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About the Play

More intellectually accessible than much of Gertrude
Stein’s early work, Doctor Faustus Lights the Lights (1938) blends
her unique approach to language and structure with universal
themes, which for her included feminist ones. The play represents
a transition between the two periods in Stein’s ceuvre that Donald
Sutherland has established: “The Play as Movement and
Landscape, 1922-1932” and “The Melodic Drama, Melodrama and
Opera, 1932-1946.” In Doctor Faustus Stein uses identifiable
characters and attributes specific dialogue to them, but the
language exhibits all the idiosyncrasies of her earlier work—lack of
punctuation, multiple identities for major characters, disembodied
voices, punning, non sequiturs, and repetition. As Michael
Hoffman writes, Stein’s ‘language now focuses on something other
than its own structure; she shifts from [that] concern to such
traditional literary problems as those of moral value and human
identity; but she still maintains throughout the play a style readily
identifiable as her own.’

[...] Aside from its formal similarities to the European avant-
garde—in particular to Dadaist and Surrealist drama being written
and produced in early twentieth-century Paris—and that avant-
garde’s much smaller dramatic offshoot in the United States—
Doctor Faustus Lights the Lights is important for its explicit
violations of the three fundamental elements of conventional or
traditional drama, as described in the introduction to this
collection: psychology, causality, and morality or providentiality.
Rather than merely mimic the technigues of the Dadaists or
Surrealists, Stein disrupts this triad even further than either E. E.
Cummings in Him (1927) or Thornton Wilder in his allegedly avant-
garde Our Town (1938), thereby establishing herself as the
foremost dramatist of the early American avant-garde,

' From “Atom and Eve: A Consideration of Gertrude Stein’s Doctor
Faustus Lights the Lights,” in Cardullo and Knopf Theater of the
Avant-Garde: 1890-1950
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