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Inherit The Wind Script

The Enduring Power of the Inherit
The Wind Script: A Deep Dive into
Drama, History, and Free Thought

Few works of 20th-century theatre have maintained the intellectual
urgency  and  dramatic  firepower  of  the  Inherit  The  Wind  script.
Written  by  Jerome Lawrence  and  Robert  E.  Lee,  this  classic  play
premiered in 1955 and has since become a cornerstone of American
drama. While it is widely known as a fictionalized account of the 1925
Scopes  Monkey  Trial,  the  script  transcends  mere  historical
reenactment. It is a fierce, eloquent, and deeply human exploration of
the  timeless  conflict  between  dogmatic  belief  and  the  freedom  to
question. For students, theatre enthusiasts, and anyone passionate
about  the  battle  for  intellectual  freedom,  the  Inherit  The  Wind
script remains an essential and electrifying read.

This article provides a comprehensive examination of the script, from
its historical roots and character construction to its major themes and
lasting legacy. Whether you are studying the play for the first time or
returning to it as a seasoned reader, this guide will offer fresh insights
into one of America’s most important dramatic texts.

Historical Context: The Trial That
Inspired a Masterpiece

To  fully  appreciate  the  Inherit  The  Wind  script,  one  must  first
understand the real-life event that sparked its creation. In 1925, John
T. Scopes, a high school science teacher in Dayton, Tennessee, was
charged with violating state law by teaching Charles Darwin’s theory
of evolution. The trial quickly became a national sensation, pitting two
of the era’s most famous orators against each other: William Jennings
Bryan, a three-time presidential candidate and devout fundamentalist,
and Clarence Darrow, a renowned agnostic lawyer and defender of
civil liberties.

Lawrence  and  Lee  took  significant  creative  liberties  with  the  facts.
They  changed  names  (Scopes  becomes  Bertram  Cates,  Bryan
becomes  Matthew  Harrison  Brady,  and  Darrow  becomes  Henry
Drummond) and condensed events for  dramatic  effect.  However,  the
core of the Inherit The Wind script remains faithful to the spirit of
the trial. The writers were not simply documenting history; they were
using history as a lens through which to examine the political and
social  anxieties  of  their  own  time—specifically,  the  Red  Scare  and
McCarthyism of the 1950s. The play is as much about the pressure to



conform in 1950s America as it is about a courtroom battle in the
1920s.

Structure and Setting of the Inherit
The Wind Script

The Inherit The Wind script is structured in three acts, a classic
format that allows for a slow build of tension, a powerful climax, and a
reflective  denouement.  The  setting  is  the  small,  fictional  town  of
Hillsboro, a stand-in for Dayton, Tennessee. Lawrence and Lee paint
Hillsboro  as  a  suffocating  environment  where  religious  orthodoxy  is
enforced  by  social  pressure,  local  politics,  and  the  pulpit.  The
courtroom serves as the central battleground, but the drama extends
onto the courthouse lawn and into the homes of the characters.

The script’s setting is not merely background; it is an active force in
the narrative. The heat of the Tennessee summer is described in vivid
detail,  mirroring  the  passionate  tempers  of  the  characters.  The
townspeople  are  depicted  not  as  villains  but  as  a  community
struggling to hold onto its identity in the face of modern ideas. This
nuanced portrayal is one of the reasons the Inherit The Wind script
has aged so well—it refuses to offer simple caricatures.

Major Characters and Their Roles

The strength of the Inherit The Wind script lies in its richly drawn
characters,  each  of  whom represents  a  different  facet  of  the  central
conflict.

Henry Drummond: The Defender of Reason

Based on Clarence Darrow, Henry Drummond is the play’s intellectual
hero.  He  is  a  cynical,  weary,  but  brilliant  lawyer  who  arrives  in
Hillsboro as an outsider. Drummond does not necessarily believe in
God  or  Darwin  in  a  simplistic  way;  rather,  he  believes  in  the
fundamental human right to think, to doubt, and to search for the
truth. His famous cross-examination of Matthew Harrison Brady is the
dramatic and philosophical heart of the Inherit The Wind script.

Matthew Harrison Brady: The Champion of Faith

Based on William Jennings Bryan, Brady is a tragic figure of immense
complexity. He is not a simple-minded bigot; he is a deeply sincere
man who believes he is fighting for the soul of America. However, his
ego and his inability to adapt to new ideas lead to his downfall. The
Inherit The Wind script portrays Brady with a tragic dignity that
makes  his  final  collapse  in  the  courtroom  both  devastating  and
inevitable.

Bertram Cates: The Quiet Defendant

Based on John Scopes, Cates is the young teacher on trial. Unlike the
towering  figures  of  Drummond and  Brady,  Cates  is  a  relatively  quiet
character.  He is not an activist or a firebrand; he is simply a teacher
who  believed  his  students  deserved  to  learn  the  truth.  His  quiet
courage serves as the moral anchor of the Inherit The Wind script.

Rachel Brown: The Voice of Personal Conflict

Rachel  is  the  daughter  of  the  town’s  fire-and-brimstone  minister,
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Reverend Brown, and the girlfriend of Bert Cates. She represents the
personal cost of the public battle. Initially torn between her love for
Cates and her loyalty to her father and community, Rachel undergoes
a  significant  transformation.  Her  journey  from  fearful  obedience  to
independent  thought  mirrors  the  play’s  central  intellectual  journey.

E.K. Hornbeck: The Cynical Journalist

Based  on  H.L.  Mencken,  Hornbeck  is  a  sharp-tongued,  cynical
newspaper columnist from Baltimore. He provides biting comic relief
and a voice of urbane skepticism. However, the Inherit The Wind
script does not fully endorse his worldview. By the end of the play,
Hornbeck’s  detachment  is  revealed  to  be  a  kind  of  emotional
cowardice,  standing  in  stark  contrast  to  Drummond’s  engaged,  if
weary, humanism.

Key Scenes and Dialogues in the
Script

The  Inherit  The  Wind  script  is  filled  with  memorable  scenes  that
crackle with tension and intellectual energy. Here are some of the
most significant moments:

The Cross-Examination of Brady: This is the undisputed
centerpiece of the play. Drummond puts Brady on the witness
stand as an expert on the Bible and proceeds to dismantle a
literal interpretation of scripture, forcing Brady to admit that not
every day of creation was necessarily a 24-hour day. The scene
is a masterclass in dramatic argument.
The Arrival of Drummond: When Drummond first arrives in

Hillsboro, he is met with hostility. His quiet, deliberate manner
immediately establishes him as a formidable presence. The
dialogue in this scene sets up the fundamental opposition
between the town’s closed-mindedness and Drummond’s open
inquiry.
The Final Courtroom Scene: After Brady’s humiliation on the
stand, the trial concludes. Cates is found guilty but receives only
a light fine. The victory is hollow, and Brady collapses, broken.
Drummond’s final action in the courtroom is one of quiet
compassion, picking up a fallen Bible and placing it in his
briefcase alongside Darwin’s book—a powerful visual metaphor
for coexistence.
The Closing Moment: The Inherit The Wind script ends not
with a triumphant victory speech, but with a quiet, poignant
moment. Drummond stands alone on stage, holding a copy of
Darwin’s book and a copy of the Bible. He is a man who respects
both faith and reason, and who understands that the battle for
free thought is never truly won. This ending elevates the play
from simple melodrama to true art.

Major Themes in the Inherit The
Wind Script

The  Inherit  The  Wind  script  is  rich  with  themes  that  remain
painfully relevant in the 21st century.

The Right to Think

This is  the single most important theme of the play.  Drummond’s
entire argument is not about whether evolution is true or false, but



about the fundamental right to examine evidence and reach one’s
own conclusions. In a world still grappling with censorship, book bans,
and ideological  echo chambers,  this message is more urgent than
ever.

The Danger of Dogma

The  play  is  a  powerful  warning  against  the  dangers  of  rigid,
unquestioning belief, whether religious or secular. Reverend Brown’s
fire-and-brimstone sermon,  in  which he prays  for  God to  strike  down
his own daughter, is one of the most terrifying scenes in the Inherit
The Wind script. It shows how dogma can twist love into cruelty.

The Conflict Between Progress and Tradition

Hillsboro represents a traditional, rural America that feels threatened
by modern, urban ideas. The Inherit The Wind script  treats this
conflict  with  empathy,  showing  that  the  fear  of  change  is
understandable,  even  if  it  leads  to  injustice.

The Erosion of Intellectual Courage

Through  the  character  of  Hornbeck,  the  script  critiques  the  easy
cynicism of those who stand on the sidelines. True courage, the play
argues, is not about sneering from a distance but about engaging in
the messy, painful work of defending justice.

The Language and Style of the Script

One of the reasons the Inherit The Wind script is so effective is its
masterful use of language. Lawrence and Lee wrote dialogue that is

both  naturalistic  and  elevated.  The  courtroom  scenes  are  filled  with
rhetorical  flourishes  that  echo  the  great  orators  of  history,  while  the
quieter, more intimate scenes between Rachel and Cates are tender
and real. The writers are skilled at using biblical language and rhythm,
even as they argue against  biblical  literalism. This  creates a rich,
textured verbal landscape that rewards careful reading.

The script also makes excellent use of dramatic irony. The audience
knows that history will ultimately side with Cates, but the characters
do  not.  This  creates  a  powerful  sense  of  tension  and  tragedy,
especially in the final scenes.

Adaptations and Cultural Impact

The Inherit The Wind script has had a profound impact on American
culture. It was adapted into a highly successful 1960 film directed by
Stanley  Kramer,  starring  Spencer  Tracy  as  Henry  Drummond and
Fredric  March  as  Matthew  Harrison  Brady.  The  film  is  considered  a
classic  and  introduced  the  play  to  a  worldwide  audience.  The  film
adaptation remains one of the most faithful and powerful cinematic
versions of a stage play ever produced.

In addition to the film, the Inherit The Wind script has been revived
on Broadway multiple times, most notably in 1996 with George C.
Scott as Drummond and in 2007 with Christopher Plummer and Brian
Dennehy. These revivals demonstrate the play’s enduring ability to
speak  to  new  generations  facing  new  battles  over  intellectual
freedom.

The  play  has  also  influenced  countless  other  works  of  drama,  from
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courtroom dramas  to  stories  about  the  conflict  between  science  and
religion.  Its  DNA  can  be  found  in  television  shows,  novels,  and  films
that explore similar themes. The phrase "Inherit the Wind" itself has
become a shorthand for the conflict between progress and reaction.

Why the Inherit The Wind Script
Matters Today

In an era of renewed debates over what can be taught in schools, the

rise of misinformation, and the polarization of public discourse, the
Inherit  The  Wind  script  is  not  a  museum piece—it  is  a  living
document. The play reminds us that the right to question authority is
fragile and must be defended constantly. The trial of Bertram Cates is
a warning about what happens when a society allows fear and dogma
to silence dissent.

Furthermore, the script offers a model of how to argue with conviction
while respecting one’s opponent. Drummond and Brady are enemies,
but they are not monsters. They treat each other with a


