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Violence of History in the Plays by Paula Vogel

ITO Yukari

Abstract

Two of the most consistent subjects of Paula Vogel’s plays are history from the viewpoint of
women and female pain. For instance, her very early play, Meg, relates the life of Sir Thomas More’s
daughter and reveals how history has often neglected stories of women whereas the heroine of How I
Learned to Drive suffers as the object of incestuous pedophilia.

Vogel’s uniqueness in rendering history and pain can be found in her effective use of voices and
sounds. The Mineola Twins is one remarkable example which traces with the twin sisters American
history from the 1950s to the 1980s. It begins and ends with the Voice, which can be interpreted both
as the inner voices of the twins and as the threat of a nuclear war. In other words, the voice is that of
internalized history epitomized by the twins. In contrast, A Civil War Christmas has no such central
voice; its characteristic is polyphony. The work describes the pain caused by the most violent war in
American history through multiple characters and scenes. Here the violence is as diffuse as actions of
the play. However, at the end of the play, we can hear unifying voices sing a festive song. Thus Vogel

represents violence of history with her outstanding use of voices.
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Meg is not a history play; it is a play about
history—which has been a history of
omission as far as women are conceived.
In this play, interwoven with kings,
popes, and matter of state are marriages,

miscarriages, knittings before the fire, and
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I don’t think there’s a neat demarcation,
politically, ethically, between history and
the present moment. It’s a continuum.

History is simply a way of us being

enough out of the picture to analyze the
shifting interconnections among politics,
social history, economics, culture, gender.
History is simply the name we give a
discrete moment when we analyze those
connections. . .. For me, of course, it’s all
the present moment, just being analyzed

through an Alienation Effect.”
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Sometimes The Voice is narrating the
sisters’ dreams. Sometimes The Voice is
prompting the sisters, and sometimes it is
The Voice that the sisters have heard in
their dreams the night before.

In all these situations, The Voice
should be amplified prerecorded version
of the actor who plays Myra and Myrna.
At times, the director may choose within
a scene to have Myra or Myrna speak in
tandem with The Voice.

The result should be a sound
impossible to ignore or resist, just like the
voice that used to come over the intercom
in homeroom. Either brainwashing or
subliminal seduction, this voice is the way

the sisters talk to each other. In dreams. [97]
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Eerie lighting. Myra Richards, age
seventeen, stands in a trance, in a letter-
sweater with several M’s stitched on
askew; it looks like bloody hands have
clutched and stretched the knit during
an apocalyptic Sock Hop that ended in
disaster. Spooky 1950s sci-fi movie music.
The Voice comments to us:

Dream Sequence Number One.

Myra in Homeroom. Myra in Hell. (99)
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I wrote this play for every ancestor who
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Christmas but also has lit the lights on
Hanukkah, I'm writing this for my family
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to fulfill that promise to my brother Carl.
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the streets of Washington, they will think
of that place as their legacy. These stories
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