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Clifford Odets, defrocked high priest of the literary left dead at 46 
 
Clifford had aspired to like his idol Paul Klee to take a world already 
broken and put it together. 
Odets had long suffered from the consequences of the miracle 
people imagined he had once produced. 
Nobody can accept you can only produce one 
 
Odets’ long-awaited return to the New York stage with the big knife, 
in 1949, was a failure. His 1950 play, the country girl, had met with 
success, Uta Hagan winning a Tony for her portrayal of Georgie Elgin. 
Odets 1952 revival of the 1937 group theatre success, golden boy 
was said to lack the critical punch of the original even though it 
starred John Garfield, playing the violinist turned boxer. Odets had 
wanted Garfield to star in the 1937 version, but he was overruled by 
Harold Clurman, the director, and the part was given to Luther Adler. 
Clifford suspected this was Stella's doing Clurman countered 
convincingly that the violin side of the character could be better 
played by Luther 
 
All had changed for Clifford after his HUAC testimony last May. He 
was thought by many friends and most passersby to have been a 
friendly witness, naming names, a stoolie 
 
On the evening following his public testimony, Clifford ran into Luther 
Adler, Sylvia Sydney on his arm while having dinner at 21. Luther 
walked, eyes stage left, briskly by the table, Clifford hurriedly got up 
to waylay his group theatre comrade with a hug Clifford was met with 
a stiff arm and a scowl  
Odets was surprised but quickly got the point blurted out for all in the 
room to hear “I had shown integrity,”  
Adler sneered and thundered yea, integrity acute, and it has given the 
whole world indigestion. 
Adler not lowering his voice thundered on, what the hell do you 
believe in Clifford Odets!!! 
 



Clifford hesitated then decided to play the part he was being cast in 
as it would be written by Clifford Odets and spat back at Luther,  
I used to believe in FDR now, what we’re having for dinner--roast 
beef, rare. Clifford continued; Luther put away the hairpins 
The part you are playing is more suited to your sister. Stella could pull 
it off you cannot. As Clifford sank back into his chair exhausted, 
always on the verge of depression he thought for the umpteenth time 
perhaps I am burned out, the cause…spending my youth exhausting 
myself by sitting in a chair 
 
On the morning of his death Clifford lay peacefully wearing his blue 
bathrobe masturbating on the living room couch, he conjured his 
former lover, Fay Wray, the love interest in the 1930s King Kong, and 
imagined himself and the damsel in distress fucking on top of the 
empire state building. This scene was accompanied by Leonard 
Bernstein playing the piano sonata Clifford had commissioned Aaron 
Copland to write 
 
The phone rang and he thought, coitus interruptus 
Still having a hand free he picked up the phone. It was his uncle 
ordering him to come to Philadelphia mach shnel his beloved tante 
Esther was critically ill 
Odets hung up the phone and rushed absent-mindedly packed a 
suitcase the only one he had was a steamer trunk. He dragged it to 
the elevator and had the doorman schlepp it from the lobby to the 
curb. The doorman now hailing a cab, asked Clifford if he wanted the 
driver to take him to Penn station, no Clifford said, tell the driver to 
take me to Philadelphia. Once hailed the cab driver first objected to 
the destination, but upon recognizing his passenger as Clifford Odets, 
smiled and said sure,” anything for the man who wrote waiting for 
lefty”  
Clifford now securely in the cab imagined himself Luis Bunuel on a 
Paris boulevard hearing the declaration of the Spanish republic hails 
a cab and orders the driver to take him to Spain. Somewhere in New 
Jersey, Clifford thought of his youth and the time he had spent in 
Philadelphia first wistfully then he thought no think w, c, fields, last 
week I went to Philadelphia, but it was closed 
 
2 blocks from his tante Esther’s house the crash occurred, the 
steamer trunk burst open and a green typewriter, five unfinished 



plays written on a yellow legal pad, a blue bathrobe, a recently 
bought recording of Richter playing Beethoven’s last piano sonata, 
and an orange became strewn across the street. As Clifford lay dying, 
he watched the orange roll down the street and thought I would like 
fritz lang to shoot my death; a long shot of the accident, no close-up 
of my face but just the sound of the crash, then a cut to the orange 
rolling down the street coming to rest in the gutter. The scene is 
accompanied by Beethoven’s piano sonata 32 in c minor, opus 111 
 
Clifford Odets is survived by his 2 children, his daughter Nora, named 
after Nora Helmer from Ibsen’s the dollhouse, his son Walt named 
after America’s great poet Walt Whitman and his, father L.J. Odets a 
great businessman who Clifford frequently called a babbitt after the 
novel by Sinclair Lewis. 
 


