
little murders by jules feiffer
little murders by jules feiffer is a dark comedy play and screenplay that explores themes of urban
violence, social alienation, and the absurdity of human behavior. Written by Jules Feiffer, an influential
cartoonist and playwright, the work presents a satirical yet poignant view of American society during
the 1960s. Known for its sharp wit and provocative dialogue, little murders by jules feiffer has been
recognized as a significant contribution to American theater and film. The narrative centers on a
dysfunctional family grappling with the chaotic world around them, reflecting broader societal
anxieties. This article will delve into the origins, plot, characters, themes, critical reception, and
adaptations of little murders by jules feiffer, providing a comprehensive understanding of its cultural
impact and artistic merit.

Origins and Background of Little Murders

Plot Summary and Key Characters

Themes and Social Commentary

Critical Reception and Legacy

Adaptations and Influence

Origins and Background of Little Murders

Little murders by jules feiffer originated as a Broadway play written by Jules Feiffer, debuting in 1967.
Feiffer, already well-known for his work as a Pulitzer Prize-winning cartoonist for The Village Voice,
transitioned into theater with this darkly comedic script. The play emerged during a turbulent era
marked by social upheaval, political unrest, and increasing concerns about crime and violence in
urban America. Feiffer’s work reflected these anxieties through satire, using humor and absurdity to
critique contemporary society.

Jules Feiffer’s Career and Influence

Jules Feiffer’s background as a cartoonist deeply influenced his approach to playwriting. His sharp
observational skills and talent for capturing human folly translated effectively into theatrical dialogue
and characterization. Before little murders, Feiffer had established himself as a cultural commentator
through his cartoons, which often addressed social and political issues. This transition allowed him to
explore these themes in a more expansive and dramatic form.



Historical Context of the 1960s

The 1960s were a period marked by dramatic changes in social norms, civil rights movements, and
widespread fear of crime. Little murders by jules feiffer captures the zeitgeist of this era by portraying
a society unraveling amid violence and moral ambiguity. The play’s setting in a chaotic, crime-ridden
city underscores the collective anxiety of the time, making it a culturally resonant piece.

Plot Summary and Key Characters

The plot of little murders by jules feiffer revolves around the character Alfred Chamberlain, a mild-
mannered man whose fiancée, Patsy, is tragically killed by a random act of urban violence. This event
propels Alfred and his eccentric family into a surreal exploration of morality, justice, and the meaning
of violence in a seemingly senseless world. The story blends dark humor with disturbing realities,
challenging audiences to confront uncomfortable truths.

Main Characters

Alfred Chamberlain: The protagonist, whose passive nature is tested by the violent death of
his fiancée.

Patsy Newquist: Alfred’s fiancée, whose murder sparks the central conflict.

Caroline Chamberlain: Alfred’s manipulative and cynical sister, representing societal
detachment.

Sam and Marilyn Chamberlain: Alfred’s parents, embodying denial and moral ambiguity.

Sergeant Merwin: A police officer who interacts with the family, reflecting the inefficacy of law
enforcement.

Plot Development

Following Patsy’s death, Alfred struggles to find meaning and justice in a chaotic urban environment.
His family’s bizarre and often callous reactions highlight societal desensitization to violence. The
narrative escalates as Alfred becomes entangled in a violent scheme, culminating in a darkly ironic
resolution that underscores the absurdity and tragedy of the circumstances.



Themes and Social Commentary

Little murders by jules feiffer is rich with themes that dissect the nature of violence and societal
breakdown. Through its dark humor and satirical tone, the work critiques the normalization of
violence and the failure of social institutions to address underlying problems. The play’s exploration of
family dynamics also serves as a microcosm for broader societal dysfunction.

Urban Violence and Social Alienation

The depiction of senseless urban violence is central to the narrative. Feiffer examines how individuals
and families respond to crime and insecurity, revealing a mix of fear, apathy, and denial. This theme
reflects the growing public concern over crime rates during the 1960s and remains relevant in
contemporary discussions about urban safety.

The Absurdity of Human Behavior

Feiffer employs absurdist humor to highlight the irrationality of human reactions to tragedy.
Characters behave in exaggeratedly detached or hypocritical ways, suggesting that societal norms
often mask deeper dysfunction. This approach invites audiences to question accepted behaviors and
the social structures that support them.

Critique of Authority and Morality

The play also challenges traditional notions of justice and authority. Law enforcement and moral
codes are portrayed as ineffective or compromised, contributing to a sense of chaos and moral
ambiguity. This critique encourages reflection on the role of institutions in maintaining social order.

Critical Reception and Legacy

Upon its release, little murders by jules feiffer received mixed but generally positive reviews, praised
for its originality and biting social commentary. Critics highlighted Feiffer’s unique voice and the
play’s ability to blend humor with serious themes. Over time, the work has gained recognition as a
significant piece of American theater, appreciated for its insightful critique of societal issues.

Initial Reviews and Audience Response

Contemporary critics noted the play’s sharp wit and unconventional approach to serious topics. Some
reviewers found the dark humor challenging, while others applauded its boldness. Audience reactions



varied, with many appreciating the play’s relevance to contemporary social concerns.

Long-Term Impact and Scholarly Analysis

Scholars have since regarded little murders by jules feiffer as an important example of 20th-century
American drama that combines satire with social critique. Its exploration of violence and alienation
continues to be studied in academic contexts, highlighting its enduring relevance.

Adaptations and Influence

Little murders by jules feiffer was adapted into a feature film in 1971, directed by Alan Arkin and
starring Elliott Gould. The film adaptation preserved much of the play’s dark humor and social
commentary, bringing Feiffer’s work to a wider audience. Additionally, little murders has influenced
subsequent playwrights and filmmakers interested in blending comedy with social critique.

1971 Film Adaptation

The film version of little murders maintained the core themes and tone of the original play while
adapting the narrative for the cinematic medium. It received critical acclaim for its performances and
faithful representation of Feiffer’s vision. The film helped solidify the story’s place in American cultural
history.

Influence on Theater and Film

Little murders by jules feiffer has inspired a range of works that similarly address societal issues
through satire and dark comedy. Its legacy can be seen in later plays and movies that explore urban
violence, family dysfunction, and social alienation with a blend of humor and critical insight.

Blending of dark comedy with social issues

Use of absurdity to critique human behavior

Exploration of moral ambiguity and institutional failure

Influence on American theater’s thematic diversity



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Little Murders' by Jules Feiffer?
'Little Murders' explores themes of alienation, violence, and the absurdity of modern urban life,
highlighting the disconnect between individuals and society.

When was 'Little Murders' first published or performed?
'Little Murders' was first performed in 1967, with the play written by Jules Feiffer.

Who wrote 'Little Murders'?
'Little Murders' was written by Jules Feiffer, an American cartoonist, playwright, and author.

What genre does 'Little Murders' belong to?
'Little Murders' is a dark comedy and satirical play that critiques social and political issues of its time.

What is the plot of 'Little Murders'?
The plot centers on a young woman, Patsy Newquist, and her boyfriend Alfred, navigating life in a
violent, chaotic New York City, dealing with family dysfunction and societal breakdown.

Has 'Little Murders' been adapted into other formats?
Yes, 'Little Murders' was adapted into a film in 1971 directed by Alan Arkin, starring Elliott Gould and
Marcia Rodd.

What makes 'Little Murders' relevant to contemporary
audiences?
Its exploration of urban violence, family dysfunction, and societal alienation remains relevant,
reflecting ongoing issues in modern society.

How does Jules Feiffer use humor in 'Little Murders'?
Feiffer employs dark humor and satire to highlight the absurdity and tragedy of societal issues,
making serious topics more approachable.

What is the significance of the title 'Little Murders'?
The title symbolizes the everyday acts of violence and emotional harm that occur in daily life, not just
literal murders.



Where can one watch or read 'Little Murders' today?
'Little Murders' scripts can be found in libraries and bookstores, and occasional stage productions or
film screenings are held by theaters and film festivals.

Additional Resources
1. Little Murders by Jules Feiffer
This dark comedy play explores the absurdities and brutalities of urban life through the story of a
woman seeking justice after her fiancé is murdered. Feiffer blends satire with social commentary,
highlighting the alienation and violence prevalent in modern society. The play is known for its sharp
wit and biting critique of American culture in the 1960s.

2. The White Album by Joan Didion
Didion’s collection of essays captures the chaotic spirit of 1960s America, much like Feiffer’s work.
Through her incisive prose, she examines cultural upheaval, personal disillusionment, and political
unrest. The book serves as a poignant reflection on the fractures within society during a turbulent era.

3. Catch-22 by Joseph Heller
This satirical novel delves into the absurdity and irony of war, akin to the dark humor found in Little
Murders. Heller’s narrative critiques bureaucratic madness and the futility of conflict through the
experiences of a World War II bombardier. Its blend of comedy and tragedy highlights the destructive
nature of institutional systems.

4. Slaughterhouse-Five by Kurt Vonnegut
Vonnegut’s anti-war novel employs dark humor and surrealism to examine the horrors of World War II
and the impact of trauma. Like Feiffer’s play, it juxtaposes comedy with serious themes, challenging
traditional narratives about violence and human suffering. The story’s fragmented structure mirrors
the chaos of its subject matter.

5. American Psycho by Bret Easton Ellis
This controversial novel explores the dark underbelly of 1980s consumerist culture through the eyes
of a psychopathic protagonist. Its graphic depiction of violence and social critique echoes the themes
of alienation and moral decay present in Little Murders. The book provokes readers to confront
uncomfortable truths about society.

6. The Zoo Story by Edward Albee
Albee’s one-act play centers on an encounter between two men in Central Park, revealing existential
anxieties and societal tensions. Like Feiffer’s work, it uses sharp dialogue and absurd situations to
explore themes of isolation and human connection. The play is a powerful commentary on urban
alienation.

7. Waiting for Godot by Samuel Beckett
This seminal absurdist play examines the human condition through the interactions of two characters
waiting endlessly for someone named Godot. Its themes of meaninglessness, despair, and dark humor
resonate with the tone of Little Murders. Beckett’s minimalist style highlights the absurdity of
existence.

8. Bonfire of the Vanities by Tom Wolfe
Wolfe’s novel satirizes the greed, ambition, and racial tensions of 1980s New York City, much like



Feiffer’s critique of urban life. The story follows a Wall Street trader whose life unravels after a hit-
and-run incident, exposing societal hypocrisies. Its sharp social commentary and vivid characters
capture the complexities of modern urban existence.

9. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead by Tom Stoppard
This play reimagines two minor characters from Shakespeare’s Hamlet, blending existential
philosophy with absurdist humor. Stoppard’s witty dialogue and exploration of fate and free will align
with the darkly comedic and thought-provoking aspects of Little Murders. The work challenges
traditional storytelling conventions.
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