
the verge by susan glaspell
the verge by susan glaspell is a significant work in American literature that explores
themes of gender roles, societal expectations, and the struggles faced by women in the
early 20th century. Written by Susan Glaspell, a pioneering feminist playwright and
author, this play delves into the psychological and emotional conflicts of its protagonist as
she confronts the limitations imposed by her environment. The verge by Susan Glaspell is
noted for its symbolic use of setting and imagery, which enrich the narrative and
underscore the tension between freedom and confinement. This article provides an in-
depth analysis of the play’s themes, characters, and historical context, highlighting its
relevance in both literary and feminist studies. It also examines Glaspell’s style and
contribution to modern drama. To facilitate a comprehensive understanding, the article is
organized into key sections that cover the background, plot summary, thematic
exploration, character analysis, and critical reception of the play.
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Background and Historical Context
The verge by Susan Glaspell was written and first performed in the early 1920s, a period
marked by significant social change in the United States. This era saw the rise of the
women’s suffrage movement and a growing awareness of gender inequality. Glaspell, who
was also a reporter and founder of the Provincetown Players theater group, used her
works to challenge traditional gender norms and highlight women’s inner lives. The play’s
setting—a remote, wild location on the edge of a cliff—symbolizes the precarious position
of women at the time, caught between societal expectations and their own desires for
independence. Understanding the historical context is crucial to appreciating the play’s
critique of patriarchy and its exploration of female autonomy.

Author’s Background
Susan Glaspell was an influential figure in American theater and literature. Born in 1876,
she gained acclaim for her innovative and feminist works that often centered on women’s
experiences. Glaspell’s career as a journalist informed her realistic portrayal of social



issues, while her involvement with avant-garde theater allowed her to experiment with
form and narrative. The verge reflects her commitment to addressing themes of
confinement and liberation, making it a vital part of her oeuvre.

Societal Influences
The early 20th century was a transformative period for women’s rights. The ratification of
the 19th Amendment in 1920 granted women the right to vote, but many gender-based
limitations persisted. The verge captures the tension between these newfound freedoms
and entrenched societal restrictions. The play’s themes resonate with contemporary
discussions about gender roles, making it a timeless piece that reflects ongoing struggles
for equality.

Plot Summary of The Verge
The verge by Susan Glaspell tells the story of a woman living in isolation on the edge of a
cliff, both literally and metaphorically. The protagonist is preparing to undergo a
dangerous surgery that will either cure her or result in death, symbolizing her desire to
escape the confines of her life. The narrative unfolds through her interactions with two
visitors: her husband, who represents societal expectations, and a doctor, who brings the
possibility of change. The play’s tension arises from the protagonist’s internal conflict
between submission and rebellion.

Setting and Atmosphere
The setting of the play is integral to its meaning. The isolated house perched precariously
on the verge of a cliff embodies the protagonist’s psychological state—caught between
safety and the unknown. The natural surroundings, including the wild garden and the
looming ocean, serve as metaphors for freedom and danger. This atmospheric backdrop
intensifies the emotional stakes of the narrative.

Key Events
The plot progresses through a series of significant moments that highlight the
protagonist’s struggle:

The arrival of the doctor and the discussion of the risky surgery.

The husband’s insistence on conforming to social norms and his disapproval of the
protagonist’s desires.

The protagonist’s reflection on her life and her yearning for autonomy.

The climax where the protagonist makes a decisive choice about her future.



Themes and Symbolism
The verge by Susan Glaspell is rich in themes and symbolic elements that deepen its
exploration of gender and identity. Central to the play is the theme of confinement versus
freedom, both physical and psychological. The protagonist’s environment and
circumstances reflect the limitations imposed by society on women, while her internal
conflict represents a broader feminist struggle for self-determination.

Confinement and Isolation
The theme of confinement is portrayed through the protagonist’s isolated living conditions
and her strained relationships. Her home on the cliff’s edge is a physical manifestation of
her separation from the world and the constraints placed upon her. This isolation is both a
source of protection and a prison, illustrating the paradox faced by many women in
restrictive roles.

Freedom and Rebellion
The protagonist’s desire for freedom is symbolized by the wild garden she tends,
representing natural vitality and resistance to control. Her contemplation of the surgery
signifies a willingness to risk death in pursuit of autonomy, highlighting the extreme
measures sometimes necessary to break free from oppression. This theme resonates with
feminist ideals of self-empowerment and liberation.

Symbolism in Setting and Objects
The play employs various symbols to enhance its themes, including:

The cliff: representing the edge between safety and danger, life and death.

The garden: symbolizing wildness, creativity, and untamed spirit.

The surgery: a metaphor for transformation and the uncertain path to freedom.

Character Analysis
The characters in the verge by Susan Glaspell are carefully crafted to embody the play’s
thematic concerns. Each character represents different perspectives on gender roles,
freedom, and societal expectations, creating a dynamic interplay that drives the narrative.



The Protagonist
The central character is a complex woman who embodies the conflict between societal
conformity and personal freedom. She is intelligent, introspective, and courageous, yet
trapped by the limitations imposed on her. Her decision to undergo surgery reflects her
desire to reclaim agency over her life, even at great personal risk. Through her, Glaspell
explores the psychological dimensions of female oppression and resistance.

The Husband
The husband represents traditional patriarchy and the societal pressures to conform. His
presence underscores the protagonist’s isolation and the lack of understanding or support
for her aspirations. He embodies the external forces that seek to control and define
women’s roles within marriage and family.

The Doctor
The doctor serves as a symbol of modernity and change. He introduces the possibility of
transformation through medical intervention, highlighting the tension between science
and personal will. His role also raises questions about the ethics and implications of such
radical choices.

Literary Style and Techniques
Susan Glaspell’s writing in the verge is marked by lyrical prose, rich symbolism, and
innovative dramatic structure. Her style combines naturalistic dialogue with poetic
imagery, creating a vivid and immersive experience. The play’s structure emphasizes
psychological realism, focusing on the protagonist’s inner world and emotional journey.

Use of Symbolism
Glaspell’s use of symbolism is central to the play’s impact. Through objects, setting, and
actions, she conveys complex themes without explicit exposition. This subtlety allows for
multiple interpretations and adds depth to the narrative.

Dialogue and Characterization
The dialogue in the verge is carefully crafted to reveal character motivations and conflicts.
Glaspell employs nuanced language that reflects the social dynamics and emotional
undercurrents between characters. This approach enhances the realism and psychological
complexity of the play.



Atmospheric and Natural Imagery
The author’s vivid descriptions of the natural environment serve not only as a backdrop
but also as an extension of the protagonist’s psyche. The imagery of the wild garden, the
cliff, and the surrounding wilderness underscores themes of freedom, entrapment, and
transformation.

Critical Reception and Legacy
The verge by Susan Glaspell has been recognized as an important work in feminist
literature and American drama. Upon its release, the play was praised for its bold
exploration of women’s issues and its innovative theatrical style. Over time, it has gained
scholarly attention for its psychological depth and symbolic richness.

Initial Reception
The play was well received by progressive audiences and critics who appreciated its
challenge to conventional gender roles. However, some contemporaries found its themes
provocative and unsettling, reflecting the societal tensions of the era.

Modern Interpretations
Today, the verge is studied for its contributions to feminist theory and modernist theater.
It is often included in academic curricula focused on gender studies and early 20th-
century American literature. Its themes remain relevant, inspiring ongoing discussions
about autonomy, identity, and resistance.

Influence on Theater and Feminist Literature
Susan Glaspell’s work, including the verge, helped pave the way for future playwrights
who address women’s experiences and social justice. The play’s legacy endures through
its influence on feminist drama and its role in expanding the scope of American theater.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'The Verge' by Susan
Glaspell?
The central theme of 'The Verge' is the conflict between societal norms and individual
freedom, exploring the struggles of a woman seeking autonomy in a restrictive
environment.



How does Susan Glaspell portray the protagonist in 'The
Verge'?
Susan Glaspell portrays the protagonist as a complex and determined woman who
challenges traditional gender roles and societal expectations, highlighting her desire for
independence and self-expression.

What role does nature play in 'The Verge' by Susan
Glaspell?
Nature in 'The Verge' symbolizes freedom and escape from societal constraints, reflecting
the protagonist's inner turmoil and her yearning to break free from conventional life.

How does 'The Verge' reflect feminist ideas?
'The Verge' reflects feminist ideas by illustrating the limitations placed on women in early
20th-century society and emphasizing the protagonist's resistance to those limitations,
advocating for women's autonomy and empowerment.

What is the significance of the title 'The Verge' in Susan
Glaspell's play?
The title 'The Verge' signifies the protagonist's position on the edge of societal norms and
personal freedom, representing a critical point of transition and decision in her life.

Additional Resources
1. Trifles by Susan Glaspell
This one-act play is the precursor to "The Verge" and explores themes of gender roles and
justice. It follows two women who uncover crucial evidence in a murder case that the men
overlook. The play highlights the difference between male and female perspectives in
early 20th-century America.

2. A Jury of Her Peers by Susan Glaspell
Adapted from "Trifles," this short story delves into the subtleties of female solidarity and
the limitations imposed on women. It presents a nuanced critique of the legal system
through the eyes of women who understand the motives behind a crime better than the
male authorities. The story is a powerful commentary on empathy and social justice.

3. The Yellow Wallpaper by Charlotte Perkins Gilman
A seminal feminist text, this short story portrays a woman’s descent into madness due to
the oppressive constraints of her role in society. Like "The Verge," it examines the
psychological impacts of confinement and the struggle for self-expression. The story is
celebrated for its critique of the treatment of women's mental health in the 19th century.

4. A Doll’s House by Henrik Ibsen
This groundbreaking play centers on Nora Helmer’s realization of her subjugation within



her marriage and society. It challenges traditional gender roles and the institution of
marriage, resonating with the themes of autonomy and self-discovery found in "The
Verge." Ibsen’s work remains a cornerstone in feminist literature.

5. Herland by Charlotte Perkins Gilman
A utopian novel that imagines a society composed entirely of women who reproduce
asexually and live harmoniously without men. The book explores themes of gender,
society, and the potential for alternative social structures. It complements "The Verge" by
offering a visionary look at female independence and community.

6. Women in Love by D.H. Lawrence
This novel explores complex relationships, gender dynamics, and emotional struggles
among its characters. It delves into the conflicts between societal expectations and
personal desires, themes that echo in Glaspell’s "The Verge." Lawrence’s nuanced
portrayal of women and men grappling with identity is particularly relevant.

7. The Awakening by Kate Chopin
A classic feminist novel about Edna Pontellier’s journey toward self-awareness and
liberation from societal norms. It addresses themes of marriage, motherhood, and female
desire, paralleling "The Verge" in its exploration of women’s quest for autonomy. Chopin’s
work was controversial for its time and remains influential.

8. Passing by Nella Larsen
This novella tackles issues of racial identity and societal pressure through the story of two
African American women who can "pass" as white. The narrative examines themes of
identity, secrecy, and societal expectations, providing a layered perspective on personal
freedom and constraint. It complements Glaspell’s interest in the complexities of social
roles.

9. Little Women by Louisa May Alcott
A beloved novel that follows the lives of the March sisters as they navigate the challenges
of growing up in a restrictive society. The book highlights themes of family, gender roles,
and individual aspirations, offering a more optimistic counterpart to the struggles
depicted in "The Verge." Its enduring popularity lies in its rich character development and
social commentary.
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