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Daughterhood and Motherhood: Families in Adrienne Kennedy's Plays

ITO Yukari

Abstract

Adrienne Kennedy has often focused on the family in her plays, which is reflected in her statement
that writing about a family is the only thing she is good at. Nevertheless, her works are far from tra-
ditional American family plays; she has written plays to show the audience the difficulty of writing
a family play. Funnyhouse of a Negro investigates the agony of the heroine. Though her suffering is
closely connected with her relationship with her parents, her keen awareness of the impossibility of
telling about her own confused self results in the impossibility of talking about her parents. A Movie
Star Has to Star in Black and White, based on Kennedy's biographical facts, is centered on the act of
writing itself. Despite the protagonist's many stories from her family history, our attention is at-
tracted to how she writes a play about her family. Sleep Deprivation Chamber is Kennedy's only play
that can be regarded as a family play. As it describes the playwright's experience of the police's un-
just violence to her son, the audience can find fragments of unfinished family plays in it. Through
Kennedy's works, we can realize the utmost difficulty of depicting the agony African American fami-
lies have undergone.
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Autobiographical work is the only
thing that interests me, apparently be-

cause that is what I do best. I write about

my family. In many ways I would like to
break out of that, but I don't know how to
break out of it. In fact I would really like
to write more about the people who were
before my own immediate family, like my
grandparents and their family. I have two
children, but I've never been able to write
about them.

I feel overwhelmed by family problems
and family realities. I see my writing as
being an outlet for inner, psychological
confusion and questions stemming from

childhood. I don't know any other way.”
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ALL. He never tires of the journey, he
who is the darkest one, the darkest one of
them all. My mother looked like a white
woman, hair as straight as any white
woman's. I am yellow but he is black, the
darkest one of us of all. How I hoped he
was dead, yet he never tires of the jour-
ney. It was because of him that my
mother died because she let a black man
put his hands on her. (20—21)
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CLARA. Eddie says I've become shy and
secretive and I can't accept the passage of
time, and that my diaries consume me and
that my diaries make me a spectator
watching my life like watching a black
and white movie.

He thinks sometimes . . . to me my
life is one of my black and white movies
that I love so ... with me playing a bit

part. (99)
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JEAN PETERS. He hadn't been at Colum-
bia long before I got pregnant again with
Eddie Jr.

(MARLON BRANDO listens. They kiss ten-
derly. She stands up. She is bleeding. She
falls back on her bed. BRANDO pulls a
sheet out from under her. The sheets are
black. Movie music.)

JEAN PETERS. The doctor says I have to
stay in bed when I'm not at the hospital.
(From now until the end MARLON
BRANDO continuously helps JEAN PE-
TERS change sheets. He puts the black
sheets on the floor around them.) (91—92)
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At its strongest moments—the theatri-
cally varied interplay between the dis-
tinct "realities" experienced by parent and
child—the play strikes close to the heart
of the tradition of American domestic
family drama. More importantly, perhaps,
Adrienne and Adam Kennedy have writ-
ten a compelling contemporary story
about African-American family life, one

that joins the rich portraits already
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created by Lorraine Hansberry and
August Wilson. Unlike Hansberry and
Wilson, however, the Kennedys are voices
of the 1990s. Their time is now, their ex-
perience is immediate—and their vision of
America is uncompromising and disturb-
ingly bleak. They challenge us, collec-
tively and individually, to break out of

our own sleep deprivation chambers.'”
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SUZANNE:
Dear Governor Wilder:

I've received replies from the police
chief, senators and county manager. I
have a new list. But why should we
have to defend ourselves with letters of
character when we are innocent? All
our lives we have tried to fit in Ameri-
can society and improve our society.

I've had two letters from Senator
Robb.

My son said the D.A. said to him he
seems nice but how can she be sure. He
says she's a white woman with ruffled
blouses.

I have photos of Teddy when he

BELTRELT r 2T 4 BlCB T 2%

was president of the African-American
students group at Riverdale and his
speeches. I send them to you.

I keep dreaming of suffocation.(20)
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