
little murders by jules feiffer

little murders by jules feiffer is a satirical black comedy that explores themes of violence, societal
dysfunction, and human disconnect. Written by Jules Feiffer, a celebrated playwright and cartoonist,
this work stands out for its sharp wit, dark humor, and incisive social commentary. The play delves
into the absurdity of suburban life and the ease with which violence permeates everyday existence.
Since its debut, little murders by jules feiffer has garnered critical acclaim for its unique blend of
cynicism and humor, reflecting the turbulent social climate of the 1960s while remaining relevant to
modern audiences. This article provides an in-depth analysis of little murders by jules feiffer, including
its plot, characters, themes, production history, and cultural impact. The discussion also highlights the
significance of Feiffer’s writing style and the play’s enduring resonance in American theater.
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Overview of Little Murders by Jules Feiffer
Little murders by jules feiffer is a dark comedy that critiques American society through a satirical lens.
Originally written as a play in 1967, it combines absurdist humor with pointed social criticism,
focusing on the chaos and alienation experienced in suburban life. Feiffer, known for his work as a
cartoonist, translated his keen observational skills into the theatrical world with this piece, creating a
narrative that challenges conventional ideas about family, violence, and social order. The play’s title
reflects the seemingly minor but cumulatively significant acts of violence and dysfunction that
characterize its world.

Background and Author
Jules Feiffer, an influential American cartoonist and playwright, wrote little murders as part of his
exploration of social and political themes through art. His background in cartooning for The Village
Voice informed his sharp dialogue and satirical tone. Little murders marked Feiffer’s transition to
theater, establishing him as a significant voice in American drama during the 1960s and beyond.



Genre and Style
The play is best described as a black comedy or dark satire, blending humor with disturbing subject
matter. Feiffer’s style incorporates rapid-fire dialogue, absurd situations, and a critique of societal
norms. This approach allows the play to address serious themes like urban violence and alienation in
a manner that is both entertaining and thought-provoking.

Plot and Setting
The narrative of little murders by jules feiffer centers on the dysfunctional lives of the Smith family
living in a crime-ridden New York City suburb. The plot unfolds as they navigate a world beset by
senseless violence and social decay, highlighting the characters’ various responses to their chaotic
environment.

Summary of the Story
The story follows Alfred and Patsy Smith, a young couple whose attempt to start a peaceful family life
is constantly undermined by the violent and absurd realities of their neighborhood. Alfred is a timid,
passive character, while Patsy grows increasingly disillusioned with their circumstances. The play
explores their relationship alongside interactions with neighbors and acquaintances, each embodying
different facets of societal dysfunction.

Setting and Atmosphere
Set in a bleak urban environment during the late 1960s, the play’s setting is integral to its themes.
The neighborhood is depicted as unsafe and unpredictable, contributing to the characters’ sense of
entrapment and frustration. This backdrop enhances the darkly comedic tone, emphasizing the
contrast between the desire for normalcy and the chaotic reality.

Main Characters
The characters in little murders by jules feiffer are crafted to represent a spectrum of social
archetypes, each contributing to the play’s exploration of violence and alienation.

Alfred Smith
Alfred is the central character, characterized by his passive demeanor and attempts to maintain order
amid chaos. His naivety and indecision reflect the broader societal paralysis in the face of escalating
violence.



Patsy Smith
Patsy, Alfred’s wife, exhibits growing frustration and cynicism. Her character embodies the
disillusionment with suburban life and the desire for change, often clashing with Alfred’s passivity.

Supporting Characters

Artie, the eccentric neighbor who embodies the absurdity of urban life.

Carla, Patsy’s friend, representing alternative perspectives on violence and societal norms.

Detective, a symbol of law enforcement’s ineffectiveness in the play’s chaotic world.

Themes and Symbolism
Little murders by jules feiffer is rich in themes that critique social and political issues of its time, many
of which remain relevant today.

Violence and Alienation
A central theme is the pervasive violence that infiltrates everyday life, not only through physical acts
but also emotional and psychological harm. The play portrays how violence breeds alienation,
isolating individuals within their own communities and relationships.

Family Dysfunction and Communication Breakdown
The Smith family’s troubled dynamics symbolize broader societal breakdowns. Their inability to
effectively communicate or protect each other reflects the erosion of traditional family structures in
the face of external pressures.

Societal Satire and Critique
Feiffer uses satire to expose the absurdities of American suburban life and the failures of institutions
meant to provide safety and order. The play challenges viewers to confront uncomfortable truths
about complacency and denial in society.

Production History and Reception
Since its premiere, little murders by jules feiffer has experienced various productions and adaptations,
each contributing to its status as a significant work in American theater.



Original Broadway Production
Little murders debuted on Broadway in 1967, directed by Alan Arkin. The initial reception was mixed,
with some critics praising its boldness and others unsettled by its dark tone. Over time, it gained a
cult following and critical reevaluation.

Film Adaptation
In 1971, little murders was adapted into a film directed by Alan Arkin and starring Elliott Gould and
Marcia Rodd. The film version preserved much of the play’s satirical edge while reaching a broader
audience, further cementing its cultural relevance.

Subsequent Revivals
The play has been revived multiple times across the United States, often resonating with new
generations facing contemporary social anxieties. Each revival highlights the timeless nature of
Feiffer’s themes.

Jules Feiffer’s Writing Style and Influence
Feiffer’s distinctive writing style in little murders combines sharp wit, rapid dialogue, and dark humor
to create a compelling theatrical experience. His background as a cartoonist informs his precise use of
language and timing.

Use of Satire and Humor
Feiffer masterfully balances humor with serious subject matter, using satire to expose societal
hypocrisies. This approach engages audiences intellectually while provoking emotional responses.

Dialogue and Characterization
The play’s dialogue is notable for its naturalistic yet stylized quality, capturing the contradictions
within characters and their social environment. Feiffer’s characters are complex, often embodying
conflicting traits that reflect real human behavior.

Impact on American Theater
Little murders by jules feiffer influenced subsequent playwrights by demonstrating how dark comedy
can address pressing social issues. Feiffer’s work paved the way for more experimental and socially
conscious theater in America.



Cultural Impact and Legacy
Little murders by jules feiffer remains an important work for its unflinching examination of violence
and social dysfunction. Its continued relevance is evident in contemporary discussions about urban
life and family dynamics.

Reflection of 1960s America
The play captures the anxieties and transformations of the 1960s, including rising crime rates,
political unrest, and changing social norms. It serves as a cultural artifact that offers insight into this
turbulent era.

Modern Resonance
Modern audiences and critics often find parallels between the play’s themes and current societal
challenges, such as systemic violence and alienation. This ongoing relevance underscores the
enduring power of Feiffer’s work.

Influence on Popular Culture

Inspired later works in theater and film that blend dark humor with social commentary.

Contributed to the popularization of black comedy as a genre in American arts.

Helped establish Jules Feiffer as a prominent cultural figure beyond cartooning.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'Little Murders' by Jules Feiffer?
'Little Murders' explores themes of urban alienation, violence, and the absurdity of modern life,
highlighting the disconnect and chaos present in 1960s American society.

When was 'Little Murders' by Jules Feiffer first published or
performed?
'Little Murders' was first performed as a play in 1967 and later adapted into a film in 1971.

How does Jules Feiffer use satire in 'Little Murders'?
Feiffer employs satire to critique societal norms, political apathy, and the prevalence of senseless



violence, using dark humor to underscore the absurdity of the characters’ situations.

Who are the main characters in 'Little Murders'?
The main characters include Alfred Chamberlain, his fiancée Patsy, and Patsy's family, each
representing different facets of societal dysfunction and emotional detachment.

What impact did 'Little Murders' have on American theater?
'Little Murders' was influential for its bold, darkly comedic take on social issues, helping to pave the
way for more provocative and satirical works in American theater during the late 1960s.

How does 'Little Murders' reflect the cultural climate of the
1960s?
The play reflects the 1960s by addressing the era's rising urban violence, political unrest, and
generational disillusionment, capturing the anxieties and contradictions of the time.

Additional Resources
1. Little Murders by Jules Feiffer
This dark comedy play explores the absurdity and violence lurking beneath the surface of suburban
life. It follows Alfred Chamberlain, a man caught in a world where senseless crimes and social chaos
challenge his desire for order and meaning. Feiffer’s sharp wit and satirical lens critique American
society and the human condition.

2. The White Album by Joan Didion
Didion’s collection of essays captures the turbulence of 1960s and 1970s America, paralleling the
chaotic backdrop seen in Feiffer’s work. Through personal and cultural reflections, Didion dissects the
disintegration of societal norms and the pervasive sense of uncertainty. The book provides a vivid
portrait of a fractured era, much like the themes in Little Murders.

3. Waiting for Godot by Samuel Beckett
This seminal absurdist play delves into existential themes and the human condition through the story
of two men waiting endlessly for someone named Godot. Its minimalist style and dark humor echo the
bleak yet comedic tone found in Little Murders. The play challenges audiences to find meaning in a
seemingly meaningless world.

4. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead by Tom Stoppard
Stoppard’s play offers a witty and philosophical reimagining of two minor characters from
Shakespeare’s Hamlet. Like Feiffer’s work, it blends absurdity with sharp social commentary,
exploring themes of fate, free will, and the nature of reality. The play balances humor and tragedy in
a way that complements the tone of Little Murders.

5. Catch-22 by Joseph Heller
This satirical novel critiques the madness of war and bureaucratic logic through the story of Captain
Yossarian, who struggles to maintain sanity amid chaos. Its dark humor and absurd situations
resonate with the themes of senseless violence and societal dysfunction in Little Murders. Heller’s



work remains a powerful indictment of institutional madness.

6. Slaughterhouse-Five by Kurt Vonnegut
Vonnegut’s novel blends science fiction, autobiography, and satire to explore the horrors of war and
the illusion of free will. Its nonlinear narrative and dark humor mirror the chaotic and absurd
atmosphere found in Feiffer’s play. The book’s anti-war message and existential questions align
closely with Little Murders’ critique of violence.

7. One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest by Ken Kesey
Set in a mental institution, this novel examines the oppressive nature of societal rules and the
struggle for individuality. Kesey’s portrayal of rebellion against conformity and institutional control
complements the themes of alienation and chaos in Little Murders. The story combines humor and
tragedy to challenge perceptions of sanity.

8. The Zoo Story by Edward Albee
This one-act play features a tense and unsettling encounter between two strangers in Central Park,
exposing social isolation and existential despair. Albee’s exploration of communication breakdown
and human alienation parallels the dark, satirical tone of Feiffer’s work. The play’s raw emotional
impact and societal critique make it a compelling companion piece.

9. American Buffalo by David Mamet
Mamet’s play revolves around a small-time heist and the interactions among three men caught in a
web of mistrust and desperation. Its gritty dialogue and exploration of moral ambiguity echo the
themes of violence and social decay present in Little Murders. The play’s intense character dynamics
and bleak outlook highlight the darker aspects of human nature.
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