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      The study would like to maintain the distinction between theatre with -re for the
         concept, as in the multi-volume The Theatre of Tennessee Williams, and theater with -er for the building, as in the Public Theater. The difficulty
         is that there is no uniformity among scholars and companies.
      

      
      
   
      Introduction

      
         
         Questioning Tragedy’s Vitality and Relevance

         
      

      
      The 21st-century’s opening decade saw the publication of two books on tragedy that
         not only provide a comprehensive coverage of the genre’s history but also explore
         its significance outside the theatre. In short, proving the vitality and relevance
         of the terms tragic and tragedy, they are books anyone interested in the art form
         and the experience conveyed by the terms would want to own: Terry Eagleton, Sweet Violence: The Idea of the Tragic (Oxford: Blackwell, 2003) and Jennifer Wallace, The Cambridge Introduction to Tragedy (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2007). The same decade, however, saw the performance of
         three American plays that in questioning that vitality and relevance led to the writing
         of this book that examines tragedy as an art form in the contemporary American theatre.
         So far as this study knows, the earliest of the five works, the two books and three
         plays, appeared only in publication in the United States with no indication of an
         American staging after the 2001 London Gate Theatre production.
      

      
      The playwright is Will Eno, and the play is Tragedy: A Tragedy. It is presented as a telecast of breaking news with Frank in the Studio the anchorperson
         orchestrating information from sources such as John in the Field covering the event
         and Constance at the Home supplementing with human-interest offshoots. The play begins
         with Frank intoning rhetorical devices. A sound repeated with minute variation: “sun…has
         set. Settling.” Balance: “outward signs of…inward vitality.” Parenthetical element:
         “we understand.” Contrast: “glowing…gone.” And the above are delivered in stately
         cadence creating an authoritative tone repeated by subsequent voices such as John’s
         with his contribution to the devices: “passersby to the suffering, slowly passing
         by” and “seen so much so fast, and such sadness.”[1]   But what caused the suffering and sadness is not stated. From the devices with
         their imagery of light disappearing in darkness, the audience concludes that the event
         is catastrophic: the onset of eternal darkness that augurs the end of the world.
      

      
      The difficulty with the conclusion is the discrepancy between the gravity of the event
         and the reporting of it. When John next speaks, he reports on the behavior of dogs
         “licking hands, yawning, circling before lying down, and making their tags and collars
         jingle” (52). When Constance speaks, to report on a darkened and apparently empty
         house yet with a lawn sprinkler still rhythmically sprinkling, the language turns
         back on itself: “What is felt most here is the mystery. The unspectacular mystery.
         What remains for us to feel—after having knelt down to feel the worn-out welcome mat,
         looked up at the humble shape of a simple house—is, again, the mystery” (53). The
         two remaining cast members also contribute to the event’s displacement. Stationed
         at the Capitol building, legal adviser Michael reports in language expressing his
         imagination. He will get back to Frank when disclosure comes in a “smoothly delivered
         speech from a suntanned man with an easy style and a stunning gold watch” (53). Introduced
         by John with a spate of possible signs foreshadowing the “coming dark,” a Witness
         replies to the reporter’s question about being “struck by anything striking”: “No….
         None” (53).
      

      
      The play increasingly dramatizes not only the event’s disappearance but the disappearance
         of any attendant action. Instead of trying to gain insight into the event, the characters
         indulge their concerns, which are periodically interrupted by fragments of television
         commercials or Frank playing a tape. Wondering whether dogs understand what is happening,
         John remembers a shepherd-collie being put to sleep while Michael remembers an uncle
         who taught him how to steer a skidding car and Constance recalls her first romance
         at day camp. The characters are also increasingly distracted. Frank looks under his
         desk for a dropped pencil; Constance observes a couple pedaling on a bicycle built
         for two; John becomes physically ill; and Michael reads the governor’s pronouncements
         culminating in his welcoming the night—“ ‘Let the looting begin’ ” (58)—before sliding
         down a statehouse drainpipe and disappearing. With Frank calling upon every source
         he has for perspectives as he struggles to stay awake hoping for an end to the coverage,
         the play ends with him asleep at his desk as the Witness finally speaks beyond perfunctory
         comments. What he says, however, is more of the same disconnected images. For example,
         he saw a plane flying overhead and heard a band practicing, images that release images
         from the past. He once saw the governor at a gas station, and he remembers his parents
         tucking him in and whispering, “‘Good night, sweet dreams’” (71).
      

      
      The play could be a satiric treatment of media news coverage were it not for Eno cautioning
         against that interpretation in a prefatory note. The title is Tragedy with a subtitle, A Tragedy, the function of which is clarification of the title. What is happening to tragedy
         is itself a tragedy. What is happening is that the form is inadequate for the content.
         The obliteration of life is the most tragic of events, yet the form dramatizing the
         content is so attenuated that it renders the event into a non-event and the attendant
         action into a non-action. The presentation is not in the classical form of tragedy
         as defined by Aristotle, an imitation of an action, but the implication is that the
         traditional genre is no longer vital and relevant; it puts audiences to sleep. As
         negative as this interpretation is, by the end of the introduction the interpretation
         may be positive.
      

      
      Gina Gionfriddo’s After Ashley is a satire of the media’s packaging of tragedy. Three years after the homeless man
         he had befriended by hiring him to do yard work on their property raped and murdered
         wife Ashley, husband Alden wrote a book entitled After Ashley that the New York Times described as an “American epic tragedy.”[2]   The reviews earn him guest appearances on television talk shows such as Profiles in Justice where host David Gavin encourages him to talk not only about the crime’s impact on
         him but its implication for America’s values. Claiming that Ashley shared his concern
         for the underprivileged, Alden goes on to relate visiting the homeless man’s mother
         and dedicating the book to her, a victim with her son of a mental health system that
         failed him. He also morally isolates right-wing conservatives who by exploiting the
         tragedy for their anti-welfare agenda would deny the underprivileged the help they
         need.
      

      
      The satire is on full current. Promoted to producer, Gavin offers Alden the role of
         host of the talk show renamed After Ashley and focused on re-enacted sex crimes with interviews with the victims and law enforcement
         personnel demonstrating self-defense techniques. Alden seizes the “exceptional opportunity”
         (63), although the one episode taped for airing re-enacts the crime as a Gothic romance
         with the victim ravished by a caped stranger. He continues to cling to the opportunity
         even when his role in the dedication of a shelter for battered women named After Ashley
         and spawning a corps of volunteers called Ashley’s Angels is a two-minute introduction
         of the philanthropic family that built the structure. He will not let go because the
         opportunity accords him celebrity status, which is the ultimate goal of self-invention
         in America.
      

      
      Neither will Ashley and Alden’s teenage son Justin let go of the opposition. In the
         one scene in which she is present, Ashley confides in Justin, then fourteen, that
         she is unhappy with Alden, the root of the unhappiness their sexual incompatibility.
         A pot smoker who cannot abide children or her husband’s bleeding heart liberalism
         that is bringing, over her objection, a homeless person onto the property, she advises
         Justin not to marry before he knows himself, for marrying before she knew herself
         was her mistake. He in turn advises her to find activities outside of the house in
         which to discover interests. Unknown to him at the time, she joined an erotic exploration
         cult, a discovery he uses for a collision with reality. Since he objects to his father’s
         and Gavin’s distorting of the truth that would make his mother a martyr on behalf
         of liberal causes, he plays a tape of her in erotic exploration at the dedication
         ceremony.
      

      
      Were the above all there is to After Ashley, the examination would stop with a satire so heavy that a subtitle could be With an Anvil. Although praising aspects of the play, Christopher Isherwood faulted “plotting and
         dialogue [that] grow increasingly shrill and overstated” and Michael Feingold faulted
         the creation of characters like Alden “who are all cliché and no humanity.”[3]   Gionfriddo’s play, however, is a three-tiered drama.
      

      
      Like the first tier, the second tier has a collision of opposition with reality. Seventeen
         at the time of the play’s action, Justin directs his anger, which at age fourteen
         he funneled into drugs, at everything his father and the producer, on whose show he
         appears with his father, say about his mother or propose as tributes to her memory.
         The tier is Justin’s resistance to coming to terms with the tragedy, which is coming
         to terms with himself, for he has his mother’s problem. Not knowing himself, he makes
         anyone who does not share his perception of reality the opposition, yet the more he
         resists becoming involved in the two men’s tributes to Ashley, the less they become
         clichés. Countering his son’s argument that his version of the tragedy is the only
         truthful one and tired of the hostility, Alden takes the position that each is entitled
         to his “experience of this event” (91). Gavin is more brutal, telling the teenager
         that after three years of “act[ing] out” his grief, “it’s time to grow up and act
         like a man” (87). Justin even makes Julie, the girl he meets in a bar, the opposition
         until they begin to collaborate on sabotaging the dedication. Years ahead of him in
         maturing, she admits early in the relationship, “I just have to figure out what I
         am” (77).
      

      
      The sabotage wrecking the dedication, indefinitely delaying the airing of the television
         show After Ashley, and cutting him off from his father, Justin collides with reality: what to do with
         his life—that is, how to create himself—after Ashley. With Julie’s gentle prodding,
         he begins by admitting that he does not have “any coherent idea of who I am” (105).
         Having already collaborated with him on securing a tape of Ashley in erotic exploration
         by consenting to the taping of the two of them in the exploration, she joins with
         him on the quest for self-discovery, and the play ends with the two leaving hand in
         hand. The examination cannot stop here either. On two counts the second tier is intermediary
         between the first tier’s satire on tragedy and the third tier’s debate on tragedy.
         The first count is making the opposition more sympathetic than in the first tier,
         and the second count has to do with resolution. In the first tier, Justin resolves
         the difference between his knowledge of his mother and the false knowledge by sabotaging
         the dedication. In the second tier, he does not resolve. He realizes that he must
         quest to resolve knowing himself.
      

      
      The third tier is also on full current when Julie, recognizing Justin as the son of
         the murdered mother, comes on to him in a bar, and he invites her to his apartment,
         where he plays a tape of a re-enacted sex crime to be aired on the television show.
         The viewing yields Julie’s opposition to Justin’s position on re-enactment. With the
         Aristotelian imitation substituted for re-enactment, the two teens debate tragedy’s
         function with Julie the more thoroughly sympathetic character. He would not have re-enactments.
         She would, asking him, “So your solution is silence?” to which he replies, “Shutting
         the fuck up would be a start” (76-77). But if his position is the prevailing one,
         there would be no tragedy as an art form and no Greek tragedies performed through
         the ages. If there are re-enactments, he insists that they be absolutely faithful
         to the original crimes; she would have them modified for entertainment, though with
         him she opposes glamorizing the crimes as prurient romances. Here too she has tradition
         on her side. The original crimes in the myths that interact with the present in Greek
         tragedies are not re-enacted onstage. Messengers report the violence and avengers
         display it, as Clytemnestra does with Agamemnon’s and Cassandra’s bodies in the Agamemnon segment of the Oresteia. And the tragedies had to have an element of entertainment because they were performed
         with speech and song, music and dance in festivals celebrating Athens’ prosperity.
      

      
      The final disagreement the two teens have is with the benefit derived from the re-enactments.
         Believing that suffering cannot be meaningless, Julie suggests that reimagining “sorrows
         as gifts” is the “only way you heal” (75). If suffering has to have meaning, then
         for Justin it is revealing the truth, which for him is the truth as he sees it. As
         he says, the “only way to save” his mother from his father’s and Gavin’s distortions
         is “to trash her” (90). To do that, however, he must collide with reality. Since the
         cult leader will part with a tape of Ashley performing only if he can tape the two
         teens performing—re-enacting Ashley’s performance—they consent. The collision changes
         them in that Justin realizes that he must have a life after Ashley, and Julie wants
         to be with him on the quest for self-discovery. They do not resume the debate, however,
         so that the play ends having raised questions about tragedy without resolving them:
         without, for example, resolving the relationship between tragedy and self-knowledge.
      

      
      In the way in which the news media, or American writing, covers a tragic event, Tragedy implies that the genre has ceased to be a vital, relevant form. Except for the New York Times describing Alden’s book as an “American epic tragedy” (59) and Julie suggesting that
         the re-telling lends crimes a “certain tragic beauty” (75), After Ashley does not invoke the genre. This study substituted the play’s word, re-enactment,
         for imitation in Aristotle’s definition, imitation of an action, to do the invoking.
         Before coming to a conclusion, however, about contemporary tragedy’s health, the study
         has to examine a third drama because it not only invokes an ancient tragedy, it reimagines
         it. In the chapter on the Biblical Book of Job in his study, Richard B. Sewall identifies
         what is central to tragedy as opposed to offering a definition of the genre. Suffering
         is central: “More than Prometheus or Oedipus, Job is the universal symbol for the
         western imagination of the mystery of undeserved suffering.” And suffering has a function:
         “Suffering itself, as the Poet of Job defines it, has been made to yield knowledge,
         and the way has been plotted. After this achievement by the Poet of Job and after
         the similar achievement by Aeschylus in what may have been the same era of antiquity
         (the fifth century), the ‘tragic form’ was permanently available.”[4]  
      

      
      Suffering is central to Thomas Bradshaw’s Job. “Is the sense of tragedy palpable?” (52), Frank in the Studio asks John in the Field
         in Tragedy. Suffering was palpable in the New York production of Job partly because of the venue. The Flea Theater in Lower Manhattan is one of a host
         of Off- and Off-Off-Broadway venues that make the city the theatre capital that it
         is. The play was performed in the forty-seat downstairs space where a waist-high barrier
         is all that separates the audience in two rows of twenty seats each from the actors,
         making the experience immediate.
      

      
      The play follows the Biblical story in outline, acknowledging in the program that
         portions are excerpted from the Bible. It differs in specific details and in the excesses
         in the details. Job opens with the protagonist sentencing to death by stoning a man his son Joshua charges
         with raping a girl. Joshua then rapes and sodomizes his sister Rachel so that even
         before the wager between God and Satan to test Job’s faith, one of his sons is a rapist
         in a very physical scene of thrashing on the floor with Joshua continuing to violate
         his sister’s body after she dies except for the few moments he stops to masturbate.
         Another brother enters, sees what Joshua did to Rachel, and in an equally violent
         and prolonged scene sodomizes him with a broomstick. Job is himself a victim when
         a man whose hand he had amputated gets his revenge when he and a son on the pretext
         of friendship blind and castrate him.
      

      
      Violence predominates in the one-hour performance, although there is a ritual dance
         and there are interspersed comic scenes in which God, His brother Satan, and His sons
         Jesus and Dionysus take up positions around the space and do nothing but smile for
         interminable minutes, stopping only to sample wines. While God and Satan are intelligent,
         Jesus and Dionysus, who come close to fighting, seem somewhat retarded. Neither is
         every sex scene violent. His losses and health restored, Job enjoys renewed sexual
         prowess in simulated intercourse with his wife on his lap.
      

      
      Bradshaw’s Job has suffering galore, Sewall’s first point. Whether it has Sewall’s second point,
         that the suffering yields knowledge, has to be examined. The play ends as it began
         with Job dispensing justice. He amputates the two hands of a man apprehended stealing,
         even though the man pleads for mercy in his defense that he has no other means of
         feeding his starving family. Ben Brantley ended his review commenting on the final
         scene. “By the way, Job does learn from his sufferings in this version. The man we
         see restored to power and glory at the end is more Godlike than ever. That in itself
         is a cause for Job-like lamentation.” While agreeing with Brantley that Job gains
         the wrong knowledge, this study prefers to state that he does not learn because the
         knowledge should be that of his humanity: his bond with and compassion for other humans.
         For Sewall, the Biblical Job “sees his misfortunes not as unique but as typical of
         man’s lot. In one phase of his being, at least, he is becoming a partisan of the human
         race.”[5]   Since the contemporary Job does not learn from his suffering, it is difficult thinking
         of Job as an authentic tragedy. Perhaps that is why Brantley called the play a “vigorously
         comic tragedy.”[6]  
      

      
      Based on the progression from the boring coverage of a tragedy through the media’s
         exploitation of a tragedy to a non-tragedy, the introduction seems to conclude that
         tragedy does not exist in the contemporary American theatre. If that were the case,
         however, no pages would follow, but since they do, tragedies do exist. When the progression
         is reversed, the approach to them emerges. Instead of evaluating all dramas that aspire
         to inclusion in the art form according to their conformity to the Aristotelian model,
         those that want to be appreciated for the conformity should be while those that do
         not should be appreciated for their new models. The study therefore does not offer
         a definition of tragedy. It examines the contemporary American theatre’s creation
         of tragedies that do not put audiences to sleep.
      

      
      The first two chapters divide plays whose experiences are thought of as tragic into
         four categories depending on their primary focus: isolation, loss of life, loss of
         hope, and suffering. Although suffering is found in all four categories, in the fourth
         category it either dominates the action or is the image that overwhelms all of the
         play’s other images. Since a reader accustomed to traditional tragedies might not
         engage in the appreciation if thrust into the categories, each opens with a contemporary
         American reimagining of a Greek, Elizabethan, or Jacobean tragedy. Not a transplanting
         in another age such as Shakespeare’s Richard III as a 1930s fascist dictator but a
         reimagining. The engaged reader can then begin to question whether all or some of
         the plays, six to a category, are tragedies.
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      Chapter 1

      Isolation and Loss of Life

      
         
         
      

      
      In the introduction to a volume of three of his plays, A.R. Gurney looks back over
         his career as a playwright “both testing and celebrating the borders of the form.”
         He then applies the testing and celebrating to the three plays in the volume, the
         first of which opens this study’s examination of the category of isolation: “In Another Antigone, I try to work with and against the great Greek tragedy.”[1]   Sophocles’ Antigone opens with a prologos in which Antigone informs her sister Ismene that with the invading
         army no longer a threat to Thebes, the ruler Creon has issued an edict involving their
         brothers, both of whom died in the combat. Eteocles is to be buried with “full honor,”
         but Polyneices’ corpse is to remain “unwept, untombed.”[2]   Furthermore, she intends to defy the edict and bury Polyneices despite Creon’s
         decree that anyone attempting a burial will be put to death. Following the chorus’
         entrance in a parados, Creon enters to explain the edict. Eteocles died defending
         Thebes while Polyneices died leading the invading army. When a guard enters with the
         news that someone is attempting to bury the body, Creon orders him to apprehend the
         culprit or suffer the death penalty himself. When the guard leaves, the chorus sings
         the play’s first great choral ode, followed by the guard returning with Antigone to
         bring her to a confrontation with Creon.
      

      
      Gurney’s Another Antigone opens on a confrontation in a university Classics professor’s office between the
         professor, Henry, and a student, Judy, in his Greek Tragedy course. He cannot accept
         the term paper she wrote applying the Antigone myth to the nuclear arms race because
         it is not on an assigned topic, and she failed to get his permission to submit a paper
         on another topic. As they argue their positions, they agree that Sophocles’ Antigone
         is the “classic rebel,” his Creon the “ultimate image of uncompromising political
         authority,” and their clash “inevitable and tragic” (104) but little else so that
         their intransigence makes her another Antigone and him another Creon. She needs credit
         in his course to graduate because she has a job waiting for her in a tough job market;
         he is sympathetic, but the paper does not meet the course’s requirement. If he will
         accept a dramatized version, she will convert the paper into a play; he cannot accept
         that either because she fails to understand the course’s subject: the nature of tragedy.
         The confrontation and scene end with her determined to put the “play on” (108).
      

      
      Another Antigone has a scene with the Sophoclean great choral ode, but it occurs later in the play.
         Since Gurney eliminates Ismene, the guard, and the chorus, one has to ask what he
         does in the scenes between the opening and the ode. Among other things, he tests the
         form. In one scene, for example, he has a character for whom Antigone has no counterpart, a dean, Diana, come to Henry’s office and light a cigarette,
         prompting a discussion of the dangers to one’s health that smoking poses. Just when
         it seems that Gurney is stretching the form to the breaking point, he relaxes the
         stretching to return to the reimagined play’s action: the risk to Henry’s career that
         not accepting Judy’s paper poses. Since his courses traditionally are not well attended
         because few students major in Classics, he risks having them canceled for lack of
         enrollment if he persists in alienating Judy and other students by not relaxing his
         requirements. He persists. Meanwhile, rather than submit a new paper on an assigned
         topic, Judy enlists her boyfriend, Dave, a counterpart to the Sophoclean heroine’s
         fiancé, in helping her mount the play adaptation of her paper. Locked into their intransigence,
         the two antagonists bring Another Antigone to the choral ode.
      

      
      By now it should be obvious that unlike the classical play, the contemporary play
         has comedy. But it also has tragedy foreshadowed in the choral ode. Analyzing the
         ode as it was originally performed, Raymond Williams finds in three of the closing
         lines that the “intensity of the dramatic feelings is almost overpowering”:
      

      
         When he honours the laws of the land and the gods’ sworn right

         
         High indeed is his city; but stateless the man

         
         Who dares to dwell with dishonour.[3]  
         

      

      The feelings are overpowering because while singing the lines, the chorus members
         gesture casting out of the polis the culprit who violates the laws, and as they do,
         in disbelief they are forced to recognize Antigone, whom the guard is bringing to
         Creon. Admitting her role in the attempted burial, she justifies it by honoring the
         “gods’ unwritten and unfailing laws” (454), such as duty to one’s family and reverence
         for the dead, that take precedence over man’s laws. Creon is equally unrelenting in
         his position. She must die.
      

      
      The contemporary delivery is not comic, but it is more easygoing than the original
         until it approaches the closing lines. In the classroom Henry translates portions
         of the ode. To show that he is aware of the feminist movement, he adds “woman” to
         “‘Man,’” and to further show that he is not stodgy, he adds “planes, rockets, computers,
         laser beams” to the “images on the taming of nature: ships, plows, fishnets, ox-yokes.”
         Approaching the closing lines, he pauses to comment on the line naming death as the
         one thing that the human being cannot tame before resuming “grimly” with the something “worse than death” to the Greeks that is named in the three lines. If in pride he/she goes
         “‘too far,’” he/she becomes 
      

      
         An exile without a country,

         
         Lost and alone

         
         Homeless and outlawed forever (131)

      

      The feeling is not in a gesture. It is in Henry repeating more than once portions
         of the three lines. He does not have to know that exile is his fate, but already warned
         about the university canceling underenrolled courses, he must be imagining a life
         apart from the university and the career to which he has dedicated his life, for his
         translation confines the original “stateless” to the first line while expanding the
         feeling of isolation to the second and third lines.
      

      
      As somber as this scene is, Gurney continues to test the form by mixing the characters
         in witty interactions with the sense of impending isolation in scenes that dissolve
         into scenes so that no matter how far a scene strays from the original, the next scene
         recalls the original, although in contemporary terms. In Antigone the heroine’s lover Haemon urges his father Creon to relent and not punish his betrothed
         for an act that was glorious. In Another Antigone Dave submits a paper he wrote under Judy’s name hoping to earn credit for her so
         that she can graduate, but Henry recognizes the deception. Yet under questioning Dave
         impresses the professor with his knowledge of the classics, and unlike Haemon, he
         does not join the girl he loves in her stand but switches majors from Chemistry to
         Classics to study under Henry, not realizing the professor’s courses were canceled
         for insufficient enrollment, dissolving the Classics Department.
      

      
      If Henry took the year’s paid leave of absence the university offered him, he would
         not be a tragic hero. He is because he removes himself from the university community,
         explaining in his closing lecture what he always knew but has only come to understand
         this semester. Addressing the audience, he distills the essence of tragedy in the
         responsibility that tragic heroes accept, as Creon does for “his commitment to abstract
         and dehumanizing laws” (170) and he himself does by disappearing. Also addressing
         the audience, Judy accepts responsibility by not “feel[ing] good about” her “life
         anymore” (171) before declining to accept the award for her play because the play
         taught her that her former goals—personal ambition, success, and money—are not that
         important anymore.
      

      
      As somber as these monologues are, Another Antigone ends in a lighthearted mood, unlike Antigone, which ends with Haemon joining Antigone in death and his mother committing suicide
         when she learns of his suicide. Seeing his wife’s corpse after seeing the other two
         corpses, the stricken Creon orders his servants to “take me away, out of the sight
         of men. / I who am nothing more than nothing now” (1320-21). The closing lines belong
         to the chorus, who sing of the importance of wisdom in honoring the boundary separating
         mortals from the gods if one wants happiness in life. The proud, who do not honor
         the boundary, gain the wisdom in suffering when they are old. By urging restraint
         from Henry as opposed to exceeding his classroom authority, Dean Diana takes on the
         role of the chorus during the contemporary play. Paraphrasing the original closing
         lines for the dean, Dave becomes the chorus at the play’s end. When he tells her that
         by the time we gain wisdom, we are “too old for it to make much difference,” the last
         words are Diana’s in a play that tests and celebrates the classical form: “Then heaven
         help us all” (173).
      

      
      Henry’s lecture is tinged with a feeling of moral isolation because of his role in
         the affair with Judy’s term paper, but the play’s amusing ending deemphasizes the
         feeling and the tragedy. A play that emphasizes the moral isolation and the tragedy
         is the first of the three plays in Neil LaBute’s bash: iphigenia in orem, the place the Utah city in which the speaker resides, although the setting is a
         Las Vegas hotel, where he is on business and where he tells his tale to a stranger,
         a guest he encounters there. The allusion is to the Euripidean tragedy from which
         it takes its inspiration: Iphigenia in Aulis, the place the port where the Greek army has mobilized for the crossing of the Aegean
         Sea and the sack of Troy in retaliation for Paris’ wooing of Helen. But with the fleet
         becalmed, the army, wanting blood vengeance, becomes increasingly unruly. Told by
         the prophet Calchas that he, the commander-in-chief, must sacrifice his daughter for
         Artemis to provide favoring wind, Agamemnon sends for Iphigenia on the pretext that
         she is to marry Achilles. He then attempts to rescind the summons only to have Menelaus
         intercept the dispatch. Too late to be stopped, she arrives with her mother Clytemnestra
         and her brother Orestes. Duplicitous, shameful, and despicable are some of the critics’
         judgments on Agamemnon. Yet no matter what one thinks of him, he had no intention
         of killing his daughter when he took command of the expedition.
      

      
      Neither was there any intention of killing his five-month-old daughter when his wife
         and mother-in-law left him, the teller of the contemporary tale, alone in the house
         with her while they shopped. Identified as Young Man, he recounts the details of Emma’s
         death twice, the first time as an accident and the second time as murder. Between
         the two versions, he gives the circumstances that correct the first recounting, starting
         with the takeover of the company in whose branch office he worked. With all of the
         employees aware that four would be let go, he feared he would be the fourth, a fear
         that seemed to come true when just before his wife and mother-in-law left to shop,
         he received a phone call from a friend in the home office that he was in fact the
         fourth. Standing in the hallway, he heard the baby cry in their bed where his wife
         had put her and where she had become entangled in the covers. Instinctively he “rushed
         in there, to the edge of the carpet at the bedroom door and then,” he continues the
         second version, “something stopped me.”[4]   In that split second, he realized that the situation afforded him an opportunity.
         No company would be so heartless as to let go a parent grieving for a dead child.
      

      
      After Menelaus intercepts the letter rescinding the summons to bring Iphigenia to
         Aulis, he and Agamemnon have a heated argument with Helen’s husband reminding his
         brother that he was under no compulsion to send the original letter but sent it willingly.
         For Agamemnon, however, his daughter’s arrival so changes the situation that he is
         now under a “compulsion absolute.”[5]   He concedes that he has volition, but were he to flee with her back to Argos, the
         army would follow and raze the royal palace. He sums up his position in his final
         speech, spoken to Iphigenia:
      

      
         Greece lays upon me

         
         This sacrifice of you beyond all will

         
         Of mine. We are weak and of no account

         
         Before this fated thing (1270-72).

      

      Like Agamemnon, LaBute’s Young Man has two versions to tell of the event, although
         the first version is not the deception that the Greek commander’s is, for his wife
         does not expose it. He himself does, beginning, “i wasn’t asleep…i couldn’t of been,
         i mean, i’ve tried to believe it, make myself believe it, too, but i wasn’t, or i
         never would’ve heard her” (25). Like Agamemnon, he accepts responsibility for the
         act, admitting, “i made my decision” (26). And like Agamemnon, he also attributes
         the girl’s death to “fate” (27). Were it not for fate that had his wife and mother-in-law
         dallying in the supermarket or caught in traffic, they might have arrived home in
         time to rescue Emma. Shifting responsibility to fate is the Young Man’s attempt to
         free himself from the consequence of his decision.
      

      
      Of Euripides’ characters, Agamemnon is the only one who does not come onstage after
         the sacrifice. Hence he feels remorse for an event that will take place rather than
         for one that took place. His remorse is genuine nonetheless. The Old Man dispatched
         with the rescinding letter asks why his eyes are “bulging” with tears (40); moved
         by “tears bursting” from his brother’s eyes (476), Menelaus retracts his condemnation
         of the rescinding letter; and Iphigenia cannot help but notice the “libation of tears”
         in her father’s eyes (650) upon her arrival at Aulis.
      

      
      LaBute’s Young Man also has remorse. He tells two versions of his story, the first
         one as his way of releasing to the surface the horrific one; he tells how he put a
         pillow over his head so that he would not hear Emma’s cries; and he tries unsuccessfully
         to put the blame on fate. The most telling details come at the tale’s end, however.
         Twice he says that he never liked being on the road but preferred working in the office
         until the end of his narrative when he revises his preference for “driving these days,
         you know? gives me a lot of time to just…well, drive, just drive and think” (29).
         Continuing, he explains that he normally does not even take a room. Yet as uncomfortable
         as he is in the company of others because he feels that his crime has made him an
         outcast, he has to unburden his gnawing conscience. Hence at a few places in his narrative,
         the Young Man reacts to the listener’s lack of interest. Early on he remarks, “looks
         like i’m losing you” (15), and about midway he promises to “be done” (22) by the time
         the listener has finished his drink. Yet with the tale finished, it is the listener
         who reacts. Asked to shut the light off on his way out while the speaker stays behind
         in the dark for “a bit,” he must show concern despite the other’s assurance that he
         will “be fine” because the Young Man has to repeat the assurance: “I’ll be…fine, I
         will” (30) before the stranger chosen to listen leaves. The repetition is evidence
         that the man who was Emma’s father is not fine.
      

      
      Euripides’ Iphigenia is not morally isolated, as is Sophocles’ Electra in one critic’s
         opinion. In the preface to his translation of the tragedy named for her, David Raeburn
         argues that by calling upon Orestes to strike their mother a second time and to expose
         Aegisthus’ corpse to dogs and birds, Electra with her brother is “destroyed morally
         as the drama progresses”[6]   because Sophocles is exploring the tragic implications of retribution for both
         agents and victims. LaBute’s Young Man is also morally isolated, but physical isolation
         by itself can be tragic too. In his 1999 memoir, Neil Simon writes that Broadway Bound, the third play in his Brighton Beach Trilogy, “started with one image in my mind: my mother waxing her dining room table. It was
         a metaphor of all she would be left in a life that still needed her love and attention.…
         I knew that basically I was writing a tragedy, and that the laughs that came often
         during the evening were all bittersweet.”[7]   The four members of the Jerome family that took the stage in the trilogy’s first
         play, Brighton Beach Memoirs, are alter egos for the four members of Simon’s family: the father, mother, brother,
         and himself. That play, which takes place in 1937, dramatizes the family unity during
         the Great Depression and Eugene’s discovery of himself as a writer. The third play,
         which takes place in 1949, dramatizes the widening rift between the parents following
         the father’s infidelity and the sons’ development as a comedy-writing team. With the
         father’s departure and the brothers’ imminent departure for a career in television
         writing, the grandfather, who lives with the family, says about his daughter Kate
         to her visiting sister Blanche, “If she can’t make dinner for somebody, her life is
         over.”[8]  
      

      
      By having Eugene encourage his mother to relive the evening thirty-five years earlier
         when she danced with George Raft so that she will have a happy memory to sustain her,
         Simon converts the tragedy to comedy. Even without the relived scene, however, seeing
         Broadway Bound as Kate’s tragedy is difficult because her father will continue living in the house
         until he moves to Florida; her sister, remarried, who lives in Manhattan will visit
         as will her daughter, Kate’s niece, with her children; and her sons, although moving
         from the Brooklyn home to Manhattan, will visit. The closing visual image confirms
         the comedy. It is not Kate alone but Eugene running to join his brother in the cab
         taking them to Manhattan and a career in television writing.
      

      
      The closing visual image of Donald Margulies’ Collected Stories is that of an older woman isolated in her Greenwich Village apartment. A published
         author of short stories and professor of Creative Writing, Ruth accepts Lisa as her
         graduate assistant because she shows promise and wants to learn from the established
         author’s constructive criticism. Their relationship is mutually beneficial. Lisa has
         a story published and fills Ruth’s need to be connected to the world from which she
         tends to absent herself. Answering the younger woman’s question about why she teaches,
         she says, “It gets me talking about what I do—hell, it gets me talking, period. Otherwise I’d be alone far too much, and remain silent far too much, and I’m alone enough as it is.”[9]   As their relationship blossoms, Lisa has a collection of stories published, and
         Ruth becomes less silent, sharing not only her writing with Lisa, whom she comes to
         think of as a colleague, but also her life, particularly the time when a twenty-two-year-old
         new to New York, she ministered to the aging, dissipated poet, Delmore Schwartz. She
         therefore reacts angrily to Lisa taking the Schwartz story, changing names and details,
         and making it the basis for her first novel.
      

      
      The final scene has the two women heatedly presenting their opposing points of view.
         For Ruth, Lisa crossed the line separating moral and immoral behavior by appropriating
         her life. Lisa counters that she was only doing what her mentor had taught her: to
         take inspiration where she finds it. But Ruth will have none of her former student’s
         defense that for her is specious. Accusing her of betraying a trust, she severs the
         relationship. The 1999 production of Collected Stories with Uta Hagen and Lorca Simons had an unforgettable closing image. The sole light,
         progressively narrowing, focused on Hagen seated at her desk on the far side of the
         stage from the door through which Simons exited, her back to the departing student,
         until the light went out, leaving her “alone” in her apartment (85).
      

      
      Although not an absolute criterion, a closing image can indicate a play’s genre regardless
         of how the playwright classifies it or does not classify it. A play that based on
         reviews would seem to be an unlikely candidate for consideration in the tragedy genre
         is Gurney’s Later Life. A review excerpted on the book’s back cover is by Frank Rich for the New York Times: “‘Mr. Gurney strips down his reticent WASPs to the sound of laughter, not sentimental
         stirrings. Later Life is no exception, offering more than a few lines worthy of New Yorker cartoon captions.’” The play opens on the terrace of an apartment overlooking Boston
         Harbor. To it Sally, the hostess of a party within the apartment, brings Austin, a
         conservatively dressed, middle-aged man, telling him that it is time he “took a chance.”[10]   When she returns, she brings with her Ruth, who remembers Austin, though he does
         not remember her. Yet left alone except for other party guests who wander in and out
         of the terrace, with clues Ruth supplies he begins to remember their meeting on Capri
         when he was a young naval officer fresh out of college and she was touring Italy with
         her college sorority sisters. Separated from her husband in Las Vegas and visiting
         a female friend who wants her to relocate to Boston, she is interested in moving especially
         now that she has reunited with Austin, who so impressed her on Capri that she never
         forgot him.
      

      
      The challenge for him is whether he can change his conservative ways dramatized not
         only in his interaction with her but with the guests who wander in and out of the
         terrace, all of whom are foils for the two principals. For example, the McAlisters
         are a couple whose company transferred him to Boston and who feel rejuvenated by the
         change, becoming involved in the city’s cultural and social life. They invite the
         two to join them at a highway nightclub where they can perform the “old kind of dancing”
         and “some new moves” too that they have learned (54). Ruth defers to Austin, who declines
         the invitation. Entrenched in his WASP ways, he reveals his attitude toward change
         in the course of the evening. Although opposed to plans to develop Boston Harbor into
         a theme park, he absents himself from becoming involved in any community protest against
         the development. With Ruth in the apartment answering a phone call, his friend Walt
         urges him to seize the opportunity she offers him. He objects to the urgency: “I am
         a divorced man, Walt! I am a father of two grown children! I’ll be a grandfather any day! At our age we don’t just…date people, Walt. We don’t just idly fool around” (73-74). He sums up his position to
         the hostess: “People don’t change, Sally. Not at our age. We are who we are, only
         more so” (83).
      

      
      Austin is not unresponsive to Ruth; if he were, there would be no drama. Learning
         that the phone call was from her husband, who tracked her to Boston and seeking a
         reconciliation proposes to meet her with champagne at the airport, he makes a counter
         proposal. First, though, he dismisses her argument that despite hitting her once,
         her husband loves her because love and violence are mutually exclusive. His proposal
         is that after they have champagne in a Boston bar, she spend the night in the guest
         room in his apartment. Of course, should she wish to join him in his bed, he would
         welcome her. She declines the invitation. The essence of civility, it is devoid of
         her husband’s passion. Ruth leaves, and Later Life ends with Austin alone on the terrace clutching the sweater she left behind in her
         haste to leave.
      

      
      Gurney prepares for the closing image by alluding to a Henry James novella that he
         identifies in the introduction, although a theatregoer familiar with James’ fiction
         would recognize the allusion to The Beast in the Jungle. Convinced as a young man that something is to happen to him, John Marcher waits
         and broods, turning over the possibilities in his mind. He does not wait alone. The
         tale’s other character is May Bartram. Smitten years earlier when at a meeting he
         told her the secret of his fate and meeting again in the present, she chooses to watch
         with him. The drama contains an occasional echo of the earlier work. In coaxing Austin’s
         memory, Ruth discloses that at their Capri meeting he confided his conviction that
         “something terrible was going to happen” to him in his life (40). In the Jamesian
         counterpart scene, May reminds Marcher of his confidence at their Naples meeting that
         he was “being kept for something rare and strange, possibly prodigious and terrible,
         that was sooner or later to happen” to him.[11]   Yet while similar to each other, the women are also different from each other.
         May, for example, lets her association with Marcher “give shape and colour to her
         own existence” (368). Ruth is not dependent on Austin. Despite suffering terrible
         losses, the death of her first husband after only seven days of marriage and the death
         of her only child by a second husband, she married twice more, to the same man. He
         hit her and squanders her money, but with him she has a bonding and a love that Austin
         is incapable of giving her.
      

      
      Austin is also different from Marcher. Only after May dies does Marcher realize what
         May came to realize during the years they watched and waited. The momentous something
         had already happened. Life had passed him by. He has the realization while visiting
         her grave, where he chances upon a mourner at another grave who when he passes presents
         him with a face ravaged by grief. In this mirror image, Marcher sees the lack of passion
         in himself. His consciousness awakened to the knowledge of pain, suffering, and lost
         opportunity, he flings himself onto May’s tomb.
      

      
      There is a character who cries in Later Life, and his experience is another way Gurney prepares for the closing image of the drama’s
         protagonist. While Austin was following Sally’s instruction to wait until she returned,
         a guest named Jim identified himself as “an outcast, a pariah, a scapegoat” (13) for
         continuing to smoke in an age when people are quitting for health reasons. Tonight,
         he proudly announces, he too will kick the habit. At play’s end Jim returns to the
         terrace smoking. He was doing fine, he tells Austin, until the other guests started
         singing old songs, one of which reminded him of his former partner. The memory more
         than he could bear, he instinctively reached for a cigarette and then starts crying.
         Austin stares at him, but whether he sees in Jim a mirror image the spectator has
         to decide. Sally, who came out onto the terrace moments earlier, speaks, repeating
         the key word “terrible” in his sense of his fate told to Ruth on Capri and repeated
         by her when she coaxed his memory. For Sally, what is “terrible” is not the crying
         but the inability to cry (86): to express one’s emotions. She and Jim return to the
         party, leaving Austin dry-eyed and alone on the terrace looking “longingly toward the life within” the apartment (86). He is doubly isolated: from communal life and his emotions,
         and the longing while clutching Ruth’s sweater indicates his recognition of the loss.
      

      
      In the introduction to the play, Gurney writes about the protagonist that “for the
         second time in his life, he is given a chance to take a new step, by reaching out
         to Ruth. Once again he is unable to. His proposal to her is ultimately civilized,
         but also ultimately lifeless. At the end of the play, he stands like a ghost, outside
         the human community, clutching a forgotten sweater.… I find Austin’s predicament infinitely
         sad—a man encumbered by so much baggage from the past that he is unable to seize life,
         even when it presents itself to him in such an enticing way” (x-xi). Eagleton opens
         the first chapter of Sweet Violence comparing and contrasting tragedy and very sad, concluding that in the quest for
         a universally accepted definition of tragedy, “the truth is that no definition of
         tragedy more elaborate than ‘very sad’ has ever worked.”[12]   Gurney’s “infinitely sad” would seem to be sadder than “‘very sad,’” but the study
         does not know whether by “infinitely sad,” Gurney means a notch below tragedy or tragedy
         itself. Either way, the examination of Later Life should make the play worthy of consideration for inclusion in the genre.
      

      
      This category ends with a play whose closing scene has the protagonist crying: “Why
         can’t anyone understand this…that I am alone…all…alone!”[13]   The play is Edward Albee’s The Goat or, Who Is Sylvia?; its subtitle is (Notes Toward a Definition of Tragedy). In response to a comment about the subtitle, Albee qualified it as “not part of
         the title—it’s a parenthetical comment” and “a definition. Not the definition or a redefinition.”[14]   This study, however, does not consider The Goat a tragedy because it has a fatal flaw.
      

      
      Martin, an award-winning architect, is being interviewed in his apartment on his fiftieth
         birthday by an old friend, Ross, to whom he confides that he has fallen in love with
         Sylvia, a goat. Ross writes a letter to Martin’s wife Stevie, who demands an explanation
         from her husband for the transgression. A tragedy that features a goat invokes the
         scapegoat or pharmakos: the person who in being expelled from the community takes with him or her the pollution
         plaguing the community, thereby ridding it of disorder and renewing order.[15]   Oedipus is a pharmakos in Greek tragedy. Francis Fergusson identifies the action of Sophocles’ play as the
         “quest for Laius’ slayer. That is the over-all aim which informs it—‘to find the culprit
         in order to purify human life,’ as it may be put.”[16]   If Martin is a contemporary American pharmakos, the situation in Albee’s play is different from that of Sophocles’ play. No one
         has been slain, and no pollution has to be purified. The world outside the play’s
         upscale apartment must have horrors such as poverty and disease, war and genocide,
         but the world inside the apartment ignores them. A single undeveloped allusion to
         the “Eumenides” (12) does not conjure a disorder in the apartment’s perfect world.
         The scapegoat cannot be the disorder brought into the order just so it can be expelled.
      

      
      John Simon points the way to the contemporary play’s action. Reviewing the 2002 production
         with Bill Pullman as Martin and Mercedes Ruehl as Stevie, he wrote, “One problem with
         the play is that it makes no sense. Martin, a famous and happily married architect,
         tolerant of his teenage son’s homosexuality, has just turned 50. While shopping for
         a farm in upstate New York, he sees a goat making googoo eyes at him, falls in love
         with her (it’s a she-goat, nothing queer about Martin), has an affair with her, and
         names her Sylvia.” Responding to an overheard spectator’s opinion that the experience
         is a metaphor, he continued, “Now, for a metaphor to work, it must first function
         on the literal level, but one melting caprine glance does not usually induce zoophilia
         in a 50-year-old enjoying good sex with his attractive wife.”[17]   Thus the action is the quest to understand the experience. Pursuing why it happened
         is a false start. Since Martin professes to love Stevie, to whom he has never been
         unfaithful or had any desire to be, the marriage contains no hint of a reason. That
         he is at the “pinnacle of…success” (14) suggests a comparison with Oedipus, but seeking
         an explanation in the success ends in speculation.
      

      
      The quest has to be in what happened. His erotic nature stimulated, Ross tries to
         coax from Martin explicit details of his first encounter with Sylvia, presumed to
         be a woman, while house-hunting in upstate New York. To the question, “Well, did you
         talk to her?” the architect “laugh[s].” He does not laugh, however, at the characterization of the relationship as an
         “affair.” His reaction is to be “confused,” for affair implies a sordid extramarital infidelity, and he loves both Sylvia and
         Stevie and tried unsuccessfully to tell his wife about the other one. Three times
         he protests that the television journalist “does not understand.” Ross interrupts
         his fourth attempt after staring at the photo Martin shows him. Now it is his turn
         to be confused: “YOU’RE FUCKING A GOAT!” (21-23)
      

      
      What the first of the play’s three scenes does is set up the contrast between Martin’s
         experience and the three other characters’ perceptions of it. We have to return momentarily
         to the question of why: not why Martin had the experience but why he tells Ross, since
         he does not have the condition known as zoophilia. He is not like the Young Man in
         LaBute’s iphigenia in orem, who, feeling morally isolated, tries to unburden his guilt by telling his story
         to a stranger. Martin does not feel morally isolated. As he tries to explain to Stevie,
         he attended therapy sessions for people with zoophilia not because he “realized something
         was wrong” with him but because he “realized people would think something was wrong” (32). Furthermore, while the other attendees were “conflicted,”
         he could not understand why they were “unhappy.” Seeing nothing “wrong with…with…being
         in love…like that,” he was not unhappy (34). Neither does he think of the experience
         as an accomplishment—a sexual conquest, for example—for although he admits to the
         experience’s sexual dimension, he does not think of it as primarily sexual.
      

      
      To the other three characters, the experience is exclusively sexual for reasons that
         they reveal in the three scenes. No stranger to infidelity, Ross was cheating on his
         wife before Martin and Stevie were married. No moralist, he accepts infidelity so
         long as one can “get away with” it (53). The problem with the affair, he tells the
         architect, is that inevitably someone will catch him with the goat and then everyone
         will know because the someone will go public with the story, ruining his career and
         the careers of his circle of friends and associates, including himself. He, television
         journalist Ross, will be destroyed. Son Billy is already marginalized because he is
         gay. But being marginalized for his sexual orientation is nothing compared to the
         humiliation he will suffer when he has to stand in front of his class at school with
         the story public. These two characters relate their perceptions to their self-images
         in the public world. Stevie’s perception is private, her self-image formed by her
         love for her husband. As she says to him, “I fell in love with you? No…I rose into love with you and have—what—cherished? you, all these years, been proud of all you’ve done…and I’ve been…so…happy” (37).
         That he can therefore say that he loves both her and Sylvia equally when the goat
         is “so much less” (25) is more than she can bear. Since he has desecrated their marriage,
         she leaves the apartment vowing revenge. She kills Sylvia. A guide sees in the slaying
         tragedy’s ritual sacrifice: “In this play, subtitled ‘Notes Towards a Definition of
         Tragedy,’ the choice of goat as a love object and ultimately sacrificial animal contains
         mythic and tragic resonance: there is a sense of inevitability in Stevie’s revenge,
         and a feeling of catharsis when the innocent beast is sacrificed creating the potential
         for renewal.”[18]   Yet bringing a goat into a happy marriage to make the wife unhappy so that she
         can kill the goat to renew the marriage makes no sense.
      

      
      Miguel de Unamuno offers a definition of tragedy that may help to make sense of The Goat: “For living is one thing and knowing is another; and, as we shall see, perhaps there
         is such an opposition between the two that we may say that everything vital is anti-rational,
         not merely irrational, and that everything rational is anti-vital. And this is the
         basis of the tragic sense of life.”[19]   Wallace’s encapsulation of the definition, which she quotes, as the “opposition
         between experience and understanding” works for The Goat.[20] The opening scene establishes a contrast between Martin’s experience and Ross’ perception of it as a perversion.
OEBPS/toc_nav.xhtml

      
         
            		Title Page


            		Acknowledgments


            		Introduction


            		Isolation and Loss of Life


            		Loss of Hope and Suffering


            		Eugene O’Neill


            		Arthur Miller


            		Tennessee Williams


            		More Contemporary Tragedy


            		Conclusion


            		Notes


            		Index


         


      
   

OEBPS/images/14-W01-cover.jpg
TRAGEDY IN THE
CONTEMPORARY
AMERICAN
THEATRE

ROBERT ]. ANDREACH





OEBPS/images/15-logo_tm.tif.png





