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Hello, and welcome to today’s session. So, today we are continuing to look at this play 

The Emperor Jones written by Eugene O'Neil, and so far, we have covered the first seven 

scenes. So, let us go back and take a look at the list of characters listed at the outset of 

the play. This will also give us a sense of the kind of real characters and the creations 

from Jones’s past. 
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At the outset, we were introduced to a set of characters, most of whom we have already 

met: Brutus Jones, the protagonist, Henry Smithers, who is a cockney trader and an ally 

to Jones. Smithers also who harbours a lot of resentment for Jones, but that does not 

essentially mean that he is on the side of the natives. The old native woman introduces us  

to this scene and it is through her that we get to hear at the beginning that all the subjects 

of Emperor Jones had fled to the hills and that a revolution is brewing. 

Lem is the native chief whom we will meet eventually in the final scene, which we will 

be taking a look at today. The native soldiers are  with Lem, and through them the 

revolution is getting  executed. 
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The formless fears that Jones encounters from the second scene onwards, gives us a 

sense of the impending disaster,  the doom that Jones is about to face emotionally and 

psychologically as well.As the  formless fears begin to take shape and along with the all 

these characters, they begin to come out of the forest . 

We get to know that Jeff is the fellow black man who cheated Jones in a card game and 

thus, he ended up killing him. We see images of Negro convicts being auctioned. We are 

not very sure whether Jones was part of the slave trade or whether  he was sold as a slave 

or this is something that Jones had witnessed or experienced.  

It is most likely  historical memory or  racial memory which is coming back to haunt 

him. We are also introduced to the apparition of the white prison guard who he killed 

because the prison guard had kept hitting him for no reason.  

It is right after that incident that he kills the white prison guard and breaks out of prison 

to  escapes to this island.  We are also introduced to the planters,  who are part of the 

slave trade.  

Scene eight shows the Negro convicts and the slaves  navigated in a ship.Images such as 

this are embedded in Jones’ past and theykeep floating in and out from his  collective 

memory. 



It is important to note that the moment Jones encounters Jeff, the prison guard, the 

planters, and the auctioneer, he kills all of them. These characters  are generated by his 

psyche, and Jones has various reasons for killing them. 

There is a Congo witch-doctor who shows up in between   and there is a brief  soliloquy 

about religion where Jones makes reference to the Baptist church. But he is also  left 

with very little choice when he encounters the Congo witch-doctor. The crocodile god 

summoned by the witch-doctor was killed by the last bullet left in Jones’ revolver. 

The description given at the beginning of the play: “The action of the play takes place on 

an island in the West Indies, as yet not self determined by white Marines. The form of 

native government as for the time being an empire”. This is the setting that was already 

established in the last seven scenes. 

Today we will move on to the final and the eighth scene which will bring a finality to 

Jones’ life and also,  a sense of closure. But at the same time, when we go through scene 

eight, we also realize that there are a number of open ended questions left.  

We come to know that Jones’ reign as an emperor and his life has come to an end, but 

there are a lot of other questions which the play leaves unanswered, which we will also 

very briefly engage with as we go through scene eight. 
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So, now we begin to look at scene eight. During the night when Jones was passing 

through the forest, he experienced hallucinations and witnessed apparitions coming out 

of the  different clearings from the forest. 

When scene eight begins, it is described as, “Same as Scene Two, the dividing line of 

forest and plain. The nearest tree trunks are dimly revealed, but the forest behind them is 

still a mass of glooming shadows”. As mentioned in the previous session, the stage 

descriptions and the description of the terrain also emerges as a character here because 

the forest itself is a character from which various characters begin to emerge.  

Jones continues to hear the sound of the drum. “The tom-tom seems on the very spot, so 

loud and continuously vibrating are its beat. Lem enters from the left, followed by a 

small squad of his soldiers, and by the Cockney trader, Smithers. Lem is a heavy Lem is 

a heavy-set, ape-faced old savage of the extreme African type, dressed only in a loin 

cloth”.  

Pay attention to the stereotypical imagery that has been recreated here. “A revolver and 

cartridge belt are about his waist. His soldiers are in different degrees of rag-concealed 

nakedness. All wear broad palm-leaf hats. Each one carries a rifle”. We do find 

something very interesting here. They are dressed in primitive ways, but the weapons 

that they carry are very modern. So, it tells us about the kind of violent tools that were 

accessible to them. 

The native inhabitants are cut off from civilization. They are cut off from all other forms 

of access to modernity. Lem, the chief,  carries a revolver and a cartridge belt, and all the 

soldiers are dressed in rags. They do not look like soldiers, and they are not power 

dressed like Jones at the beginning of the play.  

They wear palm-leaf hats, but they all carry a rifle. This is very significant because  

violence is a very important theme in this play, and the access that these natives have 

despite their primitive life to  the same kind of  gadgets used for violence by American 

soldiers  and their emperor is notable. 

“Smithers is the same as in Scene One.” This description is very significant. In the 

beginning, we find that the uniform that Jones wears is important as a very elaborate 

description of what each character is wearing is given at the outset. It is not merely a 



description; it also signifies the kind of power, position, hierarchical order in which each 

of the characters is placed. 

When Smithers is  described as  being the same as he was in Scene one, it is in stark 

contrast to what Brutus Jones had become. Jones was evidently more powerful, in terms 

of appearance and the power he wielded, and Smithers, who never became an emperor, 

still retains his power, which should be considered noteworthy.  

Smithers seems to have retained the power he wielded over the last ten years. After Jones 

arrived, things perhaps became easier for Smithers, and now, he could rule the empire, 

unlike how Brutus Jones did. Things have turned out to be better in the two years since 

Jones had arrived. Though Smithers had to work as a shadow under him, he stands to 

gain from the deal. 

“Smithers is the same as in Scene One. One of the soldiers, evidently a tracker, is peering 

about keenly on the ground”. The native soldiers who are there with Lem are well 

prepared, despite their appearance. “He grunts and points in the spot where Jones entered 

the forest. Lem and Smithers come to look”. In this scene, when Lem, Smithers, and the 

soldiers are present, we do not see Jones. Last week we met Jones only at the end of 

scene seven, where it was described that “the tom-tom was filling the silence about him 

with a sombre pulsation a baffled, but revengeful power”. 

After Jones kills the crocodile god summoned by the witch-doctor, we find the witch-

doctor disappearing from the scene. The death of the crocodile god symbolizes 

impending doom. Jones by the end of scene seven “lies with his face to the ground, his 

arms outstretched, whimpering with fear.”  

So, that is the last image we have of Jones. When scene eight begins, the audience is not 

privy to what has happened to Jones. The tracker points to the spot where Jones entered 

the forest, and they are about have a look. 
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“Smithers [After a glance, turns away in disgust]: That’s where ’e went in right enough. 

Much good it’ll do yer”. Smithers reminds Lem and his soldiers of his previous 

insinuation that they would lose him. Smithers resents Jones, but he also believes in 

Jones’ power and craftiness, and so, he also thinks that Jones is cunning enough to get 

away from the natives.  

Smithers uses derogatory words to talk about the silly spells that Lem and the others 

seem to have cast on Jones. But Lem, in his guttural voice, continues to repeat the 

refrain: “We cotch him. [He makes a motion to the soldiers who squat down on their 

haunches in a semi-circle.] Smithers is losing his patience, but he is confident that they 

will not be able to find Jones, let alone kill him. Lem hardly speaks anything but the 

guttural utterance assuring that they will catch Jones. 

So, Smithers turns away from him contemptuously. Now that he is with the natives, 

helping them hunt down Jones, it does not mean he is an ally to them. He looks down 

upon them as he knows that the natives cannot harm him,  and the superiority that he has 

and the hierarchical order is clear here. Though Lem does not seem to mind, the power 

structure is quite clear over here. 

“‘E’s a better man than the lot o’ you put together.”  As mentioned in the beginning, 

Smithers does resent Jones, but he also has a lot of genuine admiration for Jones - for 



what he has done and for the kind of person that he has become. Smithers also knows 

that he will never be able to surpass what Jones has become.  

Even for Jones, it is a short-lived period of success. Though it looks very surreal now, 

when looking back, we find those two years of success sandwiched between the dark, 

violent, and traumatic reality that he is currently experiencing. 

In that sense, it is possible to say that only the first and final scenes are entirely realistic. 

A lot of expressionist techniques are used, and numerous apparitions and hallucinating 

experiences have also happened in between the scenes. Scenes two to seven are 

bookended by scene one and scene eight, which are the only realist scenes in the play.  

In the beginning, when we meet Jones for the first time, he was an emperor ruling over 

the natives though he had committed two murders and broken out of jail from the United 

States. to escape to one of the islands in the West Indies. We do not meet Jones in the 

final scene so,  let us quickly see what happens to Jones.  

“Lem makes a quick signal with his hand. His followers creep quickly but noiselessly 

into the forest, scattering so that each enters at a different spot”. The forest is the turf of 

the native inhabitants. 
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“In the silence that follows-in a contemptuous whisper.” That seems to be Smithers’ 

default attitude towards the natives and it does not change, even at the end of the play. 



“You ain’t thinkin’ that would be ’im, I ’ope?” And the only response Lem continues to 

give is, “we cotch him”  So, he says  that, “still an’ all, it might happen. If ’e lost ’is 

bloody way in these stinkin’ woods ’e’d likely to turn in a circle without ’is knowin’ it. 

They all does”. 

Jones may not come back as an emperor, but Smithers does not believe that the natives 

will ever be able to catch him. Lem hushes him. “The reports of several rifles sound from 

the forest followed by a second later by savage, exultant yells.” The natives seem to have 

got to Jones.  

The beating of the tom-tom abruptly ceases And the war crime  the call for revolution, 

and the ceremony which began at the beginning of the play has almost come to an end. 

“[Lem looks up at the white man with a grin of satisfaction.] We cotch him. Him dead.”  

It is a triumphant moment for Lem, and Smithers was not prepared for it, though it does 

not change anything drastically for him. “Smithers [With a snarl]:  ‘Ow d’yer know it’s 

’im an’ ’ow d’yer know ’e’s dead? Lem: My mens dey got ‘um silver bullets. Dey kill 

him shore.” 

At the beginning of the play, the silver bullets provided Jones a sense of security. His 

sense of pride rested largely on the myth that he was protected by silver bullets. 

Somehow, Jones had successfully convinced the natives that he could be killed only with 

a silver bullet, and they too had believed him blindly. 

We find that Jones’ sense of hubris also came from the confidence that he could 

convince them and that the natives may never try to attack him, because they were 

convinced that he could be killed only with a silver bullet. 
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This is not something that Smithers was prepared for. “Smither: They got silver bullets? 

Lem: Lead bullet no kill him. He got ‘um strong charm.”  So, the natives did believe that 

Jones had a strong charm. The luck which was protecting him could be broken only with 

the use of silver bullets. 

“Lem: I cook um money, make um silver bullet, make um strong charm, too.” This 

shows that they use indigenous methods to melt the silver coins and make silver bullets 

out of it. 

“Smithers [Light breaking upon him]: So that’s wot you was up to all night, wot? You 

was scared to put after ’im till you’d moulded silver bullets, eh?” Now, it is beginning to 

make sense. All through the night, they were trying to melt the silver coins that they had, 

and they were moulding it into silver bullets. 

“Lem [simply stating a fact]: Yes. Him got strong charm. Lead no good.” He continues 

to believe that it was only the silver bullets that got to Jones. Smithers finds that here his 

superiority has not been contested or questioned at all.  

“Slapping his thigh and guffawing” - Lem makes a raw, rustic gesture that signifies and 

reiterates his power in some strange ways. He says, “haw-haw! If yer don’t beat all ‘ell! 

I’ll bet yer it ain’t ’im they shot at all, you bleedin’ looney!”.  Smithers will not be 

convinced until he sees Jones for sure, and so, they bring his body. 



“The soldiers come out of the forest, carrying Jones’s limp body. There is a little reddish-

purple hole under his left breast. He is dead. They carry him to Lem, who examines his 

body with great satisfaction. Smithers leans over his shoulder-in a tone of frightened 

awe.”  

“Well, they did for yer right enough, Jonsey, me lad! Dead as a ‘erring! Where’s yer ’igh 

an’ mighty airs now, yer bloomin’ Majesty?” It is not as if there is anyone lamenting 

Jones’s death, despite the kind of stature that he had at the beginning, which is very 

tragic. . It also shows us that  they were able to get to Jones only after he is stripped of 

his ‘mighty airs’ and the external things which were holding him together. 

If you remember,  there was a scene where  Jones hallucinates of losing the shovel. He 

always needed such external things to protect him. Ironically, what gets to him is the 

same myth that he had perpetuated about him - that could be killed only with silver 

bullets. We find that his hubris becomes his fatal flaw and the myth he created becomes 

the cause for his own death as well. 

 Lem is entirely justified in feeling a great satisfaction when they were getting rid of the 

tyrannical emperor who ruled over them, only to meet his own interests, and to serve 

Smithers in the process. 

As for Smithers, Jones was just  another black man working for him in some perverse, 

indirect ways. So, even after he sees Jones’ dead body, there is not a moment of remorse. 

Smithers mocks Jones’ death because it happened just the way he had predicted in scene 

one, that he would die in style with his silver bullet. “Lem makes a motion to the soldiers 

to carry the body out left. Smithers speaks to him sneeringly.” 
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It is important to note that Lem does not bother to respond much.  He keeps his calm and 

does not retaliate or say anything more than what is required.  The final scene of the play 

ends with Smithers he is lashing out at all of them in a very contemptuous and 

derogatory manner. 

“And I s’pose you think it’s yer bleedin’ charms and yer silly beatin’ the drum made ’im 

run in a circle when ‘e’d lost ‘imself, don’t yer? [But Lem makes no reply, does not seem 

to hear the question, walks out left after his men. Smithers looks after him with 

contemptuous scorn.] Stupid as ‘ogs, thl’ lot of them! Blarsted niggers!”.  

The attitude that Jones and Smithers had towards the natives does not change even at the 

end. Jones has disappeared from the scene entirely, and that tells us that nothing much 

has changed in terms of  the racial structure, the hierarchy, and the institutions in place. 

So, if I may take you back to the beginning of this play to where the description says, 

“the action of the play takes place on an island in the West Indies as not yet self 

determined by white Marines.” But the system which was replicated in the island has 

been  successfully  running in the United States of America already. This is why  we find 

that Brutus Jones was able to successfully replicate that system and run a perfectly 

successful show for about two years. 
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What caused Jones’ downfall was his hubris, his complete disregard for the natives and 

the fact that he had also elevated himself to the stature of a God. The myth and the 

infallibility that he had created about himself works to his disadvantage. 

In scene seven, when the crocodile god summoned by the Congo witch-doctor was killed 

by Jones, we realize that it  signifies the impending doom of emperor Jones himself 

because he had made himself up to be a godlike figure.  

The crocodile that gets killed is also a godlike figure. So, a number of symbols are 

foregrounded throughout this play. We will take a very quick look at it as a quick recap.  

As the play begins, we are presented with several white symbols,  and the concept of 

whiteness becomes contrasted with blackness that Jones personifies and the forest and 

the figures that surround Jones at the end of the play.  

We find that the contrast becomes metaphorical as the use of the colour white keeps 

recurring in various ways. The white stone that Jones was unable to find indicates his 

desire to look for legitimized systems that were internalized during his stay in America. 
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He himself also says that there were things that he had picked up from the white 

passengers while he was working as a pullman porter in America. 
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We also find that the sound of the drum from the first scene sets the tone for the play; it 

warns us about an impending danger. The sound of the drums was the only thing that 

was retained from scene one till scene eight. The other characters disappear from scene 

two onwards, and there are characters who emerge from the formless fears in scene two 

and the witch-doctor and the crocodile god in scene 7. 
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We find that the characters are  summoned in a psychological sense by Jones himself. 
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The sound of the drum connects scene one to scene eight, and as mentioned earlier, these 

are also the only two scenes that are entirely set in a realist manner. 
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We also find that the clothes and material accessories that Jones possessed begin to 

deteriorate.  
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We can see that he is losing his accessories one after the other. His clothes are in, 

complete tatters and he also loses his shoes which symbolize him being stripped of all 

external authority and the powers he had. 
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Even in Jones’ dreams, we find conflicting images and notions which keep visiting him 

in terms of religion. He hopes that the Baptist Church and Christianity will save him. 

Even though he does not want to be associated with the native religion, we find out that 

he is.  



Jones does not have much of a choice when the witch-doctor comes, and he thinks that 

he is also a part of the sacrifice, which is why, in his desperation, he kills the crocodile 

god. So, these images are extremely metaphorical; they also signify the larger dilemmas 

that Jones has been experiencing as a black man. 

There is a sense of denial in Jones in the first scene as he does not accept the things that 

he had done in the past. He does not accept the reality that a revolution is growing 

outside, that the growing sound of the drum could perhaps signal his doom.  

He is in total denial. But during the phase of hallucination, we find that he may come to 

terms with the reality that he is facing. 
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Jones comes to terms with not just the reality that he has experienced, but also the 

historical reality in which he had not directly participated. The slave trade, the presence 

of the auctioneer, and the spectators, the slave ship are all signifiers of where he finds 

himself implicated in that history whether he wants to or not. 
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Interestingly, what gets to him is also the very thing from which he is fleeing. So, he 

flees America because he feels  he is been wronged again. Though he committed two 

murders,  he also feels implicated within a system which is unjust to him.  

He escapes from that system successfully. But even within the forest when he is trying to 

run away from the very empire that he had created, when the subjects of the empire are 

revolting against him, we find that other than the real people from his life who were also 

murdered, the historical reality from which he has been trying to escape also catches up 

with him. 
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This is where  one realizes how certain stereotypes are embedded into this play. So, if we 

look at how the play is organized, we find that the first scene takes up the  bulk of the 

play and that is where we get to know about the past of Jones.  

The first scene helps us connect various events which happen to him and the 

hallucinations that he experiences from scene two till scene seven. So, scene one acts as 

a major, realist anchor point to which all the other elements could be connected 

emotionally, historically, metaphorically, and in a psychological sense as well. 
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So, given the heavy investment in the psychological trauma and dilemma and the 

archetypal memories that Jones is facing from scene two till the end of scene seven, it is 

unsurprising that this play has been read through the lens of Jungian archetypes.  

Even psychology comes in handy while reading a play like this. There are a number of 

characters, and there are many critics who believe that this needs to be read more in an 

expressionist way and less in a realist way. 

But what makes this play stay rooted in the realist tradition is the way it is bookended, 

how the action is bookended between two strong realist scenes. Because it is scene one 

and scene eight that help us locate the psychological journey in between. 
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In one of the earliest lectures, it was mentioned that only when he begins his journey 

towards his interior self that he becomes vulnerable to external attack. Now, we can see 

that when he is descending into his core self, it leaves him extremely vulnerable. 

The real characters and the characters who are part of his hallucination appear to serve a 

purpose, which is sometimes to give an added accent to his personal story or sometimes 

to corroborate something which is part of his historical past and racial past.  
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So, a few of the questions that have always been asked about this play is the kind of 

racial politics that it deals with, the stereotypical images,  descriptions of some characters 

and  the qualities attributed to them. All these elements have made this play very 

interesting in discussions about race as well as memory. 

The character of Smithers functions as a foil to Jones. There is no love lost between 

them, and they don’t come across as equal companions or allies. Jones was given an 

opportunity because Smitherswas smart enough in his racially superior way to know how 

he could use Jones as an insider and how he could use Jones as a pawn to play his game. 

Because this is not just about individuals gaining power or race, it is also about money 

and the expansion of the empire in some form or the other. 

This is also about imperial politics which is at work even though it is different. So, here 

we find that the character of Smithers is very significant in conveying to us the 

underlying politics of this play and the fact that ultimately the system does not change in 

a radical sense.  

From scene one, we get to know that Smithers had spent almost a decade in that land, 

nand he is still alien to the island. 
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He is less acquainted with the way the American society works, and Jones himself. 

Smithers is more of an American due to his whiteness, and it is the blackness of Brutus 



Jones that alienates him in America. It gives Jones a temporary  presence and success on 

this island, but the blackness continues to get the better of him. 

We understand that it is not really about another white man attacking him or another 

white system leading to his collapse. If we carefully analyse the events which happened 

from scene two till scene seven again, we get to know that what he has internalized 

becomes the reason for his downfall. 

From what we hear from Smithers and from what we know about Brutus Jones’ past, we 

know that he is very smart. He is a quick thinker, and he does not need anyone to support 

him while he is planning.During that night, he becomes conscious, not just about what 

happened to him during his past in America, but also about his inferiority, vulnerability, 

and susceptibility to  succumb to violence easily because of how he is historically 

positioned, and that’s when it all started to go wrong for Jones.  

Think about one or two instances where a character like Brutus Jones is made to interact 

with the public. Firstly, in his life as a Pullman porter, he overhears the white passengers 

talk and he does not have a life or an identity that he can assert. Later, he ends up in jail. 

He breaks out of jail, and eventually, he reaches this island. 

Here, the only public performance that he has to put up is to show his power in a very 

violent way and keep all the others as subservient figures. Even during his hallucinations, 

we find that the other time is when he is publicly displayed in the slave trade. 

That is the historical reality he is dealing with, and very ironically, the play does not 

allow him to come out of that. When left on his own, he encounters a few realities. 

Religion does not come to his help, he cannot escape from the historical realities f, and 

eventually, they all make him more vulnerable to an attack from the natives, .  

So, one would imagine that he is strong and crafty enough to continue to play with the 

superstitious beliefs of the natives. But, things have come to such a point that his 

personal and historical reality begins to catch up with him. 

This is why the play has also been appreciated for providing an excellent critique and 

insight into how the human mind works, especially when it is faced with various 

determinants such as race, memory, power structures.  



There are contesting and traditions in this play. There is a native tradition, a tradition of 

modernity, and an in-between tradition that Smithers signifies. So, this is a play that 

could open up in many different directions for other frameworks and discourses. I hope 

you would be inclined to explore more after having read through the entire play. With 

this, we come to the end of today’s session, and we have successfully come to the end of 

the play The Emperor Jones, which is also the first play that we read as part of this 

course.  

I thank you for your attention. I encourage you to read more about how The Emperor 

Jones has been situated in a canonical sense, the various ways in which it has been read 

and performed, and the retellings of this play. 

So, with this we wrap up today’s session. And I look forward to meeting you in the next 

session. 


