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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

Critical comment pertaining to present-.day American theatre
frequently has included allegations that thematic emphasis seems
to lie in the areas of negation. Such attacks are supported by
references to our over-use of sordidity, to the infatuation with
the psychologlical theme and the use of characters who are emotionally
and mentally disturbed, and to thy absence of any element of the
heroic which is normally acknowledged to be an integral portion of
meaningful drama. But such remarks made about our theatre parallel
the remarks made about our society and our culture as well. Although
this may be a wail heard in every age, it seems conclusive that these
are tr&ing times in which the usual practice of literature to ex-
amine man conceptually and man in his relation to God seems secondary
to the exam‘nation of the likelihood of the preservation of the
human race. Whatever our opinion about American theatre today it
must be viswed in the light of the conditions that surround it.
The forces of sterility are moving actively in the world
today. Doctrines of despalr are persuading masses of people
to quit struggling for "impractical goals™, {o give up

responsibility as indiviauuals and to become thoughtless, ’
undifferentiated, uncreative units of large, will-less masses.

VSamuel Selden, Man In His Theatre (The University of North
Carolina Press, Chapel Hill, 1957), p. 99.
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If we may admit to constermation and bewilderment in our age,
and 1f our resultant melancholia is emduring in a time unprecedented
for material luxry, then it should be of interest to examine the
characterlistics of pessimistic drama and pessimistic dramatists.

The intention of this study is to determine the nature,
extent and consequence of the theme of the negation of life as it
is found in American drama from World War II to the present day. The
objectives also include an attempt to show a relationship between
this period and particularly the periods in American drama which
precede it, to measure the content of negativistic plays against
the systematized philosophies describing the constitution of negation
and despalr.

Subjective judgment is bound to insert itself in any
analytical study of dramatic art. This can be especially dangerous
in attempting to attribute a certain philosophy of life to any play-
wright. The first limitation, therefore, is one of curtailment of
emphasis; plays themselves will be examined more than those who
wrote them. The second limitation pertains to time and place; the
subject theme will be sought and analyzed in plays written by Americans
between the years 1945 and 1958 and produced in New York. Although
many plays are written yearly in this country with only a relatively
few appearing on Broadwa}, this limitation seems justified if we
acknowledge that the leadership in American theatre still appears in
that city. The final limitation involves the selectlion of the works

for analysis. Since detailed examination of all serious drama writtem
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since 1945 is too ambitious, comprshensive analysis will be limited
to selected works of America's four major contributors in the
dramatic field since World War II. These playwrights are Eugene
0'Neill, Temnessee Williams, Arthur Miller, and William Inge. To
supplesent this, less sxtensive analysis will be made of other
playwrights for purposes of illustration and comparison.

Two other steps remain in the procedure; the first is a
brief study and synthesis of the major philosophies of pessimism.
Paramount attention will be granted to Schopenhauer whose negativism
is both systematic and clearly stated, and to Nietzsche whose in-
fluence has heen feolt by innumerable leaders in the fields of
literature, art, and politics. The final process is the examination
of dramatic criticism pertaining to our theme and pertaining to the
authors and plays analyzed.

It is not the intention of this study either to praise or
condemn contemporary American drama for its employment of despairing
themes. Much of our great tragic literature is both unpleasant and
pessimistic in feeling, but this does not reduce its stature in our
regard. No play is to be condemned solely on the grounds of its
pessimism, for to do so would be tantamount to making happlness a
prerequisite for successful drama. To do so would be to succumb to
the litany of American optimism. Rather it will be interesting to
find the extent of the affirmatior of nothingness, the reasons givem

for its presence, and the playwright's acceptance or rejection of it.



It has been postulated that dramatic representation serves
as an excellent key to the nature of man through history.
e » o the dramatist does rit exist in a vacuum, He is
a product of his times and ir most effective and significant
when he expresses and reflects the currents of thought and
feeling that prevail in the soclety in which he lives.2
Whether the Amerlican dramatist in his pessimism is reflect-

ing the currents of our thinking remains to be seen.

<Elmer Rice, "American Theatre and the Human Spirit,"
Saturday Review, Dec. 17, 1955, p. 9.



CHAPTER II
A BACKGROUND OF PHILOSOPHICAL EEGATION

For anyone setting out to describe pessimism the most logical
course would appear to be found, first, in the types of pessimists,
their characteristic behavior and their attitudes, and, second, in
the discernible causes that brought them to this state. Such pro-
cedure, however, might lead to a generality sc inclusive that one
would succumb to the temptation of calling everyone "unpleasant,"
a pessimist, or a negator of life. In applying this standard to
modern American drama the resultant list of candidates would be
overvhelming.

It is the contention of this thesis that this period of
drama contains enough significant material that can readily be
identified as belonging to recognizable life.negation without the
padding of peripheral philosophies, attitudes or bshaviors. It is
dangerous to assume that any modern playwright had a specific
philosophy in mind when he wrote his plays; therefore, it is not
the purpose of this chapter to connect 0'Neill, Williams, or
Inge with any systemized philosophy, but rather to attempt to
make clear the nature of negativism as offered by the great

pessimists that preceded them. The Iceman Cometh did not neces-

sarlly rise from the incantations of Schopenhauer. Its 111
disposition might just as readily have risen from Scrooge's
5



uncocked potato. Nevertheless it would seem both appropriate and
necessary to study the great negativists and to attempt to define
terms prior to making a linking study of any segment of American
drama.

Pessimism was not systematized to constitute a philosophy
until modern times.! Before its systemization, however, great
thinkers and writers had long dealt with its constitution, its
presence, its causes and its relentless persistency in every age
and every culture. Paul Siwek in his book entitled The Philosophy
of Evil points out that pessimism is not a2 modern foundation at
all, but is really found in antiquity. In the Iliad Homer says
that man is the most unhappy of all beings, that his lot is to
live a life of sighs.z Theognes drives the shaft even deeper in
saying that "the greatest benefit of man would have been not to
be born and once he had the misfortune to be born, to die as soen
as posaible."3 Euripedes in the Hypolotis states, "The whole
life of man is full of grief, nor is there any rest from toil or
moil."™ And Hygerius writing in the third century B.C. states,
"Happiness is deceitful and death our real liberator. "’ Many of
the works of Pliny, Seneca, and Marcus Aurealius reveal the full

lamentations on the mi.r;ics and the nothingness of human lifo.6

'Paul Siwek, The Philosophy of Evil (New York: The Ronald
Press Company, 1951), p. 150.

I

?Ibjd., p. 146. IJloc. cit. Loc. cit. “loc. gcit.

60p. cit., pp. 146-147.



Ile¢ innumerable Oriental philesophies and religions slso embrace
pessimisr. Stesming from ancient Indian philosophies of despalr
the Buddhist philosophy is perhaps the best known of the negative
group. In the verses known as the Ehartribari we read the
following words,
Man's life is limited to one hundred years; night
takes up half these; one half of the remainder is
absorbed by infancy and old age; the rest is passed
in the midst of sicknesses, separations and adversities
which accompany life, in serving others and in giving
up oneself to similar occupations where is one to find
happiness in a life that is like the foam that the
agitation of the waves produces in the sea.”
But the modern Western world, despite the coming of the
Age of Enlightenment in the Renaissance, also produced its own
particular philosophy of despair. The real founder of philos-
ophical despair is Arthur Schopenhauer.8 It is his discussions
of this topie that will afford the clearest concepts of life
Negation. One cannot argue that his influence was greater than
that of Nietzsche, Carlyle, Hartman, Fichte, Heldegger, or
Sartre, but in reading his works, one can understand the care
he took in communicating his ideas.
Schopenhaver made a business of pessimism. In his intro-

duction to the works of this dark thinker, Will Durant prepares

708 Git., p. 146.

80p. cit., p. 150.
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his resder for the blunt attack of The World As Will and Idea.

He states,
Schopenhauer opens both eyes without pity and without

fear. Let the truth be spoken mercilessly; let nature's

law of career open to every talon and man's law of in-

satiable acquisition and p.riodical war be revealed to us;

let the disillusionment of love be told and the thousand

illnesses that punctuate our lives gnd the breaking of

hearts and families in the strife of the young with the

old; let death be brought upon the stage as brutally as

in Blizabethan days and let us acknowledge its sovereignty

over every organism and every mind.9

And the preparation is well needed. To Schopenhauer life

is a painful combination of suffering and boredom. Suffering is
essential to all life from the brute to man. It is not negative,
rather it is the positive element of exlistence, while pleasure,
satisfaction and happiness are the true negative ingredients, since
they are but brief deliverances from the normal state of surfering.1°
"T know of no grester absurdity than that propounded by most systems
of philosophy in declaring evil to be negative in its character.
Bvil is just what 1s positive; it makes its own existence relt, "1
The "will" of the world is the continuance of life, the drive of-
self.preservation, the propagation of kind. This is assured in the
scheme of things by man's enslavement to want. If want is not met,

suffering results, but if want is fulfilled, then another form of

JArthur Schopenhauer, The Works of Schopenhauer, Will Durant,
editor (New York: 3imon and Schuster, 1928), p. ixX.

10Tbid., p. 205.

11Arthur Schopenhauer, The Essays of Scho uer, edited by
T. Bailey Saunders (New York: Willey Book CO.J, P. 1.



pain more horrible than the first is effected, and thizs he calls

ennui.

The striving after existence is what occupies all
living things and maintains them in motion, but when
existence is assured then they know not what to do
with it, thus the second thing that sets them in motion
is the effort to get free from the burden of existence,
to make 1t cease to be felt, to kill time, i.e., to
escape from ennui. 2

Schopenhauer then attributes to ennul the "countemance
of real despair" and even claims that,

It makes beings that love each other so 1little as men

do, seek each other eagerly, and thus become the source
of social intercourse. . . . In the middle class life

ennui is r?gresented by the Sunday and want by the six

week days.

Schopenhauer was doing more than describing boredom. He
was categorizing all pain and evil under the terrifying and in-
escapable life force which he calls "will.® And as Shakespeare's
Jacques, he sees not growth nor realization nor eternal peace, but
only that, "from hour to hour we ripe and ripe, and then from hour
to hour we rot and rot." (Act II, Sec. vii)

To Schopenhauer the state of optimism described by Carlyle
as man's only possession ("this world of his is emphatically the

place of hope")14 is not only absurd, "but also a really wicked way

te5chopenhauer, The Works of Schopenhauer, p. 199.
13Ibid., pp. 199-200.

14Thomas Carlyle, Sartor Resartus, The life and Opinions of
Herr Teufelsdrockh (Boston: Estes and Lauriat), pp. 122-123.
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of thinking of the bitter mockery of the unspeakable suffering of
humanity.“15 To this declaration he adds that Christlanity does not
abide optimism, that the Gospels find the words world and evil as
almost synonymous. Schoperhauer did not denounce Christianity, rather
his interpretation of it was used to support his negation of life.

He saw in the Christian ascetic one who saw the nothingness of this
world, belonging only to this world, as opposed to the Buddhist
saints who held no concern for this world and were willing to leave
it to move into the etermal peace of Nirvana, of nothingness.16

In Christian asceticism he found the true presence of will renouncing.
By this doctrine of self-denial, the origin of hermits, anchronites
and monastic orders, man is able to thwart the ironic will. By
fasting he destroys the want of living, he lessens his energies to
promote life. "If children were brought into the world by an act
of pure reason alone, would the human race continue to exist. "7
And by sexual abstinence he destroys the will to prolong the
miserable endurance of the human race. By his indifferemce to
worldly things he mortifies the will to want or to need, and hence

preserves his state of suffering in independent dignity.18

15Schopenhauer, The Works of Schopenhauwer, p. 213.

16gdgar A. Singer, Jr., Modern ers and Present Problems
(New York: Henry Holt and Co., 1923), p. 169,

17Schopanhauer, The Essays of Sghopenhauer, p. 4.
18gchopenhauer, The Works of Schopenhauer, p. 239.
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Schopenhauer's value as a pessimistic philosopher seems to
lie in two major areas. The first is in the insolent attacks he
made upon standard concepts and values, and second, is in the
systematized thought with which he supported this insolence. If his
writings were only diatribes against the disillusionment of life
he would serve little except to improve his readers' images of gloom
and lengthen thelr vocabularies of depression. But Schopenhauer
seems honest. He tended to avoid the sensationalism of his own
thesis, devoting all effort to convincing his reader that he must
know the worst. He wanted no one to entertain the hope that hope
exists. One must ", . . certainly arrive at the conclusions that
this human world is the kingdom of chance and error, which rule
without mercy in great things and small, and along with which
folly and wickedness also wield the scourge."19 "From whence did
Dante take the materials for his Hell but from this actual world,
and yet he made a very proper Hell of 1. 120 Characteristically
Schopenhauer then stated that Dante was hard put to find source
material for heaven.

Like other philosophical pessimists who followed him, namely,
Von Hartman, Nietzsche, Heidegger, Carlyle and Sartre, Schopenhauer
applied his method to common topics of pessimistic value., In his

essays can be found his views on death, vanity of existence, sulcide,

T9Ibid., p. 211.

20Ibid., p. 212.
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women, art and even one short commentary on noise, which he described
as the most impertinent of all interruptions.

Perhaps we can feel the full impact of Schopenhauver's dark
outlook in these words from The Vanity of Existence.

In a world where all is unstable and maught can endure
but is swept downwards at once in the hurrying whirlpool
of change; where a man if he is to keep erect at all, must
always be advancing and moving like an acrobat on a rope.-
in such a world, happiness is inconceivable.

How can it dwell where, as Plato said, continual Be-
coming and never Being 1s the sole form of existence?

In the first place, a man never is happy, but spends his
whole life striving after something which he thinks will
make him so3 he seldom obtains his goal and when he does,
it is only to be disappointed; . . . and then it is all
over whether he has been happy or miserable; for his life
was never anything more than a ?resent moment always
vanishing; and now it is over.?

On the subject of time he voiced the traditional laments of
all ages. "No little part of the torment of existence lies in this,
that Time 1s continually pressing upon us, never letting us take a
breath, but always coming after us, like a task master with a whip,"22

In an essay titled Psychological Observations he described the
insignlificance of man.

What value can a creature have that is not a whit

different from millions of its kind? Millions, do I

say? Nay, an infiniture of creatures which, esmtury
after century, in never-ending flow, nature sends bubbling
up from her inexhaustible springs; as generous with them

as the smith with the useless sparks that fly around his
anvil.?

<T3chopenhauer, The Essays of Scho uer, p. 21.
22Tbid., p. 2.

23Tvid., p. 42.
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Again in his greatest work he restated a common pessimistic
attitude toward death. "In the end, Death must conquor, for we
become subject to him through birth, and he only plays for a little
while with his prey before he swallows it up.“zu

Schopenhauer cannot be blamed for all of the pessimistie
literature that was written from the late nineteenth century to
present day. It is quite likely that contemporary dramatists,
novelists and poets have been more impressed by the fashionable and
lyrical pessimism of Shelley, Byron, Muset, and Beaudelaire, or that
thelr laments have found root in other periods, in other styles of
suffering from Buddhist philosophy to Existentialism. One critic,
Frederick Lumley, ignores Schopenhauer entirely when he names the
three main sources of the school of pessimism: the philosophies of
Martin Heldegger, the spiritual dilemma posed by certain catholic
novelists, and "nightmare literature" of political refugees. It
might also be argued that Nietzsche, whom we will examine briefly,
found more followers in literature for his brand of pessimism than
Schopenhauer, simply because his "gospel of gritting the teeth"25
seemed like positive control in the face of negative life. It is
also conceivable that many of the dramatists of pessimistic themes
attained their debillitated outlook without any help from anyone.

Just as it has been postulated that each of us has been greatly

<%¥5chopenhauer, The Works of Schopenhauer, p. 197.
25singer, loc. git.
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influenced by Freud, whether we have read him or not, so it can be
said of Schopenhauer that he made orderly and somewhat reasonable
the ageless doctrine that the evils of life overbalance the happiness
it affords. Nietzsche, we know, found him essentially interesting
even if he questioned his avowed pessimism.26

Schopenhauer's philosophy does afford one consclation. Wherein
he saw the world and will only as masters of men, he turned to “idea"
for solace. It is through art that the driving force of will and
its resulting suffering can be subdued. In truth, any beauty created
by the idea of man, whether it be nature or art, is ". . . born of
quiet, painless (that is, will-less) contemplation."?’ Nietzsche
reiterated Schopenhauer's philosophy; though he ridiculed the spine-
less acceptance of the meaningless world, he tended to agree with
him on its pitiful state.

Too bad! Once more the same old story! When we

have finished building our house, we realize that we
have inadvertently learned something which we should
have known before we even started to build. This
everlasting baleful too %Bta--the melancholy of all
that 1s finished. . . ."

But if both contemplated the world and found its image
tormenting, it was Nietzsche who struck out against it with courage.

If God be dead, then man must fight for himself alone. He must

Z5¥riedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil (translated by

Marianne Cowan) (Chlcago: Gateway Editions - Henry Regnsry Co., 1955),
p' 92-

27John Stokes Adams, "The Aesthetics of Pessimism," a
dissertation in philosophy, University of Pemmsylvania, 1940, p. 2.

2BNietzsche, op. cit., p. 226.
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create a man so steeped in courage that he will defy the Godless
system and himself became God on earth. For his strength he cited
the ancient Greeks.

But the Greeks overcame the gloom of their disillusion-
ment with the brilliance of their art; and out of their
own suffering they made the spectacle of the drama, and
found that "it is only as an asthetic phenomena" as an
object of artistic contemplation or reconstruction "that
existence and the world appear justified." Pessimism is
a sign of decay, optimism is a sign of superficiality;
tragic optimism 1s the mood of the strong man who seeks
intensity and extent of experience even at the cost of
woe and is delighted to find that strife is the law of
life., "Tragedy itself is thezgroof of the fact that the
Greeks were not pessimistic."

Schopenhauer, too, found tragedy to be the best of all
consolation--the knowledge of the negation of the will.

The techniques of tragedy, according to Schopenhauer,
is to propel the heroes into a frightful struggle and
plunge them into immeasurable woe; but precisely these
sufferings reveal to them the nature of the world, and
enable them besides to sense the nothingness of all life
on earth, and teach them to deny the Will . . . . What
the hero atones for is indeed inherited sin, in the deep-
est sense, the guilt of existence itself--and tragedy is
the c¢learest reminder of the fact that life is an op-
pressive dream, out of which we have to awaken. The hero
in the tragedy suffers, because suffering is the way of
the world.’0

Nietzsche, then, could argue that he was not a negativist,
that his philosophy of life and its pain was met with courage, that
in fact, he found consolation in evil and release in a refined and

29will Durant, The Story of oS (Garden City, N.Y.:
Garden City Publishing Co., 1933), p. Lh2.

30Adams, op. gcit., p. 23.
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vicarious cruelty. It was Nletzsche who taught the exertion of the
will and Schopenhauer who taught its negation.

A systematized philosophy of pessimism has found many
disciples in the hundred years since Schopenhauer's entry into a
second nothingness. Edward von Hartman (1842-1906) is credited
with elevating the school to a position of great popularity, and
since then Heidegger (1899- ), Kierkegaard and Sartre have
contributed their theories and illustrations to the pessimist idea.
Along with the philosopher have been innumerable writers and other
artists who have either borrowed the idea or created one similar to
it, and out of the total expressions have come the isms we recognize
as darkness, negation, pain and decay--Nihilism or nothingness,
fatalism, sadism, mesochism, dadaism, and existentialism.

The last and most noted of the isms was propounded by Jean
Paul Sartre in France. Existentialism really came into its own after
the disillusions of World War II, just as the Dadists and Surrealists
had their heydays after World War I.J! Its foundation came from the
phileosophy of an articulate pessimist, Martin Heidegger.32 Again it
is Lumley, examining the trends in modern drama, who interprets the
French philosophy as one of total life negation.

Its distinction from Nietzsche and Schopenhauver thought lies

in Sartre's charges of responsibility. Man is what he makes of

JTFrederick Lumley, Trends in 20th Century Drama (Fairlawn,
N.Y.: Essential Books, Inc., 1956), p. 145.

32loc. clt.
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himself and is completely responsible for what he does. No other
power outside of nature exists, no god is present to intrude. Man
is free to choose for himself and thus to choose for all mankind.

It is this very freedow that is man's curse. "Indeed, everything is
permissible if God does not exist and as a result man is forlorn be-
cause neither within him nor without does he find anything to cling
to. He can't start making excuses for himself, *33

If Sartre pictures a universe without purposs and allows no
man any support external to himself, he is at least dignifying
the persistence and courage of the human race in face of meaningless
and nothingness. In this respect his thoughts seem closely aligned
with Nietzsche, differing only in the motivations for human
assertion. To Nietzsche, courage and power were the counter agents
of decadence of life, while Sartre sees both courage and a sense
of moral responsibility as man's solution to unbearsble life. The
kinship of both philosophies to Greek stoicism is apparent. To
accept despair and to pass through the hour of great disgust
(Nietzsche), courage is the chief virtue,3*

Paul Tillich, noted German-American theologian, says,

Today it has become almost a truism to c¢all ouwr

time an "age of anxety". . . anxiety is the existential

avareness of non-being. Non-being threatens man's ontic
self-affirmation, relatively in terms of fate, absolutely

JJJean Paul Sartre, Existentiplism, translated by Bernard
Frechtman (New York: Philosophical Library, 1947), p. 27.

3 Helmut Kuhn, Encounter With Nothingness (Hinsdale, Illinois:
Henry Regnery Company, 19&95, p. 110,
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in terms of death. It threatens man's spiritual self-

affirmation, relatively in terms of emptiness, absolutely

in terms of meaninglessness. It threatens man's moral

self-affirmation, relatively in terms of guilt, abso-

lutely in terms of condesmation. The awaremess of this

three-fold threat is anxiety appearing in three forms,

that of fate and death (briefly the anxiety of death),

that of emptiness and loss of meaning (briefly, the

anxiety of meaninglessness), that of guilt and condem-

nation (briefly, the anxiety of condemnation).>

The avowed acceptance of Sartre's philosophy by American play-

wrights might be difficult to assess, but the word existentialism has
appeared frequently in the criticism of our writers, especially
Anderson and 0'Neill, and may well be a saliant force in our
contemporary plays. The definitlons and explanations of ex-
istentialism are many, and one might question the presence of this
theme in American drama if he would accept Kuhn's explanation of
it. "As this world deprived of ultimate meaning and cohesion
crumbles there rears itself behind it more real than Being the
origin of all negations, Nothingness."36 But it is Sartre himself
who says that man is nothing else but what he makes of himself,
man is condemned to be free; and then adds, ". . . we do not bellieve
in progress, progress is betterment. Man is always the same. The
situation confronting him varies, choice always remains a choice in

a situation."37

JoPaul Tillich, The Courage To Be (New Haven: Yule University
Press, 1952), pp. 3541,

36Kkuhn, op. eit., p. xiid.
37Sartre, op. cit., p. 52.
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If the word nothingness affords semantic difficulty in our
critical analysis certainly the above description by the philosopher
himself lends a picture into which much American drama fits neatly.
If the absence of the heroic is a characteristic of the negative
drama then we might find some difficulty in using exlstentialism as
a philosophical example, for in The Flies the pralse of order is
countered by Sartre. Jupiter delights in the order of subserviemt,
whining mortals, yet he is unable to intimidate the existemntialist
hero Orestes into submission. This might be called a form of true
heroism, even if it is the heroism of a most discouraging sort, for
in any confliet in which the outcome can never be in doubt the
defiance of the hero may be admirable, but it can never be witnessed
with optimism. Vehemence i3 a small substitute for hope, and
eventually despair is bound to win out. It is in Existentialism,
therefore, that we find a modern amplification of the Schopenhauer
doctrine--a universe without purpose, man the victim of a greater
Will, the world of false promise, the heaven above it, a false
vision. If modern writers seem to reflect this extreme pessimism,
at the same time they seem to neglect the stolc self-affirmation
that Sartre recommends.

Pegsimism and negation of life whether based on spontanecus
thought or a systematized philosophy have been apparent in dramatic
literature throughout the ages. The ancient Greek drama has already
been mentioned as evidence of this, with Agememenon, The Libation

Bearers, QOedipus Rex, Orestes, serving as good examples of extreme
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pessimism and distaste for life. Perhaps Shakespeare's characters
of despair have worded their depressions betiter than any other. This
is not to say that Shakespeare was a pessimist, but only that he wrote
about people who were pessimists, Jjust as he wrote about people who
were great optimists.
MACBETH: Life is but a walking shadow. (Aet V, So. ¥)
JACQUES: . . . and so from hour to hour we ripe and
then from hour to hour we rot and rot; and thereby hangs
a tale. (Act II, Se. vi)

OTHELIO: It is silliness to live when to live is
toement. (Act I, Sc. 1ii)

LEAR: As flies to wanton boys are we to the Qods.
they kill us for their sport . . . this great world
shall so wear out to naught. (Act IV, Sc. i)

MEASURE FOR MEASURE: Reason thus with life--if I do
lose thee, I do lose a thing that none but fools would
keep. (Act IITI, Sc. 1)

The infesting of pessimistic philosophies can be found in many
periods of literature: the Sturm and Drang of the eighteenth century
in Germany, the expressionist period of the early twentieth century
and the period following World War I in Burope, the pre-Revolutionary
period of Russian literature at the turn of the centummy and even the
great counter-action in the realist period brought on by the in-
dustrial revolution and scientific objectivity. Pessimism and despair
have seemed to lend themselves more aptly to the poet than to the
dramatist, as reflected in certain works of Arnold, Milton, Wordsworth,

Byron. Shelley in "Ozymandias" spoke of the mocking sight of the
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ruins of the mighty king and symbolically told of the nothingness
of the world.
e s » s+ 5 s s o o + » » Round the decay
Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare
The lone and level sands stretch far away.
In "The Garden of Proserpine” Swinburne found morbid con-

solation in the belief:

That no life lives for ever;

That dead men rise up never;

That even the weariest river
Winds somewhere safe to sea.

The Italian Giacomo Leopardl, perhaps the greatest pessimist

of all poets, wrote in "Memories":
e + » s+ ¢ « o Phantom-shapes, naught else,
Are glory and honour: prosperity and joy
A mere desire; life is without all use,
Unprofitable woe.

And Leopardi concludes in another poem "To Himself,*
"Scorn all that is, for all is vain, vain, vain."

That 1ife is a wretched jest, as Voltaire called it, has been
the subject and theme of writers of all literary forms. Drama alone
offers more than sufficient example within the foundations of the
modern period. Even to the casual reader, the names of Chekhov, Tolstoy,
Kaiser, Hauptmarmn, Strindberg, Gorki, and at times Ibsen, seem synony-
mous with despair and depression. Whether they were pessimists or
not is of little concern to this dissertation, but it is significant
that they reflected the discouragement and the protest of their

generations.



CHAPTER III

A BASIS OF JUDGMENT:
THE CHARACTERISTICS AND SYMPTOMS OF LIFE NEGATION

In order to create a basis for judging the presence of this
theme in modernm American drama, three qualifying steps seem
necessary. The first is to make clear what is meant by theme as
distinguished Prom theals. The second is to define the term, the
negation of life, and the third is to give characteristics and
symptoms of life negations by illustrations from other dramatic
literature.

A theme of a play as it is used here refers to a subject or
a topic of discourse. Walter Kerr borrows from one of the other arts
in describing it as "a melody constituting the basis of variation,
development or the like in a composition or movquant."1 In some
plays readers will have difficulty defining theme because of the
variations and multiple reflections that may come from a single theme
that an author has in mind. There are primary themes and secondary
themes just as there are primary plots and sub-plots, but each is
distinguished from a thesis in that a thesis 1s a position taken by
an author or a proposition which he hopes to prove, either by argument

or by emotional appeal. It is easy, especlally in the argumentative

TWalter Xerr, How Not to Write a Play (New York: Simon and
Schuster, 1955), pp. 60-61,
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type of play or the propogandistic piese to mistake the two, but
in this study thems refers to topic or subject and the argument
proposed by an author relative to this subject will be his own thesis.

The second definition is perhaps more controversial, for to
define negation of life with any less detail than the multitude of
volumes put out by Schopenhauer, Nistzsche, Hauptmsm or Fichte
would seem presumptuous. However, for the purpose of our analysis
negation of life will be defined as:

An attitude or doctrine avowing the complete absence

of value, meaning or purpose in life and acknowledging
the traditional pessimistic concept that pain and evil
outweigh happiness and good.

As discussed in the second chapter this would seem to
corroborate the findings of our major philosophers of negativism
in the Western world, and though 1t would fall far short of the
detail of Schopenhauer's Word and Will or Nietzsche's Thus Spake
Zarathustra it should find little argument with them.

The third step is long and detalled, and perhaps most
beneficlal, because it moves from philosophical concepts and takes
into consideration those symptoms that help identify negation of
1life within the dramas themselves, It must also be noted that each
characteristic or each type of negation that will be listed here
does not necessarily exclude the others. Many of these overlap, In
some cases the protagonists, or non-heroic pessimists, may well
answer the dascription of each of these types. One will see in
reviewing them that Hamlet might well be classified as a character
of despair, a character of stasis, in that he lacked change or a
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desire for change. For a large portion of the play he is a man of
exhaustion, of death-singing, of escapism; in fact, excepting several
avowed decisions to avenge his father's murder, Hamlet acts the part
of a complete negativist during most of the play. The purpose
of the analyses, therefore, 1s mot to create appropriate boxes in
which to place American playwrights or their characters, but rather
10 help identify certain qualities that make for negativistic themes.
The first of these qualities shall be called merely despair.
This term could be the all inclusive one since despair is the
resultant of any deep pessimism. Despalr as it is used here
means without hope, and without meaning. There is no way out of
the future. God denial is one of the characteristics of despair,
for seldom does the peraon of religicus fervor ever sink into its
greatest depth. The play No Exit by Sartre is a good description
of despalir or hopelessness, because auicide is shown as no way out
of despair or of guilt, and the characters are condemned to stay in
their existence of meaninglessness, emptiness, and boredom through
eternity. The courage of despair, however, is a self-affirmation
despite meaninglessness and this, as we have seen, oconstitutes
existentialism. Paul Tillich in hls book The Courage to Be points
out that, "The anxiety of meaninglessness is the anxiety about the
loss of an uwltimate concern of a meaning which gives meaning to all

meanings . . . emptiness is aroused by the threat of non-being.“z

2Paul Tillich, The Coursge to Be (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1952), p. 47.
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With the broad term of "the empty life," one could examine a vast

store of our recent Broadway fare, or examine the desade's best
representatives in Death of a Sslesman, A Strestcar Named Desirs,
or Long Day's Jowrney Into Night.

The second term is a more narrow characteristic and symptom
of 1ife negation. It is stasis, or lack of change. It is the
quality of non-purposeful or non-directional living. It's real
rise comes from Chekhovian tradition of Russian inertia or suspended
animation in which the characters were examined in still life over
a given period of time.

Our plays of the Chekhovian tradition open in a time-

less twilight, announcing at the outset that nothing will
change. Characters move in longing, recoll in inhibition,
freeze into paralysis. They dart at the universe in
feeble exploration, make faint-hearted protest, resign
themselves to final frustration. The curtain falls on
the twilight we knew at the first, on a world in which
the promise of action has never existed, a world of
perpetually suspended animation.3

The very dullness of the life reflected in the drama fre-
quently characterizes the drama itself because as Selden points out
this ". . . 1s one theme that has no value whatsoever since its
assential nature denies the whole idea of theatric efi‘ect."4 To

Chekhov this was a common social error of his age and he was speci-

fically concerned, as he clearly announced, with "disappointment,

JXerr, op. cit., p. 101,

“Sammel Selden, Man In His e (Chapel Hill: The
University of North Carolina Press, 1957), p. 52.
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apathy, nervousness, limpness, and exhaustion"’ of his people,
Politically one might say that Russia has long ago throwm off Russian
inertia, ". . . only we contimue to cling to it in our literature."®

Perhaps our greatest exponent of this theme was 0'Neill who
seemed to capture Chekhov's skill in suspending characters for a
given period of time. Chekhov's play which best illustrates this is
Jhe Thres Sistersg, while O'Neill's play of the Strange Interlude seems
to reflect the same comment. One of the dangers of reporting this
theme is that where change is not present conflict often is absent
and hence the essence of dramatic action will be lost.

Exhaustion is another characteristic of negativistic drama.
Its symptoms are resignation, a deterioration of the individual will,
moral decay. Schopenhauer, in an essay called "Psychological
Observations," shated,

The noble, in other words, the uncommon, element in
the drama--nay, what is sublime in it--is not reached
until the intellect is set to work, as opposed to the
will; until it takes a free flight over all those
passionate movements of the will, and makes them sub-
Ject of its contemplation. Shakespeare, in particular,
shows that this is his general method, more especially
in Hamlet. And only when intellect rises to the point
where the vanity of all effort is manifest, and the
wlll proceeds to an act of self.annulment, is the drama
tragic in the true sense of the word: it is then that
it reaches its highest aim in becoming really'sublime.7

5&'1’1‘, op. _gi_Eo' P 101,
®Log. cit.

7Schopenhauer, The Essays of Schopenhauer, p. 45.
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The completely exhausted character, on the other hand,,submits
to the world will his own will, and the ultimate resignation brings
about stasis. The term as it is used here is not to be mistaken
for physical exhaustion alone, though this may be a charscteristic
of it, but includes moral and memtal exhaustion as well. Walter Kerr
says that we have restricted our character types today to two--the
exhausted and the immature, Serious activity is nil.8 Had Shakespeare
chosen to shove Hamlet one step further into irresolution, he would
have created a man to total inaction. That Gorki and Tolstoy and
Chekhov had no hesitancy when it came to shoving can be readily seen.
Sean 0'Casey paints a heavy picture of exhaustion, both moral and

mental, in his play Juno and the Pgycock, and though it is ringed by

a revolution of action its characters are revealed in their total
negativity by final and complete exhaustion.

The fourth characteristic borrows a term from the Greeks,
threnodism--which literally means the "singer of death-songs."
Death is seen as the great liberator. Dramatic characters who have
become enamored with this are shown by their creators to be pre-
occupied with death. This singer is alienated from Nietzachean
courage. He does not choose to remain in the world of despair
but mistakingly sees death as the complete and final liberator.

This is the anti-Nietzschean theme, the romanticist's escape concept

BKerr, op. cit., p. 104,
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and as Radoslov Tsanoff says, "A pessimist is a man who is ripe for
death."? The period of post-Napoleonic drama illustrated this well
in the number of "Elau Blume® poets who resorted to suicide as a
means of eliminating despair. Again, although one can go to
Shakespeare for examples of those who find death welcome, the
motivations preceding these cravings must also be examlned. Hamlet
finds death welcome because he has been forced to give up those
things which he loved in life. Macbeth welcomes death with open
arms but does so with a fight. lost love prompts the final decision
to embrace death in Romeo and Juliet, and Othello welcomes it be-
cause of his own strong-willed deception. The dark mystery,
romanticlsm, and even the heroism that surround this type of threnodism
are vastly different from the character who seeks death because of
Schopenhauer's ennul or the release from the tedious life. The
latter lives and dies in negativistic drama. Life that showed no
value to begin with can afford only a perverse sensation exploited
in the sheer enjoyment of doing something--even approaching death, 10
The stasis and finally the death of Robert in O'Neill's Beyond the
Horizon will illustrate this well.

The next characteristic of life negation may be found in the
word escapism. As used here it is meant the desire to remove one's
self by any means from the forces of evil and of despair. Its
characters find solace in living in the past, or again, they may

quite literally attempt to escape from their envirorments. In this

JTsanoff, op. cit., p. 351. 10Selden, op. cit., p. 71.
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sense it can be called the '"go away" drama. The retrograde movememt
of such characters will at the onset omit the heroic element, and
hence can be found more frequently in the present non-hercic age
than in ancient X1lustration. Perhaps the ullimate of escapism would
be the escape from 1ife to death, but there is a sufficient amount
of material dealing with those people who attempt to escape within
the reaches of this world for it to be considered separately here.
Again, one may turn for example to Chekhov and to The Three Sigters,
ladies who find Moscow as the symbol for their escape. Just as the
inert Robert is trapped from the beginning and decays with his farm,
80 do the sisters somehow know that Moscow will never be reached.
Both Beyond the Horizon and The Three Sigters are plays that deal
with people devoid of any purpose other than self-preservation.
Although they are characterized by the absence of real struggle they
both illustrate the yearning in the soul of the bored, the disap-
pointed and the non-creative in trying to find a real haven in which
to lose themselves.

Another kind of negativism stems from moral gnd spiritual
cynicism. Part of Schopenhauer's doctrine was that suffering grew
with the increase in intellectual powers.

As suffering only increases with the evolution of

organization from the primitive cell to the creation
of man, so it will always increase with the progress-
ing evolution of the human mind. Rousseau advised the
return of the primitive;age, utopia! Humanity must

always go on, even in spite of itself, toward the darker
and darker future.!l

"TSiwek, op. cit., p. 164.
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Here again the theme can vary widely. It can be merely
the thesis that all religion is but opiate and false counsel as
advocated in the more recent Marxist drama of Soviet Bassia. Or it
can be in the graphic picturing of the struggle between order and
individuality as seen in the works of Sartre. Though this might
seem to be of more modern concern was it not Faust who found the
ultimate pain of frustration in search for greater knowledge!?
0'Neill who has often been accused of this cynicism himself once
wrote to George Jean Nathan,
The playwright of today must dig at the roots of
the sickness of today as he feels it.-the death of
the 0ld God and the failure of socience and material-
ism to give any satisfactory new one for the surviving
primitive religicus instinet to find a meaning for
1ife in, and to comfort its fears of death with.!2
Spiritually ¢ynical drama may go further than just an
aetheistic ooncept or an anti-Christian concept in terms of moral
code, It may mean that the characters do not believe in anything.
An example of this can be found in the 0'Neill play Strange
Interlude. Because the characters themselves do not believe in
anything, they cannot really want anything and hence the stasis
factor mentioned earlier exists. As Krutch says, "The life of each

is over before the play begins.“13

T4Jogeph Wood Krutch, The American Drama Sjince 1918 (New York:
George Braziller, Inc., 1957), p. 92.

13Tbid., p. 104,
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It i3 & logical step to move from moral and spiritual
cynicism into the category of nothingness or the complete absence
of the meaning of life. Here we return to the Schopemhauer doctrine,
to nihilism, to the Vedanta helief of a non-existence of reality,
to Nietzsche's protest against the nothingness of the world and
his protest against Christian morality being the weak's method of
governing the strong, and finally to Akosmism advocated by Fichte
which denied the reality of the external world as readily as any
other world. Wwhereas Pantheism admits no other reality than nature,
Akosmism, taking one step further, declines to admit any reality at
all. Tillich again points to this as one of our strong anxieties
today. He calls it the anxiety of meaninglessness or the loss of
ultimate concern wherein the emptiness is aroused by the threat of
non-being.'* In Tolstoy's Confessions we read,
s+ o +« the truth is that life is nonsense. I had
lived, worked, gone forward and had reached an abyss
with nothing in front of me except disappearance, and
yot 1 could neither stop nor retrace my steps nor
close my eyes s0 as not to see that outside suffering
:2213212122;.?3ath there was only eamptiness complete,
Another characteristic of negation of life drama can be
found in the absence of the heroic. Shakespeare may have writtem
plays about people of despair, but he also endowed most of them

elther with positive action or with heroism. It is to the modern

TOMTiich, op. git., p. 47.

155iwek, op. cit., quoting from Tolstoy's Copnfessions,
translated by Zoria in 1897, p. 49.
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play one must go for prime examples of this characteristic. Elmer
Rice writing in the Sgturday Review stated thls bellef:

The tragic hero as protagonist has almost ceased
to exist . . . the heroes of the drama today, if they
can be called heroes, are bewildered creatures flounder-
ing in a mass of self delusion, self pity and frustration
drugging themselves with wishful phantasies, destroying
those closest to them with s surfeit of a dearth of love. !9
And Henry Popkin in writing for the Kenyon Review seven years
earlier deplored the death of the hero in our current theatre, and
contended that our playwrights had developed a neurotic distrust of
virtue. His cholces for exemplification were the knaves in Iillian
Hellman's plays--people submitted not for our admiration but for our
study.17
Still another characteristic is the consclienceness of lack,
unfulfilled want, as the kernel of suffering. Here again a portion
of the Schopenhauer doctrine is repeated. While Faust searched for
knowledge it was Don Juan who searched for love and Nero who searched
for sensation. "In all three cases the object of search measured by
the intensity of desire is inadequate, and so the thing searched for

is ultimately in search itself. Furthermore, all three cases are

TOElmer Rice, "American Theatre and the Humsn Spirit,"
Saturday Review, Vol. XXXVIII (Dec. 17, 1955), p. 40.

17Henry Popkin, "Theatre Letter," Kenyon Review, Spring,
1950, pp. 331-333. o
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figures of despair."18 In the book entitled Reckoping With Life
George A. Wilson states,

For those who anticipate the goal of rest, peace
or accomplishment find that anticipations of any
plateau's stopping or peak attaimment end in disap-
pointment. Then comes pessimism with its eloquent
wallings to the effect that man is ever-seeking and
never at rest, always struggling on blunderingly,
blindly driven by an imner hunger, yet never attain-
ing, never reaching the haven of satisfied desire.!9
It might be pointed out that dramatically there is more
potential, at least, in the searching character than in the character
who admits from the start that there is nothing within him. Hence,
Yank in The Hairy Ape is dramatically more exciting than any of the
characters in Strange Interlude. Despalr in our day has been a topic
of great interest to many of our social and cultural writers.
Rieseman's contentions for causes of mass frustrations are well

dnown to most readers, and more recently Bernard Rosenberg in a book

Mass Culture in America states,

Before man can transcend himself he is being de-
humanized; before he can elevate his mind it is being
deadened. Freedom is placed before him and snatched
away. The rich and varied 1ife he might lead is
standardized. This breeds anxiety and the vicious
circle begins anew. For as we are objects of manipu-
lation our anxiety is exploitable. The mass grows;
we are more alike than ever; %3d feel a deeper sense
of entrapment and loneliness.

17George A. Wilson, Reckoning With lLife (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1942), p. 185.

20Bernard Rosenberg and David White, editors, Mass Culture,
The Po r Arts in America (Glencoe, Illinois: The Free Press,

19577, p. 5.
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Frustration 1s a much used word in describing many of the
characters in contemporary serious drama.

Time as a force of evil 1s another charascteristic of life
negation and strangely enough it can work in two directions; either
time as a heavy burden upon us or time rumning out; beth afford good
material. George Kernodle wrote an article on this theme entitled
"Time Frightemed Playwrights" in which he states;

The man of today cannot rejoice in his day, he can-

not cast off a recurring nightmare of time. He goes
to the theatre to forget the past but the latest play-
wrights are even more obsessed by time than he . . . a
vision of the twentlieth century heading straight for
destruction, insanity, suicide ., . . time has ceased
to be a mere setting for humen history. It is an
active force, & force of evil. It seems to be going
faster and faster always bearing man nearer some
Irightful finish. Caught in the vortex he looks back
with anguished nostalgia to some blissful age of
confidence and leisure.?2!

Innumerable dramatic offerings both in the comic and the
serious have dwelt with this theme. Cavalcade by Coward in 1931
is one of the better examples. We could also include The Madwoman
of Chaillot, Merrily We Roll Along, Time and The Conways and even
Mary Chase's very delightful play ey. DBut Bernard Rosenberg
points out the other side of time and its source for frustration.
When contemporary man finds that his 1ife has been emptied of meaning,
that he has been trivialized, that he has been alienated from his

past and from his work and from his community, possibly from himself,

<lgeorge Xernodle, "Time Frightened Playwrights," American
Scholar, Vod. XVITI, (October, 1949), p. Ui,
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he finds that "he has an unprecedented amount of time on his hands
which as Venderhaag has pointed out he must kill lest it kill him.
Society abhors a vacuum and quickly fills this one with diversion."22

The next category may be desalt with in some cases less
seriously than all other categories, because it frequently embodies
insincerity. Nevertheless it is quite important to recognize today
the fashion of despondency or romanticism of despair. Its most
common form is morbidity of youth made popular. Paul Siwek points
out this youthful infatunation with despair:

One generslly admits that young people are very much
inclined to pessimism. Why! Because for lack of ex-
perience of life they do not face things realistiocally
enough, therefore, they are too emacting. At each disap-
pointaent they are irritated, they rebel. The fact that
Schopenhauer published his theory of pessimism wvhen
thirty-one years old, Hartman when only twenty-six, is
not a simple coincidence.%3

Much earlier Will Durant had put into the forewsrd of his
works of Schopenhauer,

Could ¢ynicise be more fashionable now in the midst

of wealth than it was in the nadir of poverty and
universal desclation, than it was in the days when "
Byron cursed life . . . and Shelley weloomed death.?

Youth may have to answer the attack through the ages that

it tends toward depresaion and is rather delighted by it all.

Currently the Weatern world is undergoing the artistic, and not so

2Z2Rosenberg, op. git., p. 7.
2381'*. op. Q.o, P- 1850
243ehopenhauer, The Works of Schopephauer, Intreduction, p. x.



artistic, protests of angry young men, as an examination of our
representative drama will reveal.

Hand in hand with the fashion of despondency clossly associated
with youthful negativists is the degpondency of old age. 3o cognizant
are we now of this malady tﬁat ever increasing study is being made in
the field of geriatrics. One might simply dismiass this by saying that
the problem exists today more abundantly than before because of the
increased age span of our psople and the soclal adjustments necessary
for taking care of them, But both useless and frantic old age has
been dealt with for years in dramatic literature. Pressing time and
lost youth could be called the central themes of both King Lear and
Dr. Faustus, for it is Lear who resfutes the wisdom of old age and
seeks to fill his terrible vacancy with childish fancy. And Faust's
bargain is not only prompted by a thirst for knowledge but also by a
thirst for eternal youth.

The characteristic tendencles of this despondency, stasis
and escapism, or going back in time, are more pronounced when the in-
ternal aging is given against a background of a formerly very active
and ambitious 1lifs. As John Gassner points out, Hedda Gabbler is
not so much the story of Ibsen's "new woman" as ii is the depressing
pioture of an "“old uonan."25 It implies that internal surrender is
not the weakness of the old alone, but that aging can come even to
the comparatively young, and the fact that Ibsen has given us a

potentially dynamic woman makes her restlessness and futility and

<3John Gassner, editor, A Treasury of the Theatre (New York:
Simon and Schuster, 1950), p. 41.
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unereative life even more painful., It might be said that this theme
is 30 ecsmon in dramatic literature from Greek tragedy to the present
that it is rarely attributed a primary theme classifiocation, but
frequently stays with the larger theme or larger protest. Right.
fully one could not condemn a play as being negativistic because
it contained a character of age who had crochety habits or a asddened
attitude. DBut where the author is concerned with the tragic ocon-
trast of the early life, the ambitions and the idealistic state of
the individual, he is certainly commenting upon the age problem.
Strindberg's Spook Sopata, Chekhov's The Cherry Orchard, O'Nelll's
Desire Under the Elms, Odets' Awake and Sing, Saroyan's My Heart's
in the Highlands, and especially Shaw's Back to Methusela--all deal
interestingly and differently with this matter. Almost always the
time element discussed earlier is attached to this theme and is best
sxpressed in the little scene from Capek's Insect Comedy, in which
the Crysillis enacts the pitifully short journey of life. Like the
Crysillis man is born with a bursting passion to do great things but
time is short and too frequently the end prevents even partial
realization of this passion. It was Kipling who observed, "Morning
never tries you till the aftermoon. n26

In seeking words to describe characteristics of such a
state as the negation of life one could make an all inclusive list

unbearably long. There are other characteristics not isolated from

“ZbRudyard Kipling, "A St. Helena Lullaby," in An Oxford
% English Poetry, second edition, edited by Howard Lowry
and Thorp, 1956, p. 1,231.
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those given above which will serve as the basis of analysis but these
seem to be also included in the main characteristics and symptoms
which have just been listed. A few of these, however, should be
dealt with briefly since to the reader they will seem as obvicus andr
perhaps necessary inclusions.

Sujcide is the first of these. Rarely, because of the basic
drive of self-preservation can this be classified as & cause of
depression in itaself but is more likely an effect of a previous
depression. Schopenhauer in commenting upon suicide stated that as
soon as the terrors of life reach the point where they outweigh the
terrors of death, a man will put an end to his 1ife.?’ 1In all fair-
ness this was not what Schopenhauer recommended despite his
Jaundiced outlook upon our span on earth. As he saw 1it, it is a
negation of the cosmic will which can bring about the act of ending
one's own life. Such belief has some stoic quality. Sulicide itself
may be an interesting dramatic event but it is secondary to the
analysis of cause.

Another effect to be observed will be physical and mental
breakdown. Again, this in itself will offer only incidental dramatic
interest, but if it serves only as a main idea in the drama it can

have very little value. Theophiles Lewis writing for The Catholic

</Schopenhauer, The Essays of Schopenhguer, p. 30.
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World in 1958 in an article entitled "Freud and Split Level Drama"”
pointed out that,

The germinal element of drama from Aeschylus doun to

George M. Cohan has always been free will (that is) . . .
will engaged in the struggle with destiny or circumstance
or opposing another will . . . . Taking free will out of
drama relieves the characters of moral responsigglity and
they become marionettes of fate or determinism.

Total mental breakdown, therefore, eliminates this factor
of free will and can become only an illustration or a case study
or at best can afford interesting observations of people who are
acted upon.

Another characteristic of a person immersed in total depression
may be the desire to destroy. Again this characteristic may reflect
a deeper cause but its reporting for dramatic effectiveness will
obviously offer greater opportunity than the static drama or the
characters of passive qualities.

Along with the desire to destroy may appear the quality of
hyper-activity. At first glance it would seem unlikely that a
negative theme or a depressing theme could contain this quality, yet
O'Neill manages to get a portion of it in The Hairy Ape and Desire
Under the Elms. Even the very static dramas of Chekhov contain moments
of extreme hyper-activity, with characters who move from passive de-

pression to neurotic agitation, from deep sorrow to uncontrollable

laughter. Juno and the Paycock is an almost hyper-active, ribald

28Theophiles Lewis, "Freud and Split Level Drama," Catholic
World, Vol. CLXXXVII (May, 1958), pp. 100-101,
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picture of low life. The comedy and the song blend gracefully with
tragedy and the tears. The poverty of revolt torn Dublin and the
people O'Casey has selected to represent it are not dissimilar to
the garish crowd that comprise the depressing share cropper society

of our own Tobacco Road. Frequently this hyper-activity wlll take

on the quality of moral degemeration to be found in those who

indulge in alcoholic, sexual or narcotic excesses.

The last of the listed qualities is that of the self.gentered
individual. Whether we are reading the unpleasant plays of Shaw, the
black plays of Anouilh or the death plays of Ionesco, one quality
seems to come through--the self-centered concern of the characters.
In discussing pessimism in drama Clurman offers that "a large part
of our program of optimism is dread in disguise. Our faith in life
too often depends on our blinding ourselves to misfortune, making
ourselves deaf to complaint."™ And then he adds that, "too often
our pessimistic plays give off the sound of a baby crylng because
its candy has been taken auay.“29 When the character becomes con-
cerned only with his own neurosis, or his own unstable philosophy
or his own misery he loses all possibilities of hercle acceptance.

Selden adds the final indignation when he states, "In essence the

JHarold Clurman, "Theatre,” Nation, Vol. CLXXVI (May 9,
1953), p. 4o02.
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man who fails to exert himself effectively for others ceases to be
effective to himself. Spiritually he is dead.*3C

These then are the qualities and characteristics to be sought
in examining drama to determine the presence and the kind of
philosophical pessimism. Again, no pretext for absolutism is made

but these qualities should serve in helping to identify the theme.

JUSelden, op. cit., p. 43.



CHAPTER IV
SERIOUS DRAMA IN AMERICA PRECEDING WORLD WAR II

In the introduction the limitation of this study to the years
following World War II was justified, in part, on the contention that
a marked difference existed between the kind and degree of pessimism
expressed in the plays prior to and following the war.

That there has been a clear-cut demarcation of our national
role in world affairs with World War II, just as there was a
distinct boundary in the same affairs with World War I, will create
little argument. It might be sald without extravagant license that
this nation experienced like differences in practically all other
areas of soclial, economic and political significance. A war of
the immensity of the last one must be acknowledged as an historical
peak. Ideas, events, and attitudes tend to lead up to it--and then
away from it--and art, entertainment, and literature may logically
be included in the processes.

It would seem necessary, therefore, to examine the tone and
the temper of the theatre in the period preceding our starting point
and to note the significant differences in the ldeas and philosophies
of playwrights who wrote in the Twentlies and Thirties from those who
were our serious writers after World War II.

Major critics generally agree that a very clear division be-
tween worthless and significant American drama comes with the

b2
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conclusion of World War I. The fact that happenstance produced
Eugene 0'Neill at that time cannot completely eliminate other
significant causal relations. Included in these would be the war
itself, and the ascendency to world power of our nation; the
idealisms of Wilsonian World Federation and the war-inspired
rocketing to new helghts of technological development. Much has
been written about the theatre both before and after World War I.
In the latter case, political ideclogies and social reforms, dis-
illusion and escapism enter into it, just as they enter to a lesser
extent into the previously conventional and commercial theatre. A
careful assessment must be made of maturing American drama; of the
growing theatre of intellectualism, of an independent movement by
the various groups striving for better craftsmanship, of talented
young writers seeking their expression in the dramatic form for the
first time while forsaking more established and traditional forms
in literature.

Aside from historical interest, American drama deserves no

real significance by world measurement until after World War I.
Such clear-cut demarcation, therefore, afforded much material for
our better critics such as Krutch and Nathan and in more recent
years (Gassner, Brown, and Eric Bentley. Even technical criticism
reflected the new power inaugurated by Robert Edmond Jones and the
new scenic theorists. A growing American theatre through the
Twenties and Thirties grew in form as well as in idea as attested

by Gorelich, Simonson and Jones himself.



In the years immediately following World War I, American
drama with its commercial attractions continued in the main the
romantic, diversionary traditions that had proved profitable for
half a century. It would be a difficult task to prove that with
the close of the war the majority of American playwrights became
socially conscious, serious minded and concerned with the major
problems of the day. With the exception of the products of 0'Neill,
many of the plays of a serious nature were pretty poor plays by any
standards. It must be remembered they came from a theatre that had
lagged behind the English and European examples, a theatre that had
inherited rather shallow standards. Perhaps John Gassner'!s comment
best described the situation when he said, "Even during the war
years Amerlcan plays were about as modern . . . as a horse drawn
wagon 1is today."1

Nevertheless, it was an age in which some effort was being
made to bring a2 serious accounting of where we had been and where
we were going. It was the age of fervent patriotism, romantic
escape, and occasionally violent and unsubtle experimentation in
both new ideas and new forms. It took some serious reflection on a
misspent war, some new awakening to European theatre objectives and

a real depression to bring American drama to attention. This was not

accomplished overnight. Coon, in his book Triumph of the Egghead,

points out that whereas the Twenties were significant as a period of

escape, the Thirties were significant as a period of revolution.

'Gassner, op. cit., p. 772.
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This revolutionary period he calls the third great period of intel-
lectualism, referring, of course, to the social reforms and policies
of Roosevelt. But before Roosevelt and the strong social revolution
there had been the equally strong matter of a world of idealism
created and destroyed.2 Although some of the themes that came from
World War I strike us as being somewhat dated, they were, ncvertheless,
themes which were used by our foremost dramatic writers of the day:
the promise of new freedom for mankind, the concern for those who
might be called the malefactors of great wealth, and the growing
responsibility that must come with a nation destined for eccnomic
mastery of the world.

Along with all the escapist and diversionary drama that is
recorded in our theatre annals, there was a growing movement to make
use of this drama as a means of propaganda and persuasion. What Price
Glory by Anderson and Stallings appeared in 1924 and marks the first
of the real American anti-war plays. One year earlier Zlmer Rice had
warned of the depersonzlization of man and the enslavement to the new
world of automation in The Adding Machine. in 1925 Howard Lawson

wrote his provocative and highly controversial play Processional in

which he stabs at the irresponsible new world leader for its failure
to further the great revolution for human kind. In this one work he
attacks the holders of great wealth, the munitions makers, the

politically unscrupulous, and, intenticnally or otherwlse, moves

2Horace Coon, Triumph of the Egghead (New York: Random
House, Inc., 1955), op. 134-171,




pretty much down the path of the newly risen Bolshevik movement.
Paul Green graduated from his infatuation with simple folk plays of
his Carolina region to telling plays of protest in Abraham's Bosom
in 1926, one that keynoted the strong racial concern in the nation;
The Field God, a sombre play about the dilemma of the southern
farmer; and finally Johnny Johnson, an expressionistic satire on the
anti-war theme. Also in this so-called escapist period were the
novels and plays of Upton Sineclair. His highly controversial
Singing Jailbirds of 1925 followed John Howard lawson's shotgun
technique of hitting at all the evils at once, And through it alil,
O'Neill sounded the solemn requiem for the eternal despair of man.

Along with these highlights of this new drama came the be-
ginnings of a new and violent theatre of the common man, Typical of
this would be the Workers' League or Workers' Theatre rising out of
the agitation of local communist groups. So obscure and so artless
were most of these works that they go unrecorded except for inci-
dental mention by our historians. Typiecal of them, however, was the
play called Unemployed produced by the Workers' Theatre in 1930.

In many ways the ten years following World War I required
greater courage on the part of our serious dramatists than the more
inflamed period of the devestating Thirties. For example, between
1922 and 1927 the purchasing power of American wages lncreased 2

percent annua11y3. so that the post-war age saw the living standard

ZDonald Sheehan, gggigg‘gg American History (New York:
Dryden Press, 1950), II, 615.
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soar and the so-called Red scare fall. Cormunism at this point had
little show against Capitalism. Too many workers owned the new
wonder--a Ford. It was most difficult for a serious minded play-
wright to find much appeal with drama that did not reflect the roaring
and the driving life around him. And so he turned to higher matters;
to the guilt of being "world bankers," "exploiters of foreign labor,"
"imperialists," and finally "world leaders" refusing to lead.

But after 1929 it was a different matter. Suffice it to say
that our nation and our playwrights began to feel the pangs of hunger
and the pangs of consclence simultaneously. So much of this is
reflected in our literature and our art that it has been properly
lumped for discussion under the period title "Thirties" by such critics
and writers as John Gassner, John Mason Brown, and George Jean Nathan;
the falling of the Thirties opened up the floodgates of new ideas for
both the conservative and the radical, the p;;riot and the communist.

Frances Perkins sald that Roosevelt described his New Deal
as meaning "that the forgotien man and the little man, the man nobody
knew much about, was going to be dealt better cards to play with."u
As Earl Browder, Whittaker Chambers, and Father Coughlin described it,
it meant something else. Roosevelt had been viewed with concern by
certailn property owners as being a little left of center, but in truth

the real radicals who saw hope in the Red flag were provoked at his

BFrances Perkins, The Roogevelt I Knew (New York: The Viking
Press, 1946), p. 166.
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tepid social revolution and were infuriated at his mild political
revolution.’ Borrowing a term from Charles and Mary Beard's book
America In Mid.Passage, the outgrowth of the whole national upheaval
reflected a new era of "humanistic democracy." In the dramatiec 100
days of furious legislation after Roosevelti's first inauguration,
this term was made real for the liberals, and deadly for the con-
servatives by Home-Owners' Loan, the Bank Reform, the Securities Act,
and the long list of alphabetical fantasia: TVA, TWA, RFC, NRA, AAA,
etc., etc.. It is not hard to appreciate the wealth of dramatic
material both topical and challenging which erminated from this. And
the playwrights of the Thirties faced with a nation wounded and a
world tottering followed the ploneering of their more experimental
predecessors of the Twenties.

The social and political upheaval brought about by the great
depression produced a tumbling theatre of protest with the same
rapidity demonstrated by our soclal and economic legislation in
government, and with the fearless and sometimes foolish devotion to
new ideas came equally fearless experimentation with new dramatic
form. The isms from mild symbolism to over-seasoned expressionism
worked their way into American theatre and rode side by side with
the continuing and traditional commercial theatre of Broadway. The
new concept of the epic theatre patterned after a European revival
found expression in the movement. Traditions in dramatic arts were

challenged.

o —

J id-, P 3220



L9

It was the period of Freud, Marx, Roosevelt, Father Coughlin,
and Wheeler, and as it vacillated between world concern and stringent
isolationism, so did the playwrights vacillate between leftist
propaganda and righteous indignation against the rise of Nazi tyranny.

Exemplary of this is the analytical book written by Anita
Elock entitled The Changing World in Plays and Theatre which deals
primarily with the ten-year period between 1930 and 1939. In this
she points to a myriad of movements and trends all clearly dis-
cernible in the works of most of the playwrights of established
reputations as well as in the lesser writers of more violent propa-
gandistic pieces. She reports the changing contemporary drama in
ways of thinking, the changing sexual standards, the conflicts
within the individual and their psychological significances, the
social conflict, the zealous move to the left on the part of previ.
ously conservative individuals, the plays against war, and the plays
promising a total and new social order.6

If the artistic merits of the period have been doubted, no
contemporary critic has doubted the audacity of our writers of the
Thirties who seemed to find common ground in two respects: first,
their war waged against the illusion of security of a nation thrust

into world leadership, and secondly, the vehemence with which they

protested the illusion.

OAnita Block, The Changing World in Plays and Theatre (Boston:
Little, Brown and Company, 1939
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It has often been stated that the theatre makes a poor reporter

of news or events because of the tremendous time lag regquired by
commercial production. An idea born into the mind of the play-
wright may not find realization for two or three years, even if the
idea is motivated by significant and changing world events. Add to
this another year or two for commercial testing and rewriting and it
is easy to understand the nature of this delayed response. But in
the Thirties attempts were made to overcome even this. Ben Blake

in his book The Awakening of ithe American Theatre published in 1935

gives an account of the growth of the free theatre and the propa-
ganda theatre in the early Thirties. Included among the many
splinters of the previously mentioned Workers' Drama League which

was founded in the Twenties in New York City were a group of impromptu
dramas known as AGITPROP Theatre. These were plays of almost negative
values artistically, but were effective weapons for reflectinz current
events unsympathetic to leftist movements.’

Their foundations were artistic in declaration, but their
practices were too freguently political. They strove for "new
theatres" supported by the little man. They sought to shatter form
and convention in theatrical art while shattering form and convention
in our government as well. This movement sprang from different
sources supposedly, but somehow one gets the impression from reading
Ben Blake or Anita Block that there was organization behind the whole

procedure. The plays sponsored by these groups were not all propa-

7Ben Blake, The Awakening of the American Theatre (New York:
Tomorrow Publishers, 19355, pp. 15-21,
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-

zandistic plays, but tre emphasis of their work was certainly in this
direction. Whether the founders and authors were idealists of the
day or whether they were skilled agent: of the Communist party is

of little interest to this discussion. Suffice it to say that they
were considerably left of Herbert Hoover, and simultaneocusly critical
of the tepid Ilew Deal.

The grass roots of the AGITPROP (Agitation-Propaganda) play
came from a group known as the Prclit-luehne, a Cerman speaking
theatre coroup. They staged their simple plays and recitatlons at
unemployment rzllies, labor meetings and anywhere their brand of
protest would be received. Propaganda, after all, is most effective
when the recipient feels the same way as the giver. Since they gave
their works in German frequently the emoticnal effect produced was
more vital than the logical argument. Thelr materials ranged from
racial brutality to capitalistic greed. Their methods were direct,
hard-hitting and primitive. 3Blake tells us that "class-econscious
working men felt thelr hearts warm to a theatre that for the first
time presented with sympathy and understanding themes from their own
lives."8 And the themes--invariably the need for revolt--rested
upon despair, futility, and degradation. Even O0'Neill must have
felt a tinge of admiration for the audacity and directness of these
well-schooled pessimists. No fog, sea or ni:ht-enclosing symbolism
here; the AGITPROP writers used stock and ready symbols, such as the

high hat to mark the capitalist, and the hatless, open-throated shirt

SIbid., p. 17.



52
to characterize the down-trodden worker. Even the economy of their
dialopgue must have evoked some envy.

FIRST WORKER: I am hungry.

SECOND WORKER: My family is hungry.

THIRD WORKER: I want a job.

FOURTH WORKER: I want a job.

FIFTH WORKER: Won't somebody give me a job?

FIRST WORKER: I am hungry. Why can't I have food?
I see lots of food in restaurants. I am cold. Why
can't I have a coat? I see many coats in clothing
stores.

(CAPITALIST comes in and sits.)

CAPITALIST: {Picks up phone, listens, laughs.) There
isn't anyone that can have a hetter yacht than I. I
have got to have the best little yacht in the world.
I want special attention paid to the bar. On one side--
(sees the workers)--what is that damn noise out there?
I can't talk.

SERVANT: Master, master, it's the unemployed com-

plaining.

CAPITAILIST: Unemployed complaining? What have

they got to complain about??

These plays in a short time expanded to greater length, but
their pioneering efforts were instrumental in the later rush of
radical propaganda. The technique was not new. John Howard Lawson
had introduced this short-jab, rhythmic dialogue several years before
in this country. The ethics were not new either; the irmensity of
misery, the emotional appeal, partial truth, the "stacked card"
devices--all were desiyned primarily for the labor audiences of the
moment. What wzs new was the quantity of the work.

The second group of unpleasant plays came from the Federal

Theatre under the leadership of Hallle Flannegan. This group is even

more familiar to us than the earlier AGITPROP groups. "The Living

7Ibid., pp. 18-19.
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Newspaper" was a type of play designed to dramatize the social and
political situations of the day and the offerings of this group were
the most remembiered. Like radio's "March of Time," they were
structured to produce a series of quick, hard-hitting scenes made
fluid by a skeletal script and made dramatic by their day-to-day
reporting.

Typical of this was Triple A Plowed Under written by the

editorial staff under the supervision of Arthur Aurents and

produced March 14, 1336, at the Biltmore Theatre. The story unfolds
within 26 scenes which are written to give the impression that a
massive arpument is taking place and trat by an inductive method,
some general proposition will he found for the cumulation of evidence
making up the play. The revelation of conditions of the country at
that time, particularly of the sad plight of the farmer, is almost

a model for complete depressicn. That their reportiers were reporters
of despair cannot Le argued, but through commentary and through
impliecation scme positive action is called for.

If today we accuse the Federal Theatre project of fostering
plays of overstated sordidity and of polishing in dramatic language
the Communist propaganda of the day, we must admit, at least, that
they were active plays, negative in subject but undeniably positive
in thesis. Ross Scanlon in his dissertation on persuasion in drama
states,

In line with the tendency to approve the elimination

of propaganda, writers customarily speak of art as the
"reflection"” of the society in which it is created. This



conception implies a fairly complete passivity on

the part of the artist . . . . According to this

aesthetic philosophy one thing is denied him: the

desire to change 1ife, 10

But to the leading dramatists of the Twenties and the Thirties
who dealt with serious protests a desire to change matters was
paramount, One of the most popular topics in the areas of political,
soclial, and economic concern was that of war. Many of these dramas,
and there were many, were of course motivated by a deeper political
philosophy, rather than by a humanistic concern, but in addition to
the continued chant of the communists, there were many plays filled
with what Clurman calls "the heroic pessimism"11 in whick the author
tried to show the necessity for an alteration of a national course
to avoid doom rather than to sensationalize himself by merely re-
porting the doom.
A strange paradox persisted during the period that separated

the two wars. On the one side was a strong feeling that two of
the basic foundations of our foreign policy dating from Washington's
presidency were fast becoming obsolete in the growing complexity of
international relations. These foundations or principles were the
freedom of the sez and the avoidance of entangling alliances. Even

the Monroe doctrine set itself upon a philosophy of isolation and

this philosophy persisted without sericus interruption to Wilson's

1URoss Scanlon, "Drama as a Form of Persuasion" (an un-
published dissertation , Cormell University, 1937), p. 5.

ViClurman, op. cit., p. 402,
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concept of world order. 3ut Wilson offered only an interruption.
Isolation predominated until Pearl Harbor.

In view of this national feelinz and in view of the wasted
horror of World War I, it is not surprising that the Twenties should
find the anti-war dramatists at work, but it must be noted that not
all of the rebellion was over what had happened; much of the concern
was directed at what was feared was about to happen, World War II.
This was the great war that the disillusioned idealists saw coming.
This was the war prophesied by Wilson and exploited by the pacifists
writing under the banner of the Workers'! Drama lLeague as early as
1926,12

The second part of the paradox, that we should engage in war,
came at a much later time and perhaps was not really apparent until
just before the outbreak of hostilities in Europe in 1939 and 1940.
These were the dramas that advocated the moral necessity of American
intervention, and though admittedly late, required considerable
courage from playwrights facing a nation bent upon neutrality. 4
Roper poll conducted as late as 1939 showed that of those questioned
239.9 percent said "no war no matter what condltions prevailed" while
only 2.5 percent were for intervention. O0f the balance, the majority
wanted war only 1f attack came from outside.!?

The neutrality law of 1936 was signed as an expression of

popular demand. The pacifist pressure was rampant even in the face

t<Elake, op. eit., p. 10.

13sheehan, op. cit., p. 6854,
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of lend lease and the draft, and yet with all of this feeling, the
thinkers of the nation realized that we were moving carefully and
continuously toward war. The Communist struggle in this was
equally interesting. Part of their protest had already been ex-
pressed in their attitude toward American imperialism. Even while
the Russians were invading Finland and making their pact with Nazi
Germany, their American representatives were loudly protesting
agalnst Roosevelt's increased naval budget, his loans to England
and France, and all of his defense legislation. Defense, they
maintained, was immoral, it was inciting a war, and too many mis-
guided Americans believed the argument. DBut when in 1941 the Germans
invaded the Red homeland, the propaganda of the Reds shifted and a
call for action teook hold.

With only a casual examination of the content of those
plays concerned with war written between 1920 and 1940 one can see
the shift in motivation from plays of horrer and repugnancy, meant
to shock the viewer into support of all legislation that opposed
intervention in European affairs, to those plays that finally
acknowledged that moral indifference or moral selfishness could no
longer be countenanced in the face of a greater moral wrong.

Plays against war are certainly not new. From The Trojan
Women and Lysistrata to the present day they have offered good materi-
al for protest writers. Nor can it be said that the approach to this
subject was vastly different from the reactions that had followed

major wars throughout history. What distinguishes the anti-war drama
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in the era following World War I from similar drama prior to that
time can best be explained by phrases used by Anita Block: "grandeur
illusion" and "creeping mockery." These phrases referred primarily
to the failure to fight "a war to end all wars." Miss Block further
distinoished the approaches to the anti-war plays by showing that
in the main they attempted to preach by four different methods:
one, strip the veil of glamour from war by showing the new mechanized
carnage; two, shatter the hero myth--the common soldier is but a
pawn; three, show that no side can win--basic values are destroyed
despite the outcome; four, probe into war causes--seeking to abolish
war by reason rather than by emotion.1u

0f over 60 plays of protest and propaganda nature examined for
this study, 20 were concerned with the war theme. Of these, 12 were

anti-war plays of varyinz merit, while 8 were plays advocating inter-

vention or nationalism. With the exception of What Price Glory written

in 1924, no distinguished anti-war play appeared until the rumblings
of world conflict were sounded once more in the middle Thirties,

With 13 million people unemployed, with social revolution
taking place, with all of the Marxist doctrine being aired thoroughly,
domestic drama seemed to have greater appeal than any corrective or
probing drama concerning the national guilt complex of World War 1.
But with the Fascist rise to power, with the tri-Axis Treaty, with

the revolution in Spain, the bombing of defenseless Abssynia, and

T0Elock, op. cit., pp. 302-351.
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finally with the ravings of Hitler himself, the American playwright
Jumped full force into the war issue. Such plays as Peace on Earth
by Sklar and Maltz, Bury the Dead by Erwin Shaw, Paths of Glory
by Sidney Howard, Johnny Johnson by Paul Green, Key Largo by Maxwell
Anderson, Idiot's Delight by Robert Sherwood, and The World We Make
by Sidney Kingsley, all appeared between the years 1933 and 1939.
But after the course of events were seen to be inevitable through
the tyranny of the Fascist nations, Robert Sherwood turned to the
thesis of the necessity for natlonal pride and intervention in There
Shall Be No Night, a play supposedly written within a three weeks!

period. In addition, Maxwell Anderson wrote Candle in the Wind, and

others included: The Moon is Down by John Steinbeck, Margin for

Error by Claire Booth in 1339, Watch on the Rhine by Lillian Hellman,
and American Landscape by Elmer Rice. All of these plays took place
between 1938 and 1941, That they were sorrowful themes and fre-
quently pessimistic does not alter the fact that they were also plays
in which a positive course of action, one way or the other, was advo-
cated. A call to national pride was made once more.

Along with the violent plays of pessimism, protest, and
correction such as the dramas written by John Wecksley, Sinclair
Lewls, John Howard lLawson, Albert Bein, and Mark Blitzstein, were a
scattering of plays of the true negativistic theme.

Although O'Neill's leadership in this respect could not be
questioned, other writers of good reputation began to ponder the

more universal themes of man's predicament in a world unfriendly
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toward his existence, of man subservient to the forces of heredity
and environment, of man made will-less without control of his
destiny, without the ability to fight the life forces imposed upon
him by the psychologists and sociologists. It has been recognized
before that the presence of the theme has been apparent in almost
every period of literature in almost every national expression, but
certainly in the 1920's in this country, if not in Europe, there was
little besides QO'Neill to make it seem characteristic of the age.
Owen Davis had written The Detour and Igebound in the pessimistic
vein and Patrick Kearney had written such a play in A Man's Man in
1925, but compared with the usual fare of escapist drama, romantic
and melodramatic pleces, and the previously mentioned dramas of
violent protest, there was little in the serious line of theatre
that could be called truly the negation of life.

In the Thirties, however, the truly negativistic plays began
-to appear. The causes for this rise cannot be determined easily.
In all probability it was a combination of the normal discouragement
that settled upon the uneasy state of the world and the culmination
of the soclal and psycholozical forces previously referred to.

Although it may be questioned that this does not constitute
the main theme of Hotel Universe by Phillip Barry, nevertheless, the
play shows what might be called the ravages of neurotic lives and
questions strongly man's ability to cope with both the forces outside
of him and those working within him. It 1s interesting to note in

this play that Barry employs the same device that O'Neill used to
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bring about the revelation of the futile lives of nis characters,
that of confescion. S.N. ZSehrman, one of the leading lights of
high comedy, implied the disintegration of civilization and of man-

kind in such plays as Wine of Choice, Brief Voment, and End of Summer.

Lillian Hellman pictured the desiruction of human values by greed in

The Little Foxes. Undoubtedly, the leading light in the mid-thirties

in the theme of a disintegrating America was Robert Sherwood who wrote,
along with certain successful comedies, light meledramas and bio-

graphical pieces, such plays as The Petrified Forest and Idiot's

Delight. Maxwell Anderson, during the same years, sought to find

the missing ingredient of modern tragedy by attempting to picture

the modern problems and the rodern dilemma in poetic lanpuage. DBut
where Zherwood, Anderson, Howard, Rice, and Paul Green had vaseil-
lated tetween dramas of herolc protest and irrefutable discouragement,
it was not until Clifford Cdets ~ntered the American theatre that the
rzal frustration and emptiness of modern America found its real
siirit. Odets, at the tire of his early writing and sven later, was
more than suzocct of bLeing Communist in his sympathies, and much of
hisz work roflects ihe hard-hitting, Lrutal, persuasive tactics of
rany of nls predececsors in the early part of the decade. Zut more
than being a political propagandist or a radical extremist, COdets

was filled with the burning desire to create memorable images of
sufferin; man. Unlike his predecessors he seems to be less concerned
for the how and now of revolution than he 15 for the statlc de-

pression of the cld pecple, the frustration and early death of the
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young people, and the cruel destiny of a world approaching dehuman-
ization.

Despite the acceptance of Odets as a rising figure in American
drama, and despite the favorable reactions to the excellence of his
plays, American crities were quick to note that he was giving strong
impetus to the movement in the direction of negativistic material in
dramatiec art. Joseph Wood Krutch in the first edition of nis American

Drama Since 1918 noticed this tendency in the final years of the 1930's.

He observed,

Certain recent playwrights of artistic pretension . . .
had been marked by a sort of deliberate despair, and there
was some danger that the American playwright might escape
a convention of unmeaning optimism only to {%ll into
another of almost equally factitious gloom.

Later he concluded, "The particular type of unhappy ending for
which admirers of the new drama had the greatest respect . . . pro-
sented a onicture of utter frustration which resulted in a dissonance,
not even by implication resolved," ®

As a counter to the growing pessimism in the country and in
direct oonosition to those writers who prophesied a ratner dismal
future for the Western world, the eternal optimists continued with

their diversionary works. Frank C'Eara points out that You Can't

Take It With You received the Pulitzer prize for 1937, "an honor

vestowaed upon its authors Hart and Kaufman for their dramatization

of the national urye to be cheerfi 17

Toiruteh, op. cit., p. 49. 10Ibid., p. 75.

17fFrank O'Hara, Today In American Drama (Chicago: University
of Chica-o Press, 1939), n. 240,
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But if we are able to find examples of unmitigated despair
in both the Twenties and the Thirties, it is necessary to restate
the point that the general character of the dramas of sordid and
rloomy theme was one of protest and call to action. It is this
fact alone thal seems to distinguish the nature of pessimism before
World War II from that of the perliod selected for this thesis. Even
O'Neill, the eternal champion of despair, seemed more concerned with
positive action in many of his early plays than he did with the four
plays which constituted his last published and produced works. In
this regard it is significant to point to a remark made by the
usually accurzte and discerning John Gassner. In his comprehensive

text Masters of the Drama he says of 0'Neill's psychological,

morality play Days Without Znd, "The implacable decrier of con-

ventional religious consolation had at last written his farewell
with skepticism and inner conflict,"'® Several years later in

another work Sassner was to ezll The Iceman Cometh ". . . the nost

relentlessly depressing drama written by any modern playwright."19
Concurrence in this distinciion between the two periods

can be found irn tre writings of many of our present-day crities who

deplore the absence of not only the heroic but of any meaninpgful dis-

cussion in our theatre, Harold Clurman, for one, has in several

18John Gascner, Masters of the Drama (New Yerk: Random
House, Inc., 1754), p. 660.

1anssner, Treasury of the Theatre, p. 786.
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articles discussed the growing pessimistic theme of our current
American theatre. In one he stated,

The decline of the satiric spirit begins with the
Fifties. Our hopes were dissipated, rebelliousness
was first frowned upon and then squelched. Social
criticism seems tc lack a base and the building of
positive values appears to lack support in social
realities. What new affirmations are made seem to
turn inward, are always on a personal level as if to
say, "Please mind your own business and let me mind
mine, "<0

In the same article he appeals to the American playwright to
try to find the line that was lost somewhere after the Thirties and
Forties, "The so-called cynicism of the Twenties was creaiive;
the solemnity and some of the irmature sloganing of the Thirties
and Forties were still creative . . . we must go back and find out

-t. 1|21

what it was and what happened to i Gassner himself states

vividly the thesis that

« « . the strong difference between the twe post-war
periods appears to be related to the respective position
of the intellectual after 1918 and after 1650. After
World War I, the intelligentsia made war on Philistia,
as 1t had done before 1914, After World War II, Philistia
began to make war on the intellipgentsia.?2

Elmer Ricn in an articla appearing in the Saturday Review

in 1394 points to the absencr of the heroic elements in cur current

drama as oppesed to that of previous periods. ". . . even the

nessinism of the late nineteenth century sprang from anger and

~ #0Clurman, op. cit., p. 3?7. 21Ibid., p. 378,

22John Gascner, The Theatre In Our Times (New York: Crown
Publishers,.195%), p. 452.
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impatience with man's mistakes and follies, rather than from lack
of faith in his possibilities,"??
From a more distant view the picture remains the same. Harold
Hobson's all inclusive statement concerning the nature of the
distinction between the two pericds seems worth inclusion here,

The great upsurge of American drama between 1920
and 1945 was due to a2 tremendous pride in America on
the part of American authors and public + . . .

A great deal of this pride was based on the con-
viction that Amserica was a revolutionary and progressive
country. Until the outbreak of war in 1939, the average
American assumed as a matter of course that his country
was the leader in social change. He never forgot that
America was founded in rebellion, and that the Declaration
of Independence was a revolutionary document., These
things meant an enormous amount to him; he felt himself
to be in the vanguard of social development.

Since 1945 America has had to face the fact, the
disconcerting fact, that revolution has taken the
wrong turning. It no longer works for free enterprise
and the American way of life. The revolutionary flag
has passed back from the New World to the 0ld, and
America is not yet accustomed to having lost it. It
sees itself with difficulty as the world's foremost
congservative. It has become uncertain of itself, ang
of its mission in the world. When its own view of right
could be identifi=d with the revolutionary trends in
society, America was happy, confident, and creative;
now that this situation has completely passed away, it
iz 111 at ease.?

As we analyze the selected works of our leading dramatists
following World War II we must realize they inherited the same
conflicting and bewildering philosophies and teachings that began

to influence the works of our playwrights of the Twenties and

<JRice, op. cit., p. 37.

244 ar01d Hobson, The Theatre Now {New York: Longmans,
Green and Company, 1953), p. 120.
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Thirties. In fact, the questioners of the free spirit--Darwin,
Marx, and Freud--had been midified and expanded by others to the
extent that Selden pictures:

Man trapped by his inheritance and environment, man

snared by his glandular secretion, man bound by his

sex cravings, man crushed by machines and by the society
he has created around him--this they {(the playwrights]
view. So our theatre is filled with the wail of yearn.
ing but lost people,25

That Williams, Inge, and Miller are the reflectors of our
national temperament may be no more rational than to say that they
are simply the followers of O'Neill, Anderson, and Odets. The cause
and the source of their outlook are subject to anyone's speculation.
Suffice it to say, they are the representatives in a period of drama
markedly different from the periods which preceded them.

Perhaps the most accurate description was offered recently
by Granville Hicks in critical commentary avout the attitudes of the
writers Leslie Fiedler and Norman Failer.

Rebellion in the Twenties and Thirties, intemperate

as it often was, was spentaneous. Rebels were not free
from self-consciousness, but they were more interested
in what they were against and what they were for than

in how they looked. The noisy negativism of Fiedler and

Mailer is, I am sure, a sipnificant comment on the 26
intcllectual atmosphere of the Fifties and Sixties ¢« » «

<2Selden, op. cit., p. 63.

2Gpanville Hicks, "They Needn't Say No," Saturday Review,
July 2, 1960, p. 1h.



CHAPTER V

THE PESSIMISM OF EUGENE O'NEILL

AND AN ANALYSIS OF HIS IATER PLAYS

In selecting a play of 0'Neill's to determine the presence
of our theme, The Negation of Life, two conditions are lmmediately
apparent. First, that no other American writer affords such a
vast volume of material that approaches the depressing or the
negativistic area. Almost every play contains some elements of
cynicism, frustration, or despondency. Secondly, it will be noted
that the bulk of his work was accomplished prior to World War II.
However, we may Jjustify our selection of CO'Neill's works for
analysis on two grounds: his tremendous influence on other play-
wrights of our day and the fact that at least four of his major
works were both published and produced following World War II.

Even a casual examination of every play from Beyond the Horizon

to long Day's Journey Into Night will support the contention that

O'Neill was anything but optimistic. One notatle exception to this,

however, was his warm and human comedy, Ah! Wilderness, written as

even the author himself admits as a kind of breather in between more

arduous, demanding, serious, tragic plays. FEarlier he had declared,
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"Sure, I'll write about happiness if I can happen to meet up with
that luxury . . . ."1

With O'Neill negative themes have been a portion of his writing
from the start. Beyond the Herizon, for example, was written in 1918
and illustrates every one of our criteria for 1ife negation: despair,
Chekhovian inertia, exhaustion, quantative inferiority of human happi-
ness in comparison with human misery, escapism or a desire to move away
to some distant place, moral and spiritual cynicism, absence of the
heroie, frustration, time running out, and even in its conclusion a
certain romanticlism of despair. TYet, we have acknowledged that O'Neill
perhaps is the one exception to the current change that apparently
has come over wrlters of the perlod following World War II. Where
Rice had turned from morbid social drama to lighter comedy, and Paul
Green from corrective expressionism to the most blatant of heroic
pageantry, and Maxwell Anderson from political satire to heroism and
drama of hope, only O'Neill remained constantly and consistently iso-
lated in morbidity and despondency. That O'Neill is as much of our
time as he was of the time of early American seriocus drama cannot be
denied, and some detalled consideration must be given to certain of

his works. I have chosen for analysis two of the later plays, The

Iceman Cometh and Long Day's Journey Into Night.

Little argument will be created by the statement that more

TBarrett E. Clark, Eugene O'Neill; The Man and His Plays
(New York: Dover Publications, Inc., 1947), p. 96, citing an
interview recorded by Malcolm Molan in the Philadelphia Public
Ledger, Jan. 27, 1222.
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has been written about Eugene O!'Neill and his plays than any other
American playwright. Every critic has concerned himself at one itime
or another with an attempt to fathom the depths of O0'Neill thought,
and to pass judgment upon the craftsmanship of America's number one
playwright. He has been both championed and damned by responsible
criticism from the first. In recent years, especially since the

appearance of The Iceman Cometh, new appraisals of the three-time

Pulitzer Prize winner and Nobel Peace Prize holder have been made
by eritics writing both for perlodicals and for more lengthy publi-
cations. Perhaps more is known about his life than any other
American writer. O'Neill himself had laid bare his past, his own
feelings, his frustrations, and since his death comments by blogra-
phers based upon observations of his family and his close friends
have completed the picture for us.

Part of O'Neill's stature is derived from the fact that he
was a prolific writer. His works span four decades of tumultuous
American living, and touch the {ifth. These are decades in which
his country was involved in two major wars, moved from a secondary
power into world leadership, experienced radical social and economic
revolution, struggled in the disillusionment of an age not yet
ready for peace, and sought adjustment to Darwinism, Marxism, and
Freudism. Because of his bewildering and persistent skepticism and
pessimism more concern has been made about the forms and the ideas
of O'Neill than about his philosophy or the basic themes of his

plays. It is certainly not the purpose of this study to get inte
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the controversy of the craftsmanship of 0O'Neill as a dramatist. One
cannot attack him simply by saying that he inherited the new school
of naturalism, that he was a student of Strindberg and Chekhov, and
that finding his millieu he continued until death ceased his pen, for
O'Neill was an innovator and an experimenter. He was a leader as well
as a follower and if the heavy and oppressive naturalism of European

theatre seems to permeate Beyond the Horizon, The Iceman Cometh and

others, so does his own innovation and experimentation with ex-
pressionism, with the use of the masks, with the use of asides, with
inter-connected dramas, show that he was not in any sense regimented
by one major movement in the theatre. He has been called a symbolist,
a naturalist, an expressionist, and proof for each of these titles
can be found with one or more of his major works.

A generally accepted axiom in literary criticism is that to
study the works of a man one must first study the man himself. Of
his personal life little has been left uncovered. Every drama
student is familiar with the early sea background, with the pro-
longed alcoholic benders, with the stay in a T.B. sanitarium, and
of the general family upheaval of the young O'Neill. All of these
influences can be seen readily in his plays. But these are only
surface, Also familiar to us are the dramatic influences rendered
especially by Strindberg, Chekhov, and Ibsen--this 0'Neill tells us
himself--and finally by the influence of the writings of Nietzsche,

Schopenhauer and other philosophers of pessimistic leanings. With
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all of his personal background and his philosophical study, the
conflicting values of a staunch Irish-Catholic faith ride side by
side tormenting and troubling a man who found that life was a
panorama of despair. In his own family relationships the tragedy
that O'Neill faced was not the lack of love but the lack of communi-
cation of love. "In a sense this was the theme of s0 many of O'Neill's
plays--man's agzonizing loneliness, his feeling of not belonzing, of
wanting and not wanting to belong, of being cursed to remain alone,
above, and apart."2

In his recent biography of Eugene O'Neill titled The Curse

of the Misbegotten Croswell Dowen does more than just attach the

mystical or supernatural concepts to the 0'Neill legend. In this
book he points ocut that O'Neill possessed an inner drive--a drive
which Freudian analysts have called the death instinct. Was this
the result of a guilt feeling stemming from the realization that

he was the suvstituted child for a brother named Edmund who died

as an infant; or was it an outgrowth of the mixed feeling of love
and hatred that he held for his family, the disdain and love that
he held for his father as an actor who had prostituted his art;

or did it stem from his own frustration in being unable to express
with poetic language that which deserved the poetic? Or was 0'Neill

the Threnodist too much enamoured with the philosophies and the

~ “Croswell Bowen, The Curse of the Misbegotten (New York:
McGraw-Hill Book Company, Inc., 1959), Preface, p. ix.




movements of his time? Pressed to state his fundamental scheme
of life, a creed or a philosophy, he replied,

People talk of the tragedy in my plays, call it
sordid, depressing, pessimistic--the words usually
applied to anything of a {ragic nature. But tragedy,
I think, has the meaning the Greeks gave it. To them
it brought exhaltation, an urge toward life and ever
more life, it roused them to deeper spiritual under-
standing, it released them from the petty greeds of
every day existence. When they saw tragedy on the
stage they felt their own hopeless hopes ennobled in
art.

O'Neill then goes on to explain what 1s meant by hopeless

hopes.

« » « because any victory we may win is never the
one we dreamed of winning. The point is that life in
ltself is nothing. It is the dream that keeps us
fighting, willing, living. Achievement in the narrow
sense of possession is a stale finale. The dreams
that can be completely realized are not worth dream-
inz. The higher the dream, the more impossible it
is to realize it fully. DBut you would not say, since
this is true, that we should dream only of the easily
attained. A man wills hiw own defeat when he pursues
the unattainable, but his struggle is his success.o

This paraphrasing of the Nietzschean phllosophy can readily
be seen in many of his plays. 32ut where Nietzsche wills power and
striving, CO'Neill's characters too frequently are unable to rise

to sucin height and will little beyond resignation. Bowen leaves
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little question of the philosophical influences on 0'Neill himself.

Tnere is5 no doubt that O'Nelll was steeped in the
writings of Schopenhauer or along with those of Nietzsche.
He discussed their work in an introduction he wrote to
Benjamin DeCessares' Litanies of Negation. "They mixed,"
he said, "despair and rhapsody." FEe told DeCessares that
Nietzsche's Thus Spake Zarathustra had more influence on
than any other book he had read up to 192?.4

JTtid., p. 143. YIbid., p. 168.
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At one time O'Neill had a somewhat platonic love affair
with a girl who served as a teen-age model for Muriel McComber in

his play, Ah! Wilderness. This person, who goes unnamed, stated to

Bowen that in her association with O'Nelill he read aloud a great
deal to her‘with works of Nietzsche and of Schopenhauer.5

Whatever factors were responsible for 0'Neill's embracing of
pessimism, his basic philosophy can be seen in the themes of practi-
cally every one of his plays. The debilitating drive of excessive
pride stems from his early one-acter called Ile. The theme of not

delonging rises early again in the sea play Bound East for Cardiff,

The best example of suicide comes in a play entitled Before Breakfast
written in 1216 in which the wife speaks uninterruptedly while the
husband cormmits suicide in the next room. Frustration and irony can
ve found in the play The Straw based on O'Neill's experiences as a

T.E. patient. In Mourning Becomes Electra C'Neill exemplifies what

Schopenhauer declared to be the true sense of tragedy, ". . . that

it is not his own individual sins the hero atones for, but original

&

sin, i.e., the crime of existence itself." In The Great God Brown,

often considered O'Neill's intellectual masterpiece, an oft-quoted
passage may summarize O'Nelll's attutude completely. "Why was 1 born

without a skin, God, that I must wear armor in order to touch or be

>Tbid., p. 39.

6xdwin A. Engel, The Haunted Heroes of Eugene O'Neill
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1953), p. 256,
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touched. Or rather, 0ld Graybeard, why the devil was I ever born
at all?"/ George Jean Nathan in talking of The Hairy Ape describes
it as ". . . despalring humanity gazing blindly at the stars."8

Whatever period of O'Nelll's writing one may choose, whether
the early sea plays, the later explorations into sex, love, and the
frustrations of mankind, or finally into his utter despair period,
the latter stages of his writings, one will always find the permeation

of negativism., Perhaps one exception to thls in his serious dramas

might De the rarely produced play Lazarus Laughed which seems to

illustrate the Dionysian creative pagan, the Nietzschean yea-saying
man, as opposed to the masochistic life-denying spirit of a morbid
Christian or a will-less atheist. Put with this exception all of
C'Neill's serious plays hammer steadily at the theme of the absence

of meaning and the despair of existence. Fdith Isaacs writing in

Theatre Arts in 1646 states,

No one will need go far in seeing or reading C'Neill's
plays to discover that he was deeply involved with German
thought from Nietzsche to Freud, perilously involved,
indeed, because he was so much more sensitive and con-
templative than profound, more honest and sincere than
Judieial, more adventurous than affirmative, and they
will note with a sigh of regret that he has absolutely
no sense of humor.®

In the many investigations of his 1ife all of his examiners

fBugene O'Neill, The Great God Brown, Vol. X, Wilderness
Edition (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1935), Prolcgue.

8Geroge Jean Nathan, "The Theatre," The American Mercury,
Vol. LXIII, December, 1646, p. 718,

9Edith J.R. Isaacs, "Meet Bugene O'Neill," Theatre Arts,
Vol. XXI, October, 1946, p. 585.
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have noted in varying degree his preoccupation with the sordid theme.
It is not the purpose of this paper to pass judgment on the complete
past pessimism of the playwright, but it will be noted that the many
tragic circumstances of his life are readily reflected in what he

wrote,

THE ICFMAN COMETH

The Iceman Cometh is no exception. The setting sets the mood

and serves as a perfect background. "Harry Hope's is a Raines-law
hotel of the period, a cheap ginmill of the five-cent whiskey, last-
resort variety situated on the downtown West Side of New York."1o
Into this setting come an assortment of derelicts who expose their
risery and decadence for a nearly three-hour drama. Drab as the
background may be, these characters do not lose themselves in it nor
are they permitted to fade into its dreariness. But O'Neill has
painted them so adroitly that their blackness makes the very background
seem light in comparison. He gives us no relief., Not one normal or
insipidly happy individual intrudes. Fven when we suspect that con-
trast or change will be afforded by the unusually bright and positive
Hickey, we are only deluded, because Hickey motivates no change--only
serves to deepen the despair of the group and later he himself is
foremost of the disillusioned people.

That O'Neill was as familiar with this setting and with these

peopie as he was with the ships and the salt thzt served as background

"YEugene 0'Neill, The Iceman Cometh (New York: Random
House, 1946), p. vii.
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for his sea plays has been verified by O'Nelll himself. Again in
Bowen's book we learn that there was a dive in New York City that
O'Neill) habituated in his early life which was officially called the
Columbian Saloon.

About the middle of 1915 Eugene found his own barroom
headquarters, four blocks south of the Columbian Saloon,
at the Golden Swan, more commonly known as the "Hell Hole."
There he was to have his last long fling--a full year of
it-~at the kind of 1ife he had led before his stay at the
satatorium. Thirty years later he was to re-create that
establishment on the stage, as Harry Hope's saloen in The
Iceman Cometh.
it is interesting to note that O'Neill waited nearly twenty-
five years to write about this setting he experienced in 1915. 1In
the meantime he had completed plays of depressing themes with

settings in a New England farm land (Beyond the Horizon, Desire

Under the Elms), a West Indian jungle (Emporer Jones), seas, ships,

and docks (Moon Over the Carribes, Ile, The Hairy Ape, Anna Christie),

to name a few. In many of these plays and in others, his characters
had sunk to low depths, but except for his own fog-shrouded life which

he was to tell in long Day's Journey Into Night he had never completely

explored the possibilities of the lowest place of human kind. Per-
haps the "hell hole" served admirably for his final reporting of
the degradation of his fellow men. Certainly its completeness rivals

well the morbid quarters of Gorki's The Lower Depths. 3So effectively

does O'Neill hold us within the confines of these quarters that the

immersion into daylight, brave but unrewarding, by a few of the

"13owen, op. cit., p. 69.
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characters seems strangely out of place and abnormal. Had O'Neill
chosen to symbolize still further by making these quarters sub-
terranean he would have added little to our belief that this was
truly hell itself.

As for his people 0'Neill affords ample variety. We see and
hear intellectuals, professionals, would-be artists as readily as
the uneducated, the uncouth, and the inexpressive. Ages are varied,
nationalities are varied and backgrounds are varied. No one 1is exempt
from the evils of alcohol, but where alcohol serves as one unifying
agent, this is far from being 0'Neill's main theme. A more constant
and reliable unifying force is the common desire of all to escape
from whatever realities their worlds represent.

Yet this is no problem play, no theme with a corrective motive
or one that peints to a solution. It is strictly the reporting of
negativism and when hope spurred on by an urge to change inserts
itself into the setting, the author labels it as cruel and dispatches
it with suddenness. O'Neill cannot be said to have used this play
as a means of advocating a hopeless life., But certainly he does
little to recommend the necessity of its alteration.

A detailed examination of the characters does much to show
how completely C'Neill has covered each area of life negation. He
deseribes Harry Hope, the proprietor of this caloon, as "a sinner
among sinners."'? The author affords him a kindness when he makes

him a man who although on the surface is hard, bitter, and unforgiving,

120'Neill, The Iceman Cometh, Act I.
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inside is very soft and desirous for companionship. One has the
feeling as he goes through the play that O'Neill has intended some
sympathy for this man, even to the extent of his rather wistful
name. He is reluctant to give credit, but always does. He is
easily offended, but ever forgiving. His sordid collection of humans
that he keeps in his stable of debauchery look to him with show of
personal warmth, but the real value they find in him comes from the
fact that he is their supplier.

Poor, inept, and victimized in the same way that his customers
are, Harry Hope is in no sense a real villain, but his weakness, his
own inability to face reality, makes him not one better than any of
his friends. Harry Hope's great pipe dream is the disillusionment
of being able to improve his lot; to continually look forward to
that time when he may resume his politieal influence in his neighbor-
hood, to seek once again the alderman position, and finally to feed
upon the popularity of the people he sustains with his cheap liquor.
This last quality eliminates any human virtue that we might find in
him, because his motive is not one of kindness but one of seeking
recognition. It is Harry Hope who has the bilzarre experience of
freezing in the middle of the street when exposed to this area re-
ferred to as the out-of-doors, and who runs gringing back into the
sanctity of his small shop. Like the others, he would never acknowl-
edge his lot as being one of despair or without hope, but attempts
to fortify himself by living in the past and by referring to the
future when his fortunes will improve. He delights in explaining his

apparent absence of will as coming from the untimely death of his
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wife several years prior to that. In the climax area of the play,
however, even this is proved fraudulent by the realization that
Harry Hope never loved his wife, nor enjoyed her companionship.

Like many others in the drama, he can be identified as a character
of exhaustion; resigned, will-less, and resentful of change.

Of the dozen habituees of Harry Hope's bar none stands out
more clearly as a figure of despair than the articulate and vindictive
Larry Slade. Slade represents both the idealist and the intellectual.
He is disillusioned in love, disillusioned in ideal and faced with
the meaninglessness of life. Perhaps he, more than any other,
realizes his situation and refuses to meet it with any self-affirmation.
For O'Neill he plays the role of the chorus making commentary upon
the sort of life revealed to us. While the others attempt to delude
themselves with false hopes, his pride or perhaps his arrogance, 1lifts
him above even this. Through him C'Neill gives us the best descrip-
tion of the place.

It's the No Chance Saloon. It's Bedrock Bar, The

EBnd of the Line Cafe, The Bottom of the Sea Rathskeller!
Don't you notice the beautiful calm in the atmosphere?
That's because it's the last harbor. No one here has to
worry about where they'{g going next, because there is
no farther they can go.

In addition to his role as a commentator on the lives about
him he also serves as a philosophical spokesman.

As the history of the world proves, the truth has no

bearing on anything. It's irrelevant and immaterial, as
the lawyers say.- The lie of a pipe dream is what gives

Olog, cit.
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life to the whole misbegotten mad lot of us, drunk or
sober. And that's enough phi}ﬁsophic wisdom to give
you for one drink of rot-gut.

Whether this is a reflection of O'Nelll's own philosophy
is difficult to tell but his continual infatuwation with the
nothingness and complete absence of meaning of life, with his
refusal to consider suicide, his negation of the will to live,
give him an image almost of Schopenhauer himself.

Another of the characters that 0'Neill includes in his group
of degeneratés. is the frail and forlorn gentleman by the name of
James Cameron who is appropriately called Jimmy Tomorrow because of
his vain attempts to remain neat and orderly for the greater days
ahead. One suspects that this neatness and this order were tooc much
for a man who 1s unable otherwise to reach maturity. He seeks in
alcohol and in this company some form of security. He fails to face
issues, he continually speaks of tomorrow, but his hope and his
determination are mere delusions with which he equips himself to
make life bearable. He represents one of the clear characteristics
of life-negativism, frustration through the consciousness of lack.
Jimmy Tomorrow likes to think of himself as a perfectionist. But
realizing his own limitations, he fails to face up to reality. His
name of Tomorrow is a pitiful justification for the continuation of
his life.

0'Neill shows him no mercy. Even in the climactic portions

of the play when opportunity apparently presents itself for Jimmy

iblec. oit.
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Tomorrow to realize a re-birth, we are convinced that the substance
is not there, and the one-time c¢orrespondent from England is doomed
to return to the den to relive the empty promise of always doing
better tomorrow.

Two members of this strange company represent the one-time
orderliness and glory of the military. They are Cecll Lewis the
English Army officer from England, and Piet Wetjoen, the Boer. Lewls
represents the standard concept of the professional militarist who
lives in past glory, and who has found in final admission to have
been in truth a coward and a prude. Wetjoen and he had been at one
time deadly enemies across the lines in the Boer War and Wetjoen now
represents something of an ego expansion for the disillusioned
Lewis. Wetjoen, opposite in physical appearance, is slovenly,
disillusioned, a man of muscular strength now wasted away. But
both, by maintalning their mock war, assume a stature that they know
is not rightly theirs. O0'Neill represents with them the true irony
of the unherocic. Though they symbolize a profession which would
seem in itself to be heroic, both have proved to be totally spine.
less, without value and without purpose--even when both are goaded
into fighting we realize thelr insignificance by the fact that they
are physically unable to carry out anything that marks a fight.

Hugo Kalmar is the typical alien radical. O'Neill inserts
him into his play to show his own mark of derision for those who
carry themselves under the banner of politieal revolution to con-

ceal their own ineptitudes and insecurities. Kalmar is the closest
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thing we have to the present non-conformist but he is as dated as
the cartoon pictures of the bomb-carrying anarchisis of the 1930's.
Since he is outdated and since he is no longer in demand by even
the most radical of his forces, Hugo membles his indignation with
the stock phrases about revolution and a new world. Like all the
others he is an escapist but his escapism does not go to the past.
His escapism is into an imaginary future that he fully realizes can
never exist., Like Chekhovian characters he talks of the coming change,
of the coming realization, but his own inertia is as traditlional as

that found in The Three Sisters.

Dissipated youth has its representative in a character by the
name of Willie Oban, an ex-Harvard graduate. He covers his own
internal weakness with the pretext that he is driven to this
company by the disillusionment which he found in the realization of
his father's dishonesty. Like Jimmy Tomorrow, Willie Oban is con-
vinced that any time he so desires he may return to his rightful
status in the professional world, but like Jimmy Tomorrow he is
deeply aware of the total absence of force necessary to bring this
about, Oban would like to be thought of as an intellectual, a man
whose principles rise above his concern for hls own bodily comfort
or his station. But Oban is only a shell of intelligence. With him
0'Nelll has cast the mold for the "angry young men" who find the
fashion of despondency attractive and comfortable.

Among the others, the bartenders, the muscle-men of the bar

itself, the natty negro, Joe Mott, the three young streetwalkers
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who demand that they be called "tarts" instead of whores, O'Neill
shows us at once the seamier side of life and character and those
with perhaps more real value than their intellectual superiors. One
might say they were born to despair and to moral degeneration and
btecause of this are more honest about it. However, they have taken
the theme of high hopes and maintained them with sham equal to that
of the other occupants of Harry Hope's Saloon.

Only two disturbing elements shatter the decorum of this
despondency. The one is in the young 