (1890-1969). Flanagan was an academic, a woman, a 

specialist in experimental theatre, and not a New York based artist. Her appointment was 

easily the most influential decision for the success of the FTP. 

 Flanagan was sworn in as head of the project on her fortieth birthday, August 27, 

1935. In their first meeting, before the enactment of H. J. R. 117, Flanagan reports in 

memoir Arena, Hopkins saying, “I still hang on to the idea that unemployed actors get 

just as hungry as anybody else.”7 Yet Hopkins, not an artist himself but former Grinell 

classmate of Flanagan, was concerned about quality and the appearance of putting to 

work artists whose talents had left them on relief, asking Flanagan, “you don’t think 

people from relief rolls would necessarily be bad actors?”8 Flanagan and Hopkins 

understood that this artistic endeavor would be considered a failure if, like all WPA 

                                                        
6“Harry Hopkins, Address on federal relief at a WPA luncheon (September 19, 1936). From 

‘Address at WPA Luncheon.”  

 
7 Hallie Flanagan, Arena: The Story of the Federal Theatre (New York: Duell, Sloan and Pearce 

1940), 9. 

 
8 Flanagan, Arena, 9. 
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projects, it did not produce quality work that furthered Americans’ lives. Yet they could 

not just fire actors for a flubbed line or a missed cue. 

With Flanagan at the helm, the Federal Theatre Project would embark on a 

journey to put theatre artists to work and to create a national theatre that would 

encompass and express the entire American experience. Although publically providing 

employment relief would be the goal of the FTP in the public forefront; the understood 

goal was to create a National Theatre that would outlast the financial support of the 

WPA. Flanagan wanted a network of theatre artists across the country, performing and 

working to create art that represented the fullness of the American experience extending 

beyond one centralized city. Flanagan wanted a theatre as diverse at its people, 

encouraging artists to not cross state lines to gain relief. This regional focus, one of the 

reasons Hopkins selected Flanagan, was also visible in the establishment of regional 

offices across the country in any city where there were at least twenty-five professional 

theatre artists on the relief roll.9 Each of these regional offices was given the task of 

producing with and for the communities in which they resided. Of course they had access 

to the scripts being created by the New York office, but they were encouraged to produce 

their own work. The FTP began by looking to put to work 10,000 unemployed actors, 

only half of them in New York City.10 That left 5,000 actors ready to be employed across 

the rest of the country. Since only twenty-five were required for a regional office, theatres 

                                                        
9 Eric Bentley, Thirty Years of Treason: Excerpts from Hearings Before the House Committee on 

Un-American Activities, 1938-1968, (New York: Thunder Mouth Press, 1971), 6-7. 

 
10 John E. Vacha, “The Federal Theatre’s Living Newspapers: New York’s Docudramas of the 

Thirties,” New York History, 67.1 (January, 1986): 68.  

Unemployed actors were identified by approved WPA offices who verified need and looked for 

past employment and accomplishment for all professions including acting. 

Flanagan, Arena, 16,17. 
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were established in at least forty cities in twenty-two states, with thirteen regions, each 

with their own director.11 

 Flanagan believed that since the theatre was to be of the highest quality it would 

be an alternative to a commercial theatre, not a competitor. With no need to garner ticket 

sales, the FTP would not be held to the same strictures as commercial theatre and 

therefore was able to create art in a very different artistic and financial space. Flanagan 

explains this important difference saying,  

Unlike any theatre which ever operated, we started with an enormous pay roll…Another 

difference is that the commercial theatre wishes to compete with other theatres and hence engages 

in money-making activity in places where money is apt to be found; whereas it was our job to 

avoid competition with the commercial theatre…12 

 

The WPA discouraged the FTP from charging ticket prices until January 1936, and prices 

were only allowed to be as low as possible.13 Low ticket prices and no need to compete 

with commercial sales or audience meant that the shows had to be made for everyone and 

not just those who had traditionally had the luxury of seeing live theatre. Tony Buttitta, 

early reporter for The Federal Theatre Magazine, recalls that, “New York and Los 

Angeles were vying to see who would open first.”14 New York would win this friendly 

competition with The Comedy of Errors, opening January 13, 1936.  

                                                        
11 “The largest projects were those in New York, Los Angeles, and Chicago. Among other cities 

with FTP activity were Atlanta, Boston, Buffalo, Chapel Hill, Cincinnati, Cleveland, Denver, Detroit, Gary, 

Hartford, Jacksonville, Manchester, Miami, New Orleans, Newark, Oklahoma City, Peoria, Philadelphia, 

Pittsburgh, Portland (Oregon), Raleigh, Roanoke Island, Roslyn (Long Island), Salem, San Diego, San 

Francisco, Seattle, Springfield, Syracuse, and Tampa” “The SPA Federal Theatre Project, 1935-1939” The 

Library of Congress American Memory, accessed May 13th 2014, 

http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/fedtp/ftwpa.html. 

 
12 Flanagan, Hallie, Arena, 35. 

 
13 Flanagan, Hallie, Arena, 35. 

 
14 Buttitta and Whitman, Uncle Sam Presents, 5. 
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Pulitzer Prize winning playwright Elmer Rice ran the New York City office, the 

largest of the regional offices. Besides Flanagan herself, Rice was the most deliriously 

excited about the prospect of the FTP as a national artistic movement. Rice was an 

advocate for making a public and national theatre for America, even outlining some of 

his thoughts on how to unify and make public the American theatrical experience for the 

New York Times. His article, “Project for a New Theatre,” even suggested the creation of 

“The People’s Art Theatre.”15 Rice wanted to get as many artists on the roll as possible. 

In Arena, Flanagan recalls the dispute between herself and Rice over how they were to 

determine who would be assigned to the FTP’s payroll. Flanagan argued for an audition 

process, but Rice passionately argued, “How can you audition an actor? You can say to a 

violinist, play; or to a painter, show me a canvas; but the greatest actor in the world may 

fall down on an audition. No. We’ll take ‘em on and if they’re no good we’ll throw them 

off.”16 By December 28, 1935, the New York City office of the FTP employed 3,350 

theatre artists.17 Buttitta describes the organization of the New York office, 

There were five major production units: the Living Newspaper, supervised by Morris Watson; the 

Popular Price theatre, under Edward Goodman, to feature plays by new American authors; the 

Experimental Theatre, headed by Virgil Geddes and James Light, to offer avant-garde plays; the 

Negro Theatre, under John Houseman and Rose McClendon, to present Negro plays in Harlem; 

and the Try-Out theatre, sponsored by the League of New York theatre, to try out scripts for 

commercial producers.18 

                                                        
15 ELMER R. "In which Elmer Rice Jots Down a Few Notes on how the Theatre can Best be made 

a Form of Art -- and Returned to the People." New York Times, Oct 08 1933. ProQuest. Web. 24 Oct. 

2014 . 

It is of note that Rice points out in this article that, “I believe that to such an adventure either a 

governmental subsidy with it concomitants of politics and bureaucracy or the timid and patronizing bounty 

of millionaires would be fatal.” 

 
16 Flanagan, Hallie, Arena, 54. 

 
17 Flanagan, Hallie, Arena, 55. 

 
18 Buttitta and Whitman, Uncle Sam Presents, 33-34. 

 

The term “Negro Unit” was the agreed upon terminology of the FTP, so we will use it when 

discussing the official units themselves. 
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The New York office dedicated attention to as many facets of a vital and diverse theatre 

scene as they could. There was also a concerted effort to use the federal theatre to create 

new and innovative work, designed to put as many people to work as possible. The New 

York office would act as the avant-garde for the rest of the regional offices, trying out 

productions and techniques.  

Although the flagship office was in New York City, all the regional offices 

impacted their individual communities. Los Angeles had 1,680 artists on the payroll, 

making them the next largest regional office. The Chicago office had fourteen producing 

units, compared to New York’s forty-nine and Los Angeles’ thirty-two, including one of 

the most effective and famous Negro Units.19 The Chicago Negro Unit became famous 

for their original Swing Mikado which eventually transferred to Broadway.20 The 

Philadelphia office had three producing units including the most active Living 

Newspaper unit, which will be highlighted later in this chapter. 

The FTP embraced and incorporated the work of performance artists of all styles 

and backgrounds. There were eventually special divisions and resources allocated to 

circus performers, vaudeville, puppet shows, Yiddish Theatre, and Negro Units. Most 

famously, the Negro Theatre Unit of New York, under the direction of twenty-year-old 

Orson Welles, put on the groundbreaking Macbeth, known as the “Voodoo Macbeth.”21 

                                                        
19 Buttitta and Whitman, Uncle Sam Presents, 25. 

 
20 The Chicago Production of Swing Mikado appears to make an appearance on Hallie Flanagan’s 

personal bookplate. See Appendix Fig. A.14. from the Hallie Flanagan Papers at the Library of Congress. 

 
21 Welles would later go on to direct a groundbreaking radio performance of “War of the Worlds” 

in 1940 and landmark cinematic masterpiece “Citizen Kane” in 1941. His early work with the FTP, in 

particular “Voodoo Macbeth,” the first black professional production of Shakespeare, was early expression 

of the artistic and progressive quality of the FTP. For more on the play: 
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With thirteen units across the nation the Negro Theatre Project was an extraordinary 

advocate for the development of black performers in America.  

The Variety Unit of the FTP put to work the quickly aging and shrinking art of 

vaudeville performance. According the Library of Congress, “during the first fifteen 

months of the FTP, twenty-four percent of the [FTP’s] activities involved vaudeville.”22 

Within the Variety Unit there was the Circus Unit, which highlighted FTP’s interest in a 

diverse collection of performers on relief.23 There was also the expansive portion of the 

FTP that was dedicated to the entertainment of children consisting of marionette puppet 

shows, such as the world premiere of Revolt of the Beavers, or already famous tales 

designed for young audiences.24 The marionette shows were deployed to city parks for 

low-income families as free shows and to hospitals to perform for nonresponsive children 

patients. In New York City an adaptation of Oliver Twist was performed using only nine 

hundred basic English words for immigrant children in hopes of introducing them to their 

                                                                                                                                                                     
Susan McCloskey, “Shakespeare, Orson Welles, And the ‘Voodoo’ Macbeth,” Shakespeare 

Quarterly 36.4 (Winter, 1985): 406-416. 

 

John S. O'connor, “But Was It ‘Shakespeare?’: Welles's ‘Macbeth’ and ‘Julius Caesar,’” The 

Johns Hopkins University Press Theatre Journal, 32.3 (Oct., 1980): 336-348. 

 
22 “Coast to Coast: the Federal Theatre Project, 1935-1939: Vaudeville,” Library of Congress, 

accessed Nov 11, 2014, http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/federal-theatre-project/vaudeville.html. 

 
23 The Circus Unit drew particular ire, prompting criticism of the validity of circus performers on 

relief, prompting a Federal Theatre Magazine headline reading, “There Were No Elephants on Relief.” The 

Library of Congress reports that, “there was one elephant in the FTP named “Japino,”…At some point, 

Japino escaped and was accidently returned to Barnum and Bailey Circus, who quickly returned the 

escapee to its rightful owner.” “Coast to Coast: the Federal Theatre Project, 1935-1939: Circus 

Performances,” Library of Congress, accessed Nov 11, 2014, http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/federal-theatre-

project/vaudeville.html. 

 
24 The Revolt of the Beavers by Oscar Saul and Louis Lantz, gained lots of negative attention to 

the FTP. The show was called “Mother Goose Marx” in the Headline for the New York Times review. 

BROOKS A. "THE PLAY." New York Times (1923-Current file): 19. May 21 

1937. ProQuest. Web. 24 Oct. 2014. 

 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/2870304
http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublication?journalCode=shakquar
http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublication?journalCode=shakquar
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3206889
http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublication?journalCode=theatrej
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new language.25 These examples are just a small slice of the diversity the FTP had in 

performance, performer, audience, style, and purpose. 

Clear in its mission, the FTP began from day one to structure itself as an 

expansive endeavor to bring a diverse theatrical experience to the whole nation. In 1938 

Flanagan wrote in Variety that, “a trip surveying Federal Theatre Projects can never be in 

any sense a triumphal tour. All Federal theatres are theatres in the making, active, 

ambitious, necessarily nervous, poised on the brink of insecurity.”26 Though “insecurity” 

would not be an idyllic description of a government-funded program, what Flanagan is 

pointing to is the inherent fallibility and flexibility of the project. Flanagan wanted 

American theatre to be the most vital of art forms. When asked about her duties at the 

FTP in front of the Special Committee on Un-American Propaganda Activities Flanagan 

spoke of this vitality in an ingenious way, 

Mrs. Flanagan: Yes, Congressman Dies. Since August 29, 1935, I have been concerned with 

combating un-American inactivity. 

Chairman Dies: No. We will get to that in a minute. 

Mrs. Flanagan: Please listen. I said I am combating un-American inactivity. 

Chairman Dies: Inactivity? 

Mrs. Flanagan: I refer to the inactivity of professional men and women; people who, at that time 

when I took office, were on the relief rolls, and it was my job to expend the appropriation laid 

aside by congressional vote for the relief of the unemployed as it related to the field of the theater, 

and to set up projects wherever in any city 25 or more of such professionals were found on the 

relief rolls.27 

 

Flanagan believed that it was the FTP’s job to activate American theatre artists; however, 

it can be surmised that Flanagan and other WPA artists wanted to activate the American 

people at large. There was an underlying assumption that political and social inactivity 

                                                        
25 “‘Preliminary Report of the Educational Activities of the Works Progress Administration 

Federal Theatre Project. By J. Howard Miller,” pg 4/5, Library of Congress American Memory accessed 

Sept 13, 2014, http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/ampage. 

 
26 Hallie Flanagan, “Work in Progress,” Variety, January 5, 1938, Box 41, Hallie Flanagan Papers, 

*T-Mss 1964-002, Billy Rose Theatre Division, The New York Public Library for the Performing Arts. 

 
27 Bentley, Thirty Years of Treason, 6-7. 
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had led to economic and employment inactivity, and that quality work from American 

artists would lead to quality American citizens. 

 

Living Newspapers 

One of the first innovative endeavors of the newly formed FTP was the Living 

Newspaper, which was designed to combine the work of the Federal Theatre Project and 

the American Newspaper Association.28 When Rice originally raised doubts about 

keeping actors busy Flanagan replied, “We wouldn’t use them all in plays—we could do 

Living Newspapers.”29 Though this comment from Flanagan was the spark that Rice 

needed to jump on the idea to create a particularly American form of the Living 

Newspaper, Flanagan, Rice, and Joseph Losey, the first director of the Living 

Newspaper’s, travels in Europe, and particularly Russia, had been the real genesis of this 

idea and form. 

The performance of the news has long been a useful way to craft political and 

social messages for the masses. All the way back to the comedies of Aristophanes, the 

news and the people of the day have been presented on stage in overtly theatrical ways. 

However, the beginning of the twentieth century witnessed a concerted effort from artists 

to form the propaganda of the news into its own unique form. After the revolution of 

1917 the Russian government wanted to make sure that the news, the Government 

approved news, was reaching the masses. František Deák describes the process by saying, 

“Because of the high percentage of illiteracy, the newspaper was read loudly to gathered 

                                                        
28 Most famous for The Adding Machine (1923) and Street Scene (Pulitzer Prize, 1929), Rice was 

an established playwright and advocate for the working class and their families.  

 
29 Flanagan, Arena, 65. 
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audiences. The animation of the ‘spoken newspaper’ into ‘living newspaper’ was 

gradual.”30 In response to a 1919 Soviet Union Communist Party decree, artists began in 

earnest working on dramatizing the news with a communist spin. In his historical recap 

of the history of the living newspapers, John W. Casson says that, “Mikhail Pustynin was 

a poet and theatre director who is credited by Robert Leach with developing the idea of a 

living newspaper so that, ‘news could be made more accessible through 

dramatization.’”31 Pustynin would not be the only Russian working to create immediate 

theatre out of the headlines and they would soon join a company dedicated to the form.  

The Blue Blouse Soviet Living Newspaper touring theatre was founded by Boris 

Yuzhaim in 1923 in response to the work of Vsevold Meyerhold, the futurist, and 

Yuzhaim’s desire to create immediate theatrical propaganda based around the headlines 

of the day.32 Blue Blouse would go on to influence and be the rallying point for many 

Russian artists, including Pustynin, looking to make their theatre vital and directly related 

to the news of the day. Blue Blouse eventually had almost four hundred professional 

companies and 8,00 amateur groups using their techniques across Russia.33 It was during 

the height of their success in 1926 that Flanagan would see their work in Russia. The 

Living Newspaper of the FTP would gain its uniqueness from not just simply adopting 

Blue Blouse’s form, but by utilizing the work of other Russian theatre artists as well. 

Joseph Losey, also travelled to Russia and was heavily influenced by many prominent 

                                                        
30 František Deák, "‘Blue Blouse’ (1923-1928),” The Drama Review: The MIT Press, 17.1, 

Russian Issue (Mar, 1973), http://www.jstor.org/stable/1144790, 37. 

 
31 Casson, John W., “Living Newspaper: Theatre and Therapy,” 108. 

 
32 Casson, John W., “Living Newspaper: Theatre and Therapy,” 112. 

 
33 Deak, "‘Blue Blouse’ (1923-1928),” 46. 

 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/1144790
http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublication?journalCode=dramareviewtdr
https://www.jstor.org/stable/1144790
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Russian directors, especially the quickly moving episodic shifts of Nikolai Okhlopkov. 

John Fuegi, in his stylistic analysis of “epic theatre” in America, suggests that,  

It would be fairer historically, as Losey himself indirectly indicates, to speak of the style of the 

Living Newspapers as being Okhlopkovian or Meyerholdian theatre for it was these two men who 

had the largest verifiable influence on the style of these magnificent creations of American stage.34  

 

The influences of the Russian agitation propaganda theatre observed by all those in 

charge of the FTP cannot be understated. And though it would be the very thing that 

would bring so much trouble to the organization, the exposure to Russian propaganda 

would be an artistically unifying thread. Fuegei, in muddying the heavy influence of any 

specific artist on Losey and all the Living Newspapers, points out that Arthur Arent, the 

playwright and editor of the FTP’s Living Newspaper, felt that, “while willing to admit 

the existence ‘of a whole avalanche of predecessors,’ their influence was minimal.”35 The 

repeatability and accountability required of the FTP’s form allowed Arent to minimize 

the overt but politically problematic influence of the Russian artists. John W. Casson in 

referring to the FTP’s Living Newspapers points out that, “these Living Newspapers then 

were repeatable performances, given night after night. They were not the news of the 

day…They were scripts that could be refined, played again, and thus become ‘cultural 

conserves’—scripts that are still available.”36 The permanence and process forced by the 

bureaucracy of the Federal Government meant that the FTP’s Living Newspapers were 

                                                        
34 Fuegi, John, “Russian ‘Epic theatre’ Experiments and the American Stage.” pg 108. 

 
35 Fuegi, John, “Russian ‘Epic theatre’ Experiments and the American Stage.” pg 109. 

 
36 John W. Casson, “Living Newspaper: Theatre and Therapy,” The Drama Review, 44.2 (Summer 

2000): 108. 
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not “of the day” but “of their time.”37 These plays, then, can be seen not just as a 

snapshot in a moment of a community, but a panorama of a time in a national culture. 

The FTP version of the Living Newspaper would use the added resource of the 

Newspaper Guild to immediately produce well researched and impactful Living 

Newspapers. Rice’s commercial, success, zeal, and commitment to a national theatre 

made him enthusiastic to try out this form. His connection with longtime friend, and 

eventual head of the Living Newspaper, Morris Watson, who Rice recalls asking him if 

he, “couldn’t do something for the unemployed newspaper men,” made the New York 

office a great place to center the Living Newspaper unit.38  The first script, Ethiopia, 

which was completed just a week and a half after the first FTP production opened, never 

made it onto the stage. The show, which depicted the invasion of Ethiopia by Italy and 

the dictator Mussolini, was heavily censored by the government causing Rice to resign 

from his position and leave the Federal Theatre Project. 39 Yet as scholar John Vacha 

reports, “not before he whetted the appetite of the public by inviting critics and special 

guests to witness a dress rehearsal of the banned play on January 24, 1936—its first and 

last public performance.”40 Arthur Arent became the head writer for the Living 

Newspaper as Joseph Losey became the director of the productions. Like Flanagan, 

Losey had also recently travelled to Russia to study theatre, however, he returned far 

                                                        
37 Casson, “Living Newspaper: Theatre and Therapy,” 113. 

 
38 Dan Issac, intro, “Ethiopia: The First ‘Living Newspaper,’” Educational Theatre Journal, 20.1 

20th-Century American Theatre Issue, (March 1968), 16. 

 
39 “Elmer Rice is head of the Living Newspaper, but leaves after censorship of “Ethiopia” and the 

Mousilini and Haile Selassie debate.” “One man’s facts are another man’s propaganda.” “’Living 

Newspaper’ Tried,” Pittsfield Massachusetts Eagle, March 26, 1936, Box 960, Federal Theatre Project 

Collection, 1932-1943, ML31.F44, Music Division, Library of Congress. 

 
40 Vacha, “The Federal Theatre’s Living Newspapers: New York’s docudrama of the Thirties,” 71. 
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more politically activated, as can be seen by his work and eventual blacklisting for his 

communist activities.41  

The first Living Newspaper to receive a full staging was the collection of scenes 

entitled Highlights of 1935. There was no unifying narrative, and the production often 

shifted the perspective of the audience as they watched scenes about sensational, and 

mostly political, events, including the Hauptmann trial and the landing of the Yankee 

Clipper.42 Though the headlines of the day were present, none of the issues were tackled 

in any editorial sense, instead simply presented with light theatrics for perusal. Flangan 

admitted the lack of focus made Highlights of 1935, “in spite of a number of effective 

scenes, a spotty affair and our least successful living newspaper.”43 Not only was the 

show not as coherent as the Living Newspapers that followed, but there was also a tonal 

difference. In studying the Living Newspapers, one of Vacha’s students points out that 

Highlights of 1935, “was the only one in which the Loudspeaker was a condescending 

character. In 1935, the voice mocks the apparent apathy and myopia of the people.”44 The 

                                                        
41 Patrick McGilligan, Nicholas Ray: The Glorious Failure of an American Director (New York: 

HarperCollins, 2011): 64–5. 

 

Colin Gardner, Joseph Losey (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2004): 8–11. 

 
42 Richard Hauptmann was put on trial for the kidnapping of the aviator Charles Lindbergh’s baby. 

The trial garnered much media interest, ending in Hauptmann’s conviction and execution in 1936. “The 

Trial of Richard ‘Bruno’ Hauptmann: An Account, by Douglas Linder” University of Missouri Kansas City 

Law School accessed November 3, 2014, http://law2.umkc.edu/faculty/projects/ftrials/Hauptmann/ 

Account/Hauptmann.html. 

 

The Yankee Clipper was part of the beginning of transpacific flight. Mayor LaGurarida was a major 

advocate for the innovation. Horace Brock, Flying the Oceans: A Pilot's Story of Pan Am, 1935-1955 (New 

York: Jason Aronson, Inc., 1978). 

 
43 Flanagan, Arena, 71. 

 
44 Vacha, “The Federal Theatre’s Living Newspapers: New York’s docudrama of the Thirties,” 78. 
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form and the tone of the Living Newspaper was clearly in its infancy and would require a 

more concerted efforts to create real permanency.  

 The second production, Triple-A Plowed Under, advocates for the public 

ownership of land and the overthrow of commercial interests in farming. Opening March 

14, 1936 at the Biltmore Theatre, Triple-A Plowed Under was the introduction of a new 

form to Broadway. The controversy of Ethiopia was still in the air as the show opened, 

making the new form all the more dangerous.  Although well received, Vacha points out 

that, 

Triple-A also had its share of pre-opening tribulations, including a threatened sit-down strike by 

some of the actors who were uneasy about the reception of such an experimental vehicle, and 

rumors of possible disruption by right-wing elements...45 

 

The Living Newspaper seemed to be a form destined for controversy and unease; 

however, with commercial successes like Triple-A Plowed Under, which ran for 85 

performances, the form now had success to combat the early political criticism.  

 Triple-A Plowed Under introduced the form of the Living Newspaper to 

Broadway as well as introducing the “Voice of the Living Newspaper,” or “Loudspeaker” 

to the form. One of the production’s most important contributions to the form was the 

departure of the Brechtian use of titles and projections to move the scenes along and the 

inclusion of a character, though not always fully formed, who would lead the audience 

through the debate of the play. This innovation allowed future Living Newspapers to 

move seamlessly from scattered vignettes centered on the major theme or issue, to a clear 

and controllable through line of thought and dialectic. 
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  Even more controversial was the next Living Newspaper, Injunction Granted, 

which decries major capitalists and advocates the joining of unions designed to overthrow 

the status quo of the current work force. This production caused a major rift between 

Flanagan and the artistic team, particularly director Losey and editor Watson. Flanagan, 

who almost religiously attended opening nights of productions, was disappointed to see 

that the show had changed greatly from the previous rehearsal she had seen. She felt that 

the show had been changed in a way that resulted in, “bad journalism and hysterical 

theatre.”46 The team’s cold rebuttal prompted Flanagan to write to Watson and Losey 

stating, “Morris, I want you and Joe to be clear about this. As I have repeatedly said I will 

not have the Federal Theatre used politically. I will not have it used to further the ends of 

the Democratic party, the Republican party, or the Communist Party.”47 Though it would 

eventually become difficult for Flanagan to hold a hard line on propaganda for change 

and not for a political agenda, this disagreement would manifest a shift in the path of the 

Living Newspaper. With a complete lack of positive response of criticism from Watson 

and Losey, Flangan began to look for new leadership. She appointed Arthur Arent as sole 

editor and head of the Living Newspaper for its remaining shows. 

 For Power, produced in February 1937, Arent was joined by a less controversial 

director, Brett Warren. Moving away from Losey’s focus on political theatre allowed the 

productions to give voice to the masses, or in this case the “Little Man,” who makes his 

first appearance in Power. The combination of the “Little Man” and the device of the 
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“Loudspeaker” in Power were the final major additions to the FTP’s Living Newspaper 

style and in turn gave the form new life.  

 

One Third of a Nation48 

The FTP was ready to combine the theatrical form they had had so much success 

producing with the organizational form they were hoping to cement with one singular 

project. In June 1937, the FTP brought together 40 theatre artists from across the country 

to work on the first iteration of Arent’s newest Living Newspaper, One Third of a Nation. 

The regional representatives took classes daily, exploring how to work sparsely in each of 

the different disciplines.  Then they put this new learned information into practice as they 

produced and acted in the first version of One Third of a Nation. There was a great 

variety of personalities, skills, and techniques used in rehearsals. In Arena, Flanagan 

celebrates the enjoyable risk that this process represented. They were taking classes but 

the goal was to teach the form and methodology of the Living Newspaper through 

practice. Flanagan wanted to practically implement her belief, “that theatre practice could 

not be taught academically, but that it might be learned by a group of people working 

together on something which became, for a time, more important than any one of 

them.”49 The Vassar retreat was in microcosm the reflection of what the FTP wanted to 

do on a national level. 

 The effect of this meeting did not only result in a better Broadway production of 

One Third of a Nation, but helped galvanize the form of the Living Newspaper and the 

                                                        
48 The title of the play appears in many different forms. Arena uses, “One-Third of a Nation.” The 

printed text shows “…one third of a nation…” The congressional record of Flanagan’s testimony uses “One 

Third of a Nation.” For clarity sake this paper will use One Third of a Nation. 

 
49 Flanagan, Arena, 209. 

 



 19 

outreach of the FTP as a National organization. Flangan proclaims, “This particular play, 

done under these particular conditions, was, in its ever-widening circle of influence, like 

a pebble thrown into a pool.”50 The artists called together at this summer meeting went on 

to become some of the most effective artists in their communities, many having 

professional careers after the FTP had ended.51 It was the vehicle of the Living 

Newspaper, the scope, the technicality, the broadness, the diversity, and the importance 

of the form that made it such a perfect piece to work on as a representational unit of the 

FTP. Heading into the summer at Vassar and the Broadway run of One Third of a Nation 

Arent was given more power and anonymity. Paired with director Lem Ward, Arent was 

able to provide an artistic focus rather than purely a political one. And though the new 

direction did not protect the Living Newspaper or the FTP from claims of communism, 

Arent did lift the program to higher artistic integrity.  

 

Dramatic Form 

The inherent propaganda of the Living Newspaper form had to be tempered by 

artistry to galvanize it into something greater than pure agitprop. One Third of a Nation 

was the critical fulfillment of the promise Flanagan, Rice, and Arent felt the Living 

Newspapers form held. This higher level of work was also most evident in One Third of a 

Nation’s “perfection” of form. Burns Mantle in the Daily News reflected on what many 

reviewers noted as the uniqueness of One Third of a Nation’s execution,     

The Federal actors have smoothed out the technique of the Living Newspaper form and harnessed 

the propaganda urge with the result that this analysis and exposure of the breaking down of our 

housing problem as well as the laws passed to correct it is the most stirring and the most 

completely documented of any exhibit they have staged. It is an impassioned statement, but never 
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bitter. It is straightforward and factual, and Editor Arthur Arent has done a fine job in asserting 

and dramatizing the reports his reporters have brought in.52 

 

In one review, Mantle acknowledged the combined effort of the actors, the research team, 

and Arent into making the greatest realization of all the forms power. The FTP’s new 

form of propaganda had been fully investigated and was finally coalesced into a singular 

way of working ready for duplication and dissemination. In One Third of a Nation Arent 

finds the best balance of the dramatic and the informative, but would this guarantee social 

change? Brooks Atkinson, legendary critic for the New York Times, who was not nearly 

as enamored of Power, began his review of One Third of a Nation with the praise, 

Fortunately the Federal Theatre still has the Living Newspaper to publish from time to time. It is 

the most dramatic spokesman on the Federal Theatre’s forum and it is one of the most powerful 

mediums of expression in the country.53  

 

Atkinson’s positive response to the play was based on the way Arent had moved focus 

away from primarily facts and figures or overtly emotional grandstanding to stories of 

people and the real effect of the system on the society as a whole. Atkinson pinpointed 

the success of the form, finally fully realized in One Third of a Nation, for being able to 

encapsulate the entire issue so succinctly and dramatically as a Living Newspaper, “for 

no published report can be a tenth so vivid and no tour of the tenements can be a quarter 

so comprehensive.”54 In his review in the Herald Tribune Richard Watts Jr. reaffirmed 

Atkinsons analysis and describes why One Third of a Nation surpasses the previous 

works of the Living Newspaper, “where the former productions tended to make their 
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points in great part through the use of graphs and diagrams. One Third of a Nation makes 

its plea in dramatic form.”55 The real historical people in Arent’s play offset the 

onslaught of facts and statistics in a way that had not yet been fully accomplished by his 

previous work with the Living Newspaper.  Though Atkinson and others saw the desire 

to promote positive change as noble, he did not believe that the theatrical production can 

have the needed impact on such large issues. In the midst of what Atkinson identifies as a 

powerful piece of theatre and propaganda, he still felt that the show misses, the possibly 

naïve, goals of the Living Newspaper.56 Yet Atkinson cannot dismiss the form and added 

that, 

But the Living Newspaper has many other sources of power. It can make tedious information 

graphic and personal. It can make the history and social facts of the housing problem the most 

sensational story on the New York stage at the moment.57 

 

The form of the Living Newspaper, best exemplified by One Third of a Nation, cannot be 

denied its power as a theatrical device. Herbert Drake of Cue added that One Third of a 

Nation is, “a monument of ingenuity in staging, research.”58 The question for Atkinson, 
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Arent, and all those involved became whether or not the theatrical power of the form was 

enough to elicit action on its own. 

 

Audience Reception 

 One Third of a Nation was considered a success by most critics, who heralded the 

theatrical expertise on display.  The real success, however, was in the audience response 

to the production. In the first two weeks of the show, 10,000 people had attended the 

performances with 40,000 more tickets already sold in advance.59 One Third of a Nation 

was the must see show of the season. By March, two months after opening, the 

production averaged 39 standing room only tickets at each performance.60 In that same 

month One Third of a Nation had its one-hundredth performance and broke the record for 

the largest audience of any FTP show.61  Though such large numbers are remarkable for 

any show, these particular numbers stand out because of who they consisted of, 

especially with the show’s heavy focus on facts and figures. Not only was the audience 

consistently made up of people from all walks of life and economic backgrounds, the 

FTP went out of its way to cater to non-traditional Broadway audiences. As well as 
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having free admission tickets available, they consistently shifted matinee times to best 

suit the working class people wanting to see the show. They also created student matinees 

with reduced prices for high school and college students. Most unique was the January 

28th performance designed specifically for victims and survivors of the Madison St. fire, 

which was the inspiration for the opening sequence of the show.62 The initial box office 

success of the production allowed the FTP to experiment with new ways to reach a 

diverse audience. Manngreen, the nom de plume of the theatre critic for the Communist 

paper The Daily Worker, highlighted that even in a Capitalist market the FTP and One 

Third of a Nation was winning,  

Living Newspaper circulation soars—Although “…one third of a nation…” complains about 

crowded housing conditions, fact remains that theatergoers are finding the Adelphi Theater, home 

of the Living Newspaper, so over-populated these days that a new S.R.O. sign has had to be 

printed…Producers who piffle away their time and money on such tripe as “Stop-Over,” ”Time 

and the Conways, “Greatest Show on Earth,” etc. should take a hint. 

 

Even the Communist Party understood that though the show advocated for a less profit 

centered model One Third of a Nation was still succeeding at making a profit within the 

midst of the commercial system it questioned. Of course this ability to succeed 

economically with a message outside of capitalist strictures was what made One Third of 

a Nation such a controversial show to those with a stake in the profit model. One of the 

areas that was the greatest example of the show’s success in the commercial market was 

the power of the original set. 

Original Set 

The set for the original production of One Third of a Nation was the element that 

best exemplified the combination of factual grounding and theatrical showmanship that 
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made the show a success. Howard Bay’s original scenic design is an exceptional example 

of how artists empowered with money and resources can capture America’s scale and 

grandeur in an honest and breathtaking way. Bay was a young designer who would later 

go on to win four Tony Awards for his work in more traditional Broadway productions.63 

He had already become one of the favorite designers of the FTP, as he seemed to flourish 

with the kind of financial and artistic support the FTP had. Bay’s set consisted of a 

massive tenement building stretching up into the rafters of the Adelphi Theater. On each 

of the four stories was a small playing space situated at different parts of the building that 

acted as the rooms of the varied scenes of the play. The set captured the exterior presence 

and scope of the “Old Law” tenements while still giving glimpses into the rooms that 

made up the private life of the building. The set was massive, full of detail and 

intricacies, perfect for employing many hands, yet still called by the Brooklyn Citizen, 

“the season’s best piece of stage design.” The set is positively mentioned in almost every 

review of the production even when the show was panned or found offensive as a whole. 

Rarely had audiences seen the realistic (broken balustrades and piles of trash littered the 

set) and theatrical (carpet unfolded to represent plots of land) been combined so 

strikingly. Herbert Drake, who felt the propaganda of the play was overwrought said, 

“The work is hereby earnestly recommended, not only for social workers and those 

interested in further government participation in low cost housing, but to students of stage 

mechanics, scene designers, and people generally interested in the theater. It is a good 

stunt.”64 Though it is unclear if Drake felt that the whole play was purely for theatrics or 
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if the set itself was the stunt, the fact is that Drake was unable to deny the power of the 

set and skill of all the artists who worked to complete it. Drake goes onto admit that, “the 

most arresting thing about the play is not the propaganda for turning the housing situation 

over to government financing, but the fine setting by Howard Bay. It deserves to be in a 

real play.”65 Drake however never specified what makes One Third of a Nation less than 

a “real play.” Drake appears to be responding to a concern that the set and the 

theatricality of the play is simply a façade to hide something insidious. Drake reflected an 

often-held belief that showmen can obfuscate their intentions with flash, which makes 

them untrustworthy. Nonetheless, the set, seen in Figure 1.1, struck Drake in such a way 

that he was unable to totally dismiss the show, even though for him it fell short 

politically. This is a common thread through all FTP reviews. Even if the material was 

politically or socially troubling to the reviewer, they were unable to deny the work and 

skill put into the production. Hard work made manifest in successful art is always 

charming to audience members, even those less enamored with the content, the FTP 

clearly knew this. The FTP revealed what can happen when the artists of America are 

given the support and resources they need.  

 

Regional Productions 

The success of One Third of a Nation in New York made the FTP believe that the 

script was ready to be presented to a larger audience. This included a nontraditional 

theatrical outreach beginning with a radio broadcast of an abbreviated version of the play 

that aired on April 10th 1939 on WNYC. This was of course only a citywide broadcast, 
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but the emphasis on greater exposure was paramount for the FTP. The play was clearly 

focused on the tenement crisis of New York City. In the Sunday News Burnes Mantle  

 

 
 

Figure 1.1. Picture of the original production. Photograph from Hallie Flanagan Papers, 

*T-Mss 1964-002, Billy Rose Theatre Division, The New York Public Library for the 

Performing Arts. 

 

realistically pointed out, “that the Federal Theatre can achieve masterful and significant 

productions has been demonstrated. A masterful production of a housing problem drama 

in New York is not of much help to any slum-clearance campaign west of the Hudson.”66 

Mantle was right to suggest that the play is focused heavily on the tenement problem in 

New York, a city with very unique problems when compared to the whole country or 

even other cities. This meant that if the FTP was going to use this play to fulfill its 

mission of putting theatre artists to work across the country, they would have to find 
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ways to make the show applicable to audiences and artists nationwide. So like all of its 

Living Newspapers, the FTP gave each regional organization the free reign to change and 

adapt the script to fit their individual community. 

 The show was eventually performed by eight other regional offices of the FTP 

across the country with varied levels of adaptation and change.67 Local artists as far away 

as Portland, Oregon, and Seattle, Washington performed the show over the next year. A 

production was slated for Atlanta, but there was a city ordinance that forbade black 

performers to share the stage with white performers; this stipulation seems to have made 

the prospect of performing in Georgia uninteresting to the FTP.68 The farthest southern 

city in which the show was performed was New Orleans where the mayor of the city 

wrote an introductory letter for the program of the play encouraging every member of the 

city to see it.69 Within the records of the Federal Theatre Project there are a few notes on 

a production in January of 1939 in Hartford, Connecticut. The only unique note in the file 

of this production simply makes reference that the ensemble included an African 

American woman.70  
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Most of these productions made only limited alterations to the script. In his case 

study of the Seattle office of the FTP, Barry B. Witham suggests why so many offices 

chose not to adapt the play textually as much as performatively. He explains that Esther 

Porter and Edwin O’Connor, head of the Seattle office, had planned to adapt the script as 

they had done previously with Power, but they, “soon realized that their ambitious plans 

could not accommodate the need to rehearse the sprawling text and open on time.”71 It 

was easier, as with more traditional plays, to work on adapting the scenic elements of the 

show instead of adapting a script so reliant on facts and figures. This created fascinating 

innovations and choices in the design of the set. The Seattle and Portland productions 

simply shrunk their sets, compressing the four stories of space into two. In the small 

collection of photographs at the Library of Congress the most interesting set choice was 

in Detroit where the set simply became two six-foot platforms with curved staircases, as 

seen in Figure 1.2. Underneath the front of the two structures was a flat surface on which 

they projected headlines, images, and films. The lack of spectacle in the set was in a 

small way offset by the employment of an entire orchestra to play live music during the 

show. It was this kind of bold choice and creativity that personified the freedom each 

chapter was given when staging their own productions. 

The most ambitious adaptation came from the Philadelphia chapter of the FTP, 

which had one of the most active Living Newspaper Unit. An extensive study on 

Philadelphia’s housing crisis conducted in 1936 gave their regional office the ability to 

create the most extensive regional adaptation. The official report of the production 
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Figure 1.2. Picture of the set and live orchestra from the Detroit production. Picture 

scanned from Hallie Flanagan Papers, *T-Mss 1964-002, Billy Rose Theatre Division, 

The New York Public Library for the Performing Arts. 

 

sent from the Philadelphia office to the New York office enumerates that there were lots 

of small story changes including, “larger development of the ballet at the end of the 

second act in which figures representing Vice, Disease, Tuberculosis, Fire, etc., escorted 

the immigrants into the cholera house.”72 The biggest plot change in their adaptation was 

the added focus of collapsing buildings due to tenement fires, a problem prominent in 

Philadelphia at the time. The stage was wide instead of tall, as seen in Figure 1.3. The 

opening sequence of the play showed a fire causing an entire section of the building to 

collapse. This sequence was also given more local weight by changing the victim from 

Mr. Rosen to an African American woman, Mrs. Brown, who was based on the actual 

victim, Mrs. Helen Jones. The official report suggests that though the technology of the 

collapsing building was imperfect and did not always work, the Philadelphia office was 

proud of their attempt to get the technology onstage to match the scope of the story. The 
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regional offices wanted to advance the profession of theatre just as much as the New 

York office. 

 

 
 

Figure 1.3. The set of the Philadelphia production. Scanned from Hallie Flanagan Papers, 

*T-Mss 1964-002, Billy Rose Theatre Division, The New York Public Library for the 

Performing Arts. 

 

 The Philadelphia project was a great example of the methodology of the FTP 

being put successfully into practice, not just by New York professionals but also by 

artists throughout the country. The Philadelphia office sent to the New York office an 

extensive report of their work and methodology in order to further the dialogue and 

practice of the Living Newspaper as a National form. Though the FTP, mostly Arthur 

Arent, had published a manual on how to write and construct Living Newspapers, the 

Philadelphia project also came up with a checklist of questions for adapting the play to 

different locations. Because of the extensive research available to them, the Philadelphia 

production changed almost everything about the script to deal with Philadelphia 
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locations, names, and issues. Found within their report to the New York office is a very 

useful list of questions that are revealing to the mutually specific and broad ways that the 

FTP thought of adaptation: 

Questions in Adaptation for Philadelphia 

1) Procure names of some typical slum streets in Philadelphia? 

2) What is an old-law tenement in Philadelphia? 

3) Is wooden wainscoting a violation in Philadelphia? 

4) Is it a violation in new houses? In old-tenements? 

5) What improvements are required by law in new houses built after--? 

6) What improvements required in old houses? 

7) Must a house be inspected only on a complaint? 

8) How many building inspector are there in Philadelphia—covering how many tenements? 

9) How many old-law tenements are there in Philadelphia? 

10) Are landlords permitted to be called in an investigation only in clear cases of violation? 

11) Look up State Statute Tenement House Act #10 

12) What is population at time of fire to be reported?73 

At the core of each of these questions is the desire to represent and give voice to the 

people of their community, and the specific problems they faced. The daunting problems 

of the issues become clear when examining the list of questions, but it is also clear that 

many of the housing issues were the same in Philadelphia and New York, so much so that 

they felt comfortable focusing on bureaucratic specifics instead of thematic changes. 

 

Propaganda 

The reason that the regional offices were given such freedom was not just a 

financial trust, but a trust in shared beliefs. This organizational focus came from a 
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commitment to theatre and education. The Living Newspapers were some of the greatest 

pieces of propaganda for the ideals and practices of the FTP. 

An investigation of theatrical propaganda seen in One Third of a Nation speaks to 

the nature of propaganda within the FTP as a whole.  Renown critic for The Nation 

Joseph Wood Krutch wrestled with the form itself, while trying to identify propaganda’s 

place in theatre, 

“One third of a nation” is frankly journalism and not Art…the purpose of the performance is to 

convey certain bits of specific, documented information and to enforce certain simple definite 

convictions… it does leave the critic the right to deal with the method of presentation, and it 

tempts me to say roundly that what we have here is the most successful effort to use the stage for 

the purpose of propaganda that I have seen in some fifteen years.74 

 

Krutch demonstrated that the show is more about information and education than 

entertainment. For Krutch “the effective presentation of fact” is anathema to theatre. And 

even though Krutch is certain that the play is journalism, he is pleased that it is at least an 

entertaining and effective version of journalism that he hopes will, “prevent a good 

number of bad plays being written.”75 Flanagan heralds the propaganda as the plays 

driving force. The questioning and testimony of Hallie Flanagan in front of the Un-

American Propaganda Activities Congressional Committee exemplifies the importance of 

One Third of a Nation as one of the most effective uses of theatrical propaganda the FTP 

staged during its brief existence.  The question of propaganda was central to the hearings. 

Flanagan realizing that this was coded language for Communism early on tried to address 

the issue saying,  

…I could not say that we never did a propaganda play. But I should like to go to the actual 

definition of "propaganda.” Propaganda, after all, is education. It is education focused on certain 
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things. For example, some of you gentlemen have doubtless seen "One-Third of the Nation;" and I 

certainly would not sit here and say that that was not a propaganda play. I think in the discussion 

yesterday the word "propaganda" was used in this connotation only — that any play which was 

propaganda was necessarily propaganda for communism. 

I should like to say very truthfully that to the best of my knowledge we have never done plays 

which was propaganda for communism, but we have done plays which were propaganda for 

democracy, propaganda for better housing —76 

 

At this point Flanagan was rudely interrupted in order to redirect the questioning away 

from the informative nature of theatre to the possibility that communist ideology had 

infiltrated the project. Though interrupted it is clear Flanagan feels comfortable 

proclaiming, in the Congressional Record, that the FTP willingly and proudly used One 

Third of a Nation as a piece of theatrical propaganda to further the conversation about 

housing and without advocating for a political party. In both Krutch and Flanagan’s 

mind, the professional and artistic endeavors of the FTP actually elevated propaganda 

and journalism to a new form that was far more effective than the poorly constructed 

attempts which preceded it. 

While One Third of a Nation consistently received critical acclaim, critics never 

came to a shared understanding or appreciation of the form or the effectiveness of the 

play’s propagandist nature. The New Yorker reported that, “You will be depressed by 

‘One-Third of a Nation,’ but you may be exhilarated by the fact that there is a theatre 

where it could be shown and that it has been done with such showmanship.”77 NY 

Amusements came closer to the point when it clearly stated, “Call it propaganda, call it a 

thinly dramatized editorial. Shower it with all your epithets bold and euphemistic, still 

you cannot deny the blustering vigor of the Federal Theatre’s latest presentation, ‘One-

                                                        
76 Bentley, Thirty Years of Treason, 18. 

 
77 “No Fights This Time,” New Yorker, January 29, 1938, Box 43, Hallie Flanagan Papers, *T-Mss 

1964-002, Billy Rose Theatre Division, The New York Public Library for the Performing Arts. 

 



 34 

Third of a Nation.’”78 Though NY Amusements loved the resounding call to action, the 

Brooklyn Citizen felt the play was prying into the “burdened ways” of families and that 

“the Federal Theatre needs a less didactic horn.”79 The skill on display was inescapable.  

Atkinson, highly aware of the fact that many of the seats were free general admission 

tickets, quipped in the New York Times, “Even a cash customer would describe it as vivid 

theatre.”80 In the end, the greatest piece of propaganda was nothing spoken on stage, but 

instead the commercial success represented by the large audiences across the country and 

the critical success represented by the continued praise for the artistic aspects of the show 

despite political objections. 

Opposition to the Show 

The FTP’s propensity to advocate so successfully and convincingly for social justice, 

could no longer be ignored by those afraid that an organization as effective as the FTP 

would turn its message towards communist teachings. In early 1938, as the real power 

and reach of the FTP was becoming clear, One-Third of a Nation was one of the twenty-

six FTP shows being scrutinized for any hint of communist influence. The broad and 

enthusiastic outreach, demonstrated by the amazing numbers of audience members 

attending the productions across the country, became a source of concern to private 

owners of these tenement buildings and to the conservative wing of Congress interested 

in limiting the reach of progressive voices. 
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In February of 1938 the New York Herald Tribune reported that, “the use of 

government money in the W.P.A. Federal Theatre Project in New York to hold three 

United States Senators up to opprobrium on the stage has brought into the Senate lobbies 

talk of an investigation.”81 This concern came from three current Senators who were 

named and quoted directly from the Congressional Record in the play. Senators Harry F. 

Byrd, Millard Tydings, and Charles O. Andrews. They claimed that their speeches had 

been edited and because of this were being booed during the show. The staff of the 

Herald Tribune and the FTP pointed out that because of the show’s meticulous nature the 

Senators were not misquoted. In his article entitled “When buried words come to life 

there’s the Devil to pay,” Ernest L. Meyers jabs at the Senators by saying, “What irks 

them chiefly, I suppose, is that the Living Newspaper had the bad taste and impiety to 

reanimate dead words which had been decently buried in the catacombs of the 

Congressional Record.”82 Unearthing and giving light to the facts and words of those in 

power ended up being just as powerful as unearthing and bringing light to the plight of 

the everyday citizens depicted on stage.  

Despite the constant claims that the Senators were overreacting to having their 

exact words read in a public forum, the concerns persisted.83 Senator Andrews even 
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doubled down on his concerns about the play, telling the Herald Tribune, “I don’t think 

Americans are responsible for this kind of presentation…I don’t know much about New 

York, but I have liked its theaters. I think some foreign element must be behind this.”84 

As per usual anything not preferred by members of the Senate had to be un-American and 

influenced by foreign interest.85 This became a common theme for many FTP 

productions, but specifically One Third of a Nation, probably because of its heavy use of 

the Congressional Record, and its attacks on many of the biggest institutions in New 

York City. Just four days later a letter to the editor appeared in the Herald Tribune signed 

simply by “Two Members.” It reads in part, 

We would ask why such plays are sanctioned for productions. As professional W.P.A. players, we 

have long observed that this “foreign element,” of which Senator Andrews speaks has been 

working to distort the best interests of the Administration and to shape the purpose of the Federal 

theater to its own ends.86 

 

These kinds of unattributed, vague, and factually lacking complaints were exactly what 

Congressmen looking for an excuse to feel justified needed. The ambiguity of the 

complaints of Andrews and the “Two Members” was the hallmark of the early portions of 

the Red Scare. This comes in stark contrast to the factual grounding of the Living 

Newspaper and One Third of a Nation. 
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 To avoid escalating the situation, the FTP continued to highlight the fact that 

everything being said on stage was being pulled from records of factual events. Arthur 

Arent told the New York Times that, “All of the material used in ‘One-Third of a Nation’ 

and the particular speeches of the three Senators were taken from the Congressional 

Record. There was no attempt made, whatsoever, to satirize any of these gentlemen.”87 

No one in the FTP tried to argue that the play painted the Senators in a flattering light, 

but demanded that there was no attempt to mock or make fun of the Senators. Producer 

Philip Barber added that, “The three men are played perfectly straight and they are 

quoted absolutely correctly.”88 The Daily News looked to discredit the Senator’s assertion 

that they were being laughed at or booed by pointing out that the moments happen so fast 

in the show that there is no time for such uniformed reaction as boos or hisses.89 The 

Herald Tribune reported that Arent and the FTP staff were not looking to change 

anything in the script in order to alleviate the concerns of a vocal minority, adding in 

their report, “P.S. Show is a ‘Sell Out’ since talk of an inquiry.”90 The show was not 

going to be deterred by these concerns. There were of course some changes made to help 

alleviate any conflicts the show might garner in the future. The Brooklyn Eagle reported 

that, 
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For the benefits of the doubting Thomases(sic), the upper left-hand side of the program of the 

WPA housing drama, “…one-third of a nation…” has the following statement “All source 

material quoted in ‘…one-third of a nation…’ may be examined on application at the office of the 

Living Newspaper at 71 W. 23rd St.”91 

 

The FTP was aware that there were plenty of valid reasons that their project was under 

investigation; however, regardless of the political turmoil, they stood by the merits of 

their work and their integrity. Arent and the FTP were not unwilling to change in order to 

make the play as accurate as possible. In March, a month after Andrews’ complaint about 

the show the script did go through a change, 

The latest change in the Adelphi Theatre production was based on a statement by Mayor 

LaGuardia to the effect that New York City will be lucky to get $30,000,000 of the $50,000,000 

which New York State may be apportioned under the Wagner-Steagall housing act. Based on a 

previous official estimate the line in the show had read $38,000,000…To keep the show up to the 

minute a research worker on the Living Newspaper staff is assigned to read all the housing news 

daily and watch developments.92 

 

This commitment to accuracy over pressure from outside forces was another example of 

the progressive style of the production. Of course none of this would have been possible 

if not for the connection with the American Newspaper Association and financial support 

from the Federal Government.  

 Despite all of the transparency and factual support the show still drew ire from 

those not only feeling personally attacked, but by those who wanted to either ignore the 

issue or who had other interests involved. The two most interesting examples came in 

attempts to make public and formal complaints of unfairness through vague statements.  

On February 23rd the Herald Tribune recalled the account of how Senator Josiah Bailey 

actually took pages from the script and mockingly read them on the floor of the Senate. 
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He attempted to prove that the show was purely based on a biased perspective by reading 

portions of the play out of context in a satirical manner, which produced actual snickers 

from some of his fellow Senators. Bailey attempted to garner laughs and hold the words 

and process up for mockery, suggesting that those putting on the play were too 

misinformed or unaware to understand the proceedings of the hallowed hall. However not 

all were amused. Sherman Milton from Indiana stopped the proceedings in protest, 

I could sit here no longer…and hear the Senator from North Carolina and others sneering at a few 

fellows who are trying to make a living by writing and producing a play for W.P.A. What do you 

want to do—put picks and shovels in their hands?...I say shame on the Senate and shame on a 

country when it can take that kind of attitude toward any poor devil trying to make a living doing 

the thing he thinks he can do. I don’t think the play is very hot myself, but somebody sweated to 

produce it. There are more than 8,500 employed on the Theater project of the W.P.A., and I say 

don’t sneer and laugh.93 

 

The reading of the script on the floor of congress, even in a mocking way, confirms the 

show’s importance, and the validity of the argument being made. The concerted effort to 

mock the show combined with Milton’s conviction that there was something insidious 

about the flippant nature of his colleagues suggests that the show was making an impact 

on Washington. Not only did this mini-performance elevate the political importance of 

One Third of a Nation, but it also, ironically, secured the text of the show permanently 

into the Congressional Record where it had drawn so much of its inspiration. 

 Though detractors were routinely dismissed with statistical reports and studies, 

there was one unique case where the physical reality of the situation was made evident to 

the naysayers in the room. In March 1938, during a press conference held by the FTP, an 

unnamed political official spoke strongly against the play. As the Daily News reported, 

the official was in the midst of arguing that One Third of a Nation, “was too harrowing in 
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its expose of housing conditions—when the wooden partition of the office in which the 

conference was going on splintered and crashed to the floor.”94 Of course the press 

conference continued on, but a point was made about the general conditions that people 

were working and living in on a daily basis. Continually, the extensive research of the 

Living Newspaper was trumped by the reality presented daily in the headlines, but more 

importantly in rooms and buildings across the city. 

 It became clear that the controversy surrounding the FTP was only to be amplified 

by One Third of a Nation’s direct attack on those responsible and apathetic in the private 

sector and the Government. Flanagan recalls talking to the owner of the Adelphi Theater, 

where the play was performed, about his certainty that “big money” would fight the 

show. Flanagan remembers, “He was complaining, though with some amusement, that 

the money he made on rent from Federal Theatre was not enough to pay for the repairs he 

was being forced to make, because of the public interest aroused by the play in his 

various slum properties.”95 The play was having a direct effect on both the political and 

social realms. Flanagan goes on to say that,  

Enemies made by the living newspaper were, I believe, powerful enemies, instrumental in the final 

closing of the project. I think of this fact at times and wonder whether it would have been better 

for the people on our project to have remained aloof from all subjects in any way controversial. 

Then I realize that this would have barred from our stages, judging by the plays which involved us 

in censorship, Aristophanes, Shakespeare, Ben Jonson, Maxwell Anderson, Elmer Rice, Eugene 

O’Neill, Paul Green, and many other important dramatists both classical and modern.96 
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The boldness of the FTP and the brash way the Living Newspapers made waves would 

eventually be part of the FTP’s demise, but the efficacy of the form required further use 

and exploration. 

 The striking aspects of the Living Newspaper form, and in particular the FTP’s 

version, was its adherence to fact coupled with its dedication to masterful storytelling. 

For centuries theatres had placed politicians on the stage for scrutiny and during the 

1930s there were many artists who presented commentary on the politicians of the day.  

Furthermore, the facts and figures that the Living Newspaper quoted were all public 

record, and open for viewing. But it was the perfect alchemy of these elements that when 

merged together, created the most effective commentary for the stage. Paul Nadler 

accurately describes this alchemy by saying, 

Traditional plays, like court jesters who have the sole right to criticize the King, hide their truths 

behind the mask of fiction. Living newspapers, on the other hand, purport to depict reality itself: 

They drop (or at least affect to drop) this mask, and by so doing they lose their immunity from 

accountability. Like a mimetic representation, living newspapers are artists’ selections and 

arrangements of reality; like docudramas of today’s television, they pretend to truth. As a form, 

therefore, they are immediate, direct, and—when treating controversial subjects—politically 

dangerous.97 

 

Although the FTP’s form does not embrace the immediacy of its Russian predecessors, it 

is structured to present the discussion of a moment and freeze it for scrutiny in the 

contemporary and in the future. Ernest L. Meyer in the New York Post frames One Third 

of a Nation’s place in the realm of Living Newspapers by saying, 

 By far the most effective of the Federal Theatre Project’s series of the Living Newspaper is the 

current production of, “One-third of a Nation,” a pictorial and statistical record of tenement 

conditions which digs drama out of the cesspools and presents it mercilessly under the spotlight.98  
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The execution of One Third of a Nation represented the fruition of the American form of 

Living Newspaper, completely aware of its Russian agitprop predecessors as well its 

American performance influences. This version of the Living Newspaper, exemplified by 

One Third of a Nation, would dig not purely for a political agenda but for quality drama. 

 

The End of the Living Newspaper 

 In June 1939, in light of testimony of communist activities within the FTP to the 

Special Committee on Un-American Propaganda Activities, Congress decided to abruptly 

end funding for the FTP. Dozens of productions across the nation were immediately 

halted, including rehearsal of a production of One Third of a Nation in San Francisco, 

California. The sudden closure was an extremely rushed partisan act, devoted to ending  

the work of the FTP. Flanagan recalls that Congressman Clifton Woodrum, a Southern 

Democrat who supported much of the New Deal, was sworn to, “put the government out 

of show business if it was the last thing he did.”99 Like many progressive artistic acts in 

the 1930’s, One Third of a Nation faced concerted opposition from a misinformed 

minority driven by hysteria. The congressional committee purposefully heard 

disproportionate testimony from low-level employees covering only ten percent of the 

FTP’s out put.100 Flanagan shares an anecdote of the misinformation and misplaced 

hysteria leading up to the FTP’s closure, 

A telephone call came in from a Congressman. I expected condolence but that was not the intent. 

He wanted to talk about the theatre project in his state. 

“But Congressman, there is no Federal Theatre. You voted it out of existence.” 

A stunned silence and then, “What?” 

 

                                                        
99 Flanagan, Arena, 362. 

 
100 Only 26 plays were in question at the congressional hearing. 

 



 43 

“It was abolished on June 30 by Act of Congress.” 

Again silence. 

Then a shocked and heavy voice said, “Was that the Federal Theatre?”101 

 

Much was done to not allow a clear depiction of the FTP in front of the congressional 

hearing. Not only was the project’s closure a great loss to the people who had been 

gainfully employed, it also ended the fostering of many forms and styles, such as 

vaudeville, circus performers, and puppeteering which had thrived under the financial 

support of the FTP. As a unique theatrical form the Living Newspaper, like many other 

performance styles, would be unable to survive without the vast research and design 

support provided by government funding.  

 With the loss of government support not only was the Living Newspaper as an art 

form stalled, the work the Living Newspaper was doing with black performers to produce 

their stories and their representation in the news also ended. In his research on the role of 

Blacks in the FTP Paul Nadler bemoans the fact that, “three living Newspapers about 

African Americans were completed, and at least one more was proposed, but not a single 

one was produced.”102 Though Nadler correctly identifies the racial inequality still 

present in the FTP, he still mourns the loss of the possibility that the Living Newspaper 

could have been for black voices. The easy and prominent inclusion of Black storylines 

and characters into the Living Newspapers, as seen specifically in One Third of a Nation, 

shows that the FTP was on the verge of creating and performing Living Newspapers 

solely on the issues facing Black Americans. 
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Contemporary Revivals 

 One Third of a Nation remained unperformed for much of the next seventy years, 

as did most Living Newspapers. The form never evolved and with the proliferation of 

television, crafting the news for a national audience became the work of the nightly news 

instead of theatre programs. Docudramas became the preferred form of the 20th century. 

Theatre became less interested with confronting social issues on a broad scale and instead 

opted for tackling these problems through personal stories and through specific moments 

of crisis, i.e. The Normal Heart (Larry Kramer 1985), Fires in the Mirror (Anna Deveare 

Smith 1992), or Laramie Project (Moises Kauffman and Tectonic Theater Project 2000).  

 The Living Newspaper, though often neglected, can appeal to contemporary 

artists who are interested in forgotten scripts and forms. One example of such artists is 

the Metropolitan Playhouse in New York City who consistently produce classic 

American works of a more obscure nature. Their first foray into Living Newspapers came 

with Power in 2009. Intrigued by the unique challenges that Living Newspapers 

represent, Artistic Director, Alex Roe, and the company decided to tackle One Third of a 

Nation in 2011. Though they changed very little in  the script, they were forced to reduce  

the size of the setting. Their small one-story theatre space and cast of eleven had to find 

other ways to handle the expansiveness of the show. The back wall of the East Village 

ninety-nine seat Connelly Center became the façade of the tenement building with pieces 

and parts that were removable. Along with projections on the floor, this trimmed down 

production allowed the show to distinguish the many people and places in the script. 

 It was clear to all who saw the show that even though the form, language, and 

references were not all clear to contemporary audiences; there were many social issues in 
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the script that remained relevant to contemporary New York. Erik Haagensen commented 

in Backstage:  “If the play's specifics are no longer current, it raises plenty of issues that 

include the greedy concentration of wealth in the hands of a tiny few and I'm-all-right-

Jack right-wing resistance to governmental solutions to social problems.”103 Most striking 

is the way that politics is still bogged down by money, party alliances, and greed. This 

was a major focus of the Metropolitan Playhouses’ revival. Their strict adherence to the 

original text seemed to be a hindrance to the production. Strict adherence to the script and 

its focus on the specific problems of the 1930s can be a distancing effect to a 

contemporary New York audience, as evident in Victor Glucks’ review for 

theatresecene.net, in which he laments that the play,  

…does not include the expansion of the subway system that allowed people to live in affordable 

housing away from their jobs on the city’s periphery, Robert Moses’ vast slum clearance projects 

of the post-war era, or the boom and bust of the recent mortgage crisis and recession.104 
 

There is a dangerous trap that comes from being able to dismiss the systematic problems 

being discussed when audience members like Gluck can rationalize all the developments 

since the original production as proof that the problem has evolved past the original 

concerns. Gluck even goes further, identifying the source of his indifference, “Although 

the picture presented by the play of the pre-1938 period is both devastating and 

poignant,” Gluck remarks, “we are so used to this sort of investigation in television 

documentaries that the play seems hampered by its own stage format.”105 The 

Metropolitan Playhouse’s production stayed true to the text while trying to give the 

                                                        
103 Erik Haagensen, “One-Third of a Nation,” Backstage, May 2, 2011, accessed May 12, 2014, 

http://www.backstage.com/review/ny-theater/off-off-broadway/one-third-of-a-nation/. 

 
104 Victor Glucks, “Reviews-One-Third of a Nation,” Metropolitan Playhouse, accessed May 12, 

2014, http://metropolitanplayhouse.org/powerreview. 
105 Glucks, “Reviews-One-Third of a Nation.” 
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performance style a more contemporary feel.  Their work seemed to shine a light on the 

distancing effects of the text instead of giving the issue and text a new voice.  

Though not a traditional revival of One Third of a Nation, it is still important to 

mention the work of Lisa DiFranza and Living News Project’s Shelter/Chicago.106 

Performed in April of 2014 Shelter/Chicago was a new spin on the FTP’s Living 

Newspapers, in particular One Third of a Nation. Working with Cornerstone Community 

Outreach, DiFranza used the Living Newspaper form to create a new play about the 

contemporary housing crisis in Chicago and the way it was presented in the media. 

Working with professional writers and residents of the Cornerstone shelter, DiFranza 

wrote and directed a modern Living Newspaper. The Voice of the Living News playing 

the structural role of the Loudspeaker. What is most notable about this production is not 

just the fact that the project was directly engaging the homeless population in the creation 

of the piece, but that the theatrical portion of the show was just the first act with the 

second act being a panel discussion with artists and local journalist. Though the show 

was originally a simple staged reading there is great interest to see it turned into a full 

project in the future. 

 

Conclusion 

The Living Newspaper was integral to the FTP’s short-lived history. As discussed 

above the ability to perform the news was part of the original artistic inspiration of the 

project. The first Living Newspaper was one of the first shows to get a production 

mounted by the FTP. With Ethiopia the FTP garnered some of its earliest controversy 

                                                        
106 Lisa DiFranza, “Painting it out: The Living New’s Project’s ‘Shelter/Chicago,’” HowlRound, 

December 7, 2014, accessed December 10, 2014, http://howlround.com/painting-it-out-the-living-news-

project-s-shelterchicago. 
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and conflict with the Government. When Flanagan wanted to create a production with 

regional representatives as a way to unify the entire national project it was a Living 

Newspaper they created. Power and One Third of a Nation were performed by many 

regional projects across the country. One Third of a Nation, the project’s most successful 

play, was on stage at the height of their popularity. And it was One Third of a Nation, as 

well as Injunction Granted, that were brought up most often during the congressional 

hearing that would eventually signal the death knell of the project.  

The FTP had a broad and all together effective outreach. Leading up to the 

production of One Third of a Nation, the FTP released some impressive numbers 

acknowledging the success of the project up to that point. In January of 1938, in the 

middle of the run of One Third of a Nation, the Daily News heralded that,  

Uncle Sam, that busy theatrical producer, has a “colossal” year in show business, figures released 

by the WPA Federal Theatre Project showed yesterday. More than 4,000,000 playgoers saw his 

shows. A figure which puts him head, shoulders, and beard above all Broadway competitors.107 

 

The report goes on to state that the FTP had produced 4,087 shows that had reached 

3,609,984 viewers, paying an average of thirty cents a show. Those numbers represent 

only the professional wing of the FTP. The educational wing, which worked in creating 

community and educational performances, had reached another half million audience 

members.  

The history of Living Newspapers and One Third of a Nation, reveals the often 

forgotten power of a form that, as Flanagan put it, “relied on the entertainment value of 

the fact.”108 The show is therefore not simply meant to be a presentation of facts, or 

                                                        
107 “Uncle Sam has a Busy Season on the Stage,” Daily News, January 28, 1938, Box 41, Hallie 

Flanagan Papers, *T-Mss 1964-002, Billy Rose Theatre Division, The New York Public Library for the 

Performing Arts. 

 
108 Flanagan, Arena, 70. 
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stilted propaganda but entertainment that looks to engage the audience through an equal  

dose of empathy and knowledge that typified all of the FTP and the WPA’s best work. 

The next chapter will discuss the adaption process and analysis of the original text for the 

Baylor Theatre Production. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

Analysis 

 

Introduction 

 This chapter will articulate the analytical process undertaken to adapt the original 

text of One Third of A Nation and create a contemporary production presented at Baylor 

University on November 11-16, 2014. The Baylor production drew from the history of 

the original performance as well as the historical analysis of the FTP and the way in 

which the organization approached its productions of Living Newspapers. In the spirit of 

the FTP’s emphasis on outreach, it was essential to adapt the text for our contemporary 

audience, an audience more educated and privileged than the original. Initially, I had 

planned to simply add and subtract content from the original text. If the production were 

to be relatable to our time, our place, our audience an actual adaptation was necessary. 

Traditional analysis of the original text, published by the National Service Bureau, made 

it clear that if the Baylor production was going to cater to its audience in 2014 in a way 

similar to the original production’s relationship to its audience in the late 1930’s, 

adapting the script’s structure as well as time and place were required. The script needed 

to deemphasize its New York City-centric voice to relate to the issue of housing on a 

national level. The untimely references, outdated theatrical tropes, and three hour running 

time required adapting to the taste of a modern audience as well. Although eighty-five 

years separated the original performance from the Baylor production, the socio-economic 

issues explored in the original text still weighed heavily on the minds of the 

contemporary Baylor audience, so it was just a matter of adapting the form of the play to 
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a more contemporary style. The ideas presented in the original FTP, the form of the 

Living Newspapers, and the relationship between the audience and the original 

production were at the heart of the adaptation process. A major consideration of the 

adaptation was how the history of the FTP and their process could inform a contemporary 

adaptation of one of their most popular plays.  

It is important to note that the structure of the FTP and the form of their Living 

Newspapers served as the basis for the adaptive choices for the new text; however, an 

entirely different directorial and design concept was used.  The evolution of the design 

elements will be discussed later in Chapter Three. This chapter will focus on the textual 

analysis and adaptation process used in the Baylor Theatre’s production of One Third of a 

Nation. 

 

Synopsis 

There are many differences between the original published text and the adapted 

text, not all of which will be fully enumerated here; however, the synopsis of the final 

adapted script for the Baylor production that follows will help lay the ground work for 

analysis of the play and our execution of this version of the text. Primarily this textual 

adaptation was a work of omission, not addition. This adaptation attempted to elucidate 

the themes and issues without elongating the play. 

The play’s opening moments depict a day in the life around a tenement building 

in New York City. After the ensemble actors have established the pace of the daily city 

bustle, the character of the Loudspeaker enters the space and speaks directly to the 

audience, providing the context of the play and setting the conflicts of the story. 

Following the Loudspeaker’s appearance, the play jumps to the most impressive piece of 
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spectacle in the show, a massive fire that consumes the tenement building and disrupts 

the peace of the community. As residents of the burning building rush out, a man rushes 

on to the stage, too late to rescue his family from the burning building, and a man trapped 

on the top floor is forced to jump. The fire scene is followed by a more subdued scene 

which emphasizes how bureaucracy and human suffering can dangerously conflict when 

people are allowed to make money off the tragedy of others. The Loudspeaker then crafts 

a scenario in which a man learns about the depreciation of property value purposefully to 

juxtapose what happens in real estate (a car’s value will go down over time, whereas 

urban property will go up). The play then reenacts the events in New York City’s history 

that solidified the placement of power in the city to those who historically bought, 

maintained, and speculated on land. For the rest of the play the Loudspeaker orchestrates 

the action to explain and expose the three major conflicts at work in the housing crisis: 

monetary profit as motivation, the ineptitude of the law, and the frailty of the human 

condition. The way these three conflicts overlap to create a repressive system will be the 

structure of the rest of the play. 

 Knowing that the discussion cannot simply condemn wealthy people or those who 

aspire to be wealthy, the Loudspeaker swiftly directs the action of the play into the rooms 

and the lives of poor citizens. Though the stories that unfold at the end of the first act 

reflect the conditions of the 1850’s, the universal desire for human integrity regardless of 

economic status is at the heart of each of these scenes.  

The first of these stories opens up in the one room apartment of a basic family 

unit of father, mother, daughter, and son. The space they are living in is totally 

inadequate and robs the family of their dignity. The effects of poverty and inhumane 
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squalor are reflected most in the daughter Mary. She is abused, distrusted, and clearly on 

the verge of a broken spirit, “sure I got a job. You know what else I got? I got a pain, Joe. 

Right here.”1 Mary’s brother, Mike, and her love interest, Joe, also find themselves 

without solutions or promise, resorting to violence and anger in the midst of their plight. 

Mary is left to run off with Joe, after presumably committing a robbery from Mary’s 

employer to fund their flight from their respective families. The future is uncertain and 

dim for each of these characters. 

 There are actual physical and potentially lethal consequences to a profit driven 

housing system. Instead of the action moving slowly from room to room for prolonged 

scenes as before, the spread of cholera unifies the tenement community in fear and death. 

The first act concludes by emphasizing that the profit model in housing is based on a 

simple fact, “You’ve got to have a place to live.”2 As defeated poor citizens sadly walk 

into the building accepting the inadequate tenement as their home the Landlord uses this 

simple truth as justification for his profit grab. The fact that this truth is being spoken in 

the face of the struggle for reasonable conditions is Arthur Arent highlighting the 

coldness inherent in the system 

 Act Two opens with the building itself. The physical space at the center of the 

action is now given its due. But true to form, the building is not a new problem but 

instead historically emblematic of the three main conflicts of the play. The house 

represents the full reintroduction of the final component of the triangle of factors, the law. 

Though the ineptitude and corruption of the law in the past was presented early in the 

first act; it is essential that the modern state of the law be explored fully in relationship to 

                                                        
1 Arent, …one-third of a nation, 1-4B-6. 

 
2 Arent, …one-third of a nation, 1-6-6. 
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the problem. The building illustrates to the audience that though the law can at times 

attempt to improve conditions, it is continually inept at making foolproof resolutions. The 

law’s inability to change conditions in spite of its desire is presented by the building’s 

self-proclaimed deterioration and in turn destruction of the human condition. Never 

wanting for it to appear that people have been sitting around idly for years and years as 

people suffer, the multitude of laws that have come and gone are read off as we see the 

house remain unchanged. The law, though introduced last, is presented as a key player in 

the debate. The legal system is meant to be the mediator between human condition and 

monetary profit, yet its efficacy is shown lacking. 

 Instead of focusing completely on the theme of the law’s inadequacy, the play 

shifts back to an exploration of the human condition, exemplified by the bullying of one 

young boy of another. The intimate scenes that follow no longer are simply about the 

struggle of individuals but rather the larger societal impact of these struggles. A young 

couple discusses their inability to raise healthy children because of the horrible 

conditions. The next scenes depicts the struggle of two black men sharing one bed and 

the difficulty of women fighting for the rights of their families to live in a safe place. 

Each of these scenes is highlighted by the presentation of facts relating to juvenile 

delinquency as well as racial and gender discrimination in housing. These scenes, though 

about individuals, are meant to exemplify how the plight of a single person can so clearly 

reflect the woes of society. The scope of the play is extended from a picture of individual 

lives and homes to a broader and more inclusive understanding that such social injustices 

affect all Americans. It is when the issues addressed in the play can no longer be seen as 

individual problems but rather looked upon as problems of the entire society that people 
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become active in the fight against such injustices. Words like “strike” and “protest” make 

their initial appearance at this point. The audience sees time pass through the 

development of revolt and unrest. The tension builds as the audience is made aware that 

inactivity is causing the problems which can no longer be ignored. 

 As the emotional cries of protest fill the stage, two voices from the audience echo 

the actors’ calls for strike and suddenly disrupt the action of the play. The private 

argument of the Little Man and Mrs. Andrews, two actors in the audience, suddenly 

becomes the focus of the play’s action. The Loudspeaker quietly engages the two in 

hopes of not disrupting the play. They are concerned about the issues being presented on 

stage, but feel like they need a clearer message if they are going to be moved to actually 

do something about it. The Loudspeaker understands this concern and with the help of an 

ensemble member and three vaudevillian actors, performs the plight of a landlord 

interested in building a new building but caught between monetary profit and the desire 

to improve conditions. The ineptitude of the law to truly change conditions is given its 

final presentation as the Loudspeaker highlights the stalemate created by the Wagner-

Steagall Bill in Congress. The Little Man and Mrs. Andrews are shown how integrated 

the three conflicts are. 

The play ends with a slightly disillusioned yet still motivated Little Man and Mrs. 

Andrews redirecting blame for these enumerated injustices from the individuals on stage 

to themselves and finally to the audience and society as a whole. The scene is ultimately 

a call for social change, a warning that the inefficiency of the law and the pursuit of 

monetary profit at any cost lead to the unchecked human suffering shown in the play. The 

final moment has the entire cast joining the Andrews on stage as they take tableau 
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positions that represent every scene of the play as it unfolds across the entirety of the 

production. The final moment is a snapshot of the entire play and a reminder of all the 

issues explored. 

 

Idea and Theme 

Though the housing crisis is a complex and long standing problem, it is a subject 

that Arthur Arent felt he could dramatize in the Living Newspaper form. As director and 

adapter of the Baylor production, I felt the best way to discuss the housing crisis was to 

highlight the three major conflicts of the play in an updated script that would be 

accessible to a contemporary Baylor audience while honoring the intent and form of the 

original production. At the forefront of this complex treatment of housing issues is the 

simple and repeated statement, “a man’s got to have a place to live.”  Act 1 ends by 

reminding the audience of the poignant and universal truth that everyone must have a 

physical and emotional home, and that having a place to live is integral to the health and 

happiness of any society.  This universal truth cannot be ignored, but as the original text 

notes, within every community there is someone attempting to make money off the 

misfortune and tragedy of others.    

The frailty of the human condition as manifest in basic housing, the quest for 

monetary profit, and the inadequacy of the law to improve conditions all come into 

conflict with the simplest necessities of life. The form of the play looks to weave together 

these three conflicts, treating them as mutually related problems. The play shows the 

many ways in which the housing crisis has degraded and eroded the lives of Americans 

throughout history. Though there are laws in our land to protect society, Arent shows that 

the law is often at odds with its citizens. In the play, the law is represented by the voice of 
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building and in the final scene by the political gridlock of Congress. The law is seen as a 

large blustery entity set on ignoring the voices and rights of its constituency. 

The most difficult part of the play’s thematic form to illustrate is the dangers of 

monetary profit without condemning commerce. Monetary profit can not be condemned 

outright because of all the complexities of how profit effects our society at large, but also 

because of the awareness that comes from understanding the fear in contemporary 

society, and especially the culture Arent was working in, of anyone who would disparage 

the economic system that had once brought the country so much prosperity.  Using a first 

draft of scene 3, that did not make it into the original performance, the Baylor production 

looked to question the quest for monetary profit not as the act of a single, greedy 

individual but as a systemic problem seen throughout history. By showing how the 

housing issue is not confined simply to one family or one person but is an inherent 

problem among multiple people in multiple cities, the production hoped to move the 

audience towards social action by showing the legacy of greed. 

 

Given Circumstances 

The Great Depression is the framing context and driving factor for everything that 

happened in the original performance. The country was in one of its most severe 

economic crisis. President Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal ushered in an era of 

government funded work in infrastructure, research, and the arts. Roosevelt increased 

government spending by roughly seventy percent from the beginning of his term in 1933 

to 1938.3 At the end of 1938 there was an unemployment rate of nineteen percent, though 

                                                        
3 “Table 3.1. Government Current Receipts and Expenditures,” Bureau of Economic Analysis, 

National Economic Accounts, 23 December 2008, accessed 2 February 2009, 

http://bea.gov/national/index.htm#gdp. 
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there had been much improvement, there was still a desperate need to put people to 

work.4 FDR believed that the best jobs Americans could get during these hard times were 

the jobs that they were trained to do. This meant that the Federal Government was finding 

citizens with specific training and then putting people to work in their fields. The New 

Deal was not a fix all, nor was it able to employ everyone who was on relief; however, 

the push towards employment as the best solution to a desperate problem had begun. 

 

Style and Form 

The style of One Third of a Nation is considered exemplary of the form of the 

Living Newspaper, the new adaptation looked to streamline and decentralize the original 

text in hopes of creating a production true to the best version of the form, while still being 

compelling to a contemporary audience. The Living Newspapers were originally 

disparate scenes composed around a single topic with facts and statistics dominating the 

voice of the piece. With One Third of a Nation, Arent found the most effective balance of 

information and compelling drama. There are two remarkable things to note about One 

Third of a Nation being the best constructed and effective iteration of the Living 

Newspaper. First, the production of One Third of a Nation came at the very end of the 

FTP. The FTP would be shut down in June of 1939 while plans were still being made to 

produce the play in cities across the country. Secondly, the show was made for the 

audience of the moment not for all time. Arent employs the names of popular people and 

especially places of New York to create a connection and immediate recognition within 

                                                        
4Down from the astronomical twenty-five percent in1933. Susan Carter, editor, Historical 

Statistics of the United States: Millennial Edition, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 

accessed 5 January 2009, http://hsus.cambridge.org/HSUSWeb/table/showtable_essay.do?id=Ba470-

477&seriesid=Ba475&swidth=1920.  
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the audience.  There are numerous jokes constructed specifically for the New York 

audience,  

Guide: ‘That’s Bleecker Street. Pretty smart neighborhood…Only the swells live here.’  

Little Man: ‘You’d never think it to look at it now.’”
5
  

 

Not only was the play written with Arent’s audience in mind, but the play was also 

intended to be adapted and changed based on developments of the Wagner-Steagall Act.6 

The play was not meant to be timeless or universal, but instead of the moment, for a 

specific audience. Just as FTP artists were acutely aware of the specific nature of their 

audience, an adaptation of the play would require a similar awareness of the 

contemporary Baylor audience. By putting the play on stage, the show was given life 

seventy-six years after its original opening.  

 

Foreign Influences 

The FTP’s form of the Living Newspaper was the combination of many artists 

applying many different influences. The influence of different Russian groups and artists 

performing the news was discussed in the previous chapter. Groups like Blue Blouse had 

been a direct influence on the form of the Living Newspaper and the leaders of the FTP. 

Russia was where the original director of the Livings Newspapers, John Losey met 

Nikolai Okhlopov, Vevolod Meyerhold, and German directors Bertolt Brecht, and Erwin 

Piscator. The influence of all of these artists was not only influential on the textual form 

but on the direction and the performance of the Living Newspaper. Losey even called his 

                                                        
5 Arent, …one-third of a nation, 1-4-6 

 
6 “The latest change in the Adelphi Theatre production was based on a statement by Mayor 

LaGuardia to the effect that New York City will be lucky to get $30,000,000 of the $50,000,000 which 

New York State may be apportioned under the Wagner-Steagall housing act. Based on a previous official 

estimate the line in the show had read $38,000,000. To keep the show up to the minute research workers on 

the Living Newspaper staff is assigned to read all the housing news daily and watch developments. 

“Housing Play keeps up with the News.” 
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directorial work on the Living Newspaper Brechtian but, “I didn’t know it.”7 There are 

clearly “epic” elements to the Living Newspaper. The Living Newspaper embraced many 

of the Marxist tenants of Brecht and his contemporaries, such as a belief in viewing 

history from a distance, and believing that history is not inevitable but the result of 

specific choices by individuals.There is a strong since of historicity, short scenes jumping 

time, socialist messages, titled scenes, and our production certainly had what Brecht 

would consider to be alienation; however, to treat the play as a piece of Brechtian epic 

theatre would be misleading. The main theoretical difference between the Living 

Newspaper and Brecht’s theatre is the relationship with the audience and the overall 

impact desired. Though both forms are trying to activate the audience and both move 

from episode to episode, the movement of the Living Newspaper uses a wide range of 

performance styles with a more factual and journalistic voice focused on connecting with 

an immediate audience. 

The movements and episodic work of Russian and German directors heavily 

influence the first act of One Third of a Nation; however, the second act of the play 

moves the action right up to the moment of the original audience of the 1930’s in a way 

that would echo in the work of other artists such as Brazilian artist Augusto Boal. This 

closing of distance between historicity and the current moment moves the form away 

from the Brechtian while still embracing some of the episodic tenants. Even in the Baylor 

production we hoped to move the action of the play into the actual audience through a 

call to action, in order to literally and figuratively close the distance between the audience 

and the material that would be far too prescriptive and literal for Brecht. Though Russian 

                                                        
7 John Fuegi, “Russian ‘Epic Theatre’ Experiments and the American Stage,” Minnesota Review, 

Duke University Press, (Fall 1973), 108. 
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and German artist were influential to the form and execution of the Living Newspapers 

there were other artists who influenced the Baylor production as part of the conceptual 

work. 

The work of Mexican muralist Diego Rivera in particular has been seen to 

represent a three-dimensional version of Brecht’s epic theatre. The audience is led to 

actively evaluate its way through each episode with no clear path for viewing laid out 

along the way. The art critic Meyer Shapiro called the intersection of Rivera and Brecht 

“epic modernism.”8 One Third of a Nation is certainly not the perfect juncture of Rivera 

and Brecht; however, the WPA and the FTP clearly wear the marks of these two artists 

proudly. There is a space where the play exists outside but up against the epic theatre of 

Brecht, the need to attack the audience is not present, and in the murals of Rivera, the 

application of activism is missing. But there is an overlap that helps create a strong visual 

and performance layer.  

Other theatre artists, most famously August Boal and his Theatre of the 

Oppressed, would explore the relationship to the audience through current events 

modeled in many living newspapers. Boal returned to the living newspaper form but 

believed that it had to be of the moment and instead of using the government supportive 

propaganda of Blue Blouse and other Russian groups, Boal used the news to subvert the 

power structure while exploring what was going on and what was being reported. Boal 

recognized many different kinds of “Newspaper Theatre” that could subvert the power 

structures through the news of the day. The kind most related to the Living Newspaper 

was “Parallel Action,” which he describes as, “actors mime parallel actions while the 

                                                        
8 Warren Carter, “The Dialectical Legacies of Radical Art History: Meyer Shapiro and German 

Aesthetic Debates in the 1930’3 and 1940’s,” in Renew Marxist Art History, ed. Warren Carter (London: 

Art/Books, 2013), 65. 



 61 

news is read, showing the context in which the reported event really occurred; one hears 

the news and sees something else that complement it visually”9 Boal is also seeking out 

and identifying oppressed people as opposed to Brecht’s far more general audience. The 

specific focus of the Living Newspaper was far more inline with Boal’s experimental 

theatre than Brecht’s larger attacks on social structures and beliefs. Of course Boal was 

doing most of his work twenty to thirty years after the FTP closed, but there was a clear 

similarity in progression of thought.10 To identify One Third of a Nation as anything 

other than a Living Newspaper would be false, but our concept was based on 

understanding the many influences on the form of the Living Newspaper and One Third 

of a Nation.  

 

Adaptation 

The adaptation was stripped of all the elements that would give an unnecessary 

distancing effect to the show in order to give life to this old text for a contemporary 

audience. By removing many of the overt New York City references the text took on a 

greater geographic and historical significance. There was no space in the show to 

enumerate all the changes New York had gone through in the seventy-six years since the 

original, so the adaptation had to focus on the systematic nature of the conflicts. Instead 

of relying so heavily on the 2014 audience’s direct familiarity with the people and places 

mentioned in the play, the adaptation relied heavily on the historical facts of the problem 

                                                        
9 Augusta Boal, Theatre of the Oppressed, (New York: Theatre Communications Group, 1993), 

143. 

 
10 Boal makes reference to “the whole ‘Living Newspaper’ movement in America.” But seemed to 

feel that though they tackled a larger theme they lacked enough communal focus. Boal, Theatre of the 

Oppressed, 169. 
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which continued to resonate without any prior knowledge of the specific street or location 

depicted in the original production.  

The adaptation, performed so many years after the original, changed the theatrical 

elements of the show. In the original text, the first act is primarily a Brechtian exercise in 

how to present the development of an issue with historification, comedy, and alienation. 

The original text of the second act adeptly uses the propaganda elements of living 

newspaper to discuss an issue in its contemporary context. The 2014 adaptation retained 

the plays original 1930’s setting and thus historicized the action, much like the 1850’s of 

the first act would have been viewed in the original production. While the original 

production brought the action into a contemporary context, the Brechtian elements of the 

show become amplified through the additional historicization in the 2014 adaptation. 

 The text, both Arent’s original and our adaptation, attempts to explain the inherent 

problems in the housing system and the manner in which that system has perpetuated the 

difficulties in housing throughout history. Arent and the American Newspaper Guild 

structured the play so that the daunting task of research had already been done for the 

audience, thoroughly and professionally. Like a good teacher they combed through the 

available information and then consolidated and disseminated the facts to the best of their 

ability. There is clearly propaganda in the play, but the facts remain true. One man’s facts 

are another man’s propaganda, as they say, but the most powerful propaganda is that 

which is the most factual. 

 There is a long history of plays and other art forms using untruths and 

misinformation to create propaganda; however, the Living Newspaper was purposefully 

designed to not be that. The lack of training in and access to good research limits many 
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artist from being able to create thoroughly informed propaganda. One Third of a Nation 

uses its wealth of information to focus on illumination, not deceit. The argument for 

illumination over falsehood is made most clear in the absence of a single, clear solution 

to the problem of housing. Most propaganda looks to fix systematic problems by 

agitation or fear instead of the far more productive process of creating honest 

conversation through information. Propaganda of fear and agitation can really only 

advocate for the status quo or for kneejerk emotional reactions; whereas propaganda of 

illumination, as used by the Living Newspapers, is about activation and education. It was 

the FTP’s belief that education was the most productive way to combat the systematic 

problems the country faced.  

 In order to promote change, the FTP explained the issue giving facts and figures 

that defined the scope and seriousness of the housing problem. The FTP believed 

education was the best tool for justice. The leaders of the FTP were very sympathetic 

toward the plight of the American people. They believed in a government activated by 

the people, and felt that if the American people were thoroughly informed and educated 

on an issue they would use the system to make a positive change. They believed that they 

did not need to solve the problems of the world with their art alone, but simply inform the 

American people who would do the rest, either through politics or commerce. The FTP 

was created to help people cultivate and wield power with education through theatre.  

One Third of a Nation tried to expose the issue while still believing that their 

audience was intelligent and with some awareness of the struggles of poor people. It is 

this intelligence and awareness that the play looks to activate, not by giving easy answers 

but by clarifying what the problem is so that apathy can give way to justice. The finale of 
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the play does not suggest that it is the law’s fault, or the fault of monetary profit, or even 

that human suffering can fully be eliminated, but that the real problem is a systemic one 

that demands society to decry and reject apathy in order to attend to the needs of all 

people. 

This adaptation concept meant that the Baylor production was constructed under 

hypothetical context in order to keep the debate on the original’s terms. Our production 

would try to be modeled as if there had been a Central Texas FTP regional office, and 

that that office had decided to produce One Third of a Nation for their audience. The play 

would happen as if it was taking place in Waco, Texas in 1939. The text and the 

production were then meant to reflect the work of 1930’s Texas artists and their audience.  

 

Ensemble 

There are over two hundred characters in the original cast of One Third of a 

Nation but the move towards a contemporary adaptation reduced the number to one 

hundred and four. For the Baylor production there were seventeen cast members, three of 

whom only played one character and fourteen ensemble members played the remaining 

one hundred one characters. The fourteen ensemble members were charged to make all 

their character decisions through the lens of an actor from Waco, Texas in 1939 hired by 

the FTP. This meant making individual character choices not just as a Baylor ensemble 

member but a FTP ensemble member who had been trying to find work during the Great 

Depression. The FTP ensemble would have ranged in experience, age, and race; however, 

all would have been dedicated to educating the population of their hometown as well as 

enriching their community through the power of art. At the beginning of the play, the 

ensemble members express a nervous energy and intense pride in the story they are about 
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to perform. This mood shifts ever so slightly later when the show is interrupted; however 

by the end of the production the actors are universally invigorated and activated. The 

individual personalities of each performer evolved as the show went on and as we 

recognized the arc of their individual stories played out through the development of the 

many characters of the play. Though which parts each ensemble member was going to 

play was planned out before auditions, the character development of the members of the 

FTP ensemble gave the Baylor actors a connection to the material and a continuation of 

the message. 

 

Little Man and Mrs. Andrews 

 The original text includes the Little Man, a character held over from previous 

Living Newspapers, who represents an everyman, in our adaption the typical Baylor 

students of 1939. His concern with what was occurring on the stage was meant to 

represent the audience’s interest in the story. My adaptation reduces his speaking time, 

but increases the importance of the character’s intrusion into the play. The original 

version of the Little Man was an overly simple character who was clearly a theatrical 

device to move the play along and over accentuate the important elements of the play. 

His dialogue was simplistic and his development was slow. With the advice of my 

advisor, I moved the entrance of the Little Man from the third scene to the third to last 

scene, saving him for when he was most needed. The Little Man’s intrusion was no 

longer an act of naiveté. He wants justice but he also wants to have a clear and informed 

understanding of what justice would really look like. As a young man raised in the heart 

of Texas, he is uninformed about the injustices that exists beyond his own world. His 

initial inclination is to question the inequality and poverty that is suddenly revealed to 
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him, but as he learns more about the housing problem he is moved to action. He would 

prefer the contemplation of information to not be a public thing; it should come from 

quiet investigation. Southern hospitality is coupled with honest examination and 

tempered skepticism. At the beginning of the play the character is an open book, full of 

wonder. By the time he gets injected into the play his skepticism is at its height. At the 

end of the play he is activated and revolutionary in his desire for change. His passivity 

keeps him from being a true protagonist but a great character to inject at the end of the 

play to decipher all the information seen. 

 The Little Man’s wife, the renamed and more visible Mrs. Andrews, also a Baylor 

student, gives the Little Man something to push against. Mrs. Andrews is a young woman 

charged with a desire for individual and universal prosperity. Like many of the characters 

in this play, she is propelled by a need for justice. She is an assertive person willing to 

express what she wants and thinks freely. Family, health, and justice are the pillars of her 

moral code and the basis for her activism. Unlike Little Man, she is not afraid of 

disrupting the action of the play to ask questions or move the play in a new direction. Her 

willingness to speak courageously comes from her understanding that if people do not 

speak up nothing will change. She couples this belief with an understanding that far too 

many people, including women, have been silenced and forced to take a passive stance. 

She is also acutely aware that grace and kindness are effective tools in challenging the 

status quo. At the beginning of the play, she is open to the facts and listens to the story 

but she has already identified her stake in the situation. By the time she interrupts the 

play she is certain that the situation must change, that justice must be served. The give 
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and take between this couple is meant to represent the audience’s own struggles between 

apathy and the desire to get involved.  

Instead of presenting Little Man and his wife as bewildered “little” people, 

confused by all the information on stage, my adaptation shows that Little Man and Mrs. 

Andrews completely understand the information presented on stage yet find that many 

questions still remain. The Andrews begin by trying to find a villain who can be 

eradicated as the easiest solution. There is of course no clear villain when it comes to 

why so many people have to live in squalor. The search for a villain is dangerous because 

it allows absolution of the public at large from making the change needed. It is their 

coherent and yet supportive questions that move the show away from simple blame to 

systematic debate. The human condition cannot be presented as a polarity between 

suffering and greed; this is why concern and inquiry are added to the emotions of the 

play.  

In addition to delaying the entrance of the Little Man and Mrs. Andrews to late in 

the play, the adaptation also aligned the Andrews with the couple seen in Scene 2B for 

whom they can personally campaign. It is often easier for people to show concern for 

those they feel they are similar to and then let that grow to a wider circle of care. This 

relatable advocacy by the Little Man and Mrs. Andrews is meant to model the way that a 

privileged audience, in this case two Baylor students from 1939, can passionately and 

intelligently be encouraged to become advocates. The hope was that the Baylor audience 

of 2014 would see the concern and connection the Andrews have with the characters on 

stage and make their own connection with the characters and audience of 1939. 
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 The only change made in the adaptation in terms of language had to deal with 

Little Man and Mrs. Andrews. During his introduction, the Little Man wants to be told 

what to do, but by the end he sees that the more one becomes aware of the problem, the 

harder it is to find a single solution. In the original text Little Man is a moderately 

educated, naive citizen with an almost childlike wonder, and a Northeastern vernacular. 

In the adaptation, I attempted to elevate the status of Little Man while also elevating his 

language to the level of the astute Mrs. Andrews.  For example, in the original text Little 

Man interrupts the production and blatantly proclaims, “Every time something happens I 

don’t understand I’m going to stop the show and ask questions.”11 His dialogue is inert 

and full of didacticism. In the adaptation, the Little Man and Mrs. Andrews both act as 

interested and intelligent observers. Rather than the Loudspeaker driving the play forward 

with factual recitation and questioning, Mrs. Andrews and Little Man use intelligent 

questions to move the discussion forward. Mrs. Andrews asks, “Hey! What about that 

housing bill they passed two years ago? Is that what these places come from? (off look 

from Little Man) What I read?”12 This is a much more active and educated couple than 

the one that appears in the original text. A smarter, more knowledgeable everyman 

character appealed more to our contemporary audience than the fumbling, bumbling 

character of the original production. This is not to say that I updated the language to be 

fully contemporary; most of the language of the 1930’s text was kept in the adaptation. 

Once again the focus in adaptation was on the spirit of the FTP and not on “updating” the 

text.  

                                                        
11 Arent, …one-third of a nation, 1-4-4. 

 
12 This line was adapted for the Baylor Production from a line from the original text spoken by the 

Little Man. Arent, …one-third of a nation, 2-4-1. 
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Loudspeaker 

 One of the many unique aspects of One Third of a Nation and other Living 

Newspapers is that its most visible character is not the protagonist of the play. The 

Loudspeaker, who remains on stage and visible during the entire play, is the keeper of the 

drama and crafter of the propaganda, even though the story is not about her. Much like 

the Stage Manager in Our Town, the Loudspeaker is given a name that understates the 

agency the character holds in the world of the play. From causing action to happen on 

stage, to breaking the fourth wall, to providing exposition, the Loudspeaker purposefully 

constructs the evening so to maximize the education and awareness of the audience. 

In the Baylor production the Loudspeaker was modeled after the head of the 

Federal Theatre Project, Hallie Flanagan. As the visionary director of the FTP from 

beginning to end, Flanagan was a pioneer in the American form of theatrical outreach. 

Her desire was to bring beautiful and informative theatre to Americans of all economic 

backgrounds.  Flanagan, like our character the Loudspeaker, was determined to inform 

the audience, whatever their status, about the housing problem and inspire them to get 

involved in developing a better system. She would not be deterred from giving all her 

energy to the people’s cause. Her will to educate society was only tempered by her 

gracious nature and care. She believed adamantly in justice and the rights of the poor and 

less fortunate. For Flanagan, education was the key to justice; which is why she valued it 

so dearly in her own life and in the life of all Americans. Flanagan was, by all accounts, a 

professional, well-educated, veracious, intense woman with a kind spirit. There was an 

ease and grace in the way she disseminated information and spoke to all people with 

respect. There is no better example of Flanagan’s devotion to truth and justice than the 
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now infamous banter from her congressional hearing.  Congressman Joe Starnes of 

Alabama questions Flanagan saying, 

MR. STARNES: I want to quote finally from your article “A Theater Is Born,” on page 915 of the 

Theatre Arts Monthly, edition of November 1931… “The power of these theaters springing up 

everywhere throughout the country lies in the fact that they know what they want. Their purpose—

restricted, some will call it, though it is open to question whether any theater which attempts to 

create a class culture can be called restricted—is clear. This is important because there are only 

two theaters which wants to make money; the other is the workers’ theater which wants to make a 

new social order. The workers’ theaters are neither infirm nor divided in purpose. Unlike any art 

form existing in America today, the workers' theaters intend to shape the life of this country, 

socially, politically, and industrially. They intend to remake a social structure without the help of 

money—and this ambition alone invests their undertaking with a certain Marlowesque madness.” 

You are quoting from this Marlowe. Is he a Communist? 

MRS. FLANAGAN: I am very sorry. I was quoting from Christopher Marlowe. 

MR. STARNES: Tell us who Marlowe is, so we can get the proper reference, because that is all 

that we want to do. 

MRS. FLANAGAN: Put in the record that he was the greatest dramatist in the period immediately 

preceding Shakespeare. 

MR. STARNES: Of course, we had what some people call ‘Communists’ back in the days of the 

Greek theater. 

MRS. FLANAGAN: Quite true. 

MR. STARNES: And I believe Mr. Euripides was guilty of teaching class consciousness also, 

wasn’t he? 

MRS. FLANAGAN: I believe that was alleged against all of the Greek dramatists.13 

 
 

Flanagan does not back down from the Congressman’s line of questioning; yet she also 

sees this as a moment to kindly correct and educate Congressman Starnes on the issue. 

Her retort, “I’m sorry,” tells us much about Flanagan’s inclination to try and educate all 

those she encountered. The Loudspeaker takes on Flanagan’s spirit on stage. The 

Loudspeaker is thrilled to be able to share knowledge and moving art with so many 

people in such a unique place like Waco. Activating the audience is her biggest concern 

and she is willing to do whatever it takes to inspire social change.  

 

Language 

 The language of the play reflects the specifically dramatic voice of the 1930’s. 

Even when the play moves back to the 1850’s the vernacular of the characters remains 

                                                        
13 Bentley, Thirty Years of Treason, 25. 
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present in the 1930’s. It is important to note that in the original text there was a comical 

character called Guide, who spoke a very simple language representing the 1850’s. This 

character does not appear in the new adaptation and little of the non-journalistic language 

from the 1850’s remains. The adaptation could have given the language a more modern 

or Texan sound, but those choices would not have helped to tell the core story of the play 

any better. Characters from 1938 New York speaking with Texas or contemporary 

dialects, though maybe conceptually justifiable, would create a confusing added layer.  

The dialogue of One Third of a Nation reflects not only the 1930’s but the 

influence of newspaper journalism. The dissemination of information is the driving force 

of the Living Newspaper’s style. Containing direct quotes and major headlines, the 

Living Newspaper attempts to make the visual form of the newspaper at once three-

dimensional and auditory. There is an economy of language, especially in the dialogue of 

the Loudspeaker, which emphasizes a focus on details. The journalistic refusal to use 

emotionally charged language keeps the focus on the theatrics of facts. There are 

certainly times when the fictional characters use emotionally charged language to 

describe their plight. This sparse emotional language is part of the dramatic action of the 

play, but the overall impact of the play comes from the driving and effective broadcasting 

of facts. Just as the more dramatic scenes reflect the language of the time, the language of 

the play is based on fact not emotional manipulation. It is in the balance of these two 

distinct styles of dialogue that the play garners a large portion of its propaganda. Unlike 

today’s more sensationally driven journalism, the collecting and editing of specific facts 

was the most effective way for the FTP to reveal the underlying meaning of a story. As 

the Loudspeaker, Senators, and other historical characters enumerate the specifics of the 
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problem; the specificity of their language, though not as emotionally compelling, 

becomes insurmountable.  

 

Conclusion 

The Baylor adaptation of One Third of a Nation was not crafted to merely be 

accessible to contemporary audiences, but more importantly to recreate the spirit of the 

FTP and the original staff of the Living Newspaper in a contemporary Texas production. 

From this desire and the information garnered from research about the many diverse 

productions, the  concept for the adaptation developed. This production is a 

representation of the way in which a FTP division in Waco, Texas in 1939 would have 

presented One Third of a Nation. Using this lens, specifically the manner in which the 

FTP would have mounted productions of the Living Newspaper the artistic team adapted 

the script to reflect the aesthetics and more importantly the concerns of a Central Texas 

audience. Though there was a clear concept for the adaptation, the direction and design of 

the show still needed a conceptual framework. This concept and its application will be 

discussed in the next chapter. 

 

 



 73 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 

Design Process 

 

Introduction 

This chapter will examine how the artists involved with the Baylor production of 

One Third of a Nation synthesized historical information, an adapted text, and a 

contemporary concept to create a production of the play for its 2014 audience.  The 

balance between the adaptation and the directorial concept to the production was most 

evident within the design process. The concept for the adaptation revolved around the 

historical regional productions of the FTP and the techniques they used to adapt and 

produce local productions of plays already successful in other cities. Regional adaptation 

didn’t just extend to script changes but all elements of the production. It was always 

important for them to use the materials and people at their disposal to produce the most 

effective version of the play. The Baylor design team combined the regional focus of the 

adaptive concept and the artistic inspiration of the directorial concept in the hopes of 

having a unified production. 

The design concept for the show was the creation of a theatrical mural of the 

housing issue as made by theatre artists in Waco, Texas in the 1930s. A select group of 

artists and pieces from the 1930s were selected to represent the inspiration these 

hypothetical artists would use to make the mural. Our hope with the design was to create 

a theatrical mural that incorporated the vision of many artists to create a collaborative and 

expansive view of a singular issue. 
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Posters/Woodcut 

Inspiration for the design concept of One Third of a Nation began with 

photographs of the original performances and the art and artists associated with those 

productions. Early during the research process, posters of the regional productions 

sparked interest.  Each poster was unique and represented the distinct artistic qualities of 

each regional production. However, the posters also shared similarities in design and 

execution. The posters were a microcosm of the regional productions which the Baylor 

production wanted to mimic. 

The distinct print style of the WPA’s posters was seen most often in the regional 

production posters, as seen in examples Figure 3.1 and 3.2. This simple, yet effective, 

style of marketing was clearly a cost effective way to publically represent what the FTP 

was about and the aesthetics of the time. This style of poster work was used for almost all 

FTP productions. They put local artists to work creating posters for each FTP show or 

WPA project. 

 

Individual Artists 

The often two tonal prints were aesthetically close to the woodcuts of the time in 

composition and tone. During the 1930s, woodcutting was used as a cost efficient way to 

create and distribute pieces of art. Though the form is simple in its technical execution, 

the high level of artistry revealed in woodcutting made the form a favorite medium of 

many Depression Era artists. One of the most influential woodcutting artists of the Great 

Depression was Lynd Ward whose work captured both the large scope of Industrial Age 

cities as well as the smaller scope of the human form. His work was extremely varied, 
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focusing on both massive urban structures, as well as the greatness of human emotion and 

physical strength. 

 

  
 

Figure 3.1. Poster for Yiddish “Awake 

and Sing” by Clifford Odets from “From 

Haven to Home: 350 Years of Jewish 

Life in America,” Library of Congress, 

accessed December 11, 2014, 

http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/haventohom

e/haven-century.html. 

Figure 3.2.  “The Emperor’s New 

Clothes” with Federal Theatre for Youth 

from “Posters for the People,” Library of 

Congress, accessed December 11, 2014, 

http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/fedtp/ftst

ri05.html. 

 

 

 

Notice in Figure 3.3 below from Ward’s God’s Man the intimidating scope of the city 

compared to the unassuming small man, yet the eye is still drawn to the humanity. 

 Another artist of this era whose work featured an awareness of the environment 

and the human experience was the work of Thomas Hart Benton. Unlike Ward, Benton 

was more interested in rural life and its intersection with urban life. This particular aspect 
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of Benton’s work was very valuable to Baylor’s designers who were attempting to 

recalibrate the world of the play from a strictly urban environment to one with the rural 

lens of Waco, Texas. One of the major ways Benton accomplished this change in tone 

 

 
Figure 3.3.Scanned from Lynd Ward, God’s Man, (Cleveland: World Publishing 

Company, 1966). 
 

and atmosphere was by creating art with a scope big enough to show the industrial and 

the human while interjecting warm colors into the work instead of the stark two tonal 

carvings of Ward. Figure 3.4 shows how Benton combines the individual and the urban. 

The difference in scope between these two artists is of course integral to their mediums. 

The diverse perspectives yet mutual sympathy for humans in both rural and urban 

environments conceptually gave us a singular approach to the look of the show. These 

artists also expertly modeled the relationship that would need to be established between 
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the physical elements of the production and the bodies of the humans inhabiting the 

space. 

 

 
 

Figure 3.4. The controversial “Parks, the Circus, the Klan, the Press” By Thomas Hart 

Benton. “Benton Mural,” Indiana University Bloomington, accessed December 12, 2014, 

http://studentaffairs.indiana.edu/dean-students/commission-multicultural-

understanding/benton-mural.shtml. 

 

Another element of Benton’s work that would become integral to the design of 

the show was his mural painting, in particular the mural in the lounge for the House of 

Representatives, in Jefferson City, Missouri.  Growing up in Jefferson City, I had seen 

this mural many times but it was only after searching for a regional Depression Era 

muralist that I realized how significant this painting could be to my own art.  Benton’s 

mural, commissioned by the Missouri Government in 1936, captures the history and 

culture of Missouri in one sprawling mural that covers three walls of the lounge. Not only 

are the colors in this piece predominantly warm in tone but they also capture the struggle 

of the different periods being depicted. The individuals presented in the painting are 
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strongly defined human beings of flesh and bone. These people were not the small figures 

often swallowed up in Ward’s urban scenes.  Even though the art of Benton and Ward are 

quite different, they both share a deep affinity for the relationship between bodies and 

space, a point that was extremely valuable to the Baylor designers.  Both Benton and 

Ward’s specific way of presenting humanity was reflective of the regional work of the 

FTP and the contrast between the two artists offered the designers a basis for their 

research. But of particular interest was how Benton used the architecture and history of 

the House Lounge to his advantage. The room itself helped provide Benton with a 

broader span both visually and thematically. The context of the mural fed directly into the 

composition and construction of the work a concept integral to the Baylor production. 

 In analyzing the text of One Third of a Nation, the Baylor design team had to find 

creative ways to bring unity and cohesiveness to a play that is highly episodic, yet 

noticeably structured around a series of social themes. Benton’s mural accomplishes a 

similar task by using the theme of the development of Missouri as a whole through 

smaller scenes in the state’s history. Benton uses dividing frames to distinguish different 

time periods of Missouri’s journey from wilderness to statehood and beyond. Benton then 

purposefully ignores the borders of the frames, as seen in Figure 3.5, by showing in the 

same frame multiple scenes and time periods in both the foreground and the background. 

Benton’s characters break the boundaries of the frames with their bodies in casual ways 

that let the action of each frame move fluidly through time while still presenting time as 

not singularly linear. 
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Figure 3.5 Notice how the settler leans with his left shoulder across the frame and into the 

panel above the door. Picture taken by author on December 20, 2014. 
 

 Another work that treated history and people in a similar fashion was “Pan 

American Unity,” seen in Figure 3.6, at City College in San Francisco by Mexican artist 

Diego Rivera. This piece is a sprawling work that, like the “House Lounge,” travels 

through space and time instantly in order to present a singular theme. Rivera’s work is 

not easily digested in one look, similar to how Benton’s room cannot be fully seen from 

any one spot. The audience is forced to decide how they will digest and consume the 

work. The sheer scope of the piece keeps it from having one vantage point or 

interpretation. Rivera’s mural has scenes overlapping and piling on top of each other to 

create one large image of a singular theme. Each mural is best digested in small pieces 
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and impossible to appreciate without stepping back and letting the entire work wash over 

you. 

 

 
 

Figure 3.6. A massive piece covering a wide swath of history and themes. Over 1800sq 

feet. “Diego Rivera’s Pan American Unity Mural, City College, SF,” Flickr, accessed 

December 12, 2014, https://www.flickr.com/photos/80065954@N00/5503991431/. 

 

 Both of these murals came from independent artists working with specifically 

regional localities; however, the WPA had put many muralists to work creating these 

large-scale labor-intensive murals. The process of the mural is fantastically suited to 

parallel the work of the FTP’s Living Newspapers. Multiple scenes and individual 

characters get put together in a labor-intensive artistic process to create a large image of a 

singular theme for a wide audience.  

The ability of commissioned murals to be site-specific and reflective of the local 

community was appealing to the WPA and supportive of the Baylor production’s design 

concept. Our conceptual focus was easily reflected in the concept of a theatrical mural on 



 81 

the housing issue done by Texas artists in the 1930s. Our goal was to design a central 

Texas mural on the theme of housing through the design and performance of the play. 

 The hope with this conceptual work was that our production would present a 

version of the play that was true to the thematic spirit and regional emphasis of the 

original FTP performance. The production would at once reflect the artwork of the 

Depression Era on a National scale while creating a believable and appropriate Texas 

setting.  Ideally, the setting would be free from contemporary polish and flash; instead, it 

was intended to look as if local professional artists from Central Texas crafted it in 1939.  

This would also include a sense of collaboration between all those who applied their 

various skills to the project. The performance was to seem as if many people had been 

employed on the production to use the full extent of their skills and resources. 

 The FTP coming to town was an event. The event atmosphere of each production 

would change the expectations and experience of the audience. We early on explored 

ways in which Baylor’s production could feel more like an event and not just an isolated 

show. Early on this meant all sorts of crazy ideas of how to begin the performance as 

soon as the patrons arrived at the theatre, but what was clear is that the show had to 

extend past the footlights and last after the curtain call.  

 

Adaptation 

 The need for adaptation was strong and I had discovered a clear lens for which to 

adapt the text; however, the work of overhauling the script was more laborious than 

expected. The adapting of the script became an unexpected delay that hurt the production 

in some ways. The initial discussions of the process with faculty advisors focused on the 

need to complete the adaptation of the text before undertaking design decisions and 
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construction.  What was not made clear in these early discussions was how much change 

would actually be needed in the original text to execute the adaptation that I envisioned. 

My perception of just a few cuts here and there was inadequate. 

 Ultimately, I had to create an entirely new text. This process was very time 

consuming and it was complicated by the need for new pieces of research. This meant 

that the designers received a completed version of the script much later than they had 

expected, and without a finalized script it was impossible to meet with the designers and 

technicians to discuss the production in an effective manner. I underestimated the amount 

of work needed to adapt the script as mush as was needed. My inability to see the need 

for adaptation and accomplish this quickly put the show on hold. Although there were 

informal meetings early in the project as well as discussions with the dramaturge about 

assigning rolls, production meetings and set building were put on hold. There was also a 

delay finalizing a stage manager until two weeks before auditions which meant I was 

managing all the early meetings. Once the stage manager was assigned and the script was 

finalized, design meetings and construction plans were reestablished.  This slow start and 

loss of time put the entire process behind and forced some quick and hurried decisions 

that ultimately had a negative effect on the production. All the designs, scenic, lighting, 

costuming, and sound, were finished on time but many of the discussions needed to 

ensure a unified production specific to the adapted script did not occur.  Consequently, 

several of the student designers and their mentors were left uncertain about the needs of 

the production and the style of the play. This lack of communication was one of the 

major problems affecting the production.  
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Scenic Design 

 The scenic design was the first element of the production to be developed. The 

early conversations centered around how to make the set look as if it was from the 1930s 

while employing Baylor’s contemporary facilities. Early conversations with the student 

scenic designer centered on creating a world for the play that appeared to be built on the 

simple, inexpensive resources of 1930s government funded art projects.  The main 

question that emerged from our conversation was: would we create an artificial 

apparatus, such as scaffolding, or an extended stage? 

Of great interest to us was the success and reputation of the original set. It was a 

realistic five-story tenement building made with modern technical execution seen in 

Figure 3.7. Howard Bay’s design was one of the most acclaimed aspects of the original 

production. The set was based on two key elements that enabled the play to move fluidly 

from scene to scene; there was the realistic building, which had open rooms, and the 

empty adaptable space in front of the act curtain that was used for the scenes not taking 

place in the 1930s. The Mabee Theater required that we use a space that had a 

proscenium arch but also a very large uneven thrust in front of the act curtain. This meant 

that if we built a big structure that just went straight up as the original did all of the action 

of the play would gravitate back and seemed like it would waste the thrust which was a 

more dominant part of the space. 
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Figure 3.7. Photo of opening set during the opening fire scene. “Coast to Coast: The 

Federal Theatre Project, 1935-1939,” Library of Congress, accessed May 23, 2014, 

http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/federal-theatre-project/living-newspaper.html. 

 

The problem was solved by the student set designer who realized that we could 

not get enough levels going straight up into the air like a tenement building, but instead 

we should achieve the height needed by pulling the layers forward, into the space we 

were going to need to fill anyway. She suggested using steps to create depth, not height. 

This was an extremely elegant solution to a difficult problem. So all the design 

discussions became about ways to aesthetically reduce the height of the building while 

increasing the depth. 

The student designer presented two designs based on our early conversations. She 

originally presented two different structures both placed in front of a large newspaper 

backdrop. The first was three staggered buildings of varied heights connected with 

bridges that presented a city skyline. This design was ingenious and stunning. It had 
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many strong qualities but it left a good deal of unused space that would have to be dealt 

with. The second design presented by the designer was a symmetrical stair system 

resembling the rectangular layers of the Mesopotamian ziggurat. This one was basic and 

simple and closer to the concept of the show but not fully realized. 

Eventually, the designer and I decided to combine the best elements of both 

designs to create a cohesive unit set that looked as if 1930s theatre artists could have 

constructed it. My notes to the designer were to integrate the idea of the three separate 

buildings into the ziggurat to make it less symmetrical. The ziggurat was triangular in 

form with three platforms at each point that acted as distinct playing spaces. Each space 

representing separate rooms in the tenement building. When not acting as playing spaces 

each platform easily disappeared into the greater shape of the building to create a sharp 

overall image. The height and unique architecture would strike the audience walking into 

the space in a similar way to the original set. The set was the large cold urban backdrop 

that the human action of the play would be set against, just as in Ward’s woodcuts. This 

meant the set would feature sharp straight lines and a predominately gray, 

monochromatic color pallet.  Black window frames with white interiors checkered the 

structure. Along with the sharp lines of the architecture there were gray lines that framed 

and textured the stage in ways similar to the white breakable frames of Benton’s “House 

Lounge.” 

The other piece of the set design that had to be resolved was the acting space for 

the Loudspeaker character. From the beginning, I wanted the Loudspeaker to be visible, 

unlike in many of the original productions. The Baylor audience would not have the same 

relationship to live narration and radio programming that the audience of the 1930s 
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would have, so I wanted the audience to see the actors actually talk and relate to the 

character presenting all the facts and figures. The set designer and I both felt that the 

space needed to be elevated and could be set asymmetrically on stage. What was 

eventually agreed upon was the placement of a tall platform upstage left of the ziggurat 

painted to reflect a large building or skyscraper, seen below in Figure 3.8. 

 

 
 

Figure 3.8. The Loudspeaker in her tower with working microphone and UV meter on 

cluttered desk. Photo by Baylor Photography department. 

 

Once the model of the ziggurat and the tower were designed the hardest decision 

became the exact arrangement in the Mabee Theater. With its curved thrust and uneven 

seating it is always difficult to find a good way to position bodies let alone a seven-foot 

ziggurat or a twelve foot platform in the space. The model created by the set designer and 

the digital model created by the designer’s faculty supervisor allowed us to view the two 

pieces from different positions and perspectives before settling on the one that provided 

the best sight lines. We quickly became aware that some of the seats in the theatre were 

not ideal and that audience members would have trouble viewing every scene, but there 
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was very little we could do about that. The solution finally fell back on the director to 

stage the play in a manner that would maximize the audience’s view of the production. I 

spent much of the rehearsal process moving from one “bad seat” to another in order to 

exploit the actors positioning. 

The final piece of the set to be designed was the back wall of the theatre. Options 

considered early in my discussions with the designer consisted of leaving the wall bare, 

creating a large newspaper drop, and exposing theatrical lighting instruments. What the 

set designer wisely chose was the creation of two hanging backdrops of a woodcut 

cityscape that would function as cycloramas that could then be illuminated from behind 

to give the play a splash of color. The design of these cycs directly reflects the cityscapes 

found in Ward’s God’s Man. These backdrops were not only conceptually appropriate, 

they also visually broke up the height of the back wall of the Mabee, which would 

otherwise swallow the scenery and limit its scope. The final model with cys is below in 

Figure 3.9. 

 

Costumes 

The next element of the design puzzle to be solved was the costumes. The original 

production had 80-100 actors, each averaging two characters. The Baylor production 

featured fourteen ensemble actors performing at least six different speaking roles. 

Fortunately, the student costume designer and I were aided by the adaptation concept, 

because we could focus on what a small group of Texas artists would wear in the 1930s. 

Though the original New York production had a massive costume budget, the Baylor 

production was limited in both money and resources. Each ensemble member was given a 
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base costume that represented what an actor of the 1930s might have worn in a FTP 

production, maybe even a few items that would have been brought from home. 

 

 
 

Figure 3.9. Photo of the designer’s model for the set, including power lines running over 

the audience’s head which are breaking up the view of the model. Photo by Jaeci Jones. 

 

The costume designer also attempted to use these base costume to distinguish the social 

status of the characters.  

 The unique look of the rural and the urban body in Thomas Hart Benton’s murals 

greatly influenced the costume designer’s creations. The costume renderings were 

flattering but functional, colorful but worn, and reflected the images of Benton’s murals. 
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And just as Benton’s work has a unified style, the way the costumes would move through 

time had to be unified and not just historically accurate. 

 The costume for the Loudspeaker warranted extra attention. Early on I had 

entertained the thought that a woman would play the role of the Loudspeaker. I then 

suggested to the designer that we should model the costume of the Loudspeaker after 

Hallie Flanagan. It was highly unlikely that anyone in the Baylor audience would see the 

costume of the Loudspeaker and recognize the personal style of a government official 

from the 1930s; however, Flanagan had a distinct style, seen in Figure 3.10, that 

represented power, status, confidence, and poise worth trying to capture. After 

researching Flanagan, the costume designer and I found that she had a very distinctive 

style that involved wearing smart suits, pencil skirts, and most notably a feminine hat 

cocked to one side of her head. The Loudspeaker’s final look, seen in Figure 3.11, clearly 

reflected her style. 

 The actors playing the Little Man and Mrs. Andrews also only required one well 

thought out costume. The Baylor adaptation called for the two characters of Little Man 

and Mrs. Andrews to be members of the local Waco, Texas community in the 1930s. I 

also decided that it would be interesting if the couple were newly married Baylor students 

and consequently very much in need of adequate housing. The costume designer gained 

access to the online records of the Baylor Round Up, the school’s yearbook, and drew 

inspiration for the couple’s costumes from photographs she gathered from this resource.  

The final costumes were a combination of the historical looks from the yearbook and the 

artistic style of the clothes in Benton’s murals. 
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A major consideration for the costume designer was the most appropriate way to 

establish a sense of time and space with the costumes. The play moves from a real space 

in the 1930s, to a more imagined space in the 1850’s, back to a less realistic space in 

 

 
 

Figure 3.10. Hallie Flanagan at a 

microphone with signature hat and suit. 

Photo from “Federal Theatre Project 

Collection,” University Libraries George 

Mason University, accessed December 

20, 2014, http://www.stage-

directions.com/current-issue/6821-

living-lighting.html. 

 
 

Figure 3.11. The Loudspeaker of the 

Baylor production in costume. Photo 

taken by Baylor Theatre photographer 

Jared Tseng. 

 

1930s, to the Baylor theater space in 2014. Navigating each of these times and places as 

well as finding a way to distinguish each character through time, especially when many 

of the characters are simply described as “Man,” “Woman,” or “Doctor” was extremely 
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challenging. The costume designer used the character breakdown already made and 

began to create looks for every different character that would fit the actors assigned to 

those parts. The costumes she created ranged from whole suits with vests to the simple 

addition of a hat or coat. 

The historicity of the piece also meant that the historical elements of the costume 

design should reflect perception of time not just historical accuracy. The costume 

designer wisely pointed out that the movie Gone with the Wind, a movie about the 1850’s 

was released in 1939 and therefore could provide valuable insight into how to approach 

the costumes of the 1850’s through the lens of the 1930s. The final costume designs of 

the scenes in the 1850’s and other historical era’s did not focus so much on historical 

accuracy but rather how theatre artists of 1930s Texas would have perceived and 

envisioned the look and feel of an earlier time and place. 

 

Lighting Design 

  The student lighting designer was going to be influential in helping move the 

focus of the play. The lighting design had to help define when the action was limited to 

one platform, the whole set, or in the audience. Early in the design meetings, the student 

lighting designer was fascinated by how the lines in Ward’s woodcuts paralleled the 

growing number of phone and electric wires that had begun to clutter the urban skyline 

across America in the 1930s. Not only were the sharp lines of the urban world of Ward 

seen  in the set design, but they were also reflected in the lighting design through the use 

of sharp, clearly visible shadows and gobos. This inspired the set designer to return to an 

abandoned idea of having clotheslines run from the set. Two phone poles were added 

over the audience with wires running to them and to the Loudspeaker’s tower.  
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 In addition to directing focus on stage, the lighting designer was also given the 

task of creating looks that balanced the cool darkness of Ward’s urban sprawl with the 

warmth of Benton’s interpersonal and hopeful scenes reflected often in the costumes. The 

cycloramas on the back wall would be instrumental in helping to set an appropriate mood 

and tone in each short scene without losing the scope and presence of the larger 

cityscape.  

 The final element of the lighting design was the use of man operated spotlights. 

New technology has made it so that man operated spotlights are rarely used in theatrical 

productions outside of musicals. I felt that employing two follow spots in the 

performance would help create a theatrical style that was appropriate for this production. 

The FTP was always looking to get as many people as possible employed in making a 

live theatrical performance, so having two man operated spotlights was a small way in 

which to enhance the sense that many people were working on and offstage to make this 

live performance special every night. 

 

Sound 

The sound design was instrumental in helping to set the time as well as to give 

texture to the performance. With the help of the faculty vocal teacher we selected 

standards from the era and used them as small pieces of music to create smooth 

transitions from scene to scene. Since the Little Man was not present on the stage to 

move the action along through the whole show it was important to have some way to help 

facilitate the transitions. We simply asked all of the actors to have a general sense of the 

songs and then depending on who was entering and exiting we assigned songs for them to 

sing or hum that would help extend the action into the next scene. The songs of the Great 
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Depression are ripe with discussions of poverty, hope, and heartbreak. The only specific 

musical choice made ahead of time was the duet arrangement of “Be Happy” and “Happy 

Days are Here Again,” made famous by Barbara Streisand and Judy Garland. The start of 

the second act began with two women in separate rooms each singing their own part of 

the song as the arrangement builds into a beautiful climax. All of these songs and more 

were broadcast through the period speakers during the preshow to sound as if an old radio 

was broadcasting nearby.  

Often the sound design, in particular the period speakers hanging over the 

audience, was used to distort the sound from the stage in a way that was meant to illicit a 

sense of live period performance. This distortion of live sound created at once alienation 

and historicity. The sound was not meant to be perfectly unified amplification but to 

serve as a texturing tool to be employed across the production. 

The set, sound, and props department combined to create an office space on top of 

the tower with papers and files, as well as a sound system to magnify her voice. The prop 

and sound department created a period microphone with contemporary microphone 

components inside it. This microphone then had wires leading to a UV meter box built by 

the prop department to look like a classic piece of radio equipment. The sound 

department then made it so that the UV would light up as the Loudspeaker talked, but 

also could be turned off or dimmed.1 The microphone also lead to the sound system and 

then to two speakers from the period suspended over the audience, that they distorted 

when it was appropriate to have the Loudspeaker sound less clean. This realistic look 

                                                        
1 Ryan Joyner, “Living Light: One team got creative to have an audio-controlled lighting effect—

but gave lighting the final word,” Stage Directions (November 2014): Answer Box, accessed February 1, 

2014, http://www.stage-directions.com/current-issue/6821-living-lighting.html. 
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gave the Loudspeaker permanence in the space and also made it easy to magnify her 

voice as we needed, or turn the microphone off so she could just talk casually to the 

actors on stage. 

 

 

Rehearsals 

Due to the unique style of the production many of the design, and performance 

elements were unable to be fully realized until rehearsals began. Not only was I unsure of 

how the play would function, but none of the student designers had ever served as artistic 

leaders of these particular departments, let alone a production as complex as a Living 

Newspaper. Equally, none of the faculty advisors had ever worked on a Living 

Newspaper before and so what happened in rehearsals finalized the design process by 

giving us information about how the movement of the play would need to interact with 

the design elements. 

One of the most beneficial things about the rehearsal process for this play was the 

speed at which set pieces began to move into the space. Navigating the Mabee Theater’s 

sightlines is very trying. At the first rehearsal the set already had the front two layers in 

place, which not only gave the actors and myself a sense of the positioning of the set in 

the theater but also immediately gave us much needed levels to work on. Without some 

levels to work with it would have been impossible to block the show as quickly as we 

did.  

The most difficult question the costume and lighting designers had to answer was: 

what is the overall style of each scene and how does it relate to the play as a whole?  

Early in our design discussions, it was not immediately clear which scenes needed 
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historically accurate costume pieces and when the use of one costume accessory could 

establish a character or a place. It took time with the actors to figure out the appropriate 

style for each scene, and only during rehearsals did the designers finally decide what 

style was appropriate for the play. This lack of experience with Living Newspapers by 

the student designers and their mentors along with the lack of time spent on research and 

preproduction work had a negative effect on the overall production values in ways that 

first began to be evident in rehearsal. It often became evident when the style needed for a 

particular scene, either in acting or design, was in direct conflict with the earlier decisions 

for the scene. Some styles came most noticeably into conflict with the costumes and 

resulted in an uneven design. 

My decision to cast a large number of women was a stylistic choice, but what 

became clear in rehearsal was that there were many ways in which a woman could 

behave and look like a man, and each way had its pros and cons. One of the appeals of 

the show for the academic setting of Baylor was the license to use many women to play 

the traditionally male roles. Some gender changes could be accomplished with a change 

in voice or body language, some required only a simple alteration of a costume piece, the 

addition of a hat, coat, or glasses over their base costume, but some required changing the 

entire costume as well as demeanor. The discussion of what each scene needed in terms 

of costumes was not completed by the costume designer and I until late into the process. 

Each scene required special thought not only to the style of acting and design but the best 

way to execute without slowing the pace of the show.  

The play’s refusal to adhere to one singular historical era or style made it difficult 

to keep historical accuracy and style from conflicting during the rehearsal process. The 
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costume designer and I believed that we had accurately grasped how to get all the 

different looks on stage, but our solutions did not resolve the conflict of style and 

historical accuracy. In our minds, simply adding a coat or hat here and there would be 

enough difference; however, when that coat on a character is next to a coat worn by a 

character seventy years apart it makes the selection of both coats much more difficult. 

Using base costumes that were squarely in a realistic 1930s also complicated the balance 

of the historical and the stylized. Usually the style of show would trump historical 

accuracy but we had many styles emerging and yet a concept grounded so much in 

history. I admittedly do not have a strong eye for color, and have very little knowledge of 

historical dress, so my preference in costuming was primarily functional—what piece of 

clothing fit the style and mood of the scene. During our early conversations and 

rehearsals, the costume designer was more apt to push for the costumes that were simple 

to build and could be pulled from costume storage. The costume faculty advisors heavily 

favored costumes that were historically accurate. Had I completed the script in a timely 

fashion and the designers had had more time for preproduction research and preparation, 

we would have had discussed ways to combine all three of these approaches into a 

unified look. However, with costumes being put on bodies only a few nights before 

opening, it was impossible to create a unified look for the production. The faculty 

advisors, who had read early drafts of the script but did not see the show until the first 

dress rehearsal, had trouble envisioning the way in which the show shifted through time 

and styles. I had also been unable to correctly articulate to them how the presentation of 

time and space worked in the show and what that meant for historical accuracy. Once 

they fully recognized the demands of the production, the faculty advisors were able to 
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assist the costume designer and me by suggesting how to fix details of period and status 

in ways that were mostly in line with the style of each scene.  

The lights and set required fewer changes once the rehearsal process began.  

Often these changes were made to help move the show quicker from one style or time to 

the next. The biggest thing we learned from the rehearsal process was exactly how the 

actors would break the frames established by the scenery and what that meant for the 

lights. Each “room” on the set had a different floor treatment that distinguished the space 

and worked as a frame, but like the Benton mural it was essential for the characters to 

cross the boundaries of the frames. This meant that the lights could not simply be 

contained within the space that was painted on the stage floor but they had to provide 

light outside the delineated frame. Both lighting and scenery embraced a quick flowing 

movement and style. 

We also had to navigate the best ways to use the spotlights. I had to temper my 

desire to make the spotlights too obvious and showy.  It also proved to be difficult to 

rehearse and perfect the spontaneity of the movement of the spotlights. Luckily the 

spotlight operators were talented young men who were able to capture the naturalness of 

a live theatrical event with the precision needed to execute these moves on a nightly 

basis. It took a while for the light designer and me to come to a full understanding of   

when to employ the spotlights but we eventually came to an agreement and were able to 

highlight and even heighten the comedic and dramatic moments in the show.  

The set was the first design element finished but the gray paint wash used on the 

stage, inspired by the original Ward woodcut, began to look too clean and polished when 

the lights were added. I continuously expressed to the set designer the need to break up 
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the look of the set by giving it more texture. Rehearsals also made me hear how many 

times the play refers to how horrible the building is. With such a clean design it became 

important to add to the set to make sure that the affect wasn’t too clean. Only after 

applying several coats of paint did the set finally take on the look of an inhabited 

tenement building. The set designer and her faculty mentor were wise to make these 

changes slowly and gradually. It was easier to push for more than try and return to the 

way it was before.  

All of the design elements helped contribute to the execution of the final moment 

of the play, which was directly in line with the directorial and artistic concept of the 

show. As the Andrews begin to make their final plea for action they are joined on stage 

by the ensemble members. The ensemble begins to fill the stage as they continue to 

demand change. Mrs. Andrews explains that if nothing gets better “you’re going to have 

just what you’ve always had.”2 As she says this each ensemble member moves into a 

pose that is a callback to a position one of their characters held earlier in the show. Each 

scene of the play is presented once again all over the stage in a final mural of the issue. 

The original script calls for the action to return to the daily life seen at the top of the 

show, but for our concept creating the final mural across the stage, seen in Figure 3.12, 

was easier and a far more accurate final moment for our production. The abandonment of 

the daily life for a costumed mural came in rehearsal and highlighted all the designers 

work. 

 

 

 

                                                        
2 Arent, …one-third of a nation, 2-5-9. 
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Conclusion 

The overall design process was not as smooth as I had hoped it would be, which resulted 

in an uneven final product. I caused unnecessary confusion and unease in the design team 

by delaying the completion of the script. I should have tried especially hard to regain and 

retain the full trust of the team by buckling down and making sure all parties were on the 

same page. The young designers gave all they could to the project but  

 

 
 

Figure 3.12. The Andrews look on as the mural of the housing issue is made in tableau 

across the stage. There were more actors that were part of the mural who had positions in 

the audience not pictured. Photo by Baylor Photography. 

 

because we were all learning not only how to do our individual jobs but also figure out 

this form, our best efforts were not as strong as they might have been. Had this exact 

same team been put on a more traditional project the final production’s quality would 

have been much higher. 
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Despite our struggles in the process the final product was far from a failure. The 

set was striking and provided some fantastic opportunities to make beautiful stage 

pictures. The task of creating so many different looks was a massive undertaking that was 

executed adequately and to little detriment of the show by the costume design. The lights 

helped move the show and had some beautiful looks. The sound gave the show texture 

and added and alienation effect to the show. Each of the designers took on a huge 

undertaking and succeeded, and now understands the Living Newspaper form more than 

most professionals with years of experience. They all are now far more prepared to 

handle epic theatre, historical pieces, and modern realism, because within this one form 

they had to work on all of these. The next chapter will discuss the rehearsal process and 

how it provided the discovery of the form. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

Rehearsal Process 

 
Introduction 

As in most productions, the rehearsal room is where the most revealing lessons 

are learned. This is especially true for any contemporary artists working on a form of 

theatre that has rarely been seen in a rehearsal room for over half a century. It was 

important that what happened in our Living Newspaper rehearsals not only furthered our 

historical understanding of this rarely used form, but also revealed how the form could 

function in a contemporary setting. Though many talented artists had already put a lot 

research and preparation into the process, as with a new play there was still uncertainty 

about whether or not the production could find a unified way to reach a contemporary 

audience.  This chapter discusses the rehearsal process of One Third of a Nation in hopes 

of illuminating what was learned from the Baylor production about the form of the Living 

Newspaper and the attempt to create a more contemporary adaptation. 

 
Auditions 

 The audition process was crafted not to reveal the “best” realistic actors from the 

department but instead to select an ensemble of actors who could bring a wealth of talents 

to the production and embrace the spirit of the FTP. For auditions the students chose two 

of six short speeches selected from the play. I told them to show their versatility at 

becoming authentic characters instead of caricatures. After the audition, it was clear that 

some people understood how to differentiate between different characters and others 
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believed varying volumes was sufficient. It was particularly interesting how the students 

would begin the second speech sounding different but would fall back into the same 

vocal patterns by the end of the speech. In their mind, honesty, and authenticity sound 

only one particular way. I was amazed at how many people chose to do the Voice of the 

House speech, in particular how many people missed the point of the speech. Though I 

explicitly told them the speech should be delivered as if spoken by a person and not a 

house, so many of the actors performed it as a comedy sketch of an angry inanimate 

object. Few took the time to actually use the piece to illustrate their vocal qualities. The 

best performances, and the actors who got a callback, came from those who differentiated 

their two speeches in energy, vocal strength, and physical expressiveness. Callbacks were 

used in order to piece together a cohesive ensemble from the thirty-eight actors who 

received a callback. I ended up calling back fifteen men for seven roles and twenty-three 

women for nine roles. 

 I decided early on that a woman could conceivably play the part of the 

Loudspeaker, and that if so I would want to model the character after Hallie Flanagan. If 

a man were to be cast in the role, then the character would be modeled after Orsen 

Welles. I called back two men and two women to read specifically for the Loudspeaker, 

reading them with four men and four women I called back for the roles of the Little Man 

and Mrs. Andrews. I was attempting to see if those auditioning for the Loudspeaker could 

deliver all the facts in the show, prompt the action of the play, as well as handle the 

interruption of the story by the Andrews in a seamless way. At the same time I wanted to 

see which of the couples was able to disrupt the audience in the most authentic and 

creative way. Admittedly, I was not completely sure at the time what this unique manner 
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of working actually required but I learned a great deal from the students’ auditions. I 

ended up casting a woman as the Loudspeaker, because not only did the actress have the 

skills to hold the stage on her own, but she also possessed the ability to deliver 

information in a clear and convincing way that was both professional and engaging.1 In 

our adaptation the Andrews were two Baylor seniors, coincidentally the two actors who 

auditioned best for the parts were two Baylor seniors who had great charm, humor, 

honesty, and improvisational skills. The senior man cast to play the Little Man would be 

taking on his first real part on the Baylor mainstage, but his humor and ability to be at 

once goofy and strong made him a great fit. The actress playing Mrs. Andrews was a 

senior with lots of experience under her belt. She was undeniably the best at playing a 

persistently inquisitive character without losing her likability. 

 The ensemble actors were given individual roles based on basic character types, 

so casting the ensemble members became primarily about finding diversely talented 

performers to fill these types. I wanted them to go beyond just basic polarities like 

male/female, high/low status, young/old, etc. I cast the six men and eight women who 

demonstrated an ability to create two distinct portrayals on stage. The ensemble became a 

collective of actors of various experience levels, age, race, and background. The play has 

a scene where two black men discuss housing inequality. When the department only has 

two black men in it, the options are to either essentially precast them, or cut the scene. In 

the spirit of the FTP I could not cut the scene. I cast the only two black actors, and one 

black female actress, which gave the show diversity and eventually great depth. This kind 

                                                        
1 This actress had extensive success as an actress in my previous Baylor mainstage, Love Song but 

more importantly her work as a speech competition winner. 
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of purposefully diverse casting was a conscience decision on my part to reflect the wide 

range of artists valued and employed by the FTP. 

 
First Rehearsal 

 From the beginning of the rehearsal process I knew that there was a great deal of 

information that the actors would need in order to understand and execute this 

challenging project. How much information was needed to make available to the cast was 

a tricky balance between inundating them with more than they could process and leaving 

them uninformed about the themes and ideas so integral to the play. I began the first 

rehearsal by giving the actors a very brief explanation of the FTP and the historic purpose 

of the Living Newspaper. I also shared with the actors the adapted text and the directorial 

concept of the production so the cast would understand the uniqueness of the role of the 

ensemble compared to other ensembles seen at Baylor, such as ensembles in Caryl 

Churchill’s Mad Forest (performed at Baylor in 2013) or Mary Zimmerman’s Arabian 

Nights (performed at Baylor in 2014). This was the first time the One Third of a Nation 

ensemble was informed of the framing context of the show. I also briefly showed the 

works of Thomas Hart Benton, Lynd Ward, and Diego Rivera that the design team and 

myself had used to create a visual language for the show, and then explained the 

directorial concept of a 1930s Central Texas mural. I also played the cast the music that I 

was hoping to interweave throughout the production, which would feature acapella 

performances by the ensemble. We then spent a little time for questions about concept 

and the process since so much of this was brand new to the cast. It was important for the 

actors to know that this play was not a museum piece or simply an artistic endeavor it 

was to be a vibrant contemporary exploration of social issues with contemporary artists.  
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The next phase of the first rehearsal was ensemble building in the form of cultural 

mapping. This exercise was meant to reflect the greater social consciousness of the FTP. I 

put the cast and stage management team through three exercises that I learned while 

working with community-engaged specialists at Cornerstone Theatre Company. These 

exercises were designed to create a map of a particular group or community. In this case 

the community being mapped was the ensemble of Baylor’s production of One Third of a 

Nation. The first exercise was “four corners,” in which the moderator, myself, identified 

a concept for each of the corners of the space and then asked the participants to move to 

the corner with which they identified. The moderator and the community themselves 

could then observe the individuals present in each corner of the theatre, and the 

distribution of bodies across the four corners. For example, I first identified the four 

corners as early, late, on time, or glad to just be anywhere. I also set up more difficult 

options such as conservative, liberal, moderate, or I just know I like ice cream. Both of 

these types of options revealed lots of information about the actors, as well as giving the 

participants themselves information about their positioning in the room. The next 

exercise was “spectrum” which invited the participants to form a line between one side of 

the space and another without talking. The biggest stipulation of this game was that the 

line must be evenly distributed across the space. I began with asking the actors to arrange 

themselves by date of birth but eventually asked more difficult questions about their 

home, cleanliness, and safety. The question that led to one of the most interesting 

conversations was when I asked, “On a scale from ‘very’ to ‘not at all’ how nice was the 

house you grew up in?” In my mind this meant the physical structure, but the participants 

raised questions about the kindness of their home, verses the physical space. Many of the 
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actors who felt their house was physically “nice” felt that the temperament of their home 

was anything but hospitable, and vice versa. This exercise was done with the explicit 

understanding that those who were down on the “not at all” end of the spectrum of house 

quality were not necessarily poor or living in a shack, but that in this particular room with 

these particular people they were on the lower end. In another room, with different people 

they may be on the “very” side of the spectrum, just as those on the “very” end of the 

spectrum would be on the “not at all” end in a room full of millionaires. It was important 

to understand that so much of our status is about the rooms we inhabit and perceptions 

when we enter a room. The final exercise placed the participants in lines facing each 

other; after each statement I read they would move only if they agreed. This exercise let 

the group focus not on how a room was arranged but simply what portion of the room 

moved. I asked many questions about justice, art, and ambitions. After all the exercises 

were completed I asked the group what they had learned about themselves and about each 

other. The final exercise also provided an opportunity for us to talk about our desire to 

not step out and make a definitive statement about our beliefs. I then encouraged them to 

be as open as possible during this process. We took a short break and then began our first 

read through of the script. 

 The second rehearsal centered on an early reading of the play, focusing not on 

performance but on gaining an understanding of the text. We slowly and deliberately 

worked through the script, stopping and talking about all the facts and figures in the text. 

We questioned the laws being enacted and the impact they would have on the characters 

in each of the scene. We talked about people and places mentioned in the show and tried 

to create a relationship to them. Though I had done plenty of research, I also was willing 
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to admit that I was unsure about all the references in the play. I was also pleasantly 

surprised how much research some of the actors had done on their own and how willing 

they were to share with each other. We were far from knowing everything about the play 

but I felt comfortable entering into the project. 

 
Blocking 

 By beginning with blocking rehearsals early we hoped to get the show up on its 

feet as soon as possible. I began the movement focused period of rehearsal by creating a 

warm-up process that would be used every rehearsal to energize the actors, both mentally 

and physically. The games varied night to night but usually consisted of “noise and action 

circle,” “go,” “convergence,” and always included “shake down.” During the first 

rehearsal we played a version of “noise and action circle” that involved the actors, and 

myself moving up and down the center steps of the Mabee Theater while imitating the 

actions of the person in front of us. I wanted the actors to be prepared for the steps of the 

set as well as being keenly aware of their need to follow each other’s lead. These types of 

physical and mental warm-up exercises were a way to help the actors focus while getting 

them ready to move and think. 

 Our scene shop already had the first two levels of the set in the space and ready to 

be walked on when we began blocking rehearsals. This made it easier to flesh out some 

basic stage pictures even though we were missing the top levels. Though much of the 

design process had been delayed our shop worked quickly and effectively. This was so 

helpful that I had planned on using the beginning of rehearsal just sketching out the 

difficult opening sequence; however, it was so easy to work in the space that we were 

able to roughly stage the opening introduction to the city life and subsequent chaos of the 
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fire. It became very useful early on to create pictures and discover how the set worked 

but we were far from being able to finalize anything.  By the end of the second rehearsal 

most of the first act had been staged and we were able to run nearly half the play. The 

entire play was blocked in some form or another by the seventh rehearsal and the actors 

were able to perform a run-through of the show during our eighth rehearsal. 

 
Working Rehearsal 

 The initial staging of the show revealed a need to make bold choices in blocking 

and to not allow the plethora of facts and figures used in the production to bog down the 

action of the play. My directing advisor attended our first run-through and expressed his 

concern about the sluggish pace and action of the play. From this time on the rehearsal 

process became focused on keeping the action of the play moving forward quickly and 

finding as many ways as possible to use the set to aid the flow of the performance. The 

first act was clearly dragging because much of it was blocked before we had a full grasp 

of the style, but it was great to at least have a foundation to work from.  It was clear we 

were going to need to find unique ways to make sure that the form did not drag or get 

boring. 

 Finding a driving force for the action would be a constant struggle for the 

production. Traditional forms rely on either a protagonist, a narrator, or an ensemble to 

drive the action of the play. The Living Newspaper has all of these elements but none of 

them solely propel the show, it is a tenuous balance of the three. In our adaptation the 

Little Man was completely removed from the first act and does not appear until the last 

three scenes making it impossible for him to be the protagonist. Though in the original 

text he is in much more of the play he spends more time asking naïve questions than 
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creating the action. The Loudspeaker is far more active in driving the action of the play 

but goes through no change, yet the character is far more than a traditional narrator. The 

use of a concise ensemble used by the Baylor production is not explicit in the script. The 

original production boasted a massive ensemble of nearly a hundred actors. For our 

production of One Third of a Nation the drive through the show had to come from the 

Loudspeaker, the ensemble, and the Andrews all at different times. The question then 

became how does a group of actors who are always sharing and giving power on stage 

find a unified through line for the show? 

 After the initial blocking rehearsals, most of the remaining rehearsals were 

focused on identifying and then empowering different characters to drive the show at 

different times. This was complicated by the fact that the actress playing the Loudspeaker 

was diagnosed with mononucleosis the day before rehearsals started and had little to no 

energy during much of the process. Consequently several sequences in which the 

Loudspeaker appeared went unrehearsed for several days. The lower levels of the set 

were put in place early in the rehearsal process; however, the inclusion of the entrances 

and exits located on the back of the set came much later in rehearsals, making it very 

difficult to establish and maintain a strong evenly paced performance for the ensemble. 

 In trying to identify how to locate the exact way to keep the action moving and 

pace up, we found that all acting choices had to be made with the idea of moving the play 

and not getting too contemplative or serious. We discovered that rehearsing one scene for 

an hour or so and then moving on to the next scene was detrimental to the overall flow of 

the performance. The scenes had to be approached as part of a whole instead of broken 

fragments. Although the original production would have most likely had a more overall 
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vaudevillian feel, the Baylor production would have lost its ability to present startling 

themes and ideas if the Loudspeaker was simply serving as an MC of an evening of 

vignettes and vaudeville performances. Continuity was important. Each rehearsal 

consisted of running at least an entire act, taking notes, and then working through the act, 

addressing all problems and highlighting important moments that might have become 

stagnant. 

 A device that was developed in the rehearsal process which aided the show’s pace 

was the use of a clap. It began with me clapping to signify to the actors when I wanted 

them to move or freeze in synchronization. When it became clear that this was the best 

way to signal to the entire ensemble when to move on stage we had to find a substitute 

for me clapping. We thought about different foley devices we could use but none were 

crisp and precise enough. It was eventually decided that the Loudspeaker would clap, 

often times into the microphone on her desk, to help launch the actors into or out of the 

scene. This device helped give us the opportunity to end a scene in a freeze or with a beat 

and then use the clap to spring into the next scene.  

 Two weeks into the rehearsal process I sat down with the ensemble members and 

discussed the need to focus on the arc of the diverse characters they were playing. With 

the help of the production’s dramaturg, I had tried to create a character breakdown that 

allowed similar parts to be played by the same actor. This was a practical choice but also 

fit with the concept of the show. I explained to the cast that if this were a FTP production 

they would have cast as many of the actors on the roll as they could, in this case, 

seventeen, and then assigned them parts according to their specific skills. Our 

conversation then centered around what they could learn about the FTP actor who was at 
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the core of their performance from the parts they were assigned. Some of the actors found 

it very easy to see themes and similarities in the parts they played, in particular the male 

performers. All of the women had to play men and women so finding similarities in 

characters across genders were a bit more difficult in a show based in traditional gender 

binaries. Yet each actor was able to see that there were connections to be made 

throughout the show and that nothing could be taken for granted or thrown away. It was 

important that the actors had as many tools at their disposal to keep up with the shifting 

styles, I had hoped this exploration of central character would be another strong tool they 

could use. 

 Each scene had to be analyzed to find the right acting style that would not only 

support the arc of the scene but the overall action of the play, often times with many 

failed attempts. The spectrum that the show continued to fluctuate from was from 

extremely showy vaudevillian to modern realism. During early rehearsals, I often 

misidentified where a scene landed on the spectrum, which required complete 

recalibration of the scene. This is most evident in act 1 scene 4c, the “cholera scene.” The 

play moves from three episodes in a modern realistic style to a panic driven scene with 

smaller scenes about a tenement overrun with cholera, which culminates with the 

dramatic dialogue and action,  

DOCTOR 

(DOCTOR crosses to BABY) 

(Abruptly) 

 This baby is dead. 

MOTHER 



112 
 

(Screams) 

BLACKOUT2 

This description suggests a climax of events that would eventually end with a mother’s 

horrifying scream followed by blackout. The actress playing the mother had very few 

lines to build to this purely emotional response and had a good deal of trouble making the 

moment believable. Also the melodramatic convention of a woman screaming and then 

immediate blackout does not sit with contemporary audiences the same way it would 

have with an audience in 1939. The theatrical convention itself would not support the 

realistic acting choice we had made. After much thought, I reassigned the scene in a style 

closer to expressionism. Though this was most likely not the way the original production 

tackled this problem it gave the actors a more accessible way to approach the scene. 

There was no longer a scream but it was not needed to understand the panic of the issue. 

 The scene in act 2 that takes place in the Senate benefitted tremendously from 

employing this expressionistic style. Originally, the Senators stood in two groups on the 

floor of the stage. As the debate grew, each Senator vies for position as they let their 

arguments take them up and over the set, resolving nothing. With the senators simply 

moving up and out over the space I had not found anything innovative or new to bring to 

the scene. I decided to highlight the Senate, representing the law’s ineptitude to make any 

social change. I restaged the scene so that the Senators were standing regally in a large 

circle filling up the building, now leaving the floor bare. The Senators would freeze to 

listen to arguments being made before erupting and moving into a new pose. As each 

Senator spoke and objected they became more entangled and their physical relationship 

became more violent as they would strike new poses in the center of the building. The 
                                                        

2 Arent, …one-third of a nation, 1-4c-3. 
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more they talked the more they got entangled and less regal, as seen in Figure 4.1. 

Reblocking this took time and a good deal of stepping back and giving specific direction 

to each actor about the exact position they needed to assume. To the actor’s credit they 

were always willing to embrace major changes and specific direction because they knew 

it was a far more compelling choice. 

 

 
 

Figure 4.1. The senators freeze after another round of objections gets them more 
entangled. Photograph by Baylor Photography. 
 

 We also learned that being able to identify the style of the scene did not mean that 

we had cracked the code making it work. Act1 scene4b, the scene immediately before the 

cholera scene, was very difficult to perform even though we knew for sure that the acting 
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style was modern realism. This scene depicts two young lovers who are trapped in their 

circumstances and facing a crossroads in their young lives and relationship. The two 

sophomore actors playing this scene struggled with the language, the emotion, and the 

tempo of the action. One of the things we discovered was that because of the episodic 

nature of the play, some of the more emotionally involved scenes move so quickly that 

there is very little time for the actors to track the action appropriately without becoming 

melodramatic. It was often difficult for our young, contemporary actors with traditional 

views of realism to play honesty in the scene. I arranged time for the actors to work with 

their acting teacher to find a way to play the scene with authenticity and to interpret the 

lines in an appropriate manner. Such lines as, “Sure, I got a job. You know what else I 

got? I got a pain, Joe, right here,” proved to be difficult for a young contemporary actress 

to say without seeming cheesy and unreal. Extra work was needed to give the scene and 

the lines appropriate context. 

 The struggle with style and form had negative effects on the cast who were eager 

to participate in the play but often seemed to feel that they were constantly unsure of their 

footing and ownership of the play. There were times where the cast’s uncertainty about 

their exact role in the process caused mental blocks and kept them from making bold 

choices. I empowered a few of the seniors in the ensemble to assume leadership of the 

warm-ups. In particular I asked them to lead the noise and action circle in hopes that the 

commitment of the seniors would trickle down to the underclassman who often wanted to 

jump in but were unsure of the best way to do so. The entire theatre department at Baylor 

seemed very fatigued after having worked on a large musical for nearly two months and 

this greatly affected the energy of the One Third a Nation ensemble. The enthusiasm that 
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is always present at the beginning of a unique and exciting process can often give way to 

lethargy once the difficulties of trying something new become evident. It became 

necessary for me as a director to find ways to inspire the actors to continue to work 

toward an effective performance. Though each actor was an individual, the main tactic I 

used with the actors was asking them to employ the varied tools they had in their “actor 

tool box.” I pushed them to use the things they had learned through their training to solve 

difficult acting problems. We discussed different points of attack for each scene in a hope 

that we would find a way to make the scene work. 

 Pacing and precision became the name of the game in the final stages of rehearsal. 

The more precise a scene was performed the more moving and stunning it became. The 

routine of running an act, taking a break to give notes, and then working trouble areas 

helped to uncover the proper rhythm for each act. Some scenes took longer to find a 

rhythm than others, but once the tempo was found the actors were able to take more 

ownership of the scene. In the original production actors were only playing a fraction of 

the characters the actors in the Baylor production played; which would mean that the 

original performers would have been on stage a limited amount of time. Stylistically then 

each scene would have been one of only a few opportunities the actors had to show off 

their best work. Lem Ward, the director of the original production, would have 

encouraged the actors to make the scene fit their skills. In the Baylor production the 

ensemble was asked to shine in many different styles, some extremely foreign and 

difficult for them to understand. Taking a page from Ward and the FTP, I began to look 

for ways to make the scene reflect the actors being asked to perform the scene. 
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Finding the right style and tone to best showcase the skills of the actors was also 

evident in execution of the Little Man and Mrs. Andrews’ entrance. It was obvious in the 

adaptation when the interruption needed to occur but it was far more difficult to figure 

out exactly how to plan out an interaction with the audience when they were not there to 

work with. The entrance of the Andrews broke the fourth wall in a way that introduced a 

new style to the show. I knew I wanted the Andrews to actually interact with people 

sitting near them, but this was a hard thing to rehearse without actual people in the seats. 

It was impossible to simulate this act in rehearsal. In the design of the set we had a few 

seats on the far stage right side that were not ideal for audience members. We then 

decided that these would be the seats in which the Andrews would sit. The seats were in 

the front row and clearly visible by most of the audience. Since the seats were positioned 

to one side of the theatre, the Andrew’s interruption had to be strong enough that people 

could see it and yet subtle enough not to make the introduction of a new style frustrating 

to the audience. 

The lack of audience and the locality of the Andrews also made it difficult to 

know how the other ensemble members on stage were to react. When do you hear the 

argument? When does the audience hear the argument? When does the audience connect 

with them? How should the actors on stage react? Will the audience care? All of these 

questions were impossible to answer and equally difficult to rehearse. So instead of 

worrying about the unknowable we focused on what every good scene needs from its 

actors: What is the action of the scene? What do you want? I was confident in the ability 

of the actors playing the Little Man and Mrs. Andrews to improvise honest responses to 

any reaction the audience might have. Consequently, it became more about setting up 
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space in which every night the actors could surprisingly, effectively, and fluidly interrupt 

the show without being off-putting. Instead of having the precise, almost dancelike, 

movement of the rest of the show we created moments in which the actors could check-in 

with each other. The Andrews would begin arguing at the same time every night but 

because of the configuration of the space it was hard for the Loudspeaker to hear them at 

the same time every night. This meant it was important to have moments when the actor 

playing the Loudspeaker would know to look over and pretend to “hear” them even if she 

really did not. In order to make the interruption gradual and natural we did not want 

everyone to acknowledge the Andrews at the same time, so we built in specific times 

when the other actors would notice them. We worked hard to direct the audience’s gaze 

at an appropriate pace. In a space like the Mabee Theater people will inherently see and 

hear things at different times; however, there are specific ways in which we could 

manipulate the audience to have shared experience of the Andrews’s interruption. Like 

all portions of the production, once the appropriate style was found these moments 

opened up to great discoveries by the actors. 

There was something always exciting about the entrance of the Andrews that gave 

the show the final energy it needed to push to the end. However, how to handle what 

happened once the Andrews had given us this new energy was not an easy task. In the 

adaptation of the text all their questions and concerns had built up to the commandeering 

of the show by the Andrews. What the Andrews did with their newfound information and 

sense of purpose was integral to what the audience would take away from the show. In 

finding the best way to release this pressure we found it was important to strike the right 

balance between the couple. I worked with the actor playing Mrs. Andrews to find the 
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right level of confidence and amazement. We talked a lot about how much she already 

knew and what that would suggest about a woman in 1939 Texas. We also talked about 

finding the right balance of power between the couple. We tried to pinpoint specific times 

when they each took the lead. Just like the rest of the show identifying who was driving 

the action of the play was very important. It was nice seeing a couple sharing power so 

that they could both grow together. 

The Andrews clearly had to drive the last part of the play but the transition from 

audience member to leader had to be crafted carefully. Mrs. Andrews clearly already felt 

comfortable taking charge of the show and making things happen, we even gave her an 

opportunity to use the device of the clap that the Loudspeaker used to make the lights 

come up on a scene she didn’t want to end. Yet, eventually the ineptitude of the Senate 

and their quick exit leaves Mrs. Andrews alone and stunned in the center of the stage. We 

tried various ways to have the characters enter and interact with their new platform, the 

empty stage. There is something great about watching a character come to a well thought 

out conclusion, but for us the important thing became timing out when and at what pace 

this conclusion occurred. We decided that since the Little Man was the most hesitant 

about social change, it was his journey the audience needed to follow. Mrs. Andrews 

would then be the one who came up with the plan of action. At first, the journey was 

almost solely hers, with the Little Man following along, but this action seemed wrong and 

one-sided. Instead of focusing on the moment when the couple is moved to action we 

tried to focus on their struggle leading up to their decision to become active. Advocacy 

should come from well thought-out analysis, so we slowed the fever pitch of the show to 

ensure that the Andrews did not just look like reactionaries. We did not want to down 
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play the joy that comes from making a stand against injustice, but we also did not want 

the scene to feel like the joining of a bandwagon. 

The final piece of the One Third of a Nation puzzle to be discovered was the best 

way to effectively move on the set. Though many pieces of the set had been present from 

the beginning of rehearsal, not all of the layers, in particular the highest ones, were 

immediately safe. We were often forced to restage entire scene shifts, because each time 

a new piece became usable the movement and look of the piece changed. An integral part 

of every one of the rehearsals was checking for sightlines and reevaluating the angles and 

stage pictures. The set created the opportunity for dynamic looks that helped combat the 

poor sightlines of the Mabee Theater. I also learned that just as it was important to know 

the acting style of every scene it was also important to know how those decisions 

changed the look of the set. In the scenes where modern realism was the style, the 

architecture of the space had to be honored far more than in the sequences that were more 

expressionistic or vaudevillian. 

 
Technical Rehearsal 

Technical rehearsals provided an entirely new set of opportunities to learn about 

the Living Newspaper form. It became clear that this was a form designed for a large 

workforce. Though technical rehearsals are always full of new learning experiences and 

pitfalls, the scope of this show brought new challenges for which I was not fully 

prepared. The designers had not been in the rehearsal room to make all the discoveries 

about the style with us. We had to bring them up to speed, and in many cases, make new 

discoveries about the style and substance of the production. 
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 Going into technical rehearsals my biggest concern was that we only had six 

working days to resolve any issues with the many different costumes used in the show. 

Though I had seen all the costumes on the rack earlier, I had little time to check the 

appropriateness of the costumes and how the actors would look in them. To their credit 

the actors were very active in working with whatever new costume pieces, element, or 

blocking that was thrown at them. It was also clear during the first dress rehearsal that not 

all the costumes were complete. The amount of costumes, and the inexperience of the 

whole team working with them, made it difficult to know which costumes were not right 

because the actor grabbed the wrong one and which were not correctly chosen by the 

designer. Making sure that all the costumes were the right style, and time period, and that 

they fit the actors properly was a massive undertaking that took up much of the tech 

rehearsals. 

 Tech week was also the only time to make sure that the lights could move from 

style to style. Though my lighting designer had created some amazing looks ahead of 

time, once seen in the context and flow of the play, many of the looks had to be adjusted. 

Changing styles meant that like the rest of the artistic team the lighting designer had to be 

adept and quick at changing earlier plans. The concept of the show also meant that the 

lights had to resemble 1930s live theatre more than contemporary technology. The 

immense talent of the lighting designer to create polished looks at times had to be 

tempered for a rougher or simpler look of a 1930s production. 

 One of our biggest explorations was the use of spotlights as representation of live 

theatre without allowing constant movements to be distracting. This was particularly true 

in the scene in which the Andrews interrupt the action of the play. As the Andrews’ 
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argument escalates and they end up taking over the conversation the spotlights noticeably 

swing over to them blinding them momentarily and though still in their seats, giving them 

all the audience’s attention. The spotlight operators had to have the same level of 

practiced spontaneity as the actors on stage. This took practice and many conversations 

with the lighting designer about what this should look like. We eventually came to a 

conclusion about the right level of movement and intensity. We also found other 

appropriate moments to use the spotlights so that their obvious presence at the Andrews 

entrance was not distracting. 

 Almost every technician and designer working on One Third of a Nation, 

including myself, was involved in their first or second production on the Baylor 

mainstage in their current role. Though all of us had faculty mentors, most of the team 

was still learning about the best way to go through tech. The technical process was run 

smoothly; however, at times during tech rehearsals I felt like there was a lack of direction 

and drive amongst the designers and run crew. I came into conflict with my desire to get 

stuff done and the young artists need for time and space. My stage manager was a gentle, 

soft-spoken woman, who from day one had magnificently balanced my faster louder 

energy in the rehearsal room. This was only her second show as a stage manager and by 

far the biggest. The task of stage managing the show was complicated because she had 

been put onto the show so late in the process. During tech rehearsals when things were 

not happening as fast as I wanted, I would unwisely push her to find a way to move 

along. This unfortunately culminated in me snapping at her while trying to get her 

attention when she was listening to an issue on her headset. I tried hard to keep calm and 

never get visibly upset during the tech process; however, my desire to get things done 
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meant that I pushed unfairly on my stage manager. In my mind I was doing the right 

thing by keeping my stage manager in charge of the process, but by pushing her to my 

speed I was robbing her of the power. In turn I put undue stress on her when she was 

already handling things well. In trying to save the rest of the cast and crew from my push 

I unfairly put all the responsibility for my stress on her. This of course did not actually 

save the cast or crew from the anxiety of tech week.  

 The general tension of tech week was felt amongst the cast in a different way. I 

continued to give acting notes, changes in blocking, and alterations in costumes all the 

way up to opening night. Most of the actors and technicians embraced all these changes 

with grace and a positive attitude. The challenge and uniqueness of the show was exciting 

to them and gave them a sense of freedom from boring expectations. I am also sure there 

was a sense of trepidation about whether or not they were performing the show in the 

correct way, but they willingly followed my lead rightly or wrongly though I’m certain 

they still had their concerns. The preshow tension came to a head after our third technical 

rehearsal. One of our senior actors developed a strong tendency to deflect every note 

given to her by either giving some excuse or blaming someone else for the mistake. On 

this night when I gave her a note, which I had given her before, she continued to disagree 

with me in front of the rest of the cast. It became clear that we were getting nowhere, so 

in order to move on I asked her to look at the moment in question and make a different 

choice of any kind because what she was doing was not working. After notes, as people 

were leaving, I went to try and clarify my point for the actress, but before I could express 

my thought she began to passionately inform me that she and the entire cast thought I was 

condescending and rude to them. She informed me that the way I talked to the cast was 
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inappropriate and that they all felt that way. She was visibly upset so I wanted her to be 

able to express her thoughts. I listened to her calmly and apologized and said that I would 

take responsibility for my actions and the way I talked to them, but I still needed her to 

take responsibility for making the adjustments I asked for. She left, and I calmly turned 

my attention to the other artists waiting to speak to me. When I arrived home that night 

another senior actor who had witnessed the outburst texted me and told me that what had 

been said was untrue and that the cast totally supported the project and me. I thanked her 

for her support, and then sent a few informal texts to get the temperature of the senior 

members of the cast who I thought might possibly be feeling the same stress. I did not 

mention what had been said by the disgruntled actor, but simply asked how they were 

feeling about the process. Everyone seemed to be in good spirits so I felt like her opinion 

was a relatively isolated anxiety inspired incident. As soon as this incident arose I could 

sense this was a more individual problem than one for the whole cast; however, I also 

realized that I had not been aware enough of this actor’s needs and risked letting this 

actor get angry enough to effect the rest of the cast in a negative way. The next rehearsal 

the issue seemed behind us and I focused on showing more grace and patience for the 

whole team. 

 By the time preview night came around everyone was in better spirits and was 

certainly ready for an audience. The preview rehearsal was populated by theatre 

department students and a few people from the shop classes required to see the show. 

Though there were costume pieces that were still wrong and a few muffed cues the 

preview went off without a hitch. The theatre students, as always, were a responsive and 

supportive audience, and the student athletes from the shop class were all engaged in the 
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play. The small audience empowered the cast. My only comment to the cast was to 

encourage them to allow the full opening night audience the next night to empower them 

to push the show to its full potential. Because of the rarity of Living Newspaper 

performances it was only in seeing the audience reaction to the show that we were able to 

analyze its effect. The next chapter will be a response to the audience reaction of the 

production as well as analysis of the entire process from concept to opening night. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

Production Reaction 

 

Introduction 

 This chapter will review and analyze the success and overall impact of Baylor’s 

production of One Third of a Nation with special emphasis on the effectiveness of my 

directorial leadership and artistic decision-making. My interest from the beginning was to 

explore the ways in which the FTP’s Living Newspaper, and in particular the regional 

productions, were an early precursor to the contemporary community-engaged work that 

I had studied and want to participate in postgraduation. The FTP as an organization 

worked diligently to create both great pieces of art and opportunities for cultural 

exploration and education. From the beginning a spirit and methodology of community 

engagement influenced every decision I made. My adaptation allowed for both artistic 

and social exploration of the play’s themes and I felt early on that attempting to create a 

mural of the housing issue was the right choice. The mural provided a very strong lens by 

which to view the play and to move forward with the production. 

 

Goals/Spirit 

 The adaptive concept of the production was not only influential to the artistic 

decisions but also instilled a generous mindset in the artists. I was so pleased to see the 

artistic team embracing generosity and awareness throughout the whole process. We tried 

to uncover in our conversations how the issues dealt with in the play were at work both 

historically and in our own time. I was very pleased about the cast and crew’s awareness 
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and sensitivity to the major issues in the play. Traditionally, after the show closes the cast 

presents the director with a gift to create a lasting memory of the show. For this 

production I was presented with a card containing a composite of different lines from the 

play. It read, 

On this, the 16th of November, in the year of our lord, 2014, we, the company of 1/3 of a Nation, 

to create a BUT spirit of unity, to provide financial assistance to this city, for the elimination of 

unsafe and unsanitary housing conditions, for the development of decent and safe dwellings. For 

these purposes, we would like to make available the sum of $100. Donated to the Heart of Texas 

Homeless Coalition in the name of Adam Flores, we believe it is just as important to keep a man 

alive as it is to kill him. 

 

I was thrilled and elated by the gift that signaled to me that the cast understood that the 

project extended past the close of a normal production. Of course many of the elements 

of the production were very traditional, but the cast understood we had attempted to find 

new ways to extend the conversation of housing beyond the mere telling of a story.  

 

Adaptation 

 Early in the directing process, I was unaware of the level of adaptation that was 

needed for the script to fit my vision of the show. I am neither a skilled adaptor nor a 

playwright, so this process was a huge challenge for me.  I wish I had been able to pull 

more facts and information about 1930s Waco, Texas into the adaptation, or at least 

connected more about Texas to the information already present in the play. The themes in 

the play are still incredibly relevant to the contemporary audience. I do not think that it 

would have been useful to simply add more contemporary information and references and 

in turn risk losing the heart of the show. I think the main point of the adaptation was to 

bridge the gaps between the original and the contemporary audience. Much of this was 

done in omitting some of the more dated language, but I believe more creative ways to 

present information about 1930s Waco, Texas could have been found. This kind of work 
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is impossible to direct at a general audience, and with more foresight, resources, and time 

I could have adapted the script in a way that would reach the Baylor audience in a more 

tailored way.  

 The Baylor adaptation was shorter and more streamlined than the original text. 

The first act consistently ran about fifty minutes, with the second act running only forty-

five minutes. With all the facts and figures in the show a quick running time was 

important in order to keep the contemporary audiences interested and engaged. The 

creation of a quickly moving and engaging play should be credited not only to the 

adaptation but also to the cast and crew who worked diligently to ensure that the show 

did not drag or move too slowly.  Many of the people and places in the show were 

unfamiliar to the contemporary Baylor audience; however, the quick pace of the show 

and precision of the performances kept all the new information compelling. I believe 

there were parts of the adapted script that successfully connected the history of the play 

to a contemporary audience. There is of course still room for improvement, in particular 

with regards to the geographic relationship between Texas and New York City. 

 I had the time but not the foresight to see how important research and adaptation 

drafts would be to this process. We had an early reading of the play in the Spring of 2014 

but this came with minor cuts, about 4 pages, and was primarily designed to see if the 

character breakdown was effective. It wasn’t until the end of the summer that I realized 

how much adaptation needed to be made. I also then was focused on making the script 

streamlined with connections to Texas, without taking time to really define the Central 

Texas audience and fully adapt the show to them. A complete adaptation would have 
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been truly in the spirit of the FTP, but like the Seattle production in 1938 it quickly 

became clear that full adaptation takes time and money that are rarely afforded to artists.  

 

Casting 

 The cast was a young, energetic, and diverse group with only a few senior actors 

with mainstage experience. I had decided which characters were to be played by which 

actor long before the auditions. Once I had the ensemble compiled I then assigned them 

to the “Actor” from the character breakdown according to type, to determine the 

character track they’d be assigned. In the end I wish I had found a way to give myself a 

little bit more wiggle room with character assignments.  There were of course 

considerations such as costumes and rehearsal schedules that made solidifying the actor 

assignments important to do prior to auditions. However assigning actors to all the roles 

before the style of each scene and the skills of the actor had been determined had many 

detrimental effects. Though having a sense of who was needed for the show and what 

kind of workload they would have was helpful, this total assignment before rehearsal was 

hindering at times. The character breakdown had been made mostly with workload and 

type in mind; however, I was unable to truly understand how style should have been 

incorporated into the character breakdown. There were some scenes that just did not have 

the right actor playing the right part. There were also times when the distribution of parts 

and stage time were uneven as well. I could have utilized the talents of my cast, and in 

turn I think found the style and rhythm of the show quicker had I had the freedom to 

change casting once in rehearsals.  

 I was absolutely thrilled with the work of the three actors who played the 

Loudspeaker, Little Man, and Mrs. Andrews. The actress playing Loudspeaker was 
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graceful, elegant, powerful, and strong while being able to fade into the background and 

let the action play in front of her.  She commanded the stage with a gracious touch that 

the production needed. The Andrews were fantastic about exploring the development of 

their interruption so that no matter what happened while sitting in the audience they 

would be ready. They excelled at making a huge positive impact in their limited time on 

stage, and the audience truly loved and identified with them. 

 

Rehearsal 

 The element of the rehearsal process that I have reflected on the most is the way 

in which to balance artistic leadership and an experimental exploration of style. This was 

my thesis production, I was the director, I was the leader of the process, but at the same 

time there was much I simply did not know going into the first rehearsal. I always try to 

be honest with my cast, but it was important that I was especially transparent in order to 

maintain a level of trust from the cast. I wanted them to know that though I did not have 

all the answers I was embracing the process and needed their trust and honesty to garner 

any success with the show. Early on I let them know that the success of the show would 

be more on them than on my direction. Of course this made some of the younger actors, 

more accustom to strict direction, nervous but overall they embraced this mentality as 

part of the generosity the whole show required and were very supportive through much of 

the process. 

 

Scope/Outreach 

 From the beginning I wanted the experience of the show to extend well beyond 

the boundaries of the stage. I had many grand ideas about filling the lobby with actors, 
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newspapers, information to read, as well as posters of other WPA projects and shows, etc. 

so the evening would be more experiential and not just voyeuristic. Unfortunately, this 

required much more time and coordination than expected, and ultimately I was required 

to turn all my attention to the stage. The play has a real world call to action so I felt that 

the performance should help usher the audience and the call to action from the theatre 

and into the real world. 

 This predominate thought that the production would be extremely experiential and 

overflow far past the edge of the show lasted well past the point when the actual design 

no longer fully supported that idea. I had to temper my original concept of the show 

spilling out into the lobby to really adhere to the strong concept of the mural; however, in 

my mind this would simply mean that the lobby and the information found in it would 

need to be more extensive to help extend the call to action. 

During the summer I had set up meetings with a few local organizations to see 

what the housing need in Waco actually was, and to discover in what ways the production 

might be a useful starting point for a conversation about housing. The response from the 

non-profit organizations in the area was unanimously positive. They were excited about 

trying to find a way to work with Baylor theatre. I was able to set up a connection with 

the organizers of Baylor’s National Hunger and Homeless Awareness Week, which is a 

week of activities and outreach on campus once a year that serendipitously began the 

Saturday of our show. A block of tickets was bought by the organizers and some of their 

volunteers, and a public post-show discussion was set up specifically with local non-

profits. I was very excited that there was a way to extend, in some small part, the 

conversation about housing needs in Waco.  
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I had also envisioned having booths and information available for the audience as 

they exited the show. My hope was that they would respond to the production and carry 

their desire for social change into the larger community.  The local artist who had created 

the original woodcut art used in the posters, seen below in Figure 5.1, had also 

volunteered to make a limited edition of the wood cut prints to sell at the show, with all 

the proceeds going to a local charity. These actions were designed to model and point out 

the way in which Baylor Theatre was interested in making a difference and not just 

talking about the problems. 

 

 
 

Figure 5.1. Original woodcut print by Maggie Holland. 

 

I had to temper my enthusiasm for this community outreach with a focus on the 

stage. My advisor wisely reminded me often that if the show were awful it would not 

cause any change regardless of things I had organized. Consequently, I gave the 
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information and connections with the organizations to the Baylor Theatre Box 

Office/Public Relations team with hopes that they would take care of the production’s 

needs. Unfortunately, I was upset to realize that on opening night none of these pieces 

were present at the theatre.  The Box Office/Public Relations team had not followed 

through with and of my requests. There was no table with information and no way to sell 

the artwork. Fortunately, the next day a Public Relations work-study student took it upon 

herself to visit a few of the different non-profit organizations with which we had been 

talking and to collect information to give to the audience. She also secured a display table 

from the Hunger and Homelessness Awareness Week organizers on which to display the 

information. And by the third performance the artwork to be auctioned was made 

available to the audiences. Upon reflection, I am glad that I did not try to direct the show 

and focus on all this added outreach at the same time, but by not attending to the matter 

more closely the artwork and information display was not as successful as I had hoped.  

This aspect of the production proved to be a tremendous learning experience for 

me because I want so badly to focus my future work on outreach and engagement to 

nontraditional audiences. I learned that successful theatres have a way in which they feel 

comfortable working, and to experiment with that model can have growing pains. I 

learned that it takes a special kind of empowerment and supervision to integrate activism 

into a well-established production model.  I am very thankful to the Public Relations 

work-study student for understanding my vision and stepping up to make things happen. 

The production did not create a ground swell of immediate impact but the post 

show led to public discussions with local non-profits. Additionally, we were able to raise 

two hundred and fifty dollars for a local charity for the homeless in Waco. These are very 
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small victories. I never had any delusion that the play would change the world but I felt 

certain that not attempting to make some kind of impact, however small, would be 

disingenuous to the spirit of the play and the FTP. The artistic concept of the adaptation 

and the show required that some sort of outreach be attempted. The effect of the outreach 

was limited, but I was proud of the production and the department for attempting 

something new and fresh, not just for the sake of being new but for a good cause. 

 

Design 

 As discussed before, the design process had delays and problems that made the 

final product not all it could have been. There were some very successful elements to the 

design, but overall we were not able to reach the high level of unity, cohesiveness, and 

clarity in design we had envisioned for the production.  The reasons for this has been 

mentioned earlier in this thesis. The greatest revelation about the design that came from 

seeing the show performed in front of an audience was the importance of providing the 

audience specific signifiers that they could relate to. I wish I had unified each scene 

around a single signifier from the set, props, or costumes. I wish the costumes had been 

centered around a simple more time neutral base costume and looked for simple pieces, 

like hats or glasses to signify difference. We should have spent more time early on 

discussing with all the designers what one signifier could be decided for each scene and 

finding unity in the way we used those. Instead of arguing historical accuracy and often 

leaving actors on stage with only the set layers to play against we could have built a set 

and costumes that could have been easily transformed with one big addition or 

subtraction.  
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The scene that best exemplifies what could have been done was the sequence in 

which we see the landlord first speculating on land. After the costume faculty had seen 

the show they wisely suggested streamlining the costumes in this scene to just hats. 

Astroturf was used as land and the sign the landlord used to mark his territory. These 

simple signifiers, seen in Figure 5.2, gave a sense of time without being too detailed, and 

clearly showed status as well as what was at stake. Though the final look of the scene did 

not come together until the final dress rehearsal it could have been a great jumping off 

point to coalesce all the elements of design. 

 

 
 

Fig 5.2. The Landlord shows the Man that he can not sit on the plot of land represented 

by the Astroturf rolled out on the second layer. Photograph by Baylor Theatre 

photographer Jared Tseng. 
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 All of the design elements were striking and bold, yet the show may have 

benefitted from being less prominent and able to fade into the background.  The 

silhouette of base costumes for the ensemble were not period neutral or vague enough. 

Not that the costumes needed to be drab or boring but in some cases they were so specific 

that it made it difficult to change them as easily as we needed. The set itself was large 

and visually stunning and while it was ever present it did not transform into the kind of 

individual looks that I had hoped. Reflecting on the benefits of the original scenic design, 

critical reviews continually praise the set, yet I should have noticed that often they would 

lower the act curtain and perform whole scenes in front of the curtain with simple set 

pieces to signify place. And though the original costumes were elaborate, many of the 

scenes were completely separate from the tenement building set and reliant on simple 

props or set pieces. I think we would have benefitted from a greater space for flow and 

problem solving beyond the levels and layers of the ziggurat. Having more neutral space 

and costumes that were added onto could have aided in finding the appropriate styles 

sooner, as well as aid the flow of the show. FTP artists knew that just because there are 

lots of resources available to create a large and striking visual world on stage, the best 

approach is often adopting a simple and straightforward design. 

 Another element of the design that ended up becoming problematic was the 

placement of the Loudspeaker’s tower and the subsequent way in which she was then 

hindered from movement. The placement of the tower and the difficulty of reaching and 

leaving the tower meant that the Loudspeaker had to remain in the tower and interact 

with the play from afar. I wanted a very realistic space somewhere in the show and it 

seemed as if the Loudspeaker’s tower was the appropriate place; however, the eventual 
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placement of the tower meant that she was cut off from being able to connect to the 

audience in a way that would have been more engaging. I tied my hands by keeping her 

in the tower. Once again my original ambitions of making the show reach into the 

audience were thwarted by my lack of foresight and the ease of practicality.  

 

Final Product 

 What eventually made it on to the stage was by far one of the most unique and 

challenging theatre experiences I have ever crafted. I wanted to challenge myself in form 

and intent. Every night the most exciting part of the show was the entrance of the Little 

Man and Mrs. Andrews late in the second act. Though the production moved from style 

to style many times, it was the final shift the audience felt when fellow audience 

members took over the show that was the most surprising and welcome. I spent a lot of 

time worrying about what was happening onstage when the Andrews interrupt the action, 

but the shift in mood came at such a welcome time that the audience had their eyes glued 

to this sudden interruption. The actors handled this moment in the performance with 

grace and charm every night. It felt like the Andrews were continually on the side of the 

audience. Of course it was clear that they were planted but the sudden shift nonetheless 

left many people energized anew. 

 The show took a turn after the entrance of the Andrews toward the tricky 

resolution. A singular solution could not solve the housing problem, nor could you find 

one that would be suitable to a majority of the audience, in particular our audience at 

Baylor. However, placing the blame on social inactivity is a more dynamic and widely 

accepted suggestion. The right tone of activism and optimism the show needed to end 
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with was also difficult for the original production to achieve, and our audience revealed a 

consistent uncertainty with how to process the production. 

 Following the run of One Third of a Nation, I was invited to almost all of the 

Theatre Appreciation post show discussions of the play, and heard the reviews of the 

student population who saw the play.  I think that the sermon model that many of the 

Baylor students are familiar to seeing in church where the audience is told clearly and 

directly what to do conflicted with the opened ended call to action in the play. The play is 

not as pointed as a sermon in its didacticism, wisely departing from the form of a sermon, 

but the foreignness of the new form was a stumbling block to many contemporary 

viewers. The lack of a clear solution to the housing problem seemed to cloud the 

understanding and acceptance of the play’s message for some people.  Not that these 

individuals did not seem to enjoy the show, but they wanted to be told exactly what to do 

now that they had been told there was a problem. 

 We had a few people walk out of the show, or leave at intermission. It is of course 

impossible to know all the reasons people might have felt compelled to leave; however, it 

now appears that most of those who left for content issues left because of their belief that 

the show was, anti-business, and therefore anti-American. One of my Theatre 

Appreciation students asked why businessmen were being presented as villains when 

they were just doing “good business.” This led to a fantastic discussion about the ethics 

of business and how “good business” can be morally corrupt. Another student said that he 

accepted the anti-business sentiment he had sensed by simply remembering the play was 

written in the 1930s. I suggested we look at the parallels of the Great Depression and the 

recession of 2008 for causes of the anti-business sentiment they felt. These are the kind of 
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conversations I had hoped the show would inspire. Of course the classes never jumped 

into these conversations purely on their own volition, but it was clear some of them had 

responded strongly to the show both negatively and positively. 

 

Leadership 

 Examining the artistic product also requires an examination of the leadership style 

that I employed during the process. Though there were many positive outcomes and 

byproducts of the show that I felt were a direct result of my leadership style there were 

also some negative results. Because of the collaborative nature of the FTP and the 

socially conscious nature of the play I wanted to have a more relaxed supportive 

leadership style. I wanted the artists to feel like they had freedom and trust to contribute 

to the project. The benefits of this were a real commitment from many of the artists to be 

bold and make choices. The biggest detriment to this style was that I failed to set up the 

correct parameters at the beginning for this freedom to prosper in a unified way. I was not 

explicit enough about what this freedom meant, and what I hoped would come from it. 

Many of the artists felt that even though they had freedom I still had a singular answer 

and vision we were all working toward. I didn’t communicate this early or clear enough, 

not only to the designers but to their mentors. This lack of clarification and then 

execution of leadership style was by far one of the biggest hurdles of the production. 

 As a director hoping to work with artists of all sorts of experience levels, it is 

important to me that I know how to communicate what exactly is expected of the artists. 

Furthermore, if the leadership style includes large amounts of freedom, then it becomes 

important to articulate the parameters of our goals in which the freedom will work best. 
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Though the artists need freedom I need to be strict with myself about the ways in which 

to work most effectively. 

 

Conclusion 

Overall I could not have asked for a better process or product for my thesis 

production. The project allowed for unique challenges in every aspect of production.  The 

amount of research required was extensive and there is still so much more information I 

wish I had had time to explore and discuss. I was pushed to not just direct the show but 

also adapt the script, an opportunity that I had never before undertaken to this level. As a 

director I was challenged to educate and guide a young design team that had to come to 

grips with a complicated theatrical form with which they were almost completely 

unfamiliar. I also got to work with a dedicated young cast to discover more about a play 

and a form rarely performed or discussed. There was the added benefit of watching an 

audience challenged nightly by the play’s structure as well as its content. Though some 

challenges were more difficult than others, some causing stumbling blocks and failures, I 

was thrilled that as a collection of artists we tried to take on such a complicated and 

unique play. Baylor had provided the space and support, and it was simply up to us to fail 

spectacularly or succeed victoriously. Though I certainly was not hoping for a failure and 

every night that the curtain goes up on a live performance there is the opportunity to fail, 

this production and its creative team consistently looked for ways to break our comfort 

zones. I am sure that every thesis director feels this way to a certain extent, and certainly 

every show has its own special problems. There was, however, something exciting and 

terrifying about the fact that such a limited number of theatre artists had ever dealt with 

the issues I was facing. Many people have struggled with how to make Mother Courage 
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and Her Children work as a show, but only a handful of directors have ever had the 

opportunity to adapt and direct One Third of a Nation. I of course am also one of only a 

handful of directors who knows firsthand how easy it is to mishandle One Third a Nation. 
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Figure A.1. The residents of the tenement realize there is a fire in the building. Photo by 

Baylor Theatre photographer Jared Tseng. 

 

 
 

Figure A.2. The Police arrive on the scene of the fire. Photo by Baylor Theatre 

photographer Jared Tseng. 
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Figure A.3. Trinity Church gives “land” (just Astrotuf) to some wealthy citizens. Photo 

by Baylor University Photography. 

 

 
 

Figure A.4. More and more tenants crowd onto the land. Photo by Baylor University 

Photography. 
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Figure A.5. The Landlord and his descendants look on from the steps as the tenants 

crowd together. Photo by Baylor University Photography. 

 

 
 

Figure A.6. Cholera strikes the tenement building. The stark lighting and sharp poses 

gave the scene a more expressionistic feel. Photo by Baylor Theatre photographer Jared 

Tseng 
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Figure A.7. Busker women clean out the tenement after cholera. Their cleaning turned 

into a light song and dance. This was one of the musical interludes added to the show and 

created by the performers. Photo by Baylor Theatre photographer Jared Tseng 

 

 
 

Figure A.8. Act 2 Scene 2b. A young couple discuss the option of having children. This 

couple was the couple the Andrews end up relating to. Photo by Baylor University 

Photography. 
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Figure A.9. The Andrews from their seats interrupt the show. This scene often rehearsed 

without audience around them. Photo by Baylor Theatre photographer Jared Tseng. 

 

 
 

Figure A.10. The vaudevillian performers explain to the Andrews how hard it is to for 

landlords to build affordable housing. Photo by Baylor University Photography. 
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Figure A.11. The Andrews look on to see the final tableau of the show. Every scene 

represented by one actor in the spot they were in during that scene. The housing mural. 

Photo by Baylor Theatre photographer Jared Tseng. 

 

 
 

Figure A.12. The lighting designer splashes the stage with a gobo to give a look 

reminiscent of the woodcut print texture. Reflected in the buildings hanging on the cycs 

in the back of the set. The Landlord leaves the stage. “You’ve got to have a place to live.” 

Photo by Baylor Theatre photographer Jared Tseng. 
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Figure A.13. The phone wires and working period speakers hanging over audience. Photo 

by Baylor Theatre photographer Jared Tseng. 

 

 
 

Fig A.14. One of Hallie Flanagan’s bookplates, featuring the “Swing Mikado.” Inside 

front cover of Box 41. From Hallie Flanagan Papers, *T-Mss 1964-002, Billy Rose 

Theatre Division, The New York Public Library for the Performing Arts.
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