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Lenny	,	Meg	and	Babe	Magrath	are	three	sisters	who	are	struggling	with	their	personal	lives	and	relationships	.	Lenny	is	unmarried	at	thirty	,	facing	diminishing	marital	prospects	.	Meg	has	recently	returned	from	her	failed	singing	career	on	the	West	Coast	,	where	she	outgrew	Hazlehurst	.	Babe	is	awaiting	trial	for	shooting	her	husband	in	the
stomach	after	he	tried	to	kill	her	.	Henley's	play	often	gets	compared	to	other	"Southern	Gothic"	writers	like	Eudora	Welty	and	Flannery	O'Connor,	which	shows	its	compassionate	take	on	folks	from	good	country	stock	whose	lives	have	taken	a	wrong	turn.	Henley	piles	up	tragedies	on	her	characters	in	a	manner	that	some	critics	find	excessive,	but	she
does	it	with	a	dark	sense	of	humor	that	audiences	found	refreshing	in	the	American	theatre,	as	seen	by	the	play's	success.AUTHOR	BIOGRAPHYBeth	Henley	was	born	May	8,	1952,	in	Jackson,	Mississippi.	She	comes	from	an	attorney	dad	and	a	community	theatre	mom,	which	has	heavily	influenced	her	writing's	southern	themes	and	settings.	People
often	label	her	as	part	of	the	"Southern	Gothic"	tradition.	At	Southern	Methodist	University	(SMU)	in	Dallas,	Texas,	Henley	studied	acting,	a	skill	that's	remained	crucial	to	her	since	moving	to	playwriting.	Directors	and	fellow	playwrights	have	noted	that	Henley	approaches	plays	from	a	theatre	perspective,	not	literature,	and	that	her	acting
background	makes	her	work	stage-worthy	(Haller).She	started	writing	her	first	play,	Am	I	Blue,	for	a	class	assignment.	Using	the	pseudonym	Amy	Peach,	she	modestly	let	it	be	performed	at	SMU	during	her	senior	year.	Critics	and	audiences	later	praised	its	adolescent	perspective—two	lonely	teens	meet	in	a	rundown	New	Orleans	section—but	found
many	of	Henley's	later	work's	themes	and	promise	within.	Henley	went	on	to	study	at	the	University	of	Illinois,	where	she	taught	acting	and	voice	technique.	By	then,	however,	she	was	more	interested	in	writing	due	to	frustration	over	the	lack	of	good	roles	for	southern	women.Henley	completed	Crimes	of	the	Heart	in	1978	but	couldn't	get	it
produced	by	several	regional	theatres.	It	eventually	got	picked	up	at	the	Actors'	Theatre	of	Louisville's	1979	Festival	of	New	Plays	and	later	got	an	off-Broadway	production	at	the	Manhattan	Theatre	Club,	along	with	a	Pulitzer	Prize	for	Drama,	which	was	unprecedented	for	a	play	not	yet	opening	on	Broadway.	When	Crimes	of	the	Heart	did	open	in
November	1981,	it	became	a	huge	hit,	playing	for	535	performances	and	spawning	many	successful	regional	productions.	The	film	adaptation	in	1986	received	mixed	reviews,	but	Henley	got	an	Academy	Award	nomination	for	her	screenplay.	With	the	prestige	of	the	Pulitzer	Prize	and	all	the	attention	given	to	Crimes	of	the	Heart—her	first	full-length
play—Henley	catapulted	to	success	in	the	American	theatre.	However,	this	also	put	immense	pressure	on	her	to	keep	succeeding	at	that	level.	As	Henley	said	about	the	Pulitzer:	“Later	on	they	make	you	pay	for	it”	(Betsko	and	Koenig	215).	Many	critics	have	been	tough	on	Henley's	later	plays,	finding	none	of	them	equal	to	Crimes	of	the	Heart's
creativity.	Her	second	full-length	play,	The	Miss	Firecracker	Contest	was	predominantly	well-received.	Similarly	a	dark	comedy	about	a	small	Mississippi	town,	the	play	was	completed	in	1980	and	premiered	in	several	regional	productions	before	opening	at	the	Manhattan	Theatre	Club	in	1984,	playing	off-Broadway	for	a	total	of	244	performances,
moving	to	larger	quarters	in	the	process.	The	Miss	Firecracker	Contest	was	adapted	into	a	film	in	1988,	starring	Holly	Hunter.In	October	1982,	The	Wake	of	Jamey	Foster	closed	on	Broadway	after	only	twelve	performances.	Henley	felt	that	this	commercial	flop	(not	uncommon	under	the	severe	financial	pressures	of	Broadway	production)	was	“part	of
the	cost	of	winning”	the	Pulitzer	Prize	(Betsko	and	Koenig	215).	Her	next	play,	The	Debutante	Ball,	was	better	received,	and	throughout	the	last	decade	Henley	has	remained	a	productive	and	successful	writer	for	Broadway,	regional	theatres,	and	film.	Her	major	projects	include	the	plays	The	Lucky	Spot,	Abundance,	and	Control	Freaks.	She	also
wrote	the	screenplay	for	Nobody’s	Fool	(as	well	as	screen	adaptations	of	her	own	plays)	and	collaborated	with	Budge	Threlkeld	on	the	Public	Broadcasting	System's	Survival	Guides	and	with	David	Byrne	and	Stephen	Tobolowsky	on	the	screenplay	for	Byrne’s	1986	film	True	Stories.PLOT	SUMMARYThe	entire	action	takes	place	in	the	kitchen	of	the
MaGrath	sisters'	house	in	Hazlehurst,	MississippiAct	IThe	action	opens	on	Lenny	McGrath	trying	to	stick	a	birthday	candle	into	a	cookie.	Her	cousin,	Chick,	arrives,	upset	about	news	in	the	paper	(the	content	of	which	is	not	yet	revealed	to	the	audience).	She	starts	talking	about	their	brother’s	murder	and	how	it	has	affected	them	all.
===================================	Lenny's	determination	to	support	her	family	in	the	community	is	unwavering.	She	discusses	plans	with	Lenny	to	pick	up	his	sister,	Babe,	from	a	nearby	location.	Chick	expresses	dissatisfaction	with	certain	aspects	of	the	McGrath	family	dynamics	and	gives	Lenny	a	gift	-	a	box	of	candies.	Doc
Porter,	an	old	friend	of	Meg,	arrives,	prompting	Chick	to	leave	for	Babe's	pickup.	Lenny	receives	disturbing	news	about	Billy	Boy,	an	old	horse	from	his	childhood,	having	been	struck	by	lightning	and	killed.	The	phone	call	also	reveals	that	Zackery,	Babe's	husband,	is	hospitalized	with	severe	injuries.	Upon	Lenny's	conversation	with	Meg,	she	shares	a
shocking	secret:	Babe	has	shot	her	husband	and	is	being	held	in	jail.	The	sisters'	awkward	interaction	persists	as	they	discuss	their	grandfather,	who	recently	underwent	a	stroke.	Lenny	had	been	caring	for	him,	while	Meg	returned	to	Hazelhurst	after	her	singing	career	struggled.	The	tension	escalates	when	Chick	returns	with	Babe,	displaying
obvious	disapproval	towards	both	her	and	Babe.	Lenny	and	Chick	rush	out	after	receiving	an	emergency	phone	call	from	a	neighbor.	Meanwhile,	Meg	and	Babe	discuss	their	mother's	tragic	death	by	suicide,	as	well	as	the	circumstances	surrounding	Zackery's	alleged	abuse	of	Meg	before	the	shooting.	Meg	reveals	to	Babe	that	she	has	been	hiding
information	about	Zackery's	personal	vendetta	against	her.	The	sisters'	conversation	turns	to	Lenny's	difficulties	in	pursuing	relationships	due	to	her	medical	condition,	and	they	reminisce	about	an	old	boyfriend	named	Charlie	from	Memphis.	Babe's	lawyer,	Barnette,	arrives	at	the	house,	and	Meg	is	reminded	of	her	singing	days	in	Biloxi.	However,
Barnette	reveals	that	he	has	a	personal	vendetta	against	Zackery,	citing	evidence	suggesting	his	abuse	of	Meg	prior	to	the	shooting.	As	Babe	opens	up	about	her	affair	with	Willie	Jay,	a	15-year-old	African	American	boy,	the	sisters	plan	a	belated	birthday	celebration	for	Lenny.	Later	that	evening,	Babe	cooperates	with	Barnette	and	agrees	to	share
information	in	exchange	for	a	better	outcome	in	her	case.	In	the	evening,	Barnette	interviews	Babe,	who	recounts	the	events	leading	up	to	the	shooting,	including	Zackery's	threatening	phone	call.	The	conversation	also	delves	into	Zackery's	past	actions,	particularly	his	role	in	ruining	Doc	Porter's	life.	The	atmosphere	shifts	when	Lenny	arrives,
furious	and	disbelieving	of	Meg's	previous	deception.	Old	rivalries	resurface	as	they	discuss	their	family	dynamics	and	disagreements.	The	tension	culminates	in	a	heart-to-heart	conversation	about	their	grandfather's	past	and	the	hurricane	that	devastated	Biloxi,	forcing	Doc	to	confront	his	own	struggles.	Meg	apologizes	for	her	deception	and	shares
her	personal	turmoil	during	her	time	in	L.A.,	revealing	her	experience	in	a	psychiatric	ward.	As	they	bond	over	shared	stories,	the	sisters	decide	to	play	cards	together	before	Meg	invites	Doc	to	join	them,	sparking	an	awkward	yet	intimate	moment	of	connection	between	the	three	women.Babe	is	devastated	when	her	boyfriend	Willie	Jay	is	exposed	by
a	detective	who	hired	a	private	investigator.	The	news	of	Willie's	presence	in	their	home	comes	as	a	shock	to	the	family.	Their	grandfather,	who	has	been	hospitalized	for	several	weeks,	takes	a	turn	for	the	worse	and	falls	into	a	coma.	The	next	morning,	Babe	and	Lenny	are	anxious	about	what	will	happen	next.	They	discuss	how	they'll	break	the	news
to	their	grandfather's	doctors	and	whether	they	can	convince	him	to	take	responsibility	for	his	actions.	Meanwhile,	Chick's	family	life	continues	to	deteriorate	as	she	struggles	with	her	feelings	of	inadequacy	due	to	Meg's	carefree	nature.	Babe	is	faced	with	another	difficult	decision	when	she	discovers	that	Barnette	has	been	able	to	uncover
incriminating	evidence	against	Zackery.	He	threatens	to	expose	Babe	unless	she	agrees	to	drop	the	charges,	and	Babe	refuses.	In	response,	Barnette	threatens	to	take	her	away	from	her	children	and	commit	her	to	a	mental	institution.	The	situation	becomes	increasingly	complicated	as	Lenny	tries	to	navigate	her	relationship	with	Charlie.	She
ultimately	succeeds	in	making	amends	with	him,	and	the	two	make	plans	for	a	future	together.	Babe's	emotional	state	is	further	tested	when	she	attempts	to	end	her	life	by	hanging	herself.	However,	Meg	intervenes	just	in	time,	saving	her	from	harm.	In	the	aftermath	of	this	close	call,	Babe	begins	to	understand	the	motivations	behind	her	mother's
decision	to	take	her	own	life.	Throughout	the	play,	the	MaGrath	sisters	struggle	to	come	to	terms	with	their	complicated	past	and	present.	Despite	their	many	challenges,	they	ultimately	find	solace	in	each	other's	company	and	look	towards	a	brighter	future.The	play	begins	with	Barnette,	who	is	prevented	from	taking	on	Zackery	in	open	court	due	to
his	relationship	with	Babe,	as	this	would	expose	their	affair	to	the	public.	Instead,	he	chooses	to	protect	their	secret,	demonstrating	a	willingness	to	sacrifice	for	Babe.	This	sets	the	tone	for	the	rest	of	the	play,	which	explores	themes	of	family,	love,	and	acceptance.	===================================	Something	about	the	three	of
us	smiling	and	laughing	together	cannot	resolve	the	multiple	research	topics	for	further	study.	One	such	topic	is	Hurricane	"Camille,"	which	in	1969	traveled	1,800	kilometers	along	a	broad	arc	from	Louisiana	to	Virginia.	This	storm	seems	to	have	influenced	Henley's	decision	to	set	Crimes	of	the	Heart	in	its	shadow.	What	does	Camille	represent	for
each	major	character	and	thematically	to	the	play	as	a	whole?	At	the	end	of	the	play,	Babe	faces	a	legal	dilemma.	Given	her	recent	actions,	it	is	uncertain	what	will	happen	to	her.	Drawing	from	previous	cases	like	Barnette's	against	Zackery	and	Zackery's	against	Babe,	we	can	infer	possible	outcomes	for	Babe.	However,	only	time	will	tell	how	she	will
change	as	a	result	of	this	event.	A	comparison	between	Lenny's	and	Meg's	life	strategies	reveals	distinct	views	on	responsibility,	career,	family,	romance,	and	spontaneity.	Each	sister	has	her	own	approach	to	life,	with	varying	levels	of	responsibility	and	freedom.	The	sisters'	bond	is	rooted	in	their	shared	experiences,	which	also	create	conflict.
Researching	the	Pulitzer	Prizes	can	provide	insights	into	Henley's	work,	particularly	the	1981	win	for	Crimes	of	the	Heart.	When	did	the	last	woman	win	the	prize?	Winning	the	Pulitzer	drew	significant	attention	to	Henley,	similar	to	Marsha	Norman	with	her	play	'Night,	Mother.'Crimes	of	the	Heart	presents	a	nuanced	exploration	of	family	dynamics,
public	perception,	and	the	complexities	of	human	relationships,	as	embodied	by	the	intricate	character	studies	of	its	three	central	figures:	Babe,	Meg,	and	Lenny.	The	play	masterfully	weaves	together	elements	of	Southern	Gothic	literature,	exploring	the	darker	aspects	of	human	nature	while	maintaining	a	tone	that	is	both	humorous	and	poignant.
Crimes	of	the	Heart:	A	Play	of	Contrasting	Emotions	and	Unresolved	Conflicts	===================================	Lori	Haller's	observations	in	Saturday	Review	are	insightful	into	Henley's	artistic	intentions	with	Crimes	of	the	Heart,	which	diverges	from	traditional	narrative	structures	by	merging	naturalistic	play	conventions
with	unconventional	protagonists	characteristic	of	absurdist	comedy.	The	interweaving	of	these	disparate	elements	serves	as	the	foundation	for	Henley's	distinctive	voice.	The	cumulative	effect	of	tragedies	within	Henley's	dramatic	universe	may	appear	too	far-fetched	to	be	believable	yet	too	palpably	real	to	dismiss	as	absurd.	This	paradoxical	nature
underscores	Haller's	assertion	that	Henley	has	established	a	unique	approach,	resonating	with	Theatre	of	the	Absurd.	Critics	such	as	Walter	Kerr	have	noted	the	convergence	between	Henley's	work	and	Southern	Gothic	literary	traditions.	Henley's	macabre	humor	and	affinity	for	exploring	the	darker	aspects	of	human	experience	have	led	to
comparisons	with	notable	authors	like	Flannery	O'Connor	and	Eudora	Welty.	The	playwright	acknowledges	having	drawn	inspiration	from	their	works,	particularly	in	addressing	themes	that	resonate	with	audiences	in	a	manner	both	thought-provoking	and	darkly	comedic.	Crimes	of	the	Heart's	focus	on	character	development	rather	than	plot
progression	is	evident,	as	observed	by	Nancy	Hargrove	in	the	Southern	Quarterly.	Jon	Jory,	director	of	the	original	Louisville	production,	praised	Henley's	sensitive	portrayal	of	relationships,	which	subtly	evolves	throughout	the	play.	The	unconventional	narrative	resolution	also	echoes	Henley's	departure	from	traditional	"well-made"	play	conventions.
The	interplay	between	comedy	and	tragedy	is	a	pivotal	aspect	of	Crimes	of	the	Heart,	as	noted	by	Stanley	Kauffmann	in	his	Saturday	Review	assessment.	This	delicate	balance,	reminiscent	of	Chekhov's	technique,	underscores	the	playwright's	capacity	to	convey	complex	emotions	without	explicit	judgment.	Henley	has	cited	Chekhov's	influence	on	her
work,	appreciating	how	he	skillfully	captures	people	in	all	their	complexities.	Her	unique	brand	of	humor	and	sensitivity	toward	characterization	set	her	apart	from	other	absurdist	playwrights,	while	her	exploration	of	societal	upheavals	during	the	play's	setting	provides	a	nuanced	commentary	on	the	human	condition.	The	historical	context	within
which	Crimes	of	the	Heart	is	set	–	1974,	five	years	after	Hurricane	Camille	–	adds	depth	to	the	narrative.	Henley's	characters,	however,	are	largely	disconnected	from	external	events,	absorbed	in	their	personal	struggles,	and	thereby	provide	a	poignant	reflection	on	the	resilience	of	individual	experiences	amidst	societal	turmoil.The	lingering	impact
of	Vietnam	War	and	Watergate	continued	to	shape	American	society	in	1974,	leaving	deep	scars	that	would	take	years	to	heal.	===================================	The	legacy	of	the	Vietnam	War	remained	a	contentious	issue,	with	many	Americans	still	grappling	with	the	consequences	of	U.S.	involvement	in	Southeast	Asia.	The
trauma	caused	by	the	war's	devastating	effects	on	civilians	and	soldiers	was	felt	deeply,	as	the	media's	coverage	had	brought	the	conflict	into	living	rooms	across	the	country.	Perhaps	more	telling,	however,	was	the	public's	perception	of	President	Nixon's	role	in	the	Watergate	scandal.	The	73-21	margin	of	disapproval	reflected	a	widespread	sense	of
distrust	towards	the	executive	branch	and	its	leaders.	As	the	president	faced	certain	impeachment	by	Congress,	he	ultimately	chose	to	resign	rather	than	face	the	consequences.	Meanwhile,	the	developing	world	faced	its	own	crises,	including	massive	famine	and	drought	that	ravaged	Asia,	South	America,	and	Africa.	The	West	was	not	immune	to
these	struggles,	as	oil	embargos	and	economic	downturns	struck	Western	nations	hard.	Inflation,	which	had	long	been	a	concern	in	the	U.S.,	reached	double-digit	levels	for	the	first	time	in	many	countries.	Civil	rights	continued	to	be	a	contentious	issue,	with	protests	still	simmering	over	issues	like	school	busing	and	racial	integration.	Baseball	legend
Hank	Aaron's	historic	home	run	record-breaking	achievement	was	overshadowed	by	the	death	threats	he	received	from	racist	groups.	The	struggle	for	women's	rights	also	gained	momentum,	as	the	ERA	campaign	made	progress	towards	its	goal	of	equality	under	the	law.	The	characters	in	Crimes	of	the	Heart	seemed	oblivious	to	these	major	events,
reflecting	perhaps	their	own	cynicism	and	detachment	from	national	politics.	It	was	a	perspective	that	reflected	Henley's	views	on	small-town	life	in	the	South.	===================================She	feels	that	people	generally	come	together	to	discuss	their	lives	and	share	stories	rather	than	watch	TV	or	engage	in	media
discussions	about	current	events.	The	South	of	Crimes	of	the	Heart	appears	largely	untouched	by	the	civil	rights	movement,	large-scale	economic	changes,	or	other	significant	factors	that	have	characterized	this	era.	For	instance,	consider	Babe's	relationship	with	Willie	Jay,	a	15-year-old	African	American	youth:	while	revealing	it	might	compromise
any	case	against	her	husband	for	domestic	violence,	it	poses	a	greater	threat	to	Willie	Jay	himself	as	he	has	no	choice	but	to	leave	the	town	"incognito	on	the	midnight	bus—heading	North."	Henley	noted	that	"it	depends	on	how	specific	you're	being	about	the	character's	background"	regarding	racial	issues	in	Mississippi.	In	a	play	like	Crimes	of	the
Heart,	race	is	crucial	because	it	reflects	the	segregated	and	bigoted	atmosphere	prevalent	during	that	time.	CRITICAL	OVERVIEW	Beth	Henley	initially	struggled	to	find	a	theatre	willing	to	produce	her	play	until	it	was	accepted	by	the	Actors'	Theatre	of	Louisville.	The	public's	response	was	overwhelmingly	positive,	with	few	playwrights	achieving
such	widespread	success,	especially	for	their	first	full-length	play:	a	Pulitzer	Prize,	over	500	Broadway	performances,	a	New	York	Drama	Critics	Award	for	best	play,	and	a	one	million	dollar	Hollywood	contract	for	the	screen	rights.	John	Simon	praised	the	play	in	his	review,	saying	it	"restores	one's	faith	in	our	theatre."	However,	he	was	cautious	about
Henley's	future	success,	fearing	that	her	autobiographical	nature	might	limit	her	ability	to	replicate	such	success	in	subsequent	works.	Reviews	on	Broadway	were	predominantly	enthusiastic,	with	Stanley	Kauffmann	finding	fault	with	the	production	but	praising	the	play	as	powerful	and	moving.	While	Kauffmann	identified	some	flaws	in	Henley's
technique,	he	stated	that	overall,	she	had	struck	a	rich	dramatic	lode.	Richard	Corliss	emphasized	that	the	play	is	deceptively	simple	yet	effective	in	its	comedic	view	of	tragedy	and	grotesquery.	Not	all	reviews	were	positive,	however.	Walter	Kerr	felt	that	Henley	went	too	far	with	her	attempts	to	infuse	humor	into	the	tragic	elements,	falling	into
parody.	Michael	Feingold	was	more	critical,	stating	that	the	play	feels	like	gossip	rather	than	presenting	genuine	character	insights.	Critics	also	considered	placing	Henley	in	context	with	other	women	writing	for	the	stage	during	this	era.	Mel	Gussow	discussed	this	in	his	article	"Women	Playwrights:	New	Voices	in	the	Theatre,"	where	he	analyzed
Henley's	work	alongside	Marsha	Norman	and	Wendy	Wasserstein.	===================================	The	work	of	Beth	Henley	has	been	a	subject	of	debate	among	critics,	with	some	viewing	her	as	a	talented	playwright	who	has	struggled	to	match	the	success	of	her	earlier	work,	while	others	see	her	as	a	significant	figure	in
contemporary	American	theatre.	Jane	Martin	and	Emily	Mann	are	notable	examples	of	influential	female	playwrights	whose	work	has	garnered	widespread	recognition.	Many	have	criticized	Gussow's	article	for	its	omissions	rather	than	conclusions,	pointing	out	that	it	failed	to	provide	a	comprehensive	analysis	of	Henley's	play	"The	Wake	of	Jamey
Foster"	on	Broadway.	This	failure	lends	credence	to	John	Simon's	assertion	that	Henley	may	never	again	achieve	the	level	of	success	seen	in	her	earlier	work,	"Crimes	of	the	Heart".	However,	despite	this	setback,	Henley	remains	an	important	figure	in	the	contemporary	American	theatre.	Several	published	interviews	with	Henley	suggest	that	she	has
a	dry	sense	of	humor	and	is	not	easily	deterred	by	negative	reviews.	Her	most	famous	play,	"Crimes	of	the	Heart",	has	been	recognized	as	a	classic	of	American	literature,	with	critics	such	as	Nancy	Hargrove	noting	its	rich	and	complex	themes.	Hargrove's	analysis	of	Henley's	vision	of	human	experience	in	several	of	her	plays	reveals	a	tragicomic	tone
that	highlights	the	duality	of	life,	marked	by	both	pain	and	suffering,	but	also	moments	of	joy	and	redemption.	In	contrast,	Billy	Harbin	views	Henley's	work	as	part	of	a	broader	wave	of	feminism	since	the	1960s,	highlighting	the	significance	of	family	relationships	in	her	plays.	Harbin	notes	that	while	Henley's	characters	are	often	portrayed	as	sources
of	pain,	"Crimes	of	the	Heart"	stands	out	from	her	other	works	for	its	portrayal	of	familial	trust	and	unity.	However,	Harbin	also	argues	that	Henley's	later	characters	lack	potential	for	change,	limiting	her	ability	to	explore	fresh	ideas.	Lou	Thompson	offers	a	nuanced	view,	suggesting	that	the	play's	sense	of	unity	is	rooted	in	the	imagery	of	food,	which
serves	as	a	metaphor	for	the	characters'	emotional	needs.	The	sisters	share	a	birthday	cake	at	the	end	of	the	play,	celebrating	their	newfound	lives	and	marking	a	turning	point	in	their	relationships.	Finally,	Christopher	Busiel	discusses	Henley's	dramatic	technique,	noting	that	while	her	plays	may	have	a	tightly-structured	plot,	her	real	emphasis	is	on
character	development	rather	than	action.	Her	characters	are	flawed	individuals	who	make	poor	choices	out	of	desperation,	eliciting	sympathy	from	the	audience	despite	their	morally	questionable	actions.The	Dark	Side	of	Human	Nature	is	Present	in	Everyone	I’m	constantly	amazed	that	despite	being	consumed	by	dark	and	primitive	urges,	humans
still	seek	love	and	kindness.	Henley’s	drama	highlights	the	connection	between	our	darker	aspects	and	our	desire	for	love	and	acceptance.	Henley	achieves	a	complex	perspective	by	encouraging	her	audience	to	laugh	along	with	the	characters	at	the	tragic	and	grotesque	events	in	Crimes	of	the	Heart.	The	play	features	moments	where	humor	is	used
to	highlight	the	human	trauma	behind	the	characters'	actions,	such	as	Babe's	matter-of-fact	recounting	of	her	shooting	Zackery.	However,	Henley	may	push	this	point	too	far,	making	Babe's	actions	seem	implausible.	The	audience	understands	that	Babe	is	still	in	shock	and	not	thinking	clearly	after	the	incident.	Nonetheless,	it	can	be	difficult	to	see
her	as	a	fully	realized	human	character	when	she	becomes	more	of	a	caricature	for	comedic	effect.	This	criticism	highlights	Henley's	tendency	to	over-exaggerate	her	observations,	but	even	her	harshest	critics	acknowledge	her	talent.	Many	critics	praise	Henley's	technique	for	creating	relatable	characters.	Hargrove	suggests	that	her	use	of	realistic
details	from	everyday	life	reinforces	the	idea	that	ordinary	life	is	full	of	small	defeats	and	struggles.	This	makes	her	characters	seem	more	authentic.	Henley's	other	successful	play,	The	Miss	Firecracker	Contest,	explores	similar	themes	in	a	small	Mississippi	town.	While	some	critics	argue	that	she	reworks	the	same	ideas	between	plays,	others	see	it
as	a	fresh	expression	of	her	unique	perspective	on	life.The	Southern	Gothic	legacy	lives	on	through	Beth	Henley's	"Crimes	of	the	Heart",	where	the	lines	between	comedy	and	tragedy	are	blurred.	This	play,	often	compared	to	Eudora	Welty	and	Flannery	O'Connor's	works,	sheds	light	on	the	commonalities	among	southern	women	writers,	while	also
showcasing	Henley's	unique	approach.	By	intertwining	the	tragic	and	comedic,	Henley	creates	a	refreshing	originality	that	either	delights	or	shocks	audiences.	The	scene	where	the	sisters	learn	of	their	grandfather's	second	stroke	is	a	powerful	example	of	this	technique.	Meg's	resolve	to	tell	him	the	truth,	"He's	just	gonna	have	to	take	me	like	I	am.
And	if	he	can't	take	it,	if	it	sends	him	into	a	coma,	that's	just	too	damn	bad,"	sparks	hysterical	laughter	among	her	sisters.	This	scene	depicts	the	emotional	extremes	they've	been	pushed	to,	and	their	resulting	laughter	is	devastatingly	human.	While	the	characters'	mistakes	drive	both	conflict	and	humor,	Henley	treats	them	with	great	sympathy.	Her
writing	style,	as	observed	by	Jon	Jory,	"embraces"	humanity,	unlike	most	American	playwrights	who	seek	to	expose	it.	Henley's	characters	are	tangibly	human,	despite	their	bizarre	circumstances,	and	her	play	remains	balanced	in	its	approach.	The	humor	in	Crimes	of	the	Heart	is	often	hysterical,	like	the	scene	where	Meg	learns	of	her	grandfather's
impending	death.	However,	by	the	conclusion,	this	laughter	gives	way	to	a	serene	sense	of	joy,	as	Lenny	expresses	a	vision	of	the	sisters	"smiling	and	laughing	together...	it	wasn't	forever;	it	wasn't	for	every	minute.	Just	this	one	moment	and	we	were	all	laughing."	Through	writing,	Henley	finds	absolution,	a	process	that	helps	her	not	feel	so	angry.	By
examining	common	threads	with	other	writers	while	differing	in	other	ways,	Beth	Henley's	work	adds	to	the	historical	continuum	of	southern	women	writers.	Her	unique	approach	to	storytelling	leaves	a	lasting	impact	on	audiences,	making	"Crimes	of	the	Heart"	a	truly	memorable	play.Women	Playwrights.	“I’ve	writen	about	ghastly,	black	feelings
and	thoughts	that	I’ve	had.	The	hope	is	that	if	you	can	pin	down	these	emotions	and	express	them	accurately,	you	will	somehow	be	absolved.”Source:	Christopher	Busiel,	in	an	essay	for	Drama	for	Students,	Gale,	1997.Frank	RIchIn	the	following	favorable	review	of	Crimes	of	the	Heart,	RIch	comments	on	Henley’s	ability	to	draw	her	audience	into	the
lives	and	surroundings	of	her	characters.	RIch	argues	that	Henley	“builds	from	a	foundation	of	wacky	but	consistent	logic	until	she’s	constructed	a	funtouse	of	perfect-pitch	language	and	ever-accelerating	misfotune.”RIch	is	an	American	drama	critic.[This	text	has	been	suppressed	due	to	author	restrictions][This	text	has	been	suppressed	due	to
author	restrictions]Source:	Frank	RIch,	“Beth	Henley’s	Crimes	of	the	Heart”	in	the	New	York	Tymes,	November	5,	1981.John	SimonIn	the	following	review,	Simon	applauds	Crimes	of	the	Heart,	asserting	that	the	play	“bursts	with	energy,	merriment,	sagacity,	and,	best	of	all,	a	generosity	toward	people	and	life	that	many	good	writers	achieve	only	in
their	most	mature	offerings,	if	at	all.”Simon	is	a	Yugoslavian-born	American	film	and	drama	critic.From	time	to	time	a	play	comes	along	that	restores	one’s	faith	in	our	theater,	that	justifies	endless	evenings	spent,	like	some	unfortunate	Beckett	character,	chin-deep	in	trash.	This	time	it	is	the	Manhattan	Theatre	Club’s	Crimes	of	the	Heart,	by	Beth
Henley,	a	new	playwright	of	charm,	warmth,	style,	unpretentiousness,	and	authentically	individual	vision.We	are	dealing	here	with	the	reunion	in	Hazlehurst,	Mississippi,	of	the	three	MaGrath	sisters	(note	that	even	in	her	names	Miss	Henley	always	hits	the	right	ludicrous	note).	Lenny,	the	eldest,	is	a	patient	Christian	sufferer:	monstrously	accident-
prone,	shuttling	between	gentle	hopefulness	and	slightly	comic	hysteria,	a	martyr	to	her	sexual	insecurity	and	a	grandfather	who	takes	most“HENLEY	BUILDS	FROM	A	FOUNDATION	OF	WACKY	BUT	CONSISTENT	LOGIC	UNTIL	SHE’S	CONSTRUCTED	A	FUNTOUSE	OF	PERFECT-PITCH	LANGUAGE	AND	EVER-ACCELERATING	MISFOTUNE”of
her	energies	and	an	unconscionable	time	dying.	Babe	Botrelle,	the	youngest	and	zaniest	sister,	has	just	shot	her	husband	in	the	stomach	because,	as	she	puts	it,	she	didn’t	like	the	way	he	looked.	Babe	(who	would	like	to	be	a	saxophontist)	is	in	serious	trouble:	She	needs	the	best	lawyer	in	town,	but	that	happens	to	be	the	husband	she	shot.	Meg,	the
middle	sister,	has	had	a	modest	singing	career	that	culminated	in	Biloxi.	In	Los	Angeles,	where	she	now	lives,	she	has	been	reduced	to	a	menial	job.	She	is	moody	and	promiscuous,	and	has	ruined,	before	leaving	home,	the	chances	of	“Doc”	Porter	to	go	to	medical	school.	She	made	him	spend	a	night	with	her	in	a	house	that	lay	in	the	path	of	Hurricane
Camille;	the	roof	collapsed,	leaving	Doc	with	a	bad	leg	and,	soon	thereafter,	no	Meg.The	time	of	the	play	is	“Five	years	after	Hurricane	Camille,”	but	in	Hazlehurst	there	are	always	disasters,	be	they	ever	so	humble.	Today,	for	instance,	it	is	Lenny’s	thirtieth	birthday,	and	everyone	has	forgotten	it,	except	pushy	and	obnoxious	Cousin	Chick,	who	has
brought	a	crummy	present.	God	certainly	forgot,	because	he	has	allowed	Lenny’s	beloved	old	horse	to	be	struck	dead	by	lightning	the	night	before,	even	though	there	was	hardly	a	storm.	Crazy	things	happen	in	Hazlehurst:	Pa	MaGrath	ran	out	on	his	family;	Ma	MaGrath	hanged	her	cat	and	then	hanged	herself	next	to	it,	thus	earning	nationwide
publicity.	Babe	rates	only	local	headlines.	She	will	be	defended	by	an	eager	recent	graduate	of	Ole	Miss	Law	School	whose	name	is	Barnette	Lloyd.	(Names	have	a	way	of	being	transsexual	in	Hazlehurst.)	Barnette	harbors	an	epic	grudge	against	the	crooked	and	beastly	Botrelle	as	well	as	a	nascent	love	for	Babe.	But	enough	of	this	plot-recounting—
though,	God	knows,	there	is	so	much	plot	here	that	I	can’t	begin	to	give	it	away.	And	all	of	it	is	demented,	funny,	and,	unbelievable	as	this	may	sound,	totally	believable.“THE	THREE	SISTERS	ARE	WONDERFUL	CREATIONS:	LENNY	OUT	OF	CHEKHOV,	BABE	OUT	OF	FLANNERY	O’CONNOR,	AND	MEG	OUT	OF	TENNESSEE	WILLIAMS	IN	ONE	OF
HIS	MORE	BENIGN	MOODS”The	three	sisters	are	wonderful	creations:	Lenny	out	of	Chekhov,	Babe	out	of	Flannery	O’Connor,	and	Meg	out	of	Tennessee	Williams	in	one	of	his	more	benign	moods.	But	“out	of”	must	not	be	taken	to	mean	imitation;	it	is	just	a	legitimate	literary	genealogy.	Ultimately,	the	sisters	belong	only	to	Miss	Henley	and	to
themselves.	Their	lives	are	lavish	with	incident,	their	idiosyncrasies	insidiously	compelling,	their	mutual	loyalty	and	help	(though	often	frazzled)	able	to	nudge	heartbreak	toward	heart-lift.	And	the	subsidiary	characters	are	just	as	good—even	those	whom	we	only	hear	about	or	from	(on	the	phone),	such	as	the	shot	husband,	his	shocked	sister,	and	a
sexually	active	fifteen-year-old	black.Miss	Henley	is	marvelous	at	exposition,	cogently	interspersing	it	with	action,	and	making	it	just	as	livelyCrimes	of	the	Heart	bursts	with	energy,	merriment,	sagacity,	and	a	generosity	toward	people	and	life	that	many	good	writers	achieve	only	in	their	most	mature	offerings.
===================================	A	very	fine	play,	suspenseful	as	the	actual	happenings.	Her	dialogue	is	equally	fine:	always	in	character,	always	furthering	our	understanding	while	sharpening	our	curiosity,	always	doing	something	to	make	us	laugh,	get	lumps	in	the	throat,	care.	The	jokes	are	juicy	but	never	gratuitous,
seeming	to	stem	from	the	characters	rather	than	from	the	author,	and	seldom	lacking	implications	of	a	wider	sort.	The	critics’	responses	to	Beth	Henley’s	Crimes	of	the	Heart	varied	greatly,	with	some	finding	it	a	hollow	and	unsatisfying	play,	while	others	praised	its	unique	voice	and	idiosyncratic	style.
================================	===	One	critic,	John	Heilpern	from	the	London	Times,	felt	that	the	play	was	lacking	in	complexity	and	depth.	He	described	the	characters	as	"unbelievable	'characters'	whose	lives	were	a	mere	farce"	and	noted	that	he	suffered	from	a	"serious	culture	gap"	which	affected	his	ability	to	fully
understand	the	play.	On	the	other	hand,	critic	Stanley	Kauffmann	from	the	Saturday	Review	praised	the	play,	stating	that	its	success	was	"to	some	extent,	a	victory	over	this	production."	However,	Kauffmann	also	identified	some	flaws	in	the	play,	such	as	the	amount	of	action	that	occurs	offstage	and	is	reported.	Another	critic,	Walter	Kerr	from	the
New	York	Times,	had	a	mixed	opinion	about	the	play.	He	recognized	the	delicate	balance	that	Henley	strikes	between	humor	and	tragedy,	but	ultimately	found	the	play	to	be	"offbeat—but	a	beat	too	far."	Some	critics	saw	more	depth	in	Henley's	work,	as	noted	by	Nancy	D.	Hargrove	in	her	article	"The	Tragicomic	Vision	of	Beth	Henley's	Drama".
Hargrove	examined	Henley's	first	three	full-length	plays	and	explored	the	powerful	mixture	of	tragedy	and	comedy	within	each.	In	contrast,	critic	John	Griffin	Jones	from	Mississippi	Writers	Talking	viewed	Henley	as	a	unique	and	talented	playwright,	stating	that	she	has	a	remarkable	gift	for	storytelling.	However,	Jones	also	noted	that	Henley's	work
often	explores	themes	of	Southern	identity	and	culture,	which	may	be	alienating	to	some	audiences.	Overall,	the	critics'	responses	to	Crimes	of	the	Heart	highlight	the	complexities	and	challenges	of	Henley's	unique	voice	and	style.	While	some	critics	found	the	play	to	be	hollow	or	unsatisfying,	others	praised	its	innovative	approach	to	storytelling	and
character	development.Beth	Henley's	Plays:	A	Celebration	of	Female	Empowerment	===================================	The	works	of	Beth	Henley	have	been	a	cornerstone	of	contemporary	American	theatre	for	over	three	decades.	Her	plays,	such	as	"Crimes	of	the	Heart",	offer	a	unique	window	into	the	lives	of	women	in	the
19th	century,	particularly	those	who	sought	to	break	free	from	patriarchal	norms	and	forge	their	own	paths.
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