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A Pop Parade of American Fantasy: Staging National Identity
in The Mother of Us All

Leslie Atkins Durham

In her seminal study of the dramatic works of Gertrude Stein, They Watch Me
As They Watch This, Jane Palatini Bowers argues that in her final libretto, The
Mother of Us All, Stein:

dramatizes the conflict between a female’s desire for power and
authority and her sexual and emotional need to merge with a
male other. Susan B. Anthony, the heroine of the play, resisted
her biological destiny—never marrying, never having children—
much like Gertrude Stein herself. Instead of becoming a natural
mother, Susan B. Anthony is the metaphorical mother of us all.!

Bowers’ text-based support for these assertions is extremely compelling, and,
if one were not studying the work from the perspective of performance, it might
seem superfluous to attempt to augment Bowers’ analysis in any way. But, as I
began investigating the way that The Mother of Us All was staged by the Santa Fe
Opera in 1976, 1 found that the performance text can be driven by issues very
different from those that Bowers suggests fuel the written text.

While all written dramatic texts are affected at some level by the interpretation
they receive from various artists and by the socio-cultural context in which they
are produced as they metamorphose into performance texts, Stein’s texts, I believe,
are more radically altered by these forces than most. This is due, in large part, to
the loose structures of the plays and librettos. Though The Mother of Us All is one
of Stein’s most conventional texts, containing named characters with well-known
historical counterparts and a discernible historical setting, it is not driven by plot.
It is instead a kaleidoscopic accumulation of verbal imagery—some lifted directly
from actual speeches made by Anthony and her opponent in the text, Daniel Webster,
and some of Stein’s own poetic imagining. Such a structure is marked by gaps and
inconsistencies; it is the task of the director and designer to fill some of these gaps
(and occasionally produce others) so that the play or libretto can stand imaginatively
incarnate on the stage.
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The filled textual gaps in The Mother of Us All provide ethnographic miniatures
of culture at the time of production, simultaneously structured by current social
and political concerns and structuring the ways audience members will engage
with these issues when they reconfront them outside the theatre. In the Santa Fe
Opera production the filled textual gaps are structured by, and simultaneously
structure, perceptions of patriotic national identity.

The Mother of Us All on the page

Before turning to the Santa Fe Opera’s transformation of The Mother of Us
Allinto a performance text, it is first necessary to review the distinguishing features
of The Mother of Us All as a written text. Critics, like Jane Palatini Bowers, often
note that this work, and the 1938 libretto Doctor Faustus Lights the Lights, are
much more formally conventional than Stein’s earlier writings, those composed
before she gained a large public following to whom she wanted to continue to
appeal. 1 will discuss the ways that this last dramatic work of Stein’s is a radical
departure from her earlier work, but I will also demonstrate that several of Stein’s
earlier dramatic strategies reappear in the late libretto in modified form.

Stein began the process of writing The Mother of Us All in 1945 when she and
Thomson received one of Columbia University’s annual Ditson Fund commissions
to create a new opera to be performed at the University’s theatre. She would
receive five hundred dollars for the work; he would receive a thousand—a sizable
commission for 1945. Stein and Thomson agreed that the opera should have a
nineteenth century setting, and then it was up to Stein to settle upon the precise
subject, so long, Thomson said, as she did not attempt to write an opera about
Abraham Lincoln. Stein contemplated treating the impeachment trial of Andrew
Johnson, as seen through the eyes of journalist Georges Clemenceau, before she
decided to write an opera about Susan B. Anthony and her struggle to win the vote
for women.

Anthony was not the only historical figure that Stein chose to write into her
opera. As Anthony’s nemesis, Stein selected Daniel Webster, a senator from
Massachusetts who spoke out against women’s rights and who also opposed the
Abolitionist cause. Other historical figures that Stein chose as characters were
President Andrew Johnson; Anthony Comstock, a Christian moralist who attempted
to censor literature; Thaddeus Stevens, an Abolitionist; President John Quincy
Adams; President Ulysses S. Grant; actress Lillian Russell; and various friends of
Stein’s including Constance Fletcher, Donald Gallup, Joseph Barry (Jo the Loiterer)
and Virgil Thomson (V.T.). There is also a character called G.S., but she is an
invention of Thomson’s and not Stein’s. Stein died of cancer in 1946 before
Thomson finished his score. Thomson took the liberty of adding the G.S. character
as a companion for the V.T. character Stein had created (and at one time deleted
when she had had a disagreement with Thomson) as a kind of master of ceremonies.
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Critics are quite right in asserting that a cast of characters with well-known
(or at least knowable, in the case of Stein’s friends) historical counterparts is
distinctly more conventional than Stein’s early plays, such as What Happened and
A Circular Play, A Play in Circles, in which there are absolutely no characters
designated at all. At the same time, however, one must also note that these are
hardly intimately rendered psychological portraits. Instead, these characters are
more like bright, vivid flashes of quirky historical color. Further, the historical
figures that these characters represent did not all live at the same time. For example,
even though the lifetimes of Anthony and Webster overlap, their years in the public
‘sphere were parts of different generations. Stein takes quite generous liberties
with chronology in bringing her diverse cast of characters together. In this sense,
the characters function like the words in Stein’s earlier plays: torn from grammatical
contexts and conventional usage, they take on new and different meanings. Ulysses
S. Grant announces that “He knew that his name was not Eisenhower.”2 Meanwhile
John Adams, the second U.S. president spends the entire opera trying to woo Stein’s
contemporary, Constance Fletcher. In bringing all the characters into a singular
dramatic time, Stein crumples the trajectory of linear chronological time in a manner
akin to her Cubist counterparts in the visual arts. Pieces of history, seen from
unfamiliar angles, are juxtaposed with other decontextualized bits of historical
color in order to call into question standard patriarchal notions of historical
development. Such a strategy, in its clear parallels with collage, necessarily involves
gaps and fissures rather than seamless linear organization. Stein leaves spaces in
her text into which the reader can paste herself and her own historical moment as
points of further comparison.

The fact that these characters have lines directly assigned to them is also a
departure from Stein’s early work where there is no division of lines since there
are no characters. Stein even took some of the lines that she assigns to her characters
from the pages of history. Portions of Anthony’s lines come directly from her
address to The Daughters of Temperance, her first public speech, given in 1849,
while others allude to a speech she made to the Washington Convention of the
National American Women’s Suffrage Association, given in 1896.3 Likewise,
portions of Webster’s speeches are taken directly from an 1830 debate with Senator
Hayne from South Carolina.# Though line divisions are absent in her early
compositions, Stein’s appropriation of pre-existing material is a strategy that she
used in these more abstract works. In the early plays, Stein inserted snippets of
nursery rhymes, bits of jingles, clichéd phrases or other familiar sayings into her
punning abstractions in order to play with the reader’s ear, making the familiar
unfamiliar and vice versa. This linguistic play was a way of encouraging the reader
to abandon familiar modes of perception, inadequate to Stein’s peculiar dramatic
situations, and seek more adventurous ones. In the context of The Mother of Us
All this technique seems to have become directed toward a more specific goal.






