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Waiting for Grant

By Dave Carley

The Victorians were fond of tableaux vivants, in which folks would get dressed up and pose as famous paintings. The practice also found favour as erotic entertainment, with models posing in the nude and thus being legally free from laws banning entertaining in the buff – so long as nothing jiggled.
Tableaux vivants have always fascinated me, so maybe I’ve missed my era. The form continues at a few festivals around the world, but I’ve only seen it twice in theatre: Sondheim’s Sunday at the Park with George recreates the famous Seurat painting, and Evan Guilford Blake’s Night Café, which ends in a delicious recreation of Edward Hopper’s famous painting Nighthawks.

American Gothic, the iconic painting by Grant Woods, has been much parodied, and I’ve decided to have some fun with it as well. In truth, the painting’s models – Woods’ sister Nan and his dentist, Dr. Byron McKeeby - neither posed together nor sat with the house as a backdrop. (They did pose together for photographs many years later – with the painting, at the Art Institute of Chicago.) I have brought Nan and the dentist together in this short piece and have no qualms about this historical rejigging – Woods himself did his own revisioning of their appearance, and that of the house over the years, and even re-interpreted their relationship in the painting. 

Waiting for Grant

By Dave Carley

Synopsis

Grant Wood’s painting American Gothic is one of the most iconic works in modern American art. It has been much parodied over the years and the relationship of its two Iowan models has often been the object of speculation. Waiting for Grant is set in Woods’ studio; his two models are awaiting his arrival, and their own immortalization...

Characters

NAN WOOD: 32

Dr. McKEEBY: 62

Set

Can be a bare stage. They are in a room in Eldon, Iowa, the location of Grant Woods’ studio. In this piece, the stage should be relatively bare and small. A curtained window hanging behind them, upstage, would be great. McKeeby and Wood move about and never get into posing position until the end – when they form their own tableau vivant.
Length

About 10 minutes.
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WAITING FOR GRANT
CHARACTERS:
Nan, 32
McKeeby, 62




Lights up on NAN and McKEEBY. 

NAN:
I’m telling you: I’m leaving here. This stinking, two-bit farm, and you and your – primness -
McKEEBY:

It’s not the country, we’re in town.

NAN:

It’s a farm and I’m 32 and I want to get to off this farm and into Des Moines fast. And find myself a fellow.
McKEEBY:

You’re no more 32 than I am. Anyway, why can’t you find a fella here?
NAN:

In Eldon, Iowa?

McKEEBY:

Hah! “In” Eldon?

NAN:

I meant, ‘Outside Eldon on a farm’.
McKEEBY:

Actually, you’re not going anywhere. You’re my wife.
NAN:

I most certainly am not. You’re my father and I’m escaping your domineering, rigid ways. And you’re 62, so there’s no chance we’re married.

McKEEBY:

How’d you know my age?
NAN:

Grant told me. And we’re a generation past mail-order brides in Iowa, so a thirty-year age difference is implausible. 
McKEEBY:

I was told I’d have a wife. And she’d be looking at me with adoration. 
NAN:

Don’t hold your breath.

McKEEBY:

I can’t be all bad – I must have given you that brooch.

NAN:

This brooch is my mother’s and Grant gave it to her. The woman in the painting’s brother. Who’s not in the picture because he escaped the farm and is taking art classes in Chicago, or Paris.

McKEEBY:

Everyone will assume I gave the brooch to you. 

NAN:

I’ll pawn it the second I get to the city.
McKEEBY:

What are you going to do in Des Moines?
NAN:

I told you, find a fellow. My age.
McKEEBY:

Hah.
NAN:

And not a fellow in overalls.

McKEEBY

He bought these for me.  I had a pair but he said they were too flashy.
NAN:

Grant is very particular. Look at me, dressed like one of those terribly proper spinsters whose chief thrill in life is going to Christian Endeavor and frowning horribly at the young couples in the back seats if they carry on. So you can see why I’m going to Des Moines first chance I get. 
McKEEBY:

I’d choose Cedar Rapids if I were you. We’ve got an operatic society. The barbarians in Des Moines don’t have that. Grant should be here by now. I had to put off two extractions.
NAN:

I’m sure your patients were relieved.
McKEEBY:

It’s stupid to delay things like that – the pain only gets worse. Though I think one of them, Mrs. Schaap, is only coming in for the gas. She likes the gas.
NAN:

You gas her even when she doesn’t need work done?
McKEEBY:

She doesn’t have a lot in her life. Where the devil is he/
NAN:

He’ll be here soon enough. He’s just out – wandering.

McKEEBY:

I was on time and I ‘wandered’ here all the way from Cedar Rapids. At his behest. He practically begged me. I could barely get his filling done he was so busy begging. I finally agreed to sit just so I could get him out of my chair. And he promised: it’s not going to be a recognizable portrait.

NAN:

He always changes things. He’s changing me. He ordered me to slick down my hair and part it in the middle and trim this apron with rickrack. They don’t make rickrack anymore or at least you can’t find it in Eldon so I tore some off an old dress of mother’s. But the apron is from Chicago – he sent away for it. (Putting on apron.)
McKEEBY:

He mailed these to my office, asked me to break them in a little. How long will we have to sit?
NAN:

It varies. I’ve sat for three hours straight before. You just think of things. Let your mind go.
McKEEBY:

Not a good idea in my business. I start daydreaming, I’m liable to put a drill through somebody’s eye. Maybe I need lessons in letting my mind go.
NAN:

Think of great fillings you’ve done.

McKEEBY:

How are you going to keep from smiling for two hours. You’re always smiling.
NAN:

Truth is, I’m a little cross at Grant, so it won’t be hard to look sour. He’d lined up another woman to model but decided she was too young and pretty. So I said, “Well then, what about me?” Hoping he’d have the grace to say, “Oh no Nan, you’re way too young and pretty.” But he answered, far too quickly, “Yes, of course. You’ll do.”

McKEEBY:

I think you’re pretty.
NAN:

You just mean I’ve got good teeth.

McKEEBY:

No, you’re pretty.


NAN:

Pretty plain.

McKEEBY:

Pretty pretty.

NAN: 
Your eyes are giving out. That’s not a good thing in a dentist. I wouldn’t let you near my mouth. Anyway, I won’t be pretty pretty when Grant’s done with me. He says my face is too round, but he’s going to stretch it out. Actually, he said my face is too “fat”.

McKEEBY:

It’s not fat!
NAN:

He’s always called me ‘fat-face’, ever since we were kids. He’d call me fat-face, I’d pound him. And here I am, about to sit for him again.

McKEEBY:

He told me he wanted a man whose face had integrity and a sense of humour.
NAN:

I’m impressed. Grant doesn’t usually get all complimentary.

McKEEBY:

Well he ruined it a second later because that’s when he told me it wasn’t going to be a likeness. I really should go.
NAN:

Stay. We have to suffer for his art. It’s just Grant being Grant. Wandering. Was he on time for his fillings?

McKEEBY:

No, but then I was running an hour behind schedule anyway.

NAN:

Then you owe him an hour. He’s out looking for the perfect backdrop. He hikes all over town, all over the county. Scouting. He’s a perfectionist. When he was a boy he’d copy Old Masters, by the hour, by the day. He’s not like me – a spinster with a fat face – or you – a dentist who gives the world gas. He’s an artist. You have to accept that. He’s out looking for a backrop with a surprise, a little architectural ornament or something. I said, “Why not the house across the lane?” but of course that would be far too easy.

McKEEBY:

(Looks behind curtain.) You’re right. That house plain as heck except for that arched window… It must be odd – living with that day in and day out. I mean, living with an artist – with that kind of temperament.
NAN:

We manage just fine.

McKEEBY:

But it can’t be a happy life.

NAN:

I’m not your Mrs Schaap. My life is happy enough. And I’d rather be an unhappy spinster than an unhappy wife.

McKEEBY:

That’s ridiculous. Even if you were an unhappy wife there’d still have been the chance that you were happy before you were unhappy.
NAN:

If I’d been gassed. I think I hear him. His whistling. 
(Runs to window, looks out behind curtain.)

Here he comes. Let’s pose for him. He’ll walk in and we’ll be ready.

McKEEBY:

Why.
NAN:

It’s our chance to let him know how we – see ourselves, before he gets on with his way of seeing us. Grant doesn’t like me giving ideas, but he listens. I’m telling him I’m your daughter. You can pose like you’re my husband, I don’t care. Straighten your collar and jacket. We have to look prim.

McKEEBY:

You’ve got some hair blowing free.

(Touches it.)

NAN:

I can do that. (But softens.)
(McKEEBY touches her face again.)
McKEEBY:

Your face is too/
NAN:

Fat.

McKEEBY:

Soft.

NAN:

I’ll make it long and hard.

McKEEBY:

I’d like it soft.
NAN:

That’s bad talk coming from my father.

McKEEBY:

It’s good talk from a husband.

NAN:

You’re pretty smooth, Doctor. Put your glasses on. Don’t smile. Wait. Let’s throw open the curtains, let him see – help me with these curtains, they stick.
(They go and pull back curtains. The small house in the painting can seen. They begin to turn back to audience.)

NAN:
He’s on the stairs. Get your pitchfork.

McKEEBY:

It’s a hay fork.

NAN:

Well get the darn hay fork and hold it up. Try and look like you’ve got gas. And not your Mrs. Schaap-gas.
(NAN’s expression and pose are wrong; she’s probably smiling.)
McKEEBY:

I’m ready. You’re supposed to be looking at me. With wifely adoration.
NAN:


The heck I will. 
McKEEBY:

A good wife looks at her husband.

NAN:

Daughter.

McKEEBY:

(Beat.) OK. Have it your way. (Pause.) Faaaaat face.

NAN glares at McKEEBY. It is the perfect pose.

Black.

The End.
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