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“You’ll submit...right to the end, you’ll submit.” — Machinal

An epic theatrical examination of the alienating effects of capitalism, greed and
technology on the development of the individual, Sophie Treadwell’s Machinal
resonates strongly in our technologically-saturated consumer culture. Treadwell depicts
a world in which nearly everything is mechanized and impersonal, and where a young
woman finds herself a cog in the wheel of industry and domesticity, silenced and forced
constantly to submit. Her journey is not so different from the journeys many of us take
daily, seeking to find our way in a world that views us as little more than data to be
analyzed and objects to be optimized.

The more I work with the play, however, the more I realize just how much Machinal
is a tribute to the power of creative work and collaboration. Like the world it depicts,
Machinal depends upon technology, requiring extensive use of sound and lighting
effects to create the dehumanized and disorienting world in which it is set. Treadwell
defines the individuals of her play only by the roles they have in society, such as Doctor
and Filing Clerk. Even the central figure of the piece, Helen Jones, is identified only
as “Young Woman” throughout most of the play. Both Helen Jones’ world and the
production of Machinal itself require the submission of the individual to the society in
which she functions. Yet while the world of the play hides the labor of the individual,
the production of the play celebrates it. Machinal demands that actors, designers, and
director alike subsume themselves to the massive production, collaborating closely to
create an environment so enormous that it cannot be imagined by the individual. Just
as Treadwell’s Young Woman is more than her name implies, our actors do more than
act — they serve as composers, conductors, stage crew, and choreographers. Although
the text of Machinal questions whether or not a disempowered individual can find
fulfillment in the modern world, the practice of Machinal demonstrates that this
possibility becomes reality within the theatre.
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