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/n) Stay thar til T telly,
or back. Sbe 15 heard rmg,
hand through the open g,
bor is stuck, hit wont

Georgia Douglas Johnson
(18772-1966)

eorgia Douglas Johnson was the most prolific of all playwrights who
wrote dramas on lynching. Her six known lynching plays are Safe,
~ Blue-Eyed Black Boy, two versions of 4 Sunday Morning in the South,
‘and two lost plays—And Still They Paused, and A Bill to Be Passed.
Unlike her plays on non-lynching themes, none of her lynching

as published or produced in her hfenme “This irony speaks
ind its critical reception.!
Vhen the American theatre is studied from the perspective of the anti-
hing tradition, Johnson clearly emerges as a central figure. With 4 Sunday
rning in the South (1925), she became the first playwright to deal truthfully
the issue of alleged interracial rape of white women and to dramatize
hite women’s complicity in the lynching ritual. She was also a pioneer in
ing plays in the anti-lynching tradition in which a lynching incident occurs
ng the dramatic action. Understanding the nature of theatre and its power
ake offstage events as powerful as those occurring on stage, she paved the
ay (with Blue-Eyed Black Boy and Safe) for the use of sound and lighting
ects, vivid oral description, and audience imagination to convey the horrors
lynching and its impact on families.

inona Fletcher notes the economy of Johnson’s artistic technique in creat-
'tightly structured dramas,” which Margaret Wilkerson describes as “taut
d spare in dialogue and action based on the very real drama of terrorist acts
ected at ‘Southern black community.” ]ud1th Barlow cites ]ohnsons
elievable characters that sharply differed from the comic, bumbling, black
gures so often created by white dramatists” and, Joycelyn Donlon notes,
son’s dialogue represented “authentic folk speech rather than the stereo-
vical mutilated English.” Drawing on the historical tradition of social pro-
est drama and the contemporary developments of ¢ ‘stage realism” and “folk
a, Johnson s plays reflect the universal human struggle for survival within
 specific context of black southern famlhes resisting the  brutality and mjus- -
fice of lynching.

aw sez she never




100 Georgia Douglas Johnson

According to Winona Fletcher and Kathy Perkins, Johnson had already woy,
recognition as a poet when she was encouraged by friends to try her talents g
a dramatist in the early 1920s. Fletcher and Perkins establish important cop.
nections between Johnson’s contributions to the anti-lynching campaign of the
period, her growing awareness of the impact drama could have on effecting
social change, and her submission of four “plays on lynching” to the Feder
Theatre Project (FTP), 1935-1939.* Fletcher notes that none of Johnson
plays was produced by FTP and reveals the barriers faced by playwrights who
write social protest drama from a black perspective. In examining the com-
ments of FTP readers on Johnson's plays, Fletcher reports that one reader
noted, “It would appeal to many audiences composed of men and women who
have feverish ideas about the lynching 'Down South.” Its rather unhealthfy]
matter would interest and delight many loose thinking, race baiting persons
both black and white.”

Safz received more favorable comments, but FTP readers were “aghast at the
notion that a lynching could take place for no obvious ‘good reason’” and
criticized Johnson for suggesting so in the play.® The response of one FTP
reader was that “In fact the crime that produces lynching is vastly fouler,”
prompting Fletcher to observe, “Clearly, this reader has fallen victim to the
myth that ‘only rape produced lynching down South’ and expects the play-
wright to protect this myth by ignoring the truth,”” Fletcher’s valuable study
provides insight into how racial attitudes and myths surrounding the atrocity of
lynching became barriers to the production of lynching dramas. A4 Sunday
Morning in the Southwas judged as “not offensive” to either blacks or whites and
accepted by FTP readers but, as mentioned earlier, there is no record of either
its publication or production in Johnson’ lifetime.

Gloria T. Hull notes that most of Johnson’s plays focus on female characters, |
a trait seen in her lynching dramas, which serve as ‘AN éxpression of the “unique
horror” black women-felt-about lynching:* Elizabeth Brown-Guillory sees the |
stand against lynching expressed 74 Sunday Morning in the South, Blue-Eyed
Black Boy, and Safe as an indication that Johnson was “preoccupied with
pointing to the atrocities faced by many blacks at the hands of the lynch mob.”
The two lost plays, 4 Bill to Be Passed and And Still They Paused, apparently
expressed support for the passage of the Dyer anti-lynching bill in the 1920s.

Plays by Johnson that did not deal with lynching were more likely to win
recognition through production or publication. Blue Blood, in which a young |
mulatto couple about to marry discover that they have the same white father,
won honorable mention in the 1926 Opportunity play contest. The play was
produced by the W. E. B. Du Bois Krigwa Players and published in Frank
Shay’s Fifty More Contemporary One-Act Plays, 1928. Plumes, which treats the
struggle of a black mother to deal with poverty and her daughter’s illness, was
awarded Opportunity’s first place in 1927 and was produced the same year
by the Harlem Experimental Theatre. Johnson's historical dramas, Frederick |
Douglass and William and Ellen Craft, were published and produced in her
lifetime.*




A Sunday Morning in the South

hroughout her life Johnson worked as a file clerk, teacher, and librarian.
frer the death of her husband, Lincoln, in 1925, she ‘worked for the Depart-
ent of Labor as Commissioner of Conciliation. She saw that her two sons
ceived quality educations while she continued to work and write.! Known as
ndividual with a big heart,” Johnson took in stray dogs and cats and ran a
rrespondence club “for lonely people all over the world.”*? Her home on S
-cet in Washington, D.C., became a regular meeting place for writers, artists,
d public figures, as well as for former prison inmates with whom she had
'kresponded. Donlon writes:

son had already WO
to try her talents
lish important ¢qy

Johnson named her house “Half Way Home” in part because she
saw herself as half way between everybody and everything and trying
to bring them together, and also because she wanted to make her
home a place where anyone who would fight half way to survive could

do so.”?

Although Brown-Guillory reports that many of Johnson’s non-lynching
plays were produced in church halls, lofts, and schools in the Washington,
D.C., area, this multitalented artist ultimately found more success as a poet
than a playwright. Johnson was awarded an honorary doctorate from Atlanta
University in 1965 and continued to publish poetry until her death at the age
of eighty. Documentation of barriers to the production of her plays on lynch-
ing, coupled with the fact that much of what she wrote is lost, serves to
emphasize her position as a leading figure in a largely unrecognized and
unexamined dramatic genre. Her position as the most prolific (but unproduced)
playwright of lynching drama testifies to her vision of theatre as “art for life’s
sake” and her struggle to help bring such a theatre into being.
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c. 1929
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Georgia Douglas ]obnsbh

CHARACTERS

Liza PETTIGREW, the wife
Joun PETTIGREW, the husband
Manpy GriMEs, Liza'’s mother
Dr. JENKINS, physician
Hannau WiGGINS, neighbor

SETTING

Place: Southern town '
Time: 1893

Scene: Front room of a three-room cottage. Back door leading to kitchen. Door to
left leading to Liza’s room. A frbnt door and a cot along the wall. A table and oil lamp,
three chairs, baby garments, a basket of socks, newspapers, etc.

Scene Opens: Liza is discovered sewing on some small white garments. Joun is
reading the evening paper by an oil lamp on the table.

Liza: (lifting her voice) Ma, come on outer that kitchen—jest stack up them
supper dishes and come on and set down and rest, you hear?

ManDY: (from kitchen) All right, Liza, I'm coming out in a minute now.

Liza: (to John) Ma’s been on her feet all day long. She don’t know how to rest
herself.

Joun: (absently) Eughhu. She sho don't. (continues reading)

Liza: (calling again) Come on, Ma.

MANDY: (appearing in the kitchen doorway) 1 hate to leave them dishes all dirty
overnight, but if I must, I must. (She looks about the room for something to o)
I reckon I will jest mend John's socks while I'm setting here. (She brings a
basket with socks, needle and thread in it over near the table light with a chair.)

Liza: No, Ma, you lay down on your cot and stretch out a while and rest. First

thing you know I'll be down and then you got to be up and around waiting

on me—so rest while you kin.




Safe
NDY: (obediently putting up the sewing basket) All right, honey. I'll stretch out
minute or so if you wants me to. (She goes over to her cot against the wall and
Jls down heavily with a sigh upon it.) My, this feels good to my old bones.

- :0f course, it do—you're plum wore out; you done a sight of washing

MAND?(,' (yawning) Yes, I been going pretty steady today. What you making on
ow?

A: Just hemming some little flannel belly bands. (Ske bolds up one for her
other to see.) I gotall the night gowns ready now. My time’s pretty nigh near.
ANDY: Yes, it’s jest about time—nine months I count it.

un: (Jowering the paper) Well, well, well. I see they done caught Sam Hosea
and put him in jail.

Manpy: When they ketch him?

N: Paper says this morning. I reckon his ma is plum crazy if she’s heered they
got him.

Liza: I knows her. She’s a little skinny brown-skinned woman. Belong to our
church. She use to bring Sam along pretty regular all the time. He was a nice
- motherly sort of boy, not mor'n seventeen I'd say. Lemme see. "Twant no
woman mixed up in it, was it?

oun: No, seems like he and his boss had some sort of dlspute about wages—
the boss slapped him and Sam up and hit him back they says.

Manpy: Eugh eugh—that’s mighty unhealthy sounding business for this part
_ of the country. Hittin a white man, he better hadder made tracks far away
from here I'm er thinking.

(Just then there’s a soft knock at the door.)

ng to kitchen. Door to

/.Atab/eandoil[amp, ’ JOHN:»I wonder who that is.

Liza: Go see!

ite garments. JOHN is (John goes to the door. HANNAH WIGGINS enters.)

Joun: Howdy, Miss Wiggins, come in and take a cheer.

. Hannan: (s#ill standing and excited-like) Howdy! T jest thought I'd drop over

here, being as Liza was $o near her time and, and—

MANDY: (sitting up on the cof) Go on Hannah; what’s the matter, you look all

flusterated—what’s up?

Liza: Set down, Miss Hannah, there’s a cheer.

Hannan: (sitting down on the edge of the chair uneasily) 1,1 come over here to see
how Liza was most spec1al—then I'wanted to see if yaw'll knowed about the

. trouble—

Manpy: Liza's fine. But what trouble is it you're talking ‘bout? We ain’t heered

. nothing ’tall!

Joun: I saw in the papers they done caught Sam Hosea—we all thought he'd
got out of town. I j jest read 'bout it.

Hannag: Yes, but that ain'’t all. (shakes ber bead)

Liza: What else is it? Tell us!

minute now.
Nt know how to rest

dishes all dirty
Something to do.)
te. (She brings a
bt with a chair.)
and rest. First
around waiting
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HanNAH: (looks around the room again, floundering) You see | heered they dong 'j_
formed a mob downtown and it mout be there’ll be hell to pay tonight!  §
Joun: (excitedly) Who told you that?
HanNaH: Jim Brown told me 'bout it. He dropped in our house jest now ay f
said as how things didn’t look good at all downtown. So I thought I betterry, |
over and tell yaw’ll. :
Joun: Ain’t they gointer call out the soldiers, did he say? ,
Hannan: No, he jest said the crowds was gathering and it didn’t look good i, |
town. f
Liza: (in awed tones) You don't reckon they’ll take Sam out of the _]2.11 doyou, |
John?
Joun: I don’t know. (be gets up and goes to t/ye door) 1 think T'll step down the }
streets and see what they knows by Briggze’s store. , .'

Manpy: (#0 John) You think you oughter go out?

Liza: Be keerful and"don’t stay long.

Joun: I'll be right back. Don’t yaw’ll worry. (goes out)

Liza:1been setting here thinking "bout that poor boy Sam—him working harg
to take kere of his widder mother, doing the best he kin, trying to be a man
~and stan up for hissef, and what do he git? A slap in the face. .

Hannan: Chile, that ain’t nothing—if he gits off with a slap. These white folks
is mad—mad——he done hit a white man back.

Manpy: They ain’t gomter stan for it. I done seen it happen before.

Liza: What's little nigger boys born for anyhow? I sho hopes mine will be a girl,
1 don’t want no boy baby to be hounded down :?nd kicked 'round. No, I don'
want to ever have no boy chile!

Manpy: Hush, honey, that’s a sin. God scnds what he wants us to have-we
"can't pick and choose. :

‘Hannan: No, we sho can't. We got to swaller the bitter with the sweet. (just
then a shot is heard)

Manbpy: (jumping up) What's that?

Hannasn: Sho sounded like a shot to me. I b'lieve them white folks is up to
something this night.

‘Liza: Listen, ain’t that noise coming this a way> :

Hannan: It sho sounds like it. ( goes over to the door, cracks it, peeps out and Tistens)

- They’s coming—big crowd headed this way.

MANDY: (excitedly) We better put out the light and pull that curtain way down.

HannNaH: Yes, that’s right, you can't tell what them devils might git it in they
heads to do.

(There is an increasing sound.)

Liza: (in awed tones) They wouldn’t come in here? Would they?
MaNDy: (consolingly) No, they wouldn’t, but then we better keep it dark.

(Another shot rings out. The women jump and look at each other in fear.)




' ¢ Saﬁ
again, floundering) You see I heered they

" intively) I wonder where John is—
it mout be there’ll be hell to pay tonight ZA! (plaintive ) J

Anpy: He oughter been back here before now. (she goes to the window and
eeps cautiously out from bebind [the] shade. Hannah follois and then Liza.)
nnaH: You stay back, Liza. You oughtenter see sich things—not in your
delicate state.

z4: But what they doing? Where they goin to?

MaNDY: Yes, go back, Liza, and set down. Let us watch. (a confusion of many
Dotsteps and tramping borse_’s as the roar becomes louder) >
Liza: (beginning to walk up and down the room restlessly) Ma, Ma, do you think

 they got him—do you think they’ll hang him ... ?
Manpy: (patting Liza on the shoulder) I don’t know. You try and kep quiet. You
_ hadn't ought to hear all this screeching hell—God help you! (goes back to

that? '
it it. He dropped in our house jest no
atalldowntown. So I thought I bet

w ag
ter

diers, did he say?
as gathering and it didn’t look g0o

HannaH: She sho oughten. It's a sin and a shame! Coming right by here,
too . . . _ .-

(Then a voice rises above the meotitside shoutin g, “Don't hang me, don't hang me!
don't want to die! Mother! Mother!”)

1za: (jumping up) That’s him! That’s Sam! They got him. (she runs to the door
and looks out. Hannah and Mandy follow her quickly and drag her back, shutting
the door quickly) \ ’
Manpy: They’ll shoot you! You can’t do that! They’re mad—mad!
Liza: (crumpling up on the chair shivering, her teeth chattering) Oh my God, did
you hear that poor boy crying for his mother? He’s jest a boy—jest a boy—
jest a little boy! (¢he roar outside continues)
HanNan: (fo Mandy) This is mighty bad for her, mighty bad— .
MAaNDY: (looking at Liza critically) Yes, it sho is. (she thinks a minute) I hates to
ast you, but John ain’t got back and we ought to git a doctor. Could you steal
out the back and git him?
Hannan: Yes; I'll go, I kin steal out the back ways.
Manpy: Better hurry, Hannah. I don't like the looks of her. (Hannah goes out
through back) )
Liza: (continues to shiver and shake) Oh, where is John? Where is John? What
you reckon has happened? OH, that poor boy—poor little nigger boy!
Manpy: Try not to worry so, honey. We's in the Lord’s hands. (shaking her head)
My poor, poor chile. I'll heat a kettle of water, then I'm gointer fix your bed
50 you can lay down when you feel like it. '

(Hoarse laughter is heard outside as the noise grows less and less. Mandy goes into
small bedroom adjoining kitchen for a moment, then comes back, looks at Liza, shakes
her head. Then Liza begins walking up and down the floor all doubled over as ifin
pain. She goes to the window occasionally and looks out from behind the shade. The
noise of countless passing feet is heard and an occasional curse or laugh. She trembles
skightly every time she looks and begins pacing up and down again.)

| window) '
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MANDY: (coming over from the bedroom) Come on and lay down now, chile; the
doctor’ll be here to reckly. I'll git all your little things together for you. (goes
over and begins to gatber up the little white garments Liza had been sewing on)

Liza: (stands stooped over in the qpening of her bedroom door) Dld you hear him
cry for his mother? Did you?

Manpy: Yes, honey chile, I heard him, but you musn’t think about that now,
Fergit it. Remember your own little baby—you got him-to think about. Yoy
got to born him safe! :

L1za: (looks at Mandy wild-eyed) What you say?

Manpy: Born him safe! Born him safe! That’s what you got to do.

Liza: (turning her head from side to side as she stands half stooped in the doorway,
she repeats) Born him sz\lfc' . Safe ... (she hysterically disappears into the next
room

)

MANDY: (sighs and continues picking up the little garments, smoothing them out
nervously. Just then the door opens and John enters) Oh, where you been, John?
Why didn’t you come back before now?

Jonn: I tried to but I got headed off—they come right by here too. It was
terrible, terrible .. . Where’s she?

Manpy: In the room. I done sent fur the doctor; he'll be here any minute.

Jonn: (nervously going toward Liza’s lzedroom) I'll go in and see her. Poor little
Liza. (enters room) :

MaNDyY: (goes fo the window and peers out and listens as scattering footsteps sound
outside on the sidewalk. Then she busies herself about the room, turns down her
bed, lights the lamp and turns it down low. Just then there is a knock at the kitchen
door. Calling) John! John! (John comes to the door.) See if that ain’t Hannah at
the back door with the doctor.

Jonn: (burrying) All right. (he goes through the kitchen and returns with Dxr.
JeNkINS)

Manpy: I'm sho glad you come, Doctor; she’s right in there. Pleasc hurry.

Dr. ]ENKINS (2o Mandy) Get me some hot water.

Manpy: I got it ready for you. John, git the kettle! ( John goes in kitchen) She’s
terrible upset, Doctor, terrible .

Dr. Jenkins: I know—Hannah to,ld me all about i 1t she stopped at her house
a minute or two, but said tell you she'd be here to help.

- Jonn: (returmng with kettle) Here 'tis.

Manpy: Set it in the room.
(The doctor goes into the room with his bag and Jobn comes out.)

Manpy: How is she?

Joun:Mighty upset.

Manpy: She ain't never seen no lynching not before, and it was terrible—her
being so nigh her time too.

Jonn: Do you think she’ll git through all right?

Manpy: I pray God she do. But she’s shook to pieces.
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Some on and lay down now, chile; th s 1 oughter been here myself, but I didn't know 1 was gointer be cut
sur little things together for you. ( &
bite garments Liza had been se'wmg on

of her bedroom door) Did you hear h;

NDy Course you didn’t. We’s all in the hands of the Lawd.

N: (drops his hands helplessly on his knees) What a terrible mght

ManpY: I wish Hannah would come on back:I'm that nervish.
4n: She was right brave to go for the doctor

but you musn't think about that noy,
Manpy: Want she?

y—you got hlmio think about. Y

-,

Just then a baby’s cry is heard from the next room and both of them jump up and

you say? nok toward the closed door. They take a'step forward and wait.)

fThat’s what you got to do.
she stands half stooped in the doorrway
ysterzcal/y disappears into the nex

onn: You reckon she’s all right?

npy: I hope so, but . ..

ouN: But what?

noy: I don't know zactly; I never dxd see her look like she looked tonight.
oHN: (groaning) I wish the Lord this night was over.

Manpy: God knows I do too—my poor, poor chile.

ittle garments, smoothing them ou
enters) Oh, where you been, John

come right by here too. It wa

(They wart for what seems like an eternity listening to the muffled sounds in the
next room. Then the doctor appears at the door, closing it behind him. His face looks
distressed.)

tor, he’ll be here any minute,
I'll go in and see her. Poor little

‘Manby: (nervously) How is she? Can I go in?
Joun: (agitatedly) How is she, Doc?
DRr. JENKINS: (holding up one hand) Wait a minute, calm yourselves. I've got
~ something to tell you, and I don’t hardly know how .
MANDY: (bursting into fears) She ain’t dead, is she? Doc, my poor chile ain’t
dead?
Joun: (biting his lips) Tell us, Doc, tell us! What is it?
Dr.Jenkins: She’s all nght and the baby was born all right—big and fine. You
heard him cry .
_Joun: Yes .
Manbpy: Yes, we heard.
~ Dr. Jenkins: And she asked me right away, “Is it a g1rl>”
Joun, MaNDY: (stretching their necks out further to listen) Yes, yes, Doc! Go on!
_ Dr.Jenkins: And I said, “No, child, it’s a fine boy,” and then I turned my back
a minute to wash in the basin. When I looked around again she had her
hands about the baby’s throat choking it. I tried to stop her, but its little
tongye was already hanging from its mouth. It was dead! Then she began,

she kept muttering over and over agam “Now he’s safe—safe from the
Iynchers' Safe!”

15 as scattering footsteps soun
If about the room, turns down be
n there is a knock at the kitchen
See if that ain’t Hannah at

‘ben and returns with Dr.

n there. Please hurry.

obn goes in kitchen) She’s

he stopped at her house

(Jébn  falls down on a chair sabbzng, his ﬁzce in bis hands, as Mandy, stooped 'wzz‘b
misery, drags her -feet heavily toward the closed door. She opens it softly and goes in.
The doctor stands, a picture of helplessness as he looks at them in their grief. )
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