Red Devil Battery Sign: An Approach to a
Mytho-Political Theatre

James Schlatter

COD_ V e_ntlgnal l“1 I wmdvrn has lono held that the final twan decadec
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of Tennessee Wllhams s writing life constituted a sad, embarrassing, but
perhaps ultimately unavoidable slide into artistic self-caricature, self-pity,
and drug-induced self-annihilation. Obsessively working and re-working dra-

matic material, he still could not, so it is argued, write himseif out of that
great theatre of himself, returning like a dog to his vomit to the same pubes-

cent myths, the same psychic traumas, the same guilt and remorse. He had
said it all before, and better, a long time ago.
An even more conventional and more petrified piece of critical wis-
dom holds that Williams was never reaily, except in the most genericaily
t-humanist way, a committed political writer, a writer of explicit social
commentary. As C.W.E. Bigsby writes in Volume Two of 4 Critical Intro-
duction to Twentieth-Century American Drama, “Williams was more in-
clined [than Arthur Miller] to see that public world as an image of determin-
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m that could never be defeated or transformed by the impact of the mor al
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accurately publi c——1mamnat10n It is also a play in Wthh Will-
iams, in hlS attempt speak to the American political culture of the 1970’s,
took key characters, themes, and theatrical motifs with which he had been
creatively absorbed since the begmmng of his writing life and radically re-
fashioned them to create a aily new w
In order to effectively situa

Williams’s own writin g career and within the larger 1 st rica 1 ment of
mid-1970’s America, it i 5 t i iti

emotional temper of

Williams slipped into ever deepening states of delusional paranoia regard-
ing friends, colleague j ¢ i

.
11 ves +n
livesto hiscareer, inp

in its own American brand of self-absorption, selt mty, and paranoia, or at
least so was our head of state. There was probably no more lonely, fright-
ened, or paranoid man in America in those times than the Quaker boy from
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head now?”(48) It could be an eplt p h for the age.

And Red Devil Battery Sign was written for those times. I have chosen
to call it a “mytho-political” play because the world it evokes has less in

......

common with a SDCClIlC socio-economic milieu as created Dy, say, Arthur
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Miller or Clifford Odets, and more with the wasted landscapes of Sam

Shepard, whose plays evoke a mythical America in which the primal forces
of the national psyche—Ilove, sex, death, dreams, and power—rise up and

take exotic or grotesque human shape. Red Devil is grounded in an immedi-
ate political context. Conceived during the Water g te hearings, the Dlay

set in Dallas just after Kennedy’s assassination. But the atmosphere is less
that of a particular and immediately r"cagmzable time and place than of a
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Kafkaesque political present in which faceless men in grey suits wear dark
glasses and tiny white ear phones, and in which anonymous powers rule by
assassination and “disappearing” dissenters.

What is most revealing about Red Devil, however, is how Williams
takes certain archetypes of character and ritualized action which had deeply
engaged him virtually throughout his writing career and fundamentally re-
fashions them to construct an image of a contemporary political world i
crisis. King del Rey and the Woman Downtown, the two central characters
around whose passionate and passionately honest relationship the play is
constructed, are both well-familiar figures from Williams’s playwriting past.
Red Devil is a remarkably reimagined version of a story to which Williams
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had been drawn as early as 1940: the Orpheus and Eurydice myth. Batile of
Angels and its substantially rewritten version, Orpheus Descending, follow
a vagabond singer-guitar player into a dark Southern underworld of racist
hatred and carnal and capitalist rapacity to rescue his beloved. In these ear-
lier Orpheus-Eurydice versions Williams seemed rather morbidly drawn to

contains the three elements most appealing to his stubborn romant1c1sm, the
same that drew Cocteau to it: poetry, love, and death”(283). Such a potent
admixture of powers must end in catastrophe, and Orpheus is destined, tragi-

cally if beautifully, to die
But if King del Rey also dies in Red Devil he doesn’t go down without
putting up an honorable fight to rescue the Woman Downtown, although her
rescue, as will be discussed, is a deeply ironic one. And if King and the
Woman are recognizablie from earlier work, they speak here in a new voice,
a voice that is unmistakably Williams’s own but strengthened by a new moral
authority. It is a public rather than a specifically political voice, one that
refuses any longer to retreat into narcissistic self-dramatization and wallow
in self-pity. It is the voice of characters who choose to stop running and to
take a stand, however unsteady, and who refuse any longer to be silent.
In the character of King Del Rey Williams atfcm__ntq to bridge an emo-

nh is amtua toward male power, an amblva-

tional chasm within himself

ence whi }\ {-‘ornnrl a anl
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and patriarch. In reatlng h1s male character h e seems emotlonallv snllt
between such figures as Val Xavier and Jabe Torrance in Orpheus Descend-

-
=
o
H
=}
3
P-"
lr:
(e}
‘Q-
¢
wn
3
o s
oo
o]
D
3
:.‘
f
:"b »
1"D
5
.:‘_'n =
‘2
=3
(=]
s}
uz g
<-o, (¢}
= -
('D
?.
3"
'D
vy
o
2
'E?:
(")
('D
1)
=3

1998




96 Schlatter

ing or Chance Wayne and Boss Finley in Sweet Bird of Youth. Ironically,
when he did create male characters such as Stanley Kowalski and Big Daddy,
who exhibit both a vital Lawrentian potency and patriarchal power, he pro-
duced some of his most impressive and complex characters. But the balance
was almost impossible to maintain.

King Del Rey is just such a complex hybrid. He is, like Val Xavier, a
singer, the leader of a mariachi band. He is Latin— actually part Mexican,
pdr[ American—and he carries himself f with the relaxed sexual aulh\uuy
and unself-conscious ease that Williams perceived in and came to love so
much about the men of that cuiture. But King is also a father and family
man. His daughter, La Nina, is a kind of soul mate to him. He does not own
her, as Boss Finley owns his daughter. In fact, years before father and daugh-
ter had sung “duetos” together with his band when its star was on the rise.
But because of King’s patriarchal tendencies to idealize and control La Nina,
she ran away to Chicago and fell in love with a young man, Terrence McCabe.
In the play the young couple come home to be married and reconcile with
King.

The image of a protective, doting father/daughter relationship is posi-
tively alien to William’s world. Indeed, the portrayal of a relationship be-
tween any parent and child, male or female, that is not emotionally wounded
or crippled beyond healing is rare in his work. And Williams portrays sev-
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eral in Red Devil. King actually comes to serve as a surrogate father to his

Ansrsalitann?a fiamn Ten
daughter’s fiancé. In a moving scene that recalls that between Brick and Big

Daddy in Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, King and McCabe come to understand and
even respect each other, aithough King initially despises McCabe because
the chief source of his allure for La Nina is the fact that he carries a gun. The
first thing La Nina whispers to her mother when they meet again is, “Mama,
he’s got a pistol on him!”(66). McCabe is a doomed juvenile desperado in

mrnlring and ing hag tn gton h

lhc 1u¢u\1u5, ainda N Had W Swp nim.

King convinces McCabe to hand him the gun as a pledge of McCabe’s
sincerity and honor in loving his daughter. McCabe then tells King that the
real reason La Nina fell in love was because she saw that “[y]ou [McCabe]
are in pain like—my father”(77). He also tells King that La Nina is pregnant,
and because the two men meet now as fathers McCabe acknowledges to
King that “I may be a stranger to you. You’re not to me”(80). If a writer who
lived much of his emotional life on the run could create a scene in which
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two characters, more significantly two men, could stand together and make

their truce, then I think that we must at least consider that that writer is

attempting to move out of his self-protective world of personal emotional
fetishes and into a public worid of social meaning and moral choice. It is

especially m ‘v"ng to read this scene in the light of Lyle Leverich’s biogra-
phy, which reveals that Williams actually had a fierce love/hate relationship

with his father, who broke his son’s h because he was incapable of lov-
ing unconditionally his “unmanly” son.

King del Rey remains tragically split b

et
family and to the Woman Downtown, whom he also attempt s to save, chiefly
ts her

from herself. He not only loves but respects

1. +~ +,
1er to become, to be named, “the Woman D

b

pithet for a woman who prowls t 1e hotel bars i downtown Dallas in a

pathetlc search for nightly company. In this new mcarnatlon of the Orpheus-

Eurydice myth, Williams appears much more focused on the bond of respect
and recoonition that oarows between King and the Woman Downtown and
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less on the catastrophe that fate, in his earlier work, seemed inevitably to

wreak upon fugitive lovers.
Tha “’nmnvi 1))
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he
Torrance but v
of the forces both of light an
beauty queen and the Great Whor

The Woman Downtown

does need desperately to be saved, but it is not
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her fragile soul or broken sexuality that needs protection but her voice, spe-
ciﬁcally the voice of her conscience. Raised by her rich and powerful Texas

ic p"bl"‘ property, she supplied the wholesome

e
chiavellian pow: nlmcq Kepta l, ways on the nermherv
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e of de
ncriminating papers and with the help of a kind judge, her godfather (an
another benevolent father- er
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ton to tell what she knows.
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rotection the Woman h been hidden away in a
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brains operated on. Surgeons cut into King’s skull to remove part of a tumor
wmcn continues to rob him of his power o of s peech and although the narra-

L 1€3m £ ol fmtiimmane amd alanhal Mha ool
wants to lose herself'in fanta; lasy, pu y sical intin 1aCy, ana aiConol. { 1 1 periumc

she wears is called “Night Flight.”) But King does not allow her to lose

herself, to forsake her will. He refuses to Iet her become “the Woman Down-
town.” He refuses her offer to escape into bed and sex and demands that she
sit in a chair and tell him who she really is: “Just sit there like a lady and tell

me who itis that I'love and make loveto’ (49) And she does, and so recovers
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i a
of older dramat material. He first appears in a one-act written by Williams

in the late thirties called “Death is a Drummer,” which was rewritten as a
full-length play titled Me, Vashya!. The Drummer, whose given name is Sir

‘ashya Zontine, is an unscrupulous arms dealer and sexual carnivore who
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beats the drums of war. His mentally and physically abused wife shoots him
dead with onc of his own guns after she is rescued from him by a young
pacifist poet. In looking at the Drummer character one can see the influence

on Wllhams of the highly politicized theatre culture of the 1930’s, in whic
the plays of Clifford Odets, the Group Theater, and the W.P.A. Living News-
papers played an integral role.

Red Devil Battery Sign ends with a bizarre and disturbingly ambiguous
tableau. Having kilied the Drummer, Kin;

appears that his brain, which had been deteriorating through the course of
the play, just finally gives out, silencing him for good. The Woman neither

o
goes on to Washington nor fall back into the clutches of the men in grey
suits. Instead, she is taken up by a roaming pack of wild children, a terrorist
street gang whose turf is the “Wasteland,” as Williams calls it, on the out-

serts ot Dallas Herc agaln one sees Wllllams reshapmg older, more psy-

of violent youths recalls the swarm of street urchins who hunt down and
devour Sebastian Venable in Suddenly Last Summer. It also echees the -1lthy
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orphaned children wh Big Daddy and Big

through Europe, one of whose sexual overtures so sickens Big uauuy Since
the horrific “wilding” attack in Central Park in 1987 and the advent of
gangbanger warfare and drive-by shootings in America’s inner cities, Red

Vol 72t

Devil batlery olgn S€ms €ven more a p1ay for tne 1990°s than for the 1970’s.
P

The image that closes the play is apo

has joined this pack of young predat
names her the “ [m]other of all”( 93), and she becomes the she- wolf nurturer
of this primal brood. The Woman, returning to the lifeless body of King, lets
out an “awesome” animal cry that seems full both of grief and rage. Rejoin-
ing the pack, she takes the hand of her brother, Wolf, and turns silently to

face the audience as white elecirical explosions detonate in the distance.

It may be argued whether the pl'*y carns the grotesque power of this
final pocalypt_ic image. Cle rlv Wllha_mq intends the action of Red_ nevil

of collective dementia and expressmmstlc nlghtmare. One may also ques-
tion whether the radical refashioning of so much old material amounts to a
truly reconstituted and coherent theatrical vision or just a many-headed
monster of scattered ideas, images, and sensational affects. But it is possible

1998



the play, the

ritual of the ()rpheus/l:urvdlce que d also, more important, around the
play’s central idea, which is that of the political worth of a free, indepen-

dent. nnhlm voice
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And a discussion of voice inevitably brings us back to the real Tennes-
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see Williams, the Williams we seem to know so—or too—well. But here in
Red Devil Battery S.grz we find, I .vould argue, anew W}lhams The voice is

o Al mwecanstiilr

al de nance ora rury d howl. We are in a new, if
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no less forbidding uxld as well. The hot, dark jungle of primal desires and
rives gives way to a de astated wasteland, an alien plain of utter emotional
sterility and efficient, /984-style brutality.
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tested critical opinion is that it keeps Tennessee Williams’s plays from us,
specifically by keeping them from the stage. Red Devil is a fractured, phan-
tasmagoric, postmodern opera, complete with mariachi band chorus. Only
directors, actors, decwnerq and dramaturgs, wnrlnno together, can rpallv

make even a provisional—Ilet alone any nnal—ludgment about this di thcult
and complex work. It is hoped, perhaps foolishly, that thi nt essay may

James Schlatter
University of Pennslyvania
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