Play Proposal:

Pride’s Crossing

By Tina Howe (1998)

Basic Information:

Cast size: 3 women, 3 men and a little girl (minimally – but there can be 2 more actors, one male and one female). All roles except for the main character are double cast, but the main character plays herself at 7 different ages.

The play is a frame play with flashbacks into the past. The frame is set in the present with Mabel, the main character, at age 90 preparing for a fourth of July party. Every other scene is a flashback to different times in her life (1917 to the present). There are 6 flashbacks in all (twelve scenes total), and 2 acts.

Characters (in the original production):

Mabel Tidings Bigelow – at ages 90, 9, 14, 19, 34, 59, and 20 (played by Cherry Jones)

Female – Vita Bright, Pru O’neill, Kitty Lowell

Male – Chandler Coffin, Phineas Tidings, Mary O’neill

Male – West Bright, Frazier Tidings, Pinky Wheelock, David Bloom

Male – Gus Tidings, Anton Gurevitch, Porter Bigelow, Wheels Wheelock

Female – Maud Tidings, Jula Renoir (Mabel’s daughter)

Girl – Minty Renoir (Mabel’s granddaughter), Emma Bigelow 

Educational Value:

In the introduction to this play, Tina Howe writes that the story is about the “passion of old ladies” (viii). The story revolves around a fictitious character, Mabel, who was the first woman to swim the English Channel; the character is fictitious in that she is based on Howe’s aunt rather than on the woman who accomplished this feat, therefore Howe’s story is more personal than historical. It is essentially about a woman’s struggle against the role etched out for women in 20th century America. Mabel overcomes many obstacles to swim the channel, but ultimately she is entangled in an alcoholic marriage that saps her vitality and limits her options. The passion of the 90-year-old Mabel is portrayed against the backdrop of her death (she learns that she has cancer, but tells no one) so that the play is a subjective appraisal of her life, what she has won and what she has sacrificed. Howe intends for her to be a heroine in the tradition of Ibsen’s Nora and O’neill’s Mary Tyrone.

For the actors, the educational value lies in the challenge of rapidly switching roles. All actors play various ages, switch between customs of different time periods, and some will use different dialects (Irish and Russian). With the challenge of switching roles, there is also the challenge of straddling the genres of tragedy and comedy: for the play to have its maximum impact, the characters need to be both wild and vulnerable. Finally, this is an ensemble show with all actors weighing in equally.

Entertainment Value:

For the audience, the story dramatizes the struggle that women have faced (and continue to face) as they seek to live their aspirations despite the constraints of family life: as a daughter, wife and mother. The play is told in a very personal and touching way, with lots of humor and pathos. I believe the message will hit home whether the audience members reflect upon the lives of their grandmothers, mothers, or themselves; therefore, the play has a wide appeal in terms of the generations of audience members that can relate to it. I hope that it inspires inter-generational dialogue within and an appreciation of the unique obstacles that women have historically faced as they strive to actualize their talents and dreams.

Resource Evaluation:

Even though the script describes each of the 7 settings in exquisite detail, the first production of the play was done minimally with a table, chairs, a couple of beds, etc. The production relied on lights (psyche) and sound as well as occasional projections. There are many costume changes, but having actors in a basic costume and then adding on pieces to delineate characters ought to be enough. Also, since the play is set in casual atmospheres from 1917 to the present, the costumes are relatively simple. I can imagine that it might be useful to project the dates of the various scenes onto the back wall. Most of the props were mimed in the original production, and I would like to borrow that concept.

Final Evaluation:

This play is a submission for the 3rd slot. It has a small cast (which may be an asset if there are many student lab productions at that time) and can be done simply in terms of tech.

Thank you,

Susanna Morrow

