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Cinematic Devices in Adrienne Kennedy’s Plays

ITO Yukari

Abstract

Adrienne Kenney’s passion for movies has led to her use of cinematic devices and screen images for
all her work. In her early plays, Funnyhouse of a Negro and The Owl Answers, she uses cinematic devices
such as dissolves and flashbacks for scene changes and metamorphoses of the characters to reveal the
agony caused by violence on the bodies of the African American heroines. Her later plays have made
more subtle use of screen images, especially in the plays with playwrights as their protagonists. One
remarkable example is A Movie Star Has to Star in Black and White, in which the heroine sees not only her
favorite movie stars but also her family as characters in the movies. As a result, all the characters are like
apparitions or images on screen, and the audience finds less pain of the characters. Her plays in the 1990’s
again display the violence toward and the agony of the characters though they still have the quality of screen
images. Whereas The Ohio State Murders and Sleep Deprivation Chamber both contain scenes and images

like those in documentary films, they present corporeality of the characters who suffer from violence.
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I find that your work does this amazing thing:

It uses cinematic devices—voiceovers,
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dissolves—without any of the clichés or
visual tricks of cinema. Far from duplicating
film, you've made the reinterpretation of film
language a literary project. Not just in a work
like Movie Star, which cites actual film scenes,
but in a piece like June and Jean, where the

staging stands out as particularly cinematic.
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The scene should lurch, lights flash, gates slam.
When THEY come in and exit they move in the
manner of people on a train, too there is the
noise of the train, the sound of moving steel on
the track. The WHITE BIRD’S wings should
flatter loudly. The gates, the High Altar, the
ceiling and the Dome are like St. Peter’s, the

walls are like the Tower of London. (26)
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I used to write down locations in order to
learn the campus: the oval, behind the green,
the golf hut, behind Zoology, the tennis courts
beyond the golf hut, the Olitangy River, the
stadium off to the right, the main library at the
head of the Oval, the old union across from
the dorm, High Street at the end of the path,
downtown Columbus, the Deschler Wallach,
Lazarus, the train station. The geography made

me anxious.”
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