Eleemosynary A Play

eleemosynary a play is a compelling theatrical work that explores complex family
dynamics, personal growth, and the enduring quest for understanding and connection.
Written by Lee Blessing, this play has garnered critical acclaim for its insightful dialogue,
nuanced characters, and thought-provoking themes. In this article, we delve into the
details of Eleemosynary, examining its plot, characters, themes, production history, and
why it remains a significant piece in contemporary theater.

Overview of Eleemosynary: A Play

Eleemosynary (pronounced el-uh-MOS-uh-ner-ee) is a one-act drama that premiered in
1985. The title, derived from the Latin word "eleemosyna" meaning "almsgiving" or
charity, is a metaphor for the characters' struggles with generosity, sacrifice, and
understanding within their familial relationships. The play centers around three main
characters: Dorothea (Dor), her daughter Artie, and her granddaughter Echo, each
representing different generations and perspectives.

Plot Summary

Setting and Structure

Eleemosynary is set primarily in the home of Dorothea, an eccentric and independent
woman, and unfolds over a series of scenes that reveal the evolving relationships among
the characters. The play's structure allows for flashbacks and introspections, giving
audiences insight into the characters' inner worlds.

Core Narrative

The narrative revolves around the reunion of the three women after years of separation.
Dorothea, a former child prodigy and university professor, is passionate about her
daughter's education and eccentric pursuits. Artie, now an ambitious and somewhat
rebellious young woman, struggles with her desire for independence and her love for her
mother. Echo, the youngest, is a precocious and insightful girl who often acts as a bridge
between her mother and grandmother. Throughout the play, themes of communication
and miscommunication, identity, and sacrifice are explored as each character grapples
with their own desires and perceptions.

Character Breakdown
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Dorothea (Dor)

- An intellectual, independent, and somewhat aloof woman. - Has a complex relationship
with her daughter and granddaughter. - Values education, independence, and her own
eccentricities. - Represents the older generation's perspective on sacrifice and
generosity.

Artie

- Dorothea’s daughter, a driven woman with a rebellious streak. - Struggles with her
mother’s controlling nature. - Desires to forge her own path, especially in her career and
personal life. - Acts as a mediator between her mother and daughter.

Echo

- The youngest character, a bright and insightful girl. - Acts as the emotional heart of the
play. - Her innocence and wisdom highlight the play's themes of understanding and
compassion.

Themes and Messages in Eleemosynary

Generosity and Sacrifice

The title itself alludes to charity and giving, which metaphorically extends to the
characters’ willingness to sacrifice personal desires for family bonds. The play explores
what it means to give, whether through material means or emotional support.

Family Dynamics and Communication

Eleemosynary examines how family members communicate across generational divides,
often revealing misunderstandings, unspoken expectations, and the importance of
listening.

Independence and Identity

Each character’s journey involves defining their own identity outside of familial roles.
Dorothea’s independence, Artie’s ambition, and Echo’s wisdom collectively demonstrate
the importance of self-awareness and authenticity.

Intellectualism vs. Emotional Connection

The play contrasts intellectual pursuits with emotional intimacy, questioning whether true
understanding comes from knowledge or empathy.



Production History and Critical Reception

Premiere and Notable Productions

Eleemosynary premiered Off-Broadway in 1985 and quickly gained popularity for its sharp
dialogue and compelling themes. It has since been produced in various regional theaters,
educational institutions, and community theaters across the United States.

Awards and Recognitions

While specific awards for Eleemosynary include nominations and critical praise, the play’s
enduring success lies in its ability to resonate with audiences of all ages. Its compact one-
act structure makes it suitable for educational settings and theater festivals.

Critical Analysis

Critics have lauded Blessing’s writing for its wit, emotional depth, and keen insights into
family relationships. The play is often praised for its humorous yet poignant portrayal of
the struggles of bridging gaps between generations.

Themes of Teaching and Educational Value

Eleemosynary is frequently utilized in educational settings due to its rich themes and
character study. It offers opportunities for discussions on:

1. Family relationships and communication strategies
2. Understanding differing perspectives
3. Personal growth and self-awareness
4. The role of education and intellectual pursuits in personal identity

Students and actors alike can analyze the play’s dialogue, character development, and
underlying messages, making it a valuable resource for drama curricula.

Adapting Eleemosynary for Contemporary Audiences

While Eleemosynary is rooted in the social context of the 1980s, its themes remain
relevant today. Modern productions often emphasize: - Diverse casting to reflect
contemporary family structures - Updating staging to highlight the play’s humor and
emotional beats - Incorporating multimedia elements to deepen storytelling These
adaptations help keep the play fresh and accessible for new generations.

Conclusion: Why Eleemosynary Remains Significant

Eleemosynary is more than just a play about three women; it’s a reflection on the
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universal themes of family, sacrifice, and understanding. Its sharp dialogue, compelling
characters, and profound themes have cemented its place in American theater. Whether
performed in a small community theater or a professional stage, Eleemosynary continues
to invite audiences to consider what it truly means to give, to forgive, and to connect
across generations. For theater enthusiasts, educators, and students, this play offers a
rich tapestry of emotional insights and theatrical craftsmanship, making it a must-see or
must-perform piece that stands the test of time. Meta Description: Discover the depth
and significance of Eleemosynary, a play by Lee Blessing that explores family, sacrifice,
and understanding through compelling characters and themes. Learn about its plot,
characters, history, and relevance today.

Eleemosynary: An In-Depth Exploration of Lee Blessing’s Thought-Provoking Play When
discussing contemporary American theatre that combines emotional depth with
intellectual engagement, Lee Blessing’s Eleemosynary stands out as a profound and
enduring work. First premiered in 1985, this play continues to resonate with audiences
and critics alike for its insightful exploration of family dynamics, individual identity, and
the power of altruism. In this article, we will examine Eleemosynary from multiple
angles—its themes, characters, structure, and impact—offering a comprehensive
understanding of why this play remains a significant piece in the theatrical canon.

Overview of Eleemosynary

Eleemosynary is a dramatic play written by Lee Blessing, an acclaimed American
playwright known for his sharp dialogue and nuanced characterizations. The title itself is
derived from the Latin word eleemosyna, meaning “almsgiving” or “charitable donation,”
which hints at the play’s exploration of generosity, charity, and self-sacrifice. The play
centers around three generations of women—Dorothy, her daughter Artie, and her
granddaughter Echo—and their complex relationships, personal struggles, and
philosophical differences. The narrative is set primarily in a small town and unfolds over a
series of emotionally charged scenes that delve into themes such as independence,
familial obligation, education, and the nature of altruism. Blessing’s writing employs a
blend of humor and poignancy, allowing the audience to reflect on profound questions
while remaining engaged with relatable characters.

Thematic Depth of Eleemosynary

Family and Intergenerational Relationships

At its core, Eleemosynary is a play about family—specifically, the bonds that tie women
across generations and how these bonds influence individual identities. The play explores
how each woman’s worldview is shaped by her experiences and her relationships with
others. - Dorothy: The matriarch, a strong-willed woman with a passion for education and
independence. - Artie: Dorothy’s daughter, who struggles with her mother’s



unconventional methods and her own desire for stability. - Echo: Artie’s daughter, a gifted
and eccentric child whose unique perspective challenges traditional notions of success
and normalcy. The play examines how these relationships evolve and sometimes clash,
highlighting themes of acceptance, misunderstanding, and the longing for connection.

Altruism and Generosity

The title Eleemosynary underscores the play’s focus on charity and altruism—not just in
the monetary sense but as a reflection of the characters’ internal moral values. The
characters grapple with questions such as: - What does it mean to be generous? - How do
acts of charity impact personal identity? - Is true altruism possible, or are all acts
motivated by self-interest? These questions are woven into the dialogues and decisions of
the characters, prompting viewers to reflect on their own understanding of giving and
receiving.

Education and Self-Discovery

Educational pursuits are central to the play, especially considering Dorothy’s emphasis on
learning and Artie’s struggles with her academic and personal life. Echo’s unconventional
intelligence leads to debates about traditional education versus innate talent and
personal growth. The play suggests that self-discovery is an ongoing process, often
intertwined with the lessons learned from family and society.

Character Analysis

Dorothy: The Patriarch of Ideas

Dorothy embodies independence, intellectual curiosity, and a desire to instill values of
self-reliance in her daughter and granddaughter. Her character can be viewed as a
symbol of progressive thinking and resilience. - Strengths: Assertiveness, intelligence,
unwavering dedication to education. - Weaknesses: Detachment from emotional
expression, difficulty in understanding her daughter’s needs.

Artie: The Struggling Daughter

Artie represents the tension between tradition and rebellion. She aspires to find her own
identity outside her mother’s shadow but often feels trapped by familial expectations. -
Strengths: Loyalty, resilience, yearning for normalcy. - Weaknesses: Insecurity, difficulty
in balancing independence with familial ties.

Echo: The Gifted Child

As the youngest, Echo challenges her elders’ perceptions of success. Her eccentricities
and intellectual prowess symbolize the potential for individual uniqueness to disrupt
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conventional norms. - Strengths: Creativity, intelligence, individuality. - Weaknesses:
Social alienation, emotional vulnerability.

Structural and Artistic Elements

Dialogue and Language

Blessing’s writing is characterized by sharp, witty dialogue that reveals character
motivations and thematic nuances. The exchanges often oscillate between humor and
seriousness, creating a rhythm that keeps audiences engaged.

Stage Design and Setting

The play’s minimalistic set design emphasizes the characters and their interactions. The
settings typically include domestic spaces like living rooms and kitchens, fostering an
intimate environment that underscores the personal nature of the story.

Use of Humor and Irony

Despite its serious themes, Eleemosynary employs humor to humanize its characters and
provide relief from emotional intensity. Irony is also present, especially in the characters’
perceptions of morality and success.

Critical Reception and Impact

Since its debut, Eleemosynary has been lauded for its insightful portrayal of familial
bonds and its nuanced exploration of social values. Critics have praised Blessing’s ability
to craft relatable characters whose conflicts mirror broader societal debates. The play has
been performed across the United States and internationally, often in community and
regional theaters, highlighting its accessibility and universal themes. Its relevance
persists, especially in discussions about education, gender roles, and the nature of
altruism in modern society. Notable Awards and Recognitions - Obie Award: Recognition
for exceptional off-Broadway production. - Critics’ Circle Awards: Commendations for
acting and scriptwriting. - Educational Use: Frequently included in theatre curricula for its
rich thematic material and character development.

Why Eleemosynary Continues to Resonate

In an era defined by social change and evolving family dynamics, Eleemosynary offers a
mirror to contemporary audiences. Its exploration of how individuals navigate their
relationships and moral choices remains pertinent. The play’s themes challenge viewers
to consider the complexity of altruism, the importance of understanding across
generations, and the pursuit of personal authenticity. Its blend of humor, intellect, and



emotional depth makes it a compelling piece for both theatrical production and academic

study.

Conclusion

Eleemosynary by Lee Blessing is more than just a theatrical work; it is a meditation on

the human condition, family, and the values that drive us. Its richly drawn characters and

layered themes invite ongoing reflection and discussion, ensuring its place as a

significant and enduring piece of American theatre. Whether one approaches it as a critic,

student, or casual viewer, the play offers profound insights into the complexities of love,

sacrifice, and self-discovery, making it a must-study and must-see for those interested in
the art of storytelling through theatre.

Questions & Answers About eleemosynary a play

'‘Eleemosynary' challenge
traditional family roles?

N Question Answer

o

1 | What is the main theme of The main themes of 'Eleemosynary' include family
the play 'Eleemosynary'? dynamics, the importance of communication, and

the pursuit of individual identity within a family
structure.

2 | Who are the central The play features three central characters:
characters in 'Eleemosynary'? | Dorothea, her daughter Echo, and Echo's daughter

Artie, each representing different generations and
perspectives.

3 | How does 'Eleemosynary' The play examines how mentorship and education
explore the concept of impact personal growth, especially through
mentorship and education? Dorothea's unconventional teaching methods and

her relationship with her daughter and
granddaughter.

4 | What role does humor play in | Humor in 'Eleemosynary' helps to lighten serious
'‘Eleemosynary'? themes, highlighting the quirks of each character

and emphasizing the warmth and complexity of
family bonds.

5 | Why has 'Eleemosynary' Its relatable characters, compelling themes, and
become a popular choice for | balanced mix of humor and drama make
community theater 'Eleemosynary' accessible and engaging for diverse
productions? audiences.

6 | In what ways does The play challenges traditional roles by showcasing

strong, independent women who defy societal
expectations and explore alternative ways of
nurturing and supporting each other.
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7 | What is the significance of The title 'Eleemosynary' refers to charity or
the title 'Eleemosynary'? almsgiving, symbolizing the themes of generosity,

support, and the altruistic acts within the family and
community depicted in the play.

charity, philanthropy, drama, theater, altruism, donation, performance, social issues,
nonprofit, fundraising
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