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Abstract

From one of his earliest plays—Rock Garden (1964)—to one of his most recent
works—The Late Henry Moss (2000)—Sam Shepard has been fascinated by the
American family. Shepard, this dissertation argues, presents amarkedly “gothic’ portrait
of the American family by borrowing dramatic techniques from the “gothic” literary
tradition in order to critique traditiona American myths about the family—induding the
belief that atype of socid harmony, even utopia, will result if each family member adheres
drictly to hisor her prescribed role within the family unit. Shepard's critique of the
American family isin many ways a critique of modern American culture, though Shepard
himself baks at being cdled asodid critic, ingsting he is much more interested in highly
charged emotiona and psychic sates of individud characters. Using gothic techniques—
including uncanny moments, incest, ghogts, and doppel ganger s—Shepard engagesin
subtle culturd critique without seeming programmatic or didactic.

The American gothic family is comprised of identifiable character types: thefdlen
father, the dienated mother, and the haunted son. These recur in Shepard' s gothic family
plays, aswell asin the gothic family plays of Eugene O’'Neill and Tennessee Williams. In
examining Shepard’ s gothic families, this dissertation employs a psychologica
methodology, including an examination of how attempts to repress traumatic memories
ultimately fail, resulting in a gothic “return” of the repressed past.

The examination of Shepard's “family plays’ focuses on five mgor works—Curse

of the Starving Class, Buried Child, True West, Fool for Love, and A Lie of the



Mind—as wdll astwo rdatively “minor” plays The Holy Ghostly, Sates of Shock. A
fina chapter examines The Late Henry Moss, the latest ingtalment in Shepard’ s * gothic”

project.
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INTRODUCTION

Inthe early 1980's, after writing his“family trilogy” of Curse of the Starving
Class (1977), Buried Child (1978), and True West (1980), Sam Shepard asked
rhetoricaly, “What doesn't have to do with family? Thereisn’'t anything. Even alove story
has to do with family. Crime hasto do with family” (qtd. in Dugdae 39). From one of his
earliest plays—1964' s Rock Garden—to one of his most recent works—The Late
Henry Moss (2000)—Shepard has dway's been fascinated by the American family, which
has proven to be especialy fertile ground for his unique brand of theater. Shepard’'s
origind “family trilogy” expanded to include such works as Fool for Love (1983) and A
Lie of the Mind (1985), and other works of the past decade deal to a greater or lesser
degree with family rdationships, incdluding States of Shock (1992), Eyes for Consuela
(1999), and The Late Henry Moss (2000).

My dissertation will argue that Shepard presents a markedly “gothic” portrait of
the American family, borrowing dramatic techniques from the “gothic” literary tradition in
order to critique the American family and traditiona American myths about the family—
induding the belief that atype of socid harmony, even utopia, will result if each family
member adheres dtrictly to his or her prescribed role within the family. Shepard dso
questions whether such afdicitous sate is even possble in modern America, o his
critique of the American family isin many ways a critique of modern American culture,

The gothic literary tradition provides Shepard with a collection of ready-made devices



2
with which he can employ his culturd critique. Some of these devices include ghodts, the

uncanny, afamily curse, grotesque characters, rea or implied incest, rebirth or
resurrection, and dramatic excess and spectacle. Shepard uses these gothic techniques to
portray the modern American family as a dysfunctiond socid unit whose members are
hopelesdy dienated, cynica, and till bleeding from psychic and emotiona wounds.
“Gothic” itsdf isasomewhat problematic term: it is an expansive, protean label which has
been varioudy gpplied to aliterary genre, ahigtorica literary period (primarily in late
eghteenth-century and early nineteenth-century Britain), and to various literary devices
and matifs. Inthisstudy, | will establish the parameters of “gothic” and the extent to which
Shepard uses gothic devicesin hisfamily plays. My examination of gothic devices will
borrow substantially from works such as Victor Sage and Allan Lloyd Smith’s Modern
Gothic: A Reader (1996) and David Punter’s Gothic Pathologies: The Text, the
Body, and the Law (1998). Both of these works are concerned primarily with showing
how gothic remains avigble literary language in the late twentieth century.

My examination of Shepard's“family plays’ will focus primerily on five mgor
works—Curse of the Starving Class (1977), Buried Child (1978), True West (1980),
Fool for Love (1983), and A Lie of the Mind (1985)—aswdll astwo reativey “minor”
plays from the 1990's, Sates of Shock (1991) and The Late Henry Moss (2000). | will
aso examine an important early play, The Holy Ghostly (1969), whose gothic devices

and thematic structure make it a useful touchgtone for the later family plays. Inherent in my



examination of Shepard’s gothic family playsis aclose examination of how these plays
employ aconsstent cast of gothic character types—"gothic” because these character
types may be traced to the British and American gothic literary traditions. The cast of
gothic family members includes the falen father, the dienated mother, and the haunted son.

The“Fdl of the Father”: Beginning with Horace Wapole's 1764 novel The

Castle of Otranto, gothic literature has often depicted a patriarcha figure whose mora
decline precipitates hissocid and physica decline. In The Castle of Otranto, Manfred
schemesto divorce his wife and marry his dead son's betrothed in order to propagate the
ancedrd line, thereby avoiding a prophetic curse. Manfred’smord “fdl” setsin motion
the nove’ s various conflicts and dramatic Stuations, induding the dissolution of the family.
While Manfred may be the earliest example of the “fdlen father” in gothic literature, other
important examples appear later in American literature. Charles Brockden Brown’'s 1798
novel Wieland depicts a prideful patriarch whose misguided religious fanaticism leads to
his own desth and to his son’s murderous psychosis. Nathaniel Hawthorne' s The House
of the Seven Gables (1851) depicts Colone Pyncheon, a patriarch whose avarice results
in his own bloody desth and a curse on his ancestrd line. In twentieth-century American
literature, the gothic falen father appears in such works as Eugene O'Nelll’s Desire
Under the EIms(1924), Long Day' s Journey Into Night (1956), and Mourning
Becomes Electra (1931). Thefdlen father aso gppearsin such novels as William

Faulkner’s Absalom, Absalom! (1936). Sam Shepard' s family plays follow in this gothic



4
literary tradition, and the fallen father isthe focd point around which the rest of Shepard's

family portrait revolves.

The fathersin Shepard' s family plays have dlowed their personad demons
(including dcoholism) to run amok, resulting in the fathers' rgjection of their gppointed role
as head of the household with its concomitant responsibilities and duties. Shepard's
fathers are dways the authors of their own destruction. Usudly, the father’ s abdication of
his gppointed role has dready taken place before the action of the play begins; the
audience witnesses the aftermath and wreckage left in the wake of this abdication and of
the father’ s sdlfish rgjection of the paternd role. At the start of Buried Child, Dodgeis
aready rooted to his couch staring at the televison set with his precious whiskey bottle
hidden in the pillows behind him. He has long ago abandoned his paterna (and spousdl)
role, and the audience may indeed wonder if he had ever truly fulfilled these roles.
Bradley shaves Dodge s head while the father is adegp—Dodge has been spiritualy and
emotiondly “adegp” for many years—and this symbolic scene of emasculation servesto
confirm the fal of the father.

Sometimesthe fal of the father resultsin his own degth, asin A Lie of the Mind.
Y et even when Shepard' s fathers are not physically present onstage, their ghostly
presence continues to haunt the other characters who remain wracked by the father’s
abnegations and betrayals. Jake and Sdly in A Lie of the Mind continue to struggle to

free themsdlves from the shadow of their dead, drunken father even though he never



gppears ongtage; and Lee and Audtin in True West struggle both physicaly and
psychicaly againg the influence of their own drunken, exiled father (who may or may not
dill bedive). Thisrecurrent themeis highly autobiographica and permestes many of
Shepard’ swritings, prose aswel asdramétic. In asection called “ The Package Man”
from his prose work Cruising Paradise, a character named Ray expresses a fear that he
will “End up smdlin’ just like[my] old man. That'sthe scary part. | hate that. Start fedin’
like yer livin'" out some doomed past. Some destiny you've got no say in” (138). Thisfear
of following in the fdlen father’ s footsteps, especidly the son’sfear of thisfate, isintegra
to the plots of Shepard’sfamily plays. For Shepard, the fact that a father has died isno
guarantee that he will not appear onstage as a ghostly apparition or fleshy corpse. The
Holy Ghostly, Fool for Love, and The Late Henry Moss dl indude afdlen father who
moves and speaks dthough heis dead. This ongtage inclusion of the dead, falen father is
one of Shepard’s most important gothic devices.

Alienation of the mother: Another identifiable character typein gothic literatureis

the dienated mother. In Walpole' s The Castle of Otranto, Hippolyta seeks refuge and
counsel from the church once her hushand has betrayed her, and she finds hersdlf
emotiondly dienated. American gothic literature isfull of other examples of dienated
mothers, including Mary Cavan Tyrone (from O’'Neill’s Long Day’ s Journey Into
Night), Christine Mannon (from O’ Neill’s Mour ning Becomes Electra), the dead mother

(known only as“Maw”) from O'Nelll’s Desire Under the Elms, Addie Bundren (from



Faulkner’s As | Lay Dying), Ellen Coldfidd Compson (from Faulkner’s Absalom,
Absalom!) and Alison Langdon (from Carson McCullers s Reflections in a Golden
Eye). All of these women are dienated as adirect result of their husbands “fdl,” and
these women serve to amplify the mord and socid dissipation within the family.

Following this gothic literary tradition, Shepard’ s family plays are concerned with
portraying mothers who are hopeesdy dienated, emotionaly and physicaly, from both
husbands and children. Hdiein Buried Child, Ellain Curse of the Sarving Class, Mom
in True West, and Lorrainein A Lie of the Mind are dl examples of dienated mothers.
These mothers typicaly demondrate little or no affection toward their children, and they
exhibit outright hodtility toward their husbands (whether the husband is dead or living,
absent or present). While the mother’ s dlienation is aresult of the Fal of the Father, this
does not excuse her. Shepard' s portrait of the alienated mother is not usualy a
sympathetic one: like the fathers, Shepard’ s mothers are ultimately responsible for their
own demise; they have made their choices and must live with them.*

In her article“ Ties of Blood,” Lanelle Danid suggests that if the fathersin
Shepard' s family plays are respongible for bringing about a“curse’ on the family through
their selfishness and abdication of patriarcha duties, then Shepard’s mothers likewise
renounce their maternd role which might amdiorate the curse brought by the father:

“Shepard’ s mothers seem indifferent, and that lack of interest represents the demise of the

Two notable exceptions are Fool for Love and The Late Henry Moss. These mothers are
sympathetic.



American Dream just as surely as does the inherited curse of themen . . . The dleviation
of the curse that should come from the woman doesn't exist, and the audienceis left
wondering if it ever did” (Danid 133). Moreover, the mothersin Shepard' s family plays
are more than passively sullen individuds, on the contrary, they are often engaged in
extramaritd affairs and deceit in their pursuit of monetary gain. Both Haiein Buried
Child and Ellain Curse of the Starving Class carry on adulterous affairs with little regard
for the fedings of their spouses and children. Both women use sex in order to get what
they want: Halie wants Father Dewis to sponsor a monument to her dead son Ansdl,
while Ellawants Taylor to hdp her sdll the family farm behind her husband' s back. Only
one of Shepard’s mgjor family plays, Fool for Love, falsto include the mother as an
ongtage presence, yet even here the mother’ srole is perverted and pivota: the audience
learns that Eddie’ s mother killed May’s mother in afit of jedlous rage over their mutua
lover (the falen father). A Lie of the Mind actudly depicts two mothers—Lorraineisthe
characterigtic alienated mother, the wife of the (dead) falen, drunken father, and she now
attempts to manipulate her children and poison them againgt each other. The other
mother, Meg, resembles Haie from Buried Child in her perpetud verba sparring with her
husband Baylor, until the two are surprisingly reconciled at the end through Shepard’s
meachinations. The combination of the fallen father and the dienated mother inevitably

produces an embattled male offspring.
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The haunted, violent son: A third identifiable character type in many gothic literary

works is the haunted, violent son. Charles Brockden Brown's Wieland contains one of
the most notable examples. the younger Widand murders his wife and children after being
duped by Carwin the ventriloquist, but in redlity the son has been haunted for years by the
memory of hisfandicd father’ s teachings and has been infected by hisfather's
unshakeable sense of impending doom. In twentieth- century literature, severa of Eugene
O'Nelll’s plays include gothic examples of the haunted, violent son, including Eben Cabot
(Desire Under the Elms), Orin Mannon (Mourning Becomes Electra) and Jamie
Tyrone (Long Day’ s Journey Into Night). Henry Sutpen from Faulkner’s Absalom,
Absalom! could aso beincluded in this category. In nearly every case, the haunted son is
the direct, inevitable product of his falen father and dienated mother. Heis a character
who isborn into a“gothic” world and isfull of doubt and despair about his destiny.
Videnceishisinginctud (and ultimately ineffectua) method of coping with the world
around him.

Shepard' s family plays dso portray the haunted, violent son. While some of his
family plays contain more than one son (Buried Child, True West, A Lie of the Mind,
The Late Henry Moss), each play invariably depicts one particular son who is especialy
haunted by his father’ s abdication of the paternd role and by his mother’s sdlfish
indifference to the maternd role, resulting in an embittered, aggressive persondity whose

only outlet is a gpontaneous and self-destructive violence. Examples of the haunted,
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violent son include Wedey in Curse of the Sarving Class, Bradley (and later, Vince) in

Buried Child, Leein True West, Eddiein Fool for Love, Jakein A Lie of the Mind,
Stubbs from Sates of Shock, and Earl from The Late Henry Moss. Critics such as
Michael Abbott have drawn comparisons between the haunted, violent sonsin O'Nelll’s
family playswith those in Shepard' s family plays. Abbott specificdly mentions Jamie
Tyrone from O'Nelll’s Long Day’ s Journey Into Night as a prototype of the sonwho is
doomed to follow his fdlen father’s drunken, violent pattern of sdf-destruction. The sons
in Shepard’ s family plays follow asmilar pattern—they are as haunted as O’ Neill’s Jamie
Tyrone, Eben Cabot (Desire Under the EIms), or Orin Mannon (Mourning Becomes
Electra), and they are as violent as Tennessee Williams Stanley Kowal ski who, though
not a haunted “son,” provides avauable dramatic mode of the prototypical American
male, seething with machismo, whose only resources for coping with problems are a
bellowing voice and brute strength. In aNew York Times interview from 1982, Shepard
spoke of the inextricable link between American maeness and violence saying,
There's something about American violence that to meis very touching. In
full force, it's very ugly, but there s dso something very moving about it
because it has to do with humiliation. There' s some deeply rooted thing in
the Anglo male American that has to do with inferiority, that hasto do with
not being aman, and aways continually having to act out some idea of

manhood thet invariably isviolent. (gtd. in Hart 138)
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The haunted son in Shepard’ s family playsis driven to violence by this very “humiliation”

and “inferiority” which result from being a product of afdlen father and an indifferent,
aienated mother. And though Shepard' s haunted sons come closer to being viewed as
“victims’ than any of the other charactersin hisfamily plays, Shepard gtill does not dlow
the sons to escape the vortex of the family maglstrom. 1n a 1975 interview, Shepard told
Kenneth Chubb,
Y ou have this persondity, and somehow you fed locked into it, jailed by
al of your cultura influences and your psychologica ones from your
family, and dl that. And somehow | fed that isn’'t the whole of it, you
know, that there’ s another possibility . . . but you can’t escape, that’ s the
whole thing, you can't . . . but there is dways that impulse toward another
kind of world, something that doesn't necessarily confine you in that way.
(qtd. in Derose 67)
Try asthey might, none of the haunted, violent sons from the family playsis ever ableto
rise above his circumstances, not even the haunted grandson Vince from Buried Child,
who merdly resumes the falen (grand)father’ s place on the couch in front of the flickering
televison. At theend of Fool for Love, Eddie leaves the claustrophobic motel room,
moving toward some indeterminate destination, but even then the haunting Old Man's
warning echoes after him, declaring, “You'll never escape me” Shepard suggests that the

haunted son will follow the path of the falen father, and the family plays offer little solace



11
that the cycle will ever be broken. Why? Perhgps the answer liesin the modern

American culture from which these families have sprung.

Shepard' s family plays undoubtedly include a scathing critique of modern
American culture; for in his exhibitionigtic display of the American family as amicrocosm
of deceit, betraya, and haunting guilt, Shepard implicitly asks usto consider the nature of
the culturd macrocosm which produced these families. 'Y et Shepard himsdlf discourages
us from viewing his plays as socid and culturd commentary. “ldeas emerge from plays”
Shepard says, “ not the other way around” (Hart 110). Indeed, Shepard the playwright is
much more interested in the emaotiona and psychic states of individua (and extraordinary)
characters than with laying out a socid agenda. Shepard hastold interviewers,

People talk about politica consciousness as though it were athing you
could decidein your head . . . . But | have found that, especidly in
America, it comes from the emotiona context that you are movingin. . .
it'saso an emotiond response to society. But | don’t have any politica
theories, if that’swhat you mean. (qtd. in Marranca 195)
Shepard has dso ingsted, “I’m not interested in the American socid scenea dl. It totally
boresme’ (qgtd. in Derose 94). These comments, however, seem a bit disingenuous.
Despite Shepard' s protests, many critics have continued to explore the underlying cultura
critique of hiswork, especidly hisfamily plays. Florence Falk asserts, “All Shepard

characters. . . are tourists caught in aworld that has undergone a cultura landdide,
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looking through the debris to find images of themsalves’ (qgtd. in Marranca 91).

Shepard' s family plays are littered—literdly as well as symboalicaly—with both cultura
and persond debris. | am suggesting that Shepard' s family plays employ atype of
contemporary “gothic ruins’ among which the American family moves, voldile and
restless.

In her book Homeward Bound: American Familiesin the Cold War Era
(1988), Elaine Tyler May discusses how a government-approved attitude of “work-to-
consume’ swept across American society in the years following World War Two. The
satisfaction of being surrounded by the latest gadgets was supposed to be America s best
defense againg the communigts. American families were encouraged to buy the latest
modern appliances, use them up as quickly as possible, and then discard the itemsto
make room for the next new technological craze. Moreover, this sort of frenzied, postwar
hyper-capitalism was woven into the fabric of theided American family. AsMay
observes in her book, “ The family home would be a place where a man could display his
success through the accumulation of consumer goods. Women, in turn, would reap
rewards for domesticity by surrounding themselves with commodities’ (164). Spending
money to acquire materia goods thus became every American's patriotic duty, but this
type of rapacious materialism opensitself to scrutiny. What hgppens when the American
family becomes more interested in the possessions inside the home than in the lives of the

other family members? And how long can families buy and hoard items before they reach
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acriticd mass? Bonnie Marranca uses the term kitsch in referring to the resulting culturd
debris:

[Kitsch is] aromanticized attachment to the mass-culture object, turning

common imagery into art . . . . In asociety which easly discards old

products and artifacts in afrantic race to produce new ones, the discarded

object as setting quickly attains specid status. The outmoded consumer

object—in its nogagic setting—is America s higtoricd ruin.  (21)
Growing up as he did in the post-World-War-Two era, Shepard isadirect product of this
ideology of consumeriam described by Elaine Tyler May, but judging from many of his
plays, Shepard seemsto regject thisideology. Indeed, many of his plays engagein a subtle
cultura critique of materidiam. For ingance, the play Angel City containsahorrifying
scene where a greedy movie executive s literdly changed into the reptile heis. Inthe
family plays, Shepard’s culturd critique is perhaps more subtle than in some of his earlier
work from the 1960'sand 70's. Often the family members are of alow socio-economic
class and thus can afford little or no modern conveniences. But this does not preclude the
family members from coveting these modern conveniences, as we see with the scheming
Taefamily in Curse of the Sarving Class, or Leg, in True West, who is avoracious
thief.

Shepard' s stage sets are important in depicting the family members' psychologicd

and emationd ills. In Shepard's plays where the family has a physica home, the house
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seemsto bein the middle of nowhere. Curse of the Sarving Class, Buried Child, True
West, and A Lie of the Mind al depict apparently isolated houses behind whose walls the
dysfunctiona gothic American family exists. Theseisolated houses are the modern
equivaent of the remote castles, monagteries, and abbeysin early British gothic literature.
Fool for Love and States of Shock use amotel room and a diner, respectively, asatype
of ersatz home. Although characters from the outside world occasiondly enter the family
“home,” it is as though these visitors have traveled along way from somewhere “out
there’—no mention is ever made of how far the outsders have come to vist the family.
Thissocid and geographica isolation of the family is merdly an outward sign of the deeper
emotiona isolation the family feds from one another. Bitterness and blame, vengeance
and vitrio—these are the only redl fedings projected by the family membersfor each
other. And yet this pervasive animaosity strangely becomesthe tie that binds the family.
As Bonnie Marranca has noted, in Shepard, “the family that preys together stays together”
(16). In Shepard’sfamilies, thetiesthat bind are mired in the family’ s shared, awful,
inescgpable past; and this padt is resurrected using various gothic devices, including
ghogts, the uncanny, grotesque characters, real or implied incest, and dramétic “ spectacle’
and “excess” These gothic tools are the necessary machinery with which Shepard
projects his nightmare vison of the modern American family.

Shepard' s attraction to gothic devicesisintricately connected to various incidents

from his own life. The prose callection Motel Chronicles includes avignette describing
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Shepard's childhood habit of degpwaking. One night, young Sam decided to fake

deepwaking, and when the ruse was discovered, his parents were furious. Shepard
explains his matives behind the deception: “It was only for the thrill of having ardationship
with them outside the ordinary. A different kind of encounter” (19). Shepard’ s attraction
to and fascination with rdationships “ outsde the ordinary” are what prope his family
plays. Thegothic literary tradition provides Shepard with the tools needed to pursue and
portray these extraordinary relaionships. In hisbook Gothic Pathologies, David Punter
speaks of how the gothic writer, “working to produce incredulity, mystery, and suspense,
sets off one account of events againgt another . . . whose function isto fail to explain and
thereby allow access to subdued or repressed realms of knowledge and experience’ (12).
It isthisfalure to explain that makes gothic devices attractive to Shepard. “I think it sa
chegp trick to resolve things. It’ stotaly a complete lie to make resolutions,” Shepard said
in 21986 interview (qtd. in Dugdale 60). He once complained that his 1974 play
Geography of a Horse Dreamer was perhaps too much in the “fable genre’: “1 want
people to leave my plays with a sense of questioning, asense of mystery . ..” (qtd. in
Dugdde 31). Gothic would provide the sense of mystery Shepard sought, without
demanding resolution.

Gothic dso satisfies Shepard' s desire to portray something other-worldly,

something supernatura or surredl:



16
What I'm trying to get at hereisthat the real quest of the writer isto

penetrate into another world. A world behind the form. The
contradiction isthat as soon as that world opens up, | tend to run the
other way. It's scary because | can't answer to it from what | know.
(qtd. in Marranca 217)
Even when Shepard himsdlf cannot name the gothic effect heis aming to conjure (perhaps
it is unnamable), he implies that he can recognize it when it happens.
The fantadtic thing about theetre is that it can make something be seen
that’sinvisble. . . you can be watching this thing happening with actors
and costumes and light and set and language, and even plot, and
something emerges from beyond that, and that’ s the image part I'm
looking for, that’ s the sort of added dimension.  (qtd. in Marranca 197)
To achieve this* added dimension,” Shepard uses gothic devices, including
ghosts. Victor Sage and Allan Lloyd Smith observe in their book Modern Gothic that
gothic isthe * perfect anonymous language for the peculiar unwillingness of the past to go
away” (3-4). For Sage and Smith, gothic is*not merdly aliterary convention or a set of
moatifs; it isalanguage . . . which provides writers with the critical means of trandferring an
idea of the otherness of the past into the present” (1). Ghosts are inherently connected to
the past—ther source of origin—and Shepard acknowledges ghosts as markers of the

past. But Shepard' s ghosts are not remedia in any red sense; they provide neither
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resolution nor ultimate reconciliation (though they do provoke confrontation). The spectra

Old Manin Fool for Love does not achieve any degree of closure with the children
whom he has betrayed. The audience has no reason to bdieve the Old Man's spirit will
ever find rest at the play’ send. One of Shepard’s early plays which uses gothic devices
to treat afamily-related theme was The Holy Ghostly (1969). In thiswork, the falen
father (Pop) appears as a ghost who refuses to accept that heis dead. Although most of
the “mgor” family plays of the late 70's and early 80’ s do not contain ghosts as onstage
characters, later plays such as States of Shock (1992) and Eyes for Consuela (1999)
employ ghostly characters who seem not to redlize they are dead: the occupants of the
diner in States of Shock—a waitress named Glory Bee and a couple made up in starkly
gothic white-face—and the wispy, mysterious ghost of Consuelawho pushes her cresky
bicycle through the dark Mexican woods in search of blue eyebdls. Usudly, Shepard's
ghosts are metgphorica rather than litera, manifesting themsalves in memory, and the
haunted son’s fear that he will fall under the malevolent influence of the absent (or dead)
fdlen father. Thisisthe pattern established in True West, Fool for Love and A Lie of the
Mind.

Through ghogts, Shepard can indulge his fascination with highly charged emotiond
gates and individua psychic struggles while subtly embedding a culturd critique within the
drama. David Savran, in an article entitled “ Haunted Houses of Modernity,” remarks that

ghogtsin modern drama are not merely “the product of highly subjective, persondized
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memories but also an embodiment of socid, palitical, and economic forces’” (588). From
the family plays of the early 80’ s through the 90's, Shepard’ s ghosts become | ess persona
and more symbalic of these socio-economic forces dluded to by Savran. For ingtance,
whilethe Old Man in Fool for Love might smply be a specter linked to Eddi€’ sand
May’ s consciousness (and conscience), there is ample evidence that the “ ghosts’ of
Stubbs, Glory Bee, and the White Couple from States of Shock, as well as the Hispanic
ghogt-girl Consudlain Eyes for Consuela, function as representatives of paliticd,
economic, and socid forces. The occupants of the diner in States of Shock would not be
dead if countries did not go to war with each other, and Consuela s ghost might not haunt
Amado except that, like many impoverished Mexican men, he decided the only route to
financid security wasto enter the U.S. illegdly and marry an American woman he did not
love. Consequently, by using ghosts, Shepard can address such issues asthe U.S.
involvement in the Persgan Gulf War, the betraya of marriage vows, and the sacrifice of
family vauesin pursuit of the Almighty Dolla—all without seeming heavy-handed.
Another important gothic device used by Shepard isthe uncanny. The uncanny
takes various formsin Shepard' sfamily plays. Sometimes it gppears as agothic
doppelganger or “double’ asin True West with brothers Austin and Lee acting as dter
egos to each other before finaly reveraing roles. Other times the uncanny is amoment of
egrie familiarity whose origin remains unknown and whaose accompanying epiphany leaves

the recaiver unfulfilled. As described by Freud, this moment is comprised of “the class of



19
the terrifying which leads back to something long known to us, once very familia” (“The

Uncanny,” 160). In Shepard' s family plays, this moment assumes various guises. In
Curse of the Sarving Class, falen father Weston experiences an uncanny moment near
the end of the play as he wanders around the family homestead, wondering if the property
isinfact hisown. In Buried Child, grandson Vince experiences the uncanny while driving
in the rain to buy his grandfather some whiskey, seeing firg his own face in the reflection
and then other faces that were strangdy familiar, “And it went on like that. Changing.
Clear on back to faces I’d never seen before but gtill recognized.” From the uncanny in
True West when Leg s screenplay proves to be art imitating life, to the uncanny
“migrecognitions’ in Curse of the Sarving Class, Buried Child, and A Lie of the Mind,
Shepard' s family plays use this gothic technique to hold the American family up to
scrutiny.

The notion of afamily cur se and theincluson of grotesque characters are also
important gothic devices used by Shepard. The gothic familiad curse (gpoken or implied)
was used in such British gothic noves as Charles Maturin’s Mel moth the Wanderer and
in such American gothic novels as Charles Brockden Brown's Wieland and Nathaniel
Hawthorne' s The House of the Seven Gables. The family curse gppearsin twentieth-
century American dramain works such as O’'Nelll’s Desire Under the EImsand
Mourning Becomes Electra. Other variations of the cursed gothic family include

Faulkner’s The Sound and the Fury and Absalom, Absalom! The cursed family appears
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somewhat less explicitly (but no less violent and reverberating with ill omen) in works such
asWilliams A Streetcar Named Desire and Suddenly Last Summer. Although some of
these examplesfal outside the regiona boundary of “southern” gothic (and Shepard
himsaf, haling from Illinois and having lived nearly everywhere except the South, fals
outside this geographic boundary) the cursed family in twentieth- century American
literature is most closely identified with southern gothic works. Shepard’ sfamilies are dl
“cursed” to acertain degree, with Curse of the Sarving Class being the most overt
example. The dienated mother, Ellg, attempts to articulate the curse to her son Wedey:
Itsacurse. | canfed it. It'sinvisblebut it sthere. It sdwaysthere. It
comes onto us like nighttime . . . And it dways comes. Repeatsitsdf. It
comes even when you do everything to stop it from coming . . . And it
goes back. Deep. It goes back and back to tiny little cells and genes.. . .
We spread it. Wepassiton. (7P 174)
In Buried Child, the family curse has resulted in a“waste land”:  nothing has grown on the
family farm for decades. Perhaps the outraged earth is revolting because of the baby
buried in the backyard, or perhaps the curse is due to the implied incest which produced
the baby. For Shepard, the curse begins with the Fall of the Father—it isaresult of the

father' s self- serving, short-sighted decisons (many of which were apparently made before

the play begins).
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In addition to the family curse, gothic literature—especidly “southern” gothic

literature—is awash with “comic grotesque” characters in works by Faulkner,

O’ Connor, Welty, Capote, and McCullers. Shepard uses these types of characters-
turned- caricatures, but he essentially eschews the “comic” aspect, leaving us with only the
“grotesque.” David Punter remarks on gothic’ s relationship to the flesh: “Gothic knows
the body well. It knows about physicd fragility, about vulnerability. . . and it dso knows
the value of dretching this confrontation to itslimit” (Punter 9). In Buried Child, the cable
and harness contraption of Bradley’ s wooden leg creaks eerily whenever he moves, like a
warning of the rage and violence seething indde him. States of Shock—which can be
consdered a“family” play with its searing portraya of father/son dysfunction—depicts a
horribly scarred character who repeatedly exposes his deformed flesh and whose
character is, in avery red sense, defined by his physicad wounds. By exploiting the
body’ s weaknesses, Shepard can intensify his emotiond and psychologica examination of
the family—when and why the family fals to cohere—by presenting both the grotesque’s
reaction to his or her own physica mutilation and the (unsympathetic) reaction of the other
characters to the grotesque. Shepard' s grotesque characters can be seen as descendants
of the southern gothic literary tradition, following in the line of such characters as Anse
Bundren with his obsessve quest for teeth in As | Lay Dying (the father in Shepard's
True West goesto Mexico in search of aset of good teeth), and Joy/ Hulga Hopewell

with her wooden leg in O’ Connor’s “Good Country People”” These are physicaly
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deformed characters whose frailties are exploited, often to the point of becoming

spectacle. Flannery O’ Connor claimed to create grotesque charactersin order to “jar the
reader into some kind of emotiona recognition of its sgnificance” (gtd. in Muller 10).
Shepard appearsto share thisgod. In Shepard’ s family plays, the physical deformities of
grotesque characters pardld the emotiona, psychological, and socid rupturesin the
family. Inthe jaded, contemporary world, Shepard must jar his audience with an overload
of sensory impressions—often grotesque and gothic—in order to make us hear him.
Rebirth or resurrection is another motif that has long fascinated Shepard who
hastold interviewers, “Theidea of dying and being reborn isredly an interesting one, you
know. It'sawaysthere at the back of my head” (qtd. in Dugdale 35). Rebirth or
resurrection appearsin various works of gothic literature, including Poe' s “The Fal of the
House of Usher,” Charles Brockden Brown’s Edgar Huntly, and Matthew Gregory
Lewis's The Monk. Throughout his career (not just in the “family” plays), Shepard has
crested many characters who are fluid and unpredictable, with no stable sense of “sdf” to
anchor them. At the beginning of the script to Angel City, Shepard ingtructs the actors:
“ingtead of awhole character with logica motives he should consider instead a fractured
whole with bits and pieces of the character flying off acentrd theme” Similarly, Bonnie
Marranca notes that “the Shepard character has not smply a self but severd selveswhich
are continually changing,” and Marranca credits this phenomenon to the “transformational

exercises’ used by Joseph Chaikin’s Open Thester in Shepard' s early career from the
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1960's (gtd. in Hart 19). Inthe family plays, Shepard’s penchant for character

transformations takes on anew, gothic direction. Just as ghosts of gothic literature seem
to defy reason in their indefatigable pursuit of ther victims, so do Shepard' s fdlen fathers
relentlesdy pursue the other family members, epecialy the haunted son.

Rather than smply having a character become * schizophrenic” by spontaneoudy
exhibiting sartling new sdesto his or her persondity, the family plays depict a sort of
ghostly possession whereby the haunted son begins to exhibit traits of the fallen father.
Thisis suggested symbolicaly in one of the early family plays, Curse of the Starving
Class, when near the end of the play, haunted son Wedey dons the clothes of fallen father
Weston and is mistaken for the father by the other characters. But in subsequent family
plays, the “rebirth” or “resurrection” occurs because Shepard' sfdlen fathers have literdly
died and are “reborn” when the haunted son (or grandson, asin Buried Child) succumbs
to the curse and begins to mirror the father—amost as though the father’ s ghost were
possessing the son. Thisisthe pattern a the end of Buried Child when Vince assumes
the exact posture and mannerisms of dead patriarch Dodge. In A Lie of the Mind, there
is an eerie scene where haunted son Jake dons his dead father’ s old flight jacket and
blows the cremated ashes of the fdlen father into the audience (suggesting a phoenix-like
rebirth for the dead father whaose violent ways have been resurrected in the haunted son).
When Eddie leaves May to follow the Siren cal of the desert at the end of Fool for Love,

he is following the pattern of violence and infidelity established by hisfalen father. Thet is
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why the spectra Old Man can declare at the play’send, “You'll never escape me'—

precisdy, because he now lives anew in haunted son Eddie,

Chapter One of this study will examine the gothic influence of Eugene O'Nelll’s
and Tennessee Williams' family plays asimportant precursors to Shepard’ s work. While
the proliferation of smal publishing houses in eighteenth and nineteenth- century Britain
made noves the primary literary vehicle of gothic, in order to satiate a growing community
of readers who clamored for sensationdi<t literature, dramalis especiadly pregnant with
possihilities for exploiting gothic devices. Audiences a aplay fdl under the gothic spell,
not only of the written wordsin the script, but of light and sound effects, the visud
presentation of the stage set, costuming, and body movements, as well as the sound of the
actors voices and occasional music. Indeed, the case could be made that dramadlows a
fuller presentation of gothic devices than poetry or prose. “Gothic is about its surfaces, its
acts of representation and positioning, and its affectivity in relation to the reader . . .
through such issues as who or what becomes a spectacle, and for whom” (Sage and Smith
9). Certainly Eugene O’ Nelll and Tennessee Williams were two of the most important
twentieth- century American playwrights to redize the full effect of gothic devicesin drama,
or rether, to dramdtize the thegtricdity latent in gothic literature. By opening with a
chapter on how O’ Nelll and Williams use gothic in some of their “family” plays, | hopeto
lay the groundwork for how Shepard’ s work revisits some of the same themes as O’ Nelll

and Williams and uses some of the same gothic devices. However, there are certainly
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important differences among these three great dramatigts. | will examine gothic dementsin

four family plays of O’ Neill—Desire Under the EIms (1924), Mourning Becomes
Electra (1931), Long Day' s Journey Into Night (1956), and A Moon for the
Misbegotten (1943)—and three plays of Williams—A Streetcar Named Desire (1947),
Suddenly Last Summer (1958), and The Two-Character Play (1969).

Like Shepard, O'Nelll and Williams present the American family in agate of criss
where the members are mordly and psychologicaly (and sometimes physicaly) diseased.
Although the families of O’ Nelll and Williams do not dways contain the entire cast of
“gothic” characters, the overdl portrait of dysfunction is constant. O’ Nelll’s plays use
many of the identifigble gothic family members, and though Williams A Streetcar Named
Desire and Suddenly Last Summer do not portray traditiona nuclear American families,
they explore other facets of the American family (or the family in America, asit were). In
Streetcar, Stanley Kowaski may not fit the profile of the falen father, but he iswell on his
way—drunken, violent, unfaithful, and sdlf-serving. With Blanche DuBois, Williams
presents a haunted sister rather than a haunted son, and, like the haunted son, Blanche's
attempts to escape her gothic destiny are doomed. She hastried to run away from Belle
Reve with its long parade of desth and penury, and she has fled from the memory and guilt
of her lover' ssuicide, but her demons have followed her to New Orleans and Elysian
Feds Suddenly Last Summer presentsitself asa“whodunit” mysery play: welearn

the truth about Sebastian Venabl€ s horrific death through the tale spun by his cousin,
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Catharine Holly. Sebadtian is a plausible haunted son, and his mother Violet is certainly

dienated in many ways, though there is no mention of Sebadtian’ sfather (heis clearly
dead or long absent). While the characters in these plays of O’ Nelll and Williams are
distinct from Shepard’ s characters, the character types used by al three playwrights are
vey smilar.

In kegping with Sage and Smith’s view of gothic as providing “the critica means
of transferring an idea of the otherness of the past into the present,” both O’ Neill and
Williams (like Shepard) show how the past is never redly “past,” but continues to impinge
upon the present—as Mary Tyrone saysin Long Day’ s Journey Into Night, “The pagt is
the present, isn't it? It sthe future, too.” To achieve this gothic effect of the past
impinging on the present, both O’ Neill and Williams show a pivota event as aready
having happened before the play begins. In Desire Under the Elms, Ephraim Cabot has
dready “killed” Eben’s mother and stolen her property. In Mourning Becomes Electra,
Chrigtine Mannon and Adam Brant have dready begun their affair. In Long Day’'s
Journey Into Night, Mary Tyrone is dready hopelesdy endaved by morphine; her
husband James has dready spent years neglecting her (in favor of land-grabbing), and her
youngest son Edmund has aready contracted tuberculosis. In O’ Nelll’s plays, the roots
of resentment, deception, and betraya have aready been planted and have blossomed.
We see only the bitter harvest asit isregped. Similarly, in Williams' Streetcar, Blanche

DuBois has dready suffered many of the tragedies from which her demons sprung.
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Stanley has aready begun his cycle of drunkenness and domestic abuse before the play

opens. Suddenly Last Summer tdlls of Sebadtian’s life and desth entirely in retrospect.
Like Shepard, dl of these plays portray an enormous amount of tragedy aready
accumulated in the past. Gothic devices—as a means of bringing the padt to light—are
ided mechanisms for these family portraits.

Shepard has expressed admiration for his dramatic American forefathers,
epecidly Eugene O'Neill. Of Long Day’ s Journey Into Night Shepard said, “ O’ Nelll
moves past his own persond family Stuation into amuch wider dimension. . . I've dways
thought it was truly the great American play . . . S0 overwhemingly honest” (qgtd. in
Dugdae 60). In his prose work Hawk Moon, Shepard even writes a postic tribute to
Long Day’ s Journey, caling the piece “Electric Fog.” The piecereads “O’Nelll /Fog
/Electric /Light /Jamie /Morphine /Sea /Fog /Electric/ North /East /Coast /Sad /Electric
/Night” (179). Despite hisadmiration for the play, Shepard admits (in a 1975 Village
Voice interview) that our contemporary culture demands abbreviated plays. “Because of
the time we' re living in, the atention span of people watching awork has changed. It'sno
longer possible for an audience to sit dertly through Long Day' s Journey Into Night,
even though it' sagreat play” (qtd. in Dugdde 57). Shepard takes O’ Neill’s gothic
techniques and concentrates them by exaggerating their effects. Peter Kemp observes,
“[Shepard] takes episodes of family fraughtness that could have come from O’ Nelll and

gives them the bouncy artificidity of acartoon gtrip” (qtd. in Dugdde 51). Like Hannery
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O Connor, Shepard redizes he mugt jar his audience from their culturaly-induced

anesthesa

If imitation is the Sncerest form of flattery, then Shepard acknowledges his debt to
Tennessee Williamsin another interview from 1975 when he described one of his early
“lost” playsas“abad play . . . asort of Tennessee Williams imitation, about some girl who
got raped in abarn and her father getting mad at her or something” (qtd. in Marranca
190). Itisdgnificant that Shepard admits his failure to match Williams' achievement (at
least in his early work), and thus confirms Williams as one of his dramétic role modds, a
god for which to am. Many critics such as Richard Gilman have pointed to Shepard's
desire to be thought sui generis or a self-creation (gtd. in Hart 15). Shepard has said that
any “origindity” in his early work came mogtly from “ignorance’; in other words, he daims
not to have read enough playwrights to know how to modd himsdf after them. Yet he
has admitted reading and admiring such dramatists as Beckett, Brecht, and Albee. Inthis
opening chapter | will st O’'Neill and Williams among this dlite group.

Chapters Two, Three, and Four of this study will examine how Shepard’ s use of
gothic devices evolves throughout the 1960's, 70's, and 80's. Chapter Two examines
Shepard' sfirg use of afdlen father (Pop) and supernatural characters (the Chindhi and
the White Witch) in The Holy Ghostly. This chapter dso examines Curse of the
Sarving Class as Shepard' sfirst attempt to present (and distort) a portrait of the nuclear

American family, complete with two parents and two children. In this and subsequent



29
chapters | will explore how the psychologica concepts of “represson” (of traumatic

memories) and “return” (of traumatic memories when repression fails) reate to traditiona
gothic devices such as ghosts and the uncanny. Chapter Three focuses solely on Buried
Child as representing the pinnacle of Shepard’ s gothic portrait of the American family.
Besides providing an in-depth examination of every member of this dysfunctiond family,
my chapter on Buried Child will note important differences between the 1978 Pulitzer
Prize-winning text and Shepard’ s 1996 revison of the play. Chapter Four examines three
family playsfromthe 1980's True West, Fool for Love, and A Lie of the Mind. Inthis
chapter | will explore waysin which Shepard' s repertory of gothic devices continued to
expand and develop, including such devices as the doppel ganger and Geschwisterinzest.
Chapter Five will examine how Shepard uses gathic in two family plays from the
decade 1990-2000, with States of Shock and The Late Henry Moss. If The Late
Henry Moss (2000) proves anything, it is that Shepard remains fascinated by the
American family and its pedid gothic guilts. The Late Henry Moss, like True West,
depicts a seething antagonism between two brothers, Earl and Ray Moss. Shepard is
clearly recovering familiar ground, critiquing the decline of the American family, especidly
asthat decline results from the falen father who leaves familia wreckage in hiswake. The
setting for The Late Henry Moss is trademark Shepard: New Mexico—a place bordering

the eusive freedom and return to normalcy represented by the Old West, so near and yet
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so far from an American Dream that has been lost amid atumult of billboards, banking

firms, whiskey bottles, and mass media

“Love needs a sacrifice,” Shepard writesin Eyes for Consuela, “without this
sacrificethereisno love’ (36). Shepard’s families have refused to make these sacrifices
required by love, and so their relaionships are loveless. This lovel essness begins with the
fdlen father and permesates the rest of the family; and if the home is bereft of love, then the
resulting emotiona vacuum must be occupied with something dse. Spesking of hisown
relationship with his father, Shepard tellingly remarked, “Resentment is the other side of
love’ (qtd. in Bigsby 26). It isthisawful “other Sde of love’ that consumes Shepard's

families, and gothic provides the vehicle to take us there.
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CHAPTER ONE: THE GOTHIC FAMILIES OF EUGENE O'NEILL AND

TENNESSEE WILLIAMS

In order fully to appreciate gothic devicesin modern American drama, it is
important to establish a psychology of gothic. Numerous studies have been done on the
psychology of gothic, including works by Michael Gamer, Anne Williams, and Maggie
Kilgour. | should like firgt to establish my own “psychology of gothic” so that | may return
toit periodicaly during my examination of playsby O Nalll, Williams, and Shepard. | will
focus especidly on gothic’ s relation to the psychologica concepts of traumaand
represson. Asa prelude to my psychology of gothic, | should like to mention one tenet
that is perhaps more sociologica or ideologica than psychologica:

1. Gothicin twentieth-century American drama exposes and critiques
many myths about the American family, especially the notion of thehome asa
“place of peace’ (Ellis 219) and the idea of the father as provider and protector.
Gothic devices in American literature are often the machinery used to expose what
Theresa Goddu in Gothic America cals*cultura contradictions that haunt America's
sf-image’ (30). Goddu aludes specificaly to the blight of davery in the “land of the
freg’” which horrified early writers like Crevecoeur in Letters from An American
Farmer. But davery isonly one of many “culturd contradictions’ brought to light through
gothic devices. Robert Miles describes American gothic writing as “dways aready

uncanny” because “ gloomy wrongs unexpectedly resurface in the midst of commonplace
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prosperity” (221). Frequently, these “gloomy wrongs’ in American gothic literature

involve economic exploitation or treachery used to wrest away land or money from one
party in order to enrich the villain. Thisis seen in such works as Nathanidl Hawthorne' s
The House of the Seven Gables. Not only does the past refuse to stay buried, but past
wrongs regppear at atime of “prosperity” when many are living out the American Dream
of economic success. Gothic revedsthat this* progperity” was invariably the result of past
treachery whereby someone was unwillingly deprived of life, liberty, and land so that
maefactors could benefit. In modern American drama, it isinevitably the father (or the
patriarcha figure) who is responsible for the wrongdoing—whether theft, deception,
assault, or murder. Thus, one of the “culturdl contradictions that haunt America s sdif-
image’ isthat the father, who should be the provider and protector of the family, is actualy
a scoundrel whaose crimes lead to the family’ sdemise. Gothic exposes this hypocrisy and
provides the mechanisms through which the wronged party achieves a measure of revenge
(though this revenge is often incomplete or unsatisfactory). Thisisthe case with O'Nell’s
Desire Under the Elms and Mourning Becomes Electra.

2. The members of the gothic American family are traumatized subjects,
especially the alienated mother and the haunted son who have been traumatized
by thefallen father. Because gothic inevitably dedlswith the refusa of the past to Say
buried—and here | am using “buried” more in the psychologica sense thanin thelitera

sense—gqothic has much in common with psychologica trauma, as well as with the defense
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mechanism of repression whereby the traumatic memory is“buried.” A traumatic

experienceis one that “ shatters or disables the individua’ s cognitive and perceptua
capacities S0 that the experience never becomes part of the ordinary memory system”
(Leys 298). Cathy Caruth describes trauma as a*“shock that appears to work very much
like abodily threet but isin fact a break in the mind's experience of time” (Caruth 61).
The victim of atraumétic experience—whether this experience was physicdl,
psychologicd, or emotiona—will often try to repress the memory of the trauma, sedling it
off into the pagt, but this often proves impossible for the victim. In Trauma and Recovery
(1992), Judith Herman observes that psychologica traumainvolves “the conflict between
the will to deny horrible events and the will to proclaim them doud” (1). Furthermore,
“people who have survived atrocities often tell their soriesin ahighly emationd,
contradictory, and fragmented manner which undermines their credibility and thereby
serves the twin imperatives of truth-telling and secrecy” (Herman 1). The aienated mother
and the haunted son are interndly conflicted as they dternately atempt to vocaize their
traumatic memories and to bury them.

The traumetized family members attempt to repress their memories of trauma, but
these attempts a repression ultimately prove futile. Asaresult of the trauma, the family
members exhibit various symptoms of Post- Traumetic- Stress Syndrome (PTSS) including
“hyperarousal,” described by Herman as a Sate of “permanent dert” whereby “the

traumatized person dartles easly, reacts irritably to smal provocations, and deegps poorly”



(35). Other times the victim may “reenact” the moment of trauma“with a fantasy of
changing the outcome of the dangerous encounter” (39). Freud refersto this type of
reenactment as “ repetition compulson” (Herman 49). Cathy Caruth smilarly has noted
how trauma produces in the victim a“kind of hypnotic imitation or identification in which,
precisaly because the individua cannot recdl the origind traumatic event, sheis fated to
act it out or in other waysimitate it” (qtd. in Leys 298). Ironicdly, the victim’s attempts to
repress the memory of trauma serve only to prolong and intensify the memory. J. P.
Chaplin’s Dictionary of Psychology defines “represson” as
the forceful gection from consciousness [of] shameful or painful
experiences or impulses which the individud feds are incompatible with
his evauation of himsdlf or which cause anxiety. Any repressed impulse
or experience may gain entry [to the consciousness) in asymbolic form
through dreams, errors, dips of the tongue, and in the guise of neurctic
symptoms. Repression should not be confused with suppression or
inhibition, both of which are voluntary.* (394-395)
3. When attemptsat repression fail, the traumatized memoriesreturn, and
these memories manifest themselvesin various physical and psychic symptoms

and maladies, including such gothic devices as ghosts, somnambulism, and

! Psychoanalytic theory distinguishes between “repression” (which involves pleasurable wishes such
as sexual desire) and “foreclosure” (which involves traumatic events that are not properly repressed).
But for the purposes of this study, | am using the term “repression”—rather than “foreclosure” —to
refer to repression of traumatic memories and to suggest that this type of repression is ultimately
unsuccessful.
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“uncanny” moments. In my proposed modd of the gothic American family, the

aienated mother and the haunted son are typically the characters who try repeetedly to
repress their memories of traumatic experiences, and often their futile efforts at repression
result in physcd reactions.
The word fear of any traumatized person is that the moment of horror will
recur . . . . Chronicaly traumatized people are continualy hypervigilant,
anxious, and agitated . . . they perceive their bodies as having turned
againg them. They complain, not only of insomnia and agitation, but aso
of numerous types of somatic symptoms. (Herman 86)
The traumatized family members may aso exhibit Sgns of “paranoia” a condition which is
described in the Dictionary of Psychology as “a psychotic disorder characterized by
highly systematized delusions of persecution or grandeur with little deterioration” (Chaplin
324). These“delusons’ are“persigtent,” “defended strongly by the patient,” and are
“incapacitating” (Chaplin 324). The return of the trauma, via memories which refuse to
stay repressed, results in aSituation that is*uncanny.”  Freud writes, “ Every emotiona
effect . . . istrandformed by repression into morbid anxiety,” and when “the anxiety can be
shown to come from something repressed which recurs,” the result isthe unheimlich or
uncanny (Freud 166). The uncanny involves memories or past secrets which “ought to
have been kept conceded but which [have] nevertheless cometo light” (Freud 166). In

her gothic study Art of Darkness, Anne Williams refers to Freud' s uncanny as akind of
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“defamiliarized familiar” and “the class of the terrifying which leads back to something long

known to us, once very familiar” (72). The aienated mother and the haunted son
experience uncanny moments as their attempts at represson fail. These uncanny moments
are themsdves haunting and “gothic.”

4. The American gothic family, as depicted in modern American drama,
never fully recoversfrom itstrauma, and attempts at resolution—if resolution is
attempted at all—are ultimately abortive. Judith Herman lists three important stages
in the process of using psychotherapy to help atraumatized victim. Stage oneis
“egtablishing safety” which involves creating a safe environment for the victim, an
environment where the victim fedls sefe from the origind source of his or her trauma
(i.e—the @buser). Thevictim should aso fed assured that the thergpist wantsto hear his
or her gory (the memory of the trauma). Stage two is*remembrance and mourning,” and
it is here that mgor challenges are presented to the therapist. Traumatic memory is
“repetitious, stereotyped, and emotionless’ (Herman 175). The recounted story “does not
develop or progressintime’ astold by the victim; insteed, this story islike a*“ series of 4ill
sngpshots or adlent movie’ to which the therapist hopesto provide the “music and
words’ (Herman 175). Thus, if the traumaresultsin a*bresk in the mind’ s experience of
time’ (Caruth 61), and if “the experience never becomes part of the ordinary memory
system” (Leys 298), then how isit possible for the victim ever to fully recover? The fina

gage in the recovery process seemsto verify this ambiguity: Herman cdlsthisfind stage
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“reconnection with ordinary life” whereby the victim begins to have “renewed hope’ for

engaging with daily life at afunctiond leve (155). The broad nature of these gods, while
doubtless essentia for atrauma victim, suggests how tenuous the recovery actudly is.
Cathy Caruth seems to suggest that, not only does one never fully recover from a
traumatic experience, but the traumatic memories can survive for more than one
generdtion: “The traumaof one individud is understood as capable of haunting later
generations—as if the ghost of the past could speak to the living in the present,
contagioudy contaminating them in turn” (qtd. in Leys 284). For modern American
dramatigts like O’ Neill, Williams, and Shepard, fina recovery is shown to be impossible.
The traumatized family members are never portrayed as reaching a stage of “reconnection
with ordinary life” In fact, the family members abortive attempts at represson and
recovery provide the impetus for drametic conflict in gothic American family plays.

In twentieth- century American drama, gothic evolved in severa important ways.
Perhaps the mogt significant evolution involved atype of geographica and sociad
contraction whereby gothic was brought firmly into the domestic sphere, namdy into the
home of the American nucdlear family. In twentieth-century American literature, gothic
tales replete with isolated castles and dark, boundless forests are replaced by family
farms, amdl-town venues, or urban ghettos. Twentieth- century American writers as
various as Eugene O’ Neill, Tennessee Williams, William Faulkner, Truman Capote,

Carson McCullers, and Sam Shepard dl brought the gothic sphere much more literaly
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“home’ than hed their British gothic predecessors. Furthermore, by tightening the gothic

gphere and weaving it inextricably into the fabric of the American family, the sources of
traditiona gothic—terror and suspense—hbecame much more intensely persondl.
Whereas e ghteenth-century British gothic novels by Walpole and Raddliffe had employed
such externa devices as giant helmets and mysterious bandits pursuing heroines through
mountainous terrain, twentieth-century American writers located the sources of gothic
terror within the domestic sphere itsdlf in the form of dark familid secrets which refuseto
lie dormant.

Furthermore, because the source of gothic terror was now much more persona
and frighteningly familiar, the gothic effect became uncanny—the haunted family members
have a vague sense of recognition as the traumatic memories they try to repressrise to the
surface againg their wishes. Heroes and heroines in British gothic novels might be able to
escape from danger by literdly fleeing, but in twentieth-century American gothic works,
the flight is most often psychic rather than literd, and inevitably the attempt is abortive.
The gothic forces that haunt the American family are too near and too deeply embedded in
the consciousness to be avoided. Thus the evolution of gothic in twentieth- century
American literature—especialy the dramaof O’ Nalll, Williams, and Shepard—expresses
an ultimate irony and implicit culturd critique: the domestic sphere of the nuclear
American family, which should be a haven and arefuge againgt the terrors of the world,

has itself become a source of terror. Severa historica and sociologica factors facilitated
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the shift away from the perception that the American family and home as arefugeto a

source of terror. The stock market crash of 1929 and the Great Depression intensified in
the American family an awareness of economic pressures and, when financia needs went
unmet, srained family relaionships resulted. In addition, indudtridization resulted in
increased urbanization as families flocked to the citiesfor jobs. These cities, in turn, with
their towering buildings of sted and concrete, “boxed in” the family in a sort of pressure
cooker amosphere where crime, noise, and pollution further stressed familia relationships.
Some of Tennessee Williams s plays, especidly A Sreetcar Named Desire, examine the
American family under dressin an urban milieu. By examining sdected “family plays’ of
Eugene O’ Neill and Tennessee Williams as important precursors to Sam Shepard’ sfamily
plays, we can examine how traditiona gothic devices are used and adapted to paint a
terrifying portrait of the contemporary American family, and we can likewise examine how
myths about the traditionad American family have been irrevocably shattered.

Eugene O’ Neill:

Harold Bloom has claimed that Eugene O’ Nelll “tells one sory only, and his sory
turns out to be himself” (4). For the purposes of this chapter—focusing on O'Nelll’s
gothic portrait of the American family—Bloom's dlam seems accurate. O’'Nelll’sown
family life, chronided most hauntingly in Long Day’ s Journey Into Night, provided the
playwright with a highly persond backdrop againgt which he could paint a gothic familia

portrait. O Nelll’sfamily, like Shepard's, provided red-life modds for the gothic
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character types which would gppear in some of his“family” plays, incdluding Desire Under

the EIms, Mourning Becomes Electra, and Long Day’ s Journey Into Night. The
haunted sonsin O’ Nelll’ s family plays are the most important single influence on Sam
Shepard' s depiction of the gothic American family. Michadl Abbott views Shepard asthe
“most direct descendant” of O’'Nelll (198). Abbott also believes the wanton son to be the
“most complex and directly autobiographical character” in the work of both O’'Neill and
Shepard (198). O'Neill’s portrayal of father-son conflict in plays like Desire Under the
Elmsand Long Day’ s Journey Into Night is mirrored in such Shepard plays as The
Holy Ghostly, Curse of the Sarving Class, and Buried Child.

O Nelll’sfather, James O’ Nelll, was a drunken, violent, “falen father” in the same
mold as Ephraim Cabot from Desire Under the EImsor James Tyrone from Long Day’'s
Journey Into Night. O'Nelll’s mother, EllaO’ Neill, endaved by morphine addiction,
became amode for a quintessentid gothic “dienated mother.” O’ Neill’s older brother
Jamie often served as amode for the “haunted son” character in such playsasLong
Day’ s Journey Into Night and A Moon for the Misbegotten. But it was of course
Eugene O'Neill himself who was the true “ haunted son,” and like Orin Mannon from
Mourning Becomes Electra, he fdt compelled to chronicle his memories, turning them
into dramatic art.

During thefirg sx years of hislife, Eugene O’ Nelll was often regded with ghost

gtories by his Cornish nurse, and these stories seem to have left alasting impression on the
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playwright (Bogard, CP 969). Thefour family plays of O’'Nell which | examinein this

chapter contain ghogts or dlusionsto ghogts. While Desire Under the EImsincludes only
one ghost, Mourning Becomes Electra uses three ghodts (either directly or indirectly).
Findly, Long Day’ s Journey Into Night and A Moon for the Misbegotten eschew literd
ghogtsin favor of metaphorical ones—ancother evolution in O’ Nell’s gothic writing. Itis
sgnificant that O’ Nelll’s earliest gothic family play, Desire Under the EIms makesthe
most explicit use of the traditiona gothic ghogt; not surprisingly, of the plays examined in
this chapter, Desire Under the EIms provides the clearest example of afalen father
whose patriarcha power is deliberately subverted by a haunted son.

Desire Under the EIms:

O'Nelll sad of Desire Under the EIms(1924), “I wrote it more easily than |
have written any other of my works’ (Bogard 92). O’ Neill wrote Desire Under the
Elms between January and June 1924. Desire Under the EImsisthe only family play set
before the Civil War—specificaly, in 1850. The Cabot house becomesthefirstina
series of haunted houses which recur in O’ Nelll’s later family plays. O'Nelll was
reportedly dissatisfied with the stage set for Desire Under the EIms though the set was
based on his own sketches (Bogard, CP 978). The stage directions describe

ahousein good condition but in need of paint. Itswallsareasckly
grayish. .. Two enormouselms. . . bend their trailing branches down

over theroof. They appear to protect and at the same time subdue. There
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isagniger maternity in their aspect, a crushing, jealous absorption . . .

They brood oppressively over the house. They are like exhausted women

resting their breasts and hands and hair onitsroof . . . .“ (SP 158)
By choosing to describe the em treesin terms of a“sinister maternity,” O’ Neill
foreshadows one of the play’s mgor concerns: the dienated mother has been robbed of
her estate by her grasping husband, and her place in the home has been usurped by a
younger woman. Ephraim Cabot has outlived two wives, one marriage lasted twenty
years and the second, to Eben’ s mother, lasted sixteen years. We do not know how the
mother died, but we may infer that her death was brought on, at least inadvertently, by
Ephraim Cabot’ s domineering, ravenous persondity. Certainly, haunted son Eben
believes his father to be responsble, saying Ephraim “murdered” her with “his hardness’
(SP 193). Thusthedms “crushing, jealous absorption” can be seen as a manifestation of
the mother’ s gothic ghost who haunts the family home, seeking revenge.

The dienated mother haslogt not only her life and land, but also her name, which
symbolizes her individud identity. By referring to her only as“Maw,” O’ Nelll ripsthe
dienated mother of any identity outsde of the role of mother. Thus her identity has been
defined soldy in terms of her relation to maes. Furthermore, the mother’ s ghost seems
srangdy trapped inside the farmhouse. Gothic noves have traditiondly included scenes
of women in captivity, and often the captive women are robbed of land by usurping males.

In Anne Raddiffe’'s The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794), Emily S. Aubert’saunt diesin a



43
dungeon after being forced by her husband, the villainous Montoni, to Sgn over her estate.

Emily hersdf islater held againgt her will and aso forced to sign away land to Montoni. In
alater nove, The Italian (1797), Raddliffe s heroine Ellenais held in a convent against
her will. In Matthew Gregory Lewis s The Monk (1795), the heroine Antoniais held
captive in the catacombs beneath a convent where sheis raped and murdered. These
seminal gothic novels establish a clear pattern of femae captivity. In Desire Under the
Elms, the fema€ s captivity is shown in its aftermath. Just as heroines in gothic novels are
often depicted in Stuations of confinement, the ghogtly “Maw” isdso confined in some
sort of otherworldly limbo. Like the ghost of Hamlet’ s father, Maw is doomed to stak the
Cabot farm until her wrongful deeth and tolen land have been avenged. As David Savran
has noted, ghosts in modern drama are not merely a*“product of highly subjective,
persondized memories but also an embodiment of socid, political, and economic forces’
(588). Ghostsin modern dramathus are vehicles for socid criticiam as much asthey are
manifestations of persond guilt. Maw’s ghost—a victim of economic exploitation—seeks
retribution. Eben, with a sort of strange paranormd intuition, can sense his dead mother’s
restless spirit:

She dill comesback . . . shecan't find it naterd deepin’ and restin’ in

peace. Shecan't gitusedt’ bein’ free—evenin her grave. (SP 182)

O’ Nelll provides a counterpoint to the aienated mother in the person of the

seductive Abbie. O’ Nelll’s stage directions describe Abbie as *buxom,” and “full of



vitdity.” Asafemae outsder, Abbie ultimatdy betrays both Ephraim and Eben by
double-crossng them. She convinces Ephraim that he can rob Eben of his inheritance by
impregnating her with anew mae heir; a the same time, she entices Eben into committing
adultery and, vicarioudy, incest. Cuckolding his father will be the ultimate revenge, Abbie
tells Eben. The most surprising plot twist revolves around the gothic ghost and itsrole in
Abbie s scheme. Rather than preventing the adultery, Maw’ s ghost actually facilitates the
incestuous union in the very parlor where Maw died. The parlor is described as“agrim,
repressed room like atomb in which the family has been interred dive’ (SP 191). Once
indde the parlor, the ghost communicates supernaturally to both Eben and Abbie,
orchedtrating their lovemaking as an act of vengeance.

Eben: Maw, what ar yetdlin'’ me?

Abbie She'stdlin’ yet loveme. ..

Eben: | seeswhy. It's her vengeance on him—so's shekin

rest quiet in her gravel (SP 193)
The dead mother’ s ghost is an active agent in a scene which serves the dual purpose of
exacting vengeance on the falen father and consummating atype of surrogete incest with
Abbie in the materna role. By taking such an active role, the ghogt in this play seemsto
exacerbate tensions between the fallen father and the haunted son.
To focus more clearly on the conflict between Ephraim and Eben, O’ Nelll

removes the two eder Cabot sons early in the play by having them run off to Cdiforniain
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search of gold. Before leaving, Peter and Simeon Cabot sl their share of the family farm

to younger brother Eben, hoping to use the money to finance their trek to Cdifornia.
Once Peter and Simeon are gone, the audience’ s attention is drawn to the conflict
between Ephraim and Eben—a conflict that is marked by ambiguity and contradiction.
For example, father and son compete fiercely in a battle of bravado with each claiming to
be physicaly more powerful and threstening than the other. Early in the play, Eben tdlls
Peter and Simeon that their father is* stronger—ingde—than both o ye put together!”
Theterm “insde’ implies atype of menta toughness rather than physica strength.
Ephram is, after dl, a seventy-five-year-old patriarch. Later, Eben tells his brothers
aypticdly, “I'm gittin’ sronger. | kinfed it growin’ inme. .. “ (1. 2). Although Eben
implies that the father is stronger than the elder two sons, he remains convinced that he
himsdlf is stronger than hisfather. Spectators may never be sure precisdly what Eben
means by “it” (“1 kin fed it growin’ in me”), but agothic reading might interpret “it” asthe
mother’ ghost. Asthe dead mother begins to exert her influence over her haunted son,
prompting him to act as her instrument of vengeance, Eben clams to experience aphysica
manfestation—"1'm gittin’ stronger”—of the ghodt’sinfluence. Ultimatdly, in their one
physical confrontation (111. 2), seventy-five-year-old Ephraim overcomes twenty-five-
year-old Eben by brute strength. In the psychologica paradigm of the American family,
the father (though here he is very old) retains his patriarchd postion of dominance over his

son. So whileit is perhgps unredidtic that Ephraim could be physicaly stronger than Eben
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(at thisstage in thelr lives), it isimportant to remember that Eben is the traumatized,

haunted son. As such, heis struggling physicaly againg his father but dso struggling
mentaly to repress the traumatic memories which haunt him—especidly the guilt he must
fed after watching Ephraim decimate his mother’ slife and her fortunes. Since Eben
cannot thus devote his entire energies toward winning the physica struggle, his defest at
his father’ s hands seems more believable. Ephraim, on the other hand, derives atype of
extreordinary strength from his own maevolent deeds. by steding his dead wife' s etate
and lecheroudy taking ayoung vixen for his new bride, Ephraim retains the vitdity of a
much younger man.

Earlier in the play, Eben had asserted his manhood by making a sexud conquest
of thelocd harlat. All of the Cabot men had engaged in previous liaisons with “Minnie,”
and the thought of being left out (and thus margindized as a man) was unbearable to Eben.
Hetdlshisbrothers, “I tuk her. She may’ve been his n—an’your’ n, too—but she smine
now!” (SP 168). Eben’s boast of course becomes strangely prophetic, a sort of rehearsal
for hisaffair with his sepmother Abbie. This affair (which is discussed in more detall
below) condtitutes not merely adultery and cuckoldry, but incest.

The father/son rdationship is contradictory in the sense that Ephraim denies any
real resemblance—physica or otherwise—to hislast-born, Eben. When Simeon tells
Ephraim that Ebenis“achip 0 yew—spit ‘n’ image . . . he'll eat ye yet, old man!” (1. 4),

Ephraim denies this, cdling Eben “a dumb fool—like his Maw—soft an ample’ (1. 4). At
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the end of Part One, Ephraim tells Eben, “y€ |l never be mor’'n haf aman!” (1. 4). But

Simeon’sview of Eben is borne out in the end, as Eben doesindeed come closer than
anyone to subverting Ephraim through cuckoldry. Ironicdly, in Part Two, Ephraim tells
Abbie thet he is reluctant to hand the farm over to her because she“an't me. A sonis
me—my blood—mine. Mineoughtt' git ming’ (SP 185). Though Ephraim demonstrates
no paternd love toward his offspring, he remains adamant thet the tie of blood isthe
ultimate bond, and that his wealth should passto ason. Seizing on this opportunity, Abbie
suggedts that she will provide Ephraim with anew heir.

Ephraim refuses to recognize in Eben any qudities of himsdf, inggting ingtead that
the youngest boy takes after his mother and is thus “soft and Smple” Thisinsstence—a
denid, redly—prevents Ephraim from viewing Eben as athreet to his patriarchd position.
By dismissing Eben asa“mama sboy,” Ephram impliestha he will be able to overcome
and victimize Eben, just as he had done to Eben’s mother. Asit turnsout, thisis aterrible
underestimation on Ephraim’s part: Eben will use trickery, rather than brute strength, to
subvert the patriarcha position, and the gothic ghogt is the catalyst which brings about the
father' sfdl.

During the pivota scene in the parlor, just before Eben and Abbie consummeate
ther lugt, Abbie tdls Eben that his mother’s ghost seems “kind” now, as though tecitly
gpproving the union. In this case, Abbieisa sort of surrogate mother to Eben’s Oedipa

character. AsAbbie reachesfor Eben, O’ Neill’s stage directions describe her gesture as
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one marked by “overwheming desire” and “ahorribly frank mixture of lust and mother

love” Abbie even declares, “I'll kissye pure, Eben—same' sif | wasaMaw t'ye—an’
ye can kiss me back’sif yew wasmy son . . .” (SP 193). Abbie as surrogate mother
makes the incest d ement more explicit; moreover, the incestuous act serves to appease
the ghost. Following their lovemaking, Eben tells Abbie, “Maw’s gone back t' her grave.
She kin deep now” (SP 195). Maw’s ghogt is gppeased, not from the consummation of
any prurient or sensua lugts, but rather because Eben and Abbi€ stryst setsin motion the
whed of revenge. Ephraim will be made to suffer humiliation and disgrace after the
community learns that he has been cuckolded by his youngest son, and so Maw’ s ghost
will achieve ameasure of vicarious revenge againgt her oppressor. Asaghost, Maw is
privy to some supernatura omniscience, so by orchestrating the tryst between Eben and
Abbie, she knows that Ephraim will ultimately suffer. But has the gothic ghost redly been
laid to rest at last?

The play ends with infanticide—a device later used in Shepard’s Pulitzer Prize-
winning drama Buried Child—and readers may wonder whether this too was part of the
ghostly mother’ sdesign. The infanticide—both in this play and in Shepard’ s—may be
interpreted as a physicd type of represson: here Abbie smothers the baby, and in Buried
Child Dodge drowns the baby. Both murders may be seen as attempts to smother or
repress the traumatic memories from haunting (as suggested by Cathy Caruth) alater

generation. Ogtensibly, Abbie murders the baby in order to prove her love for Eben, but
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on apsychologica level, both Abbie and Dodge are attempting to repress the past by

committing infanticide, hoping to hdt atraumetic cycle. Part Three of the play isset in late
spring of the following year, when atwo-week—old baby has been born to Eben and
Abbie. Ephraim, of course, assumes the child is his, but the townsfolk who are summoned
to aparty at the Cabot farm know better. They subtly hint that Ephraim has been
cuckolded, but the old man is too intent on gloating to Eben that his inheritance has been
lost to thisnew heir. Eben turns his anger on Abbie, who immediatdly decides that killing
the child will make Eben happy. She smothersthe child inits cradle. Eben’sfind mord
decision is made offstage, and his decison attests to the strength of the Oedipa bond. He
decides to confess complicity in the infanticide (fasdy) in order to go to jal with Abbie
rather than live as afree man. Abbi€ s reaction suggests that Maw’ s ghostly influence
continues to hold sway as Abbie “caresses his hair, tenderly” and says softly to Eben, “My
boy, hain't ye?’ in amaternd gesture (SP 213).

Ultimately, falen father Ephraim isthe only character who survives the carnage
intact. After Eben and Abbie are taken to jail, Ephram initidly tries to convince himsdlf
that a new start is possible—that it might be possible to break out of the gothic curse
which he himsdlf set in motion. Declaring thet heis now “freg” Ephraim satsloose his
livestock and plans to take his hidden cache of gold and join Simeon and Peter in
Cdifornia. Once he discovers that Eben has robbed him, however, Ephraim quickly

resigns himsdf to continue farming—the only life he knows. Earlier in the play, Ephraim
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revedled how he learned that “ God ishard,” and that wresting aliving from the hard earth

was the life best suited for him. Indeed, Ephraim is as obgtinate and recdcitrant asthe
earth beneath him: Eben says it was his father’ s hardness that drove his mother into an
early grave. Ephraim mournsthe loss neither of Eben, Abbie, or the baby; nor had
Ephraim grieved upon learning that Simeon and Peter had Ieft him. Fdlen fatherslike
Ephraim loom as hard and solitary figures, like the ems which stretch menacingly over the
house; and, like the ems, Ephraim casts a dark shadow over al those whom he
encounters. Ephraim’s situation is gatic; he ends where he had begun, but there islittle
doubt he suffers consequences, both of his own choices and of the vengeful ghost’s
supernaturd machinations. Ephraim ends alone, bereft of his sons, his grandson, and his
new wife. Thisearly gothic family play established O’ Nelll’ sinterest in gothic ghosts and
family curses, both of which express “the peculiar unwillingness of the past to go away”
(Sage and Smith 3). O’ Neill would explore these gothic devices more fully in histrilogy
Mourning Becomes Electra.

Mourning Becomes Electra:

In October 1931, following the New Y ork opening of Mourning Becomes
Electra, O’ Neill wrotein hiswork diary, “Reaction—sunk—worn out—depressed—sad
that the Mannons exist no more—for me!” (Bogard, CP 982). Thetrilogy, aculmination
of nearly three years work, was much more expansive in scope and mythic overtones

than Desire Under the ElImshad been. Like Desire Under the EIms the stage set
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includes averitable “haunted house” thistime “alarge building of the Greek temple type”

flanked by “aline of locust and dm trees” (SP 459). Throughout the play, various
members of the Mannon family use terms such as “ghodtly,” “deed,” “tomb,” and
“sepulcher” to describe the family home. “Tomb” and * sepulcher” suggest not only a
pervading atmosphere of degth, but aso a confining space from which thereis no
escape—indeed, a the conclusion of thistrilogy, the sole survivor of the Mannon family,
Lavinia, disgppears into the house, never to return. In addition to the gothic haunted
house, O’ Neill includes amore complex family curse. Part One of the trilogy, entitled
Homecoming, opens with the introduction of a Greek chorus-type ensemble made up of
a sory seventy-five-year-old singer named Seth Beckwith (reeders are reminded perhaps
of Ephraim Cabot who was aso seventy-five but had the energy of a much younger man),
aswdl asthree locas—Amos and Louisa Ames and their cousin Minnie (perhaps a
namesake holdover from the town harlot in Desire Under the EIms). The chorus serves
to provide the audience with ostensibly objective information about the gothic family itsdf,
the reclusve and aristocratic Mannons. The chorus expresses admiration for Ezra
Mannon and his father Abe, who made their money in shipping. Ezra swife Chridineis
viewed less pogtivey—"she didn’t bring no money when Ezramarried her” and is“too
furrin looking” (SP 462).

In true gothic style, the Mannons suffer the consequences of afamily curse, which

isintroduced in Act One during a conversation between Seth Beckwith and Lavinia
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Mannon. Lavinia, the twenty-three-year-old daughter of Ezraand Chrigtine, “looks older”
and tries not to resemble her younger looking forty-year-old mother (SP 463). By
referring to daughter and mother thisway, O’ Nelll is suggesting that Laviniaand Chrigine
are asort of doppelgéanger for each other—they not only resemble each other physically,
but also will bring about the demise of the other. Like Poe s William Wilson, mother and
daughter find that the welfare of each is dependent upon the well-being of the other. The
daughter will come to redize—too late—that by destroying her mother, she has destroyed
hersdlf, psychologicaly spesking. Lavinia has followed her mother to New Y ork where
she has watched her adulterous liaison with a dashing captain named Adam Brant. While
the“curse” in Desire Under the Elms sprang from the alienated mother’ s need for
revenge, in Mourning Becomes Electra the origins of the curse are more complex, based
on the Greek Orestes sory. Seth revealsto Laviniathat Adam Brant is probably the
secret child of David Mannon and a Canuck girl named Marie Brantome. David Mannon
was brother to Abe Mannon, making Adam Brant and Ezra Mannon first cousins. Later
in Act One, Brant confesses the truth to Lavinia, reveding that Abe Mannon adso loved
Marie Brantome and was furious when he lost her to his brother David. Abe Mannon
treated the Canuck nurse crudly until the day he committed suicide. Later, his son Ezra
refused aloan to Marie Brantome when she was desperately poor and dying. Ezra
Mannon is not as completely a“fdlen father” as was Ephraim Cabot—he seems a

generdly decent man whose refusal to act charitably toward Marie Brantome sedled his
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fate. Like Eben Cabot in Desire Under the EIms Adam Brant is driven to avenge his

mother’ s death by having an affair with Christine Mannon.

A second important gothic development in Mourning Becomes Electra isthat
incestuous themes are much more intricately woven throughout the plot. Although incest
served acentrd function in Desire Under the EIms in that play the incest was between a
stepmother and stepson, rather than between blood relatives. Thereis no suggestion that
Eben wasin any way sexudly atracted to his birth mother in Desire Under the EIms
though it is Sgnificant that the dead mother’ s ghost seemsto “possess’ the ssepmother’s
body during their tryst in the parlor. Mourning Becomes Electra, on the other hand,
does suggest at least an incestuous attraction between parents and children. O’ Naill
incorporates both the Oedipus and Electra complexesin the trilogy, though the latter is
examined in greeter detal than the former, asthetitle of the trilogy suggests. In Act Two
of Homecoming when Chrigtine findly admitsto Lavinia her affair with Brant, she blames
her daughter for encouraging Orin to go to fight in the Civil War. Chrigtine declares, “I'd
never have falen in love with Adam if I'd had Orin with me” (SP 482) implying thet she
has taken alover only because she haslost one. Of course there is no evidence in the
play that any incestuous act was ever consummated between the Mannon parents and
thelr children, but the desireisimplicit. In the most reveding statement of the incest theme,
Chrigine tdls Lavinia accusingly, “Y ou’ ve tried to become the wife of your father and the

mother of Orinl Y ou've dways schemed to sted my placel” (SP 483). Laviniadenies



the accusation, but in Act Three their conversation turns again to the Electra complex.
Thistime Laviniatels her mother, “I’m not marrying anyone. I’ve got my duty to father”
(SP 494), and Chritine taunts her daughter about “waiting for her beau,” meaning her
father (SP 495). Findly, when Ezra Mannon returns home, Laviniatdls him,”Y ou're the
only man I’ll ever lovel” (SP 498). Though the trilogy employs Freudian theory, O’ Neill
later remarked, “I find fault with critics [who] read too much damn Freud into stuff that
could very wdl have been written exactly asis before psychoandysis was ever heard of”
(Bogard, “Higtorica” 83). Perhaps O’ Neill’s comments are disingenuous. 1n 1925
O’'Neill had read Freud' s Beyond the Pleasure Principle and Group Psychology and
the Analysis of the Ego, and the following year he had participated in psychoanaysis
during marital counsdling with Dr. G. V. Hamilton (Bogard, “Higtorica” 83). Mourning
Becomes Electra blends both Freudian psychology and traditional gothic devices, so
O'Nelll’sdenid of Freudian influence ssemsinsncere.

A third important development in O’ Neill’ s gothic family concerns the number of
ghosts at work. Whereas Desire Under the EIms employed only one ghogt, the
Mourning Becomes Electra trilogy indudes, a least implicitly, three ghods fdlen father
Ezra Mannon, aienated mother Christine Mannon, and murdered lover Adam Brant. One
could argue that the Mannon children themsel ves become ghogt-like as the curse unfolds.
O Nelll’s gage directions cdl for “mask-like’ faces for each member of the Mannon

family. O’ Naelll gtated in hiswork diary hisintention to create a“modern psychologica
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gpproximation of the Greek sense of fate” (Bogard, “Higoricd” 74). Unsatisfied with the

firg drafts of the work, O’'Nelill tried in later draftsto create “the unredigtic truth wearing
the mask of lying redlity” (Bogard, “Higtoricd” 76). The ghogtly “mask-like’ faces of the
Mannon children suggest this“lying redlity.” After the deeth of their parents, the * mask-
like’ faces of the Mannon children may be interpreted as atype of haunting whereby the
ghogts of Ezra and Christine Mannon are “resurrected’—the return of the repressed
past—s0 that now the children resemble their parents more and more.

Asthe curtain closes on Homecoming, Lavinia, echoing Eben Cabot in Desire
Under the Elms, implores her deed father’ s ghost for otherworldly advice: “ Father!
Come back to me! Tell mewhat to do!” (SP 510). Patriarch EzraMannon, now literdly
the gothic “falen father,” isthefirg ghost invoked in the trilogy. In Part Two, The
Hunted, both Laviniaand Chrigtine will invoke Ezra s ghogt, but for different reasons.
Laviniatries to persuade her brother Orin that their mother poisoned Ezra. She lays her
hand on Ezrd s corpse and pleads, “Make Orin believe me, Father!” (SP 541). Later, as
the curtain closes on Act Three, Chrigtineimplores Ezra s corpse, “Don’t et him [Orin]
harm Adam! | am the only guilty onel” (SP 544). In each case, the supplicant’s pleas go
unheeded, but this does not in any way diminish the efficacy of the gothic ghost. Although
Orin does not findly believe his mother is a murderer, he does wreek his Orestian
vengeance by killing Adam Brant in Act Four of The Hunted. And dthough Ezra

Mannon’s ghost does not grant Christing’ swish for Brant' s safety, the ghost somehow
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subliminaly communicatesitsrefusd: Chrigtine “[had] read some answer in the deed

man’sface” and “stopsin terror” (SP 544). Ezra Mannon's ghost continues to mediate
the subsequent events of the drama, though the ghost does not dways grant the wishes of
theliving.

The second ghost is that of Adam Brant, and this ghost makes its presence felt
immediately after Brant is murdered. After shooting Brant, Orin experiences an uncanny
moment, musing that the face of Brant’ s corpse resembles both Ezra Mannon and Orin
himsdf: “He looks like metoo! Maybe I've committed suicide!” (SP 556). Herethe
uncanny involves the “double’ which Freud mentioned in his essay on “The Uncanny”—
according to Freud, the double “was originaly an insurance againgt destruction to the Ego,
an energetic denid of the power of death” but the double becomes, in an uncanny
moment, “aghadtly harbinger of death” (qtd. in Rivkin and Ryan 166). By redizing that
the dead man resembles Ezra Mannon, Orin perhaps experiences subconscious guilt
arigng from his repressed Oedipus complex: subconscioudy he may in fact have wanted
to kill hisfather and usurp the marital bed, and now he wonders momentarily whether he
has in fact committed patricide. More importantly, he wonders whether he has committed
suicide, and this uncanny moment proves to be prescient (“a ghastly harbinger of
death”)—by killing Brant, Orin precipitates his mother’ s suicide and, later, hisown, as
well. Uncanny moments such as this one are commonplace in gothic literature, especidly

American gothic literature of the late-eighteenth and mid-nineteenth centuries. Two early
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examples are Charles Brockden Brown’s Edgar Huntly and Edgar Allan Poe's“William

Wilson.”? The second implicit appearance of Brant’s ghost occurs at the end of The
Haunted just before Orin'ssuicide. Looking at Lavinia, Orin declares, “I’'m glad you
found love, Mother! You and Adam!” (SP 598). Orin actudly means Laviniaand Peter
Niles, but by thistime he is suffering from a complete delusion brought on by his guilt over
his mother’ssuicide. The ghostly presence of Brant surfaces subtly here; Orin knows
Brant is dead, yet he spesks as though Brant were ill dive.

Thethird ghost isthat of dienated mother Chrigtine, who shoots hersdlf a the end
of The Hunted. Throughout the find play in the trilogy— The Haunted—Chrigtine's
ghost haunts both of her children. In Act Two, scene two, Orin emerges from the sudy
where his mother shot hersdf and tells Lavinia, “I was sure she'd [Mother] be waiting for
meinthere..." (SP 578). Like Eben Cabot in Desire Under the Elms, the haunted son
enters the room where the alienated mother died, believing her spirit to be strongest there.
Lavinia, too, fals under the ghogtly influence of their dead mother; indeed, she has become
an uncanny replica of Chrigtine. According to O’ Neill’s stage directions, “one would
mistake her for her mother . . .” as she “ seems amature woman” with her “hair arranged
like her mother” and wearing “a green dress like a copy of her mother’s’ (SP 578).
Laviniahastried to go on with lifeasnorma. The most obvious example of thisis her

acceptance of Peter Niles marriage proposd athough she clearly does not love him. But

21n Brown' s novel, Edgar Huntly finds himself mirroring the actions of lunatic Clithero Edny. In Poe's
story, Wilson ends by killing his double and thereby murdering himself.
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Laviniaquickly renounces marriage, telling Peter in the play’ s find scene, “ The dead are

too strong!” (SP 612). Nowhere isthis statement more true than in the climactic scene
when Lavinia taunts Orin about her sexud tryst with the native Avannhi during avist to the
idands. The stage directions here describe Lavinia as virtualy possessed with the haughty
spirit of her dead mother: she mocks Orin “with a sudden flare of deliberate evil taunting
that recalls her mother in the last act of Homecoming” (SP 592). Afterward, Lavinia
attempts to articulate the phenomenon:

LAVINIA: Something rase up in me—Ilike an evil spirit!

ORIN: Ghogts! Y ou never seemed so much like Mother as

you did just then! (SP 592)

Theideaof generationa and family patterns replicating themselves, especidly
haunted sons repeeting the patterns of their falen fathers, isavirtuad halmark of American
gothic writing. Charles Brockden Brown's novel Wieland (1798) is one of the earliest
and best-known examples: in this nove, the haunted son, Theodore Widand, eventualy
fdlsvictim to the same delusions and religious fanaticism which had doomed hisfather. In
Hawthorne' snovel The House of the Seven Gables (1851), each mae descendant in the
Pyncheon line replicates the greed and corruption of his forefathers, and each dies under
the same family curse which was wrought by this corruption. Ogtensibly, these family
patterns are doomed to be repeated because of a generational “curse” Butitisaso

helpful to recal Cathy Caruth’s description of traumaasa“kind of hypnotic imitation or
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identification in which, precisdy because the individua cannot recall the origind traumétic

event, sheisfated to act it out or in other ways imitateit” (qtd. in Leys298). Orin and
LaviniaMannon, like many other “cursed” children throughout American gothic literature,
may be viewed as traumatized subjects who, in their futile attempts to repress traumatic
memories, end up replicating their parents.

Asin Desire Under the EIms thereis only one ultimate survivor at the end of
Mourning Becomes Electra. But thistimeit is the haunted daughter rather than the fdlen
father who survives, and this sole survivor embraces her gothic destiny more fully than did
Ephraim Cabot. By choosing to board hersdf up insde the haunted house, Laviniaisin
effect capitulating to the ghosts which she cannot escgpe. Lavinia s entombment inside the
haunted house is prescient, pointing the way toward Mary Tyron€' s confinement in
O’ Neill’ s gothic masterpiece Long Day’ s Journey Into Night.

Long Day’ s Journey I nto Night:

With Long Day’ s Journey Into Night we have, not a solitary woman confined in
ahouse full of ghosts aswe did a the end of Mourning Becomes Electra, but rather a
house full of living family members whose shared guilts and repressed memories create a
different type of haunted house wherein the matriarch shuffles about as aliving “ghog.”
The publishing history of Long Day’ s Journey Into Night iswel known. O'Neill began
drafting the work in late March of 1940, and the following year he showed a draft to his

son, Eugene Jr. (Bogard, CP 985). In November 1945 O’ Neill placed a sealed copy of
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the play in a safe at Random House, with ingtructions that the play not be published until

twenty-five years after his death. He never intended the play to be produced (Bogard,
CP 988). But in 1952 he made hiswife Carlotta his sole literary executor, and after
O'Nelll’sdeath in 1953, she had the play published. This*“play of old sorrow, written in
tears and blood,” is somewhat paradoxica in its gothic quality. Although the gothic
devices are more subtle (the play uses metaphorical ghosts rather than literal ones) than in
the earlier family plays, the overal gothic mood has never been darker. It isasthough
O'Neill no longer needed to rely on external gothic props such as ghosts—the truth which
lay behind the walls of the Tyrone household was gothic enough. Each member of the
Tyrone family contains within himsdf or herself a Pandora s box of traumatic memories
which will, when opened, unleash their own gothic power. The gothic mood is here more
internalized, resding within the characters and thus much more concentrated, intense, and
persond. Furthermore, this pervasive gothic mood can be attributed to the biographical
dimengion of the play, for with Long Day’ s Journey Into Night, O’ Neill was mining his
own persona demons more deeply than in any other of hisworks.

The centra gothic character of Long Day’s Journey Into Night isthe dienated
mother, Mary Cavan Tyrone, who is clearly based on O’ Neill’sred mother. EllaO’ Naill,
like Mary Tyrone, attended convent school where she sudied piano. Jamie O'Nelll was
born to Ellaand James O’ Nelll in 1878, and a second son, Edmund, died at age two after

contracting meades from Jamie (Bogard, CP 968). Eugene was born in 1888, and his



61
mother was given morphine during her labor and afterward (969). It was during the

summer of 1903, when Eugene O’ Nelill was fifteen, that he learned the awful truth of his
mother’ s drug addiction when she tried to throw hersdf into Thames River outside the
family cottage while suffering from withdrawa symptoms. O’ Nelll responded to the shock
by renouncing rdigion and turning to dcohal (970). When his mother returned from a
sanatorium in spring of 1906 and “in good spirits,” O’ Neill dared to hope she might
recover (Bogard, “Higtorical” 95), but it was not until 1914 that Ella O’ Nelll finaly beeat
her addiction while staying at a convent. During the leven years that Eugene was avare
of hismother’s addiction, she must have seemed for him atype of degath-in-life gothic
ghost shuffling around the house upgtairs, trapped in a psychic abyss that pulled her dways
back to the padt, to a hgppier timein her memory. Thisis precisely the case with Mary
Tyrone. Mary’s dienation from her family sems from severa inddious habits, including
her drug addiction, her denids and deceptions, and her love/hate relationship with her
family, especidly her husband, James Tyrone.

In his stage directions, O’ Neill describes Mary as “thin,” with a“paée’ face and
“no makeup,” reminiscent of women like Ligeia or Madeline Usher from Edgar Allan
Poe sdories. Mary’'s hands move freneticaly, warped with arthritis. She has been home
for only two months, having gone away for trestment for her morphine addiction (36).
The resultant guilt over her drug addiction has resulted in characterigtic gothic paranoia, “a

psychotic disorder characterized by highly systematized delusions of persecution or
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grandeur with little deterioration” (Chaplin 324). These“dedusons’ are “perdagtent,”

“defended strongly by the patient,” and are “incapacitating” (Chaplin 324). Mary fears
being “watched” by her husband and children; she fears they mistrust her and that they
expect her at any moment to fal prey to morphine (17). The male gaze, from three pair of
eyes—James, Jamie, and Edmund—has become avigil. Vigils play animportant rolein
various works of gothic literature, including Raddliffe s The Italian, Charles Brockden
Brown’s Edgar Huntly, and various tales of Edgar Allan Poe. In many cases, the vigil is
prompted by the watcher’s sense of dread or guilt, waiting for something to happen. Elder
son Jamie redizes that his mother “watches us watching her” (38), so the vigil ingde the
Tyrone' s fog-enshrouded haunted houseis actudly a dua one prompted by mutud fear
and dread. Gothic literature often portrays a type of fear whose precise sourceis vague
and thus al the more terrifying since the causes are never known, only sensed or guessed
a. Returning to the psychology of gothic which | articulated at the beginning of this
chapter, the causes of the gothic fear may be interpreted as repressed, traumatic
memories. The traumaitsaf brought about a“break” in the mind's conception of time,
and o the traumatic memory was never fully processed in the first place, nor has it been
successfully repressed. So the traumati zed family member can never be certain ether of
what happened, nor of when the haunting memory will rear its heed.

Insde the Tyrone house, the family members fear not knowing wheat each other

will do, not knowing what this night holds for them, not knowing which past secrets will be
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brought to light through acerbic accusations. The Tyrone men fear Mary’ s wandering
around upgtairs, indeed, she may be a supreme metgphor for the wandering, shuffling
secrets of the Tyrone family which move about continualy upstairs—upstairs might here
be interpreted as a metaphor for the brain where memories are housed—threstening to
break out or come downdtairs at any moment, exposing the psychic gothic ruins of the
American family.

During the sixteen hours of thisday in August 1912, Mary undergoes a
transformation, as her repressed memories of trauma resurface to wreck her atemptsto
function normaly as amember of the family. At the beginning of the play, she gppearsto
be in good spirits, though her paranoiais obvious. By the second scene of Act Two,

O’ Neill’s stage directions describe her as “terribly nervous again . . . yet in contrast to this,
her expression shows more of that strange doofness .. .. “ (71). May'sinterna
conflict—quilt over her drug use and paranoia about being watched and monitored like a
crimina—have manifested themsalves in her outward gppearance, much like the grotesque
characters of Faulkner and O’ Connor, though more subtly. Mot often, Mary’ s guilt and
parancia are shown in her speech patterns. Jean Chothia notes that Mary’ s return to drug
useis“signaled by the shape of her speech” (115). Once she has relgpsed into drug use,
her speech becomes “frenetic” with “excited protests and nagging questions’: “Why is
that glassthere? Did you take adrink?’ (Chothia 116). In thisinstance, Mary is

interrogating Edmund. She is anxious about his tuberculogs, yet she denies the
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seriousness of his condition, inggting it ismerdly a“cold.” For amother like Mary who is
dienated from a genuine rdaionship of trust and intimacy with her family, denid has
become a habit, away of coping with redity. Just as she denies taking morphine
throughout the play, so she deniesthat her younger son is dying.

O’ Nelll uses gage effects to enhance the gothic atmospherein Long Day’'s
Journey Into Night. Specificdly, Act Three uses the sound of afoghorn “like a mournful
whaein labor” and the “warning ringing of bells on yachts’ (97). Both of these sounds
occur with more frequency as the plot unfolds; the sounds are ominous harbingers of
Mary’ s descent into madness and the Tyrone men’ s descent into venomous retdiation
againg one another. Thefog itsdf is presented as digtinct from the foghorn; in fact, the fog
sarves adifferent gothic function inthe play. Mary is drawn to the fog because as she
says, “It hides you from the world and the world from you,” but she hates the foghorn
because it “keegps reminding you, and warning you, and caling you back” (99). For
Mary, the fog is atype of feminine gothic space—"gothic” because it is a gpace of
haunting where the past memories arise and hold reign over present redity—in which she
can immerse hersdlf and drift psychicaly back into the past to a happier time when she
was an aspiring pianist and James Tyrone' s only true love. Though the memory of her
maiden days may have been happier for Mary than her present life, sheis no less haunted

for dl that: the return of the past memories verify the present horror she is attempting to

escape.
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Edmund Tyrone, the younger haunted son, has severd traits in common with his

mother. Like his mother, Edmund prefersto be shrouded by fog. Both Edmund and
Mary are wracked with physica pain, and for them the fog seems somehow escapist and
amdioraive, dbet temporarily so. Edmund tells his father of walking dong the beach that
night feding “asif | was a ghost belonging to the fog, and the fog was a ghost of the sea.
It felt damned peaceful to be nothing more than a ghost within aghost” (131). Aswith
Mary, the fog represents for Edmund an escape to atime before tuberculosis held sway
over hisbody. Unlike Mary, however, Edmund longs for degth as a permanent solution to
his tortured, traumatized psyche. During this same fog-induced reverie, Edmund muses on
how a metamorphosis would be preferable to his current gothic death-in-life gasis. He
tels hisfather,
| would have been much more successful asaseagull or afish. Asitis, |
will dways be a stranger who never feds at home. . . who must dways
be alittlein love with death. (153)
The dlusion to John Keats “Odeto aNightingae’ is got—Keats died of tuberculosis as
Edmund seems destined to do. The imminent threat of death seemsto have engendered in
Edmund a desth wish, reminiscent of a pervasive morbidity seen in early American gothic
literature. Characters such as Roderick Usher and Theodore Widland evinced a smilar
pervasive morbidity—a morbidity which perhapsfindsits culturd rootsin the high

incidence of death due to disease during the early years of America s settlement. But the
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threat of fatal disease is not the only reason Edmund might wish for deeth. The threat of

the past being resurrected—the more intensaly gothic threat—is an even more compelling
reason for him to seek death asaway out. While he was (figuratively) protected by the
fog during hiswak aong the beach, Edmund experienced momentary peace. Without the
protective shroud of fog, however, the past becomes unbearable.

Though Mary often denies her own drug addiction and bizarre behavior (like
deeping in the guest room and waking around upstairs during the night), she recognizes
that ultimately they are dl trapped by the past. Spesking of Jamie, Mary tdlls Edmund,
“He can’t help being what the past has made him” (64). Later, she tdlls her husband that
the past isthe “ present” and the “future too” (87), asserting the ability of the past—
especidly the past which haunts the family with regret and terro—to impinge on the
present and to dictate the future. James Tyrone, as agothic “fdlen father,” triesto
convince himsdf that the past can be buried by smply not discussing it. Hetdls Mary,
“Don’'t dig up what' s long forgotten. If you're that far gone in the past dreedy . . . what
will you be tonight?’ (86). The irony of his statement is evident: if what was dug up were
truly “forgotten,” then Tyrone would be unable to recal the memory and attempt to
repressit. In the American gothic family, to quote Gavin Stevens from William Faulkner’'s
The Town, “The past is never dead. It'snot eventhe past.” Nor isthe past ever
forgotten, and to deny the past is merdly to postpone itsinevitable resurrection. In the

same conversaion, Tyrone berates Mary for mentioning their dead baby, Eugene: “Can’t
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you let our dead baby rest in peace?’ (87). By naming the dead baby “Eugene,” O’ Neill

has here switched places with hisred brother Edmund who died at two years of age.
O'Nelll himself contracted tuberculosis and had to enter a sanatorium during 1912, the
sameyear thisplay issst. Theswitch issgnificant: O'Nelll in effect has murdered himself
in the play, thereby freeing himsdf from the haunted house with its gothic vortex of
memories, dlowing himsdf to step outsde and write,

Mary'sfind entrance is aso atype of exit as she succumbs fully to the ghost of the
past. Cloaked now in her wedding gown—her “mark of Cain,” since her marriage to
Tyrone was the beginning of her gothic journey—she descends the staircase, both literaly
and psychicdly. O’ Nelll’s stage directions testify to Mary’ s regression into the past. The
regression is so completely gothic that even her physical appearance has somehow
supernaturaly been transformed. The stage directions read:

The uncanny thing is that her face now appears so youthful. Experience
seemsironed out of it. It isamarble mask of girlish innocence, the mouth
caught inady amile. (102)
The Tyrone men watch in motionless horror, redizing that their worst fears have come
true, that their mutua ghost has materidized again. The play’ s gothic ending is thus
regressive and static. No one leaves the haunted house, and Mary’ s find speech draws

them dl back to the pre-1903 era before her sorrows began. Mary is the accusing ghost,
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especidly for her husband who is the only character to remember her during her

maidenhood.

Intherole of falen father, James Tyron€ ssinsare many. Asatraveling actor he
not only wagted histaent by immerang himsdf in asingle role, but he neglected hiswife by
leaving her donein hotd rooms night after night. As afather, he has negatively influenced
his sons to fallow his heavy-drinking lifestyle, yet he remains hypocritical about acoholism;
throughout the play Tyrone will offer his sonsadrink only to berate them for drinking too
much in the next moment. As a provider, he contains too much of “Gaspard the miser” to
send Edmund to a private sanatorium, yet he squanders enormous sums in buying up
worthless property in order to fed land-rich. The gothic falen father believes himsdlf to be
aways superior to his sons, whom he views as weak owing to their mother’ s influence.
Tyrone mocks Edmund’ s reading habits, ingsting that the Decadent and Symbolist poets
should be eschewed in favor of Shakespeare. But elder son Jamie—his namesake, James
Tyrone, J.—becomes the epecid victim of Tyrone' s animosity, making Jamie the play’s
real *haunted son.”

As a haunted son, Jamie is driven by amixture of guilt and remorse more than
anything. Jamie caused baby Eugene to contract the meades which killed him. Perhgps
Jami€ s quilt over Eugen€e' s death drives him to blame Edmund for their mother’s
morphine addiction: “It was you being born that drove mamato the dopel” hetels

Edmund. Jamie has tried unsuccessfully to emulate his father’ s prestigious acting career,



69
choosing ingtead to drown his failures with booze and prostitutes—ddiberate acts of sdif-

destruction, perhaps even sdf-flagdlation. Doris Fak states that Jamie chooses ugly, fat
prostitutes because doing so “feeds his sdf-hatred and his need for a mother subgtitute”
(30). Unable to contend with his father, Jamie finaly lashes out at the only other available
mae in the haunted house, younger brother Edmund.

Jean Chothia has pointed out that Jami€e' s venomous speech to Edmund near the
end of the play is presented as a string of staccato-like fragments, suggesting perhaps
Jami€ s difficulty in aticulating his rage and frudration: “Wanted you to fail. Always
jedlous of you. Resented your being born” (112). Though the phrases are spit out like
bullets, the speech is searingly honest, culminating with the gothic dlusion to Mary
Shelley’smagterpiece: “1 madeyou! You're my Frankengtein!” (164). Thisreferenceto
an ealier gothic text is sgnificant in degpening (even affirming) the gothic mood in the
Tyrone house, much as Edmund’ s predilection for morbid, “ Decadent” poetry suggests
that his death isimminent. With the Frankengtein dlusion, Jamie cagts himsdlf in the role of
Victor Frankengtein, with Edmund as the “mongter” he created—intentiondly and in the
hope that Edmund would replicate Jami€' s mistakes and sordid lifestyle, perhaps as atype
of gothic “double.” But neither Victor Frankenstein nor Jamie Tyrone was able to
completely control his*“monger,” and now Jamieistorn by guilt and regret over his
admitted negative influence on Edmund. By daming responshility for Edmund' stravalls,

Jamieisimplicitly shouldering the guilt for Edmund’ s impending degth, just as he was
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responsible years earlier for the death of baby Eugene. Significantly, Jami€’ s being

haunted does not end with the play’ s find lines—he is the only member of the Tyrone
family who resppearsin alater O'Nelll play. Likethetitle character in Charles Maturin's
gothic novel Melmoth the Wanderer, Jamie Tyrone carries his guilt with him wherever he
goes, even into O’'Nelll’sfind play, A Moon for the Misbegotten. Although athorough
treatment of A Moon for the Misbegotten is not possible here, the play isworthy of a
brief examination snce it gands as O'Nelll’slast gothic portrait and afind atempt to
exorcise his persond demons.

A Moon for the Misbegotten:

Unlike O’ Neill’s other family plays, A Moon for the Misbegotten beginswith
only one living member of the gathic family—haunted son Jamie Tyrone. Asin Long
Day’ s Journey Into Night, the playwright cast himsdf again in the role of Edmund Tyrone
whom we learn (through Jamie€) has recovered from his tuberculoss and is dive and well
(and absent) from the action of A Moon for the Misbegotten. In Long Day’ s Journey
Into Night, Jamie was haunted by past memories and persond guilt. In A Moon for the
Misbegotten heis haunted in amore treditional way—his aienated mother Mary has now
died, and Jamie is haunted by her memory and is driven into the arms of a surrogate
mother, Jose Hogan. The dienated mother’s ghost is more metaphorical than literd,
however, manifesting itsdf as a tormenting memory in Jami€' s psyche. David Savran has

described ghosts in modern drama as a* point of intersection between memory and
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history” (586). The ghost is“unfulfilled and gppears only to those characters who

themsdves are unfulfilled” (Savran 587). The gothic haunted son, Jamie Tyrone (and
Jamie O’'Nalll), is certainly one of the most “unfulfilled” charactersin the gothic family, and
isthus highly susceptible to the ghodt’ sinfluence.

O Nelll began writing A Moon for the Misbegotten in 1941, finishing it in 1943
(Bogard, CP 977). The play was not staged until February 1947, and O’ Neill reportedly
was not pleased with the production, which ran for barely five weeks. Though not as
thoroughly autobiographica as Long Day’ s Journey Into Night, the play does contain
some autobiographica dements—revolving around the aienated mother and the haunted
son—which are fundamentd to the play’s gothic aspects. 1n 1922, Ella O’ Neill died in
Los Angdles after a series of strokes. Jamie O'Nelll brought his mother’ s body home by
train after relgpsing into a depressive bout of heavy drinking. Her body arrived in New
Y ork on the ninth of March while Eugene O’ Neill’ s Provincetown Players were producing
The Hairy Ape (Bogard, CP 977). O’ Nelll attended neither his mother’ s funera service
nor her buria because he himsdf was recovering from a drinking binge. While Elld s degth
was traumatic for both her sons, Jamie was irrevocably devastated: one year after his
mother’ s death, Jamie entered a sanatorium where he died on November 8, 1923 (977).
In fact, the action of the play beginsin September 1923, only two months before Jamie€'s
death; when Jamie Tyrone bids Josie Hogan adieu without looking back, we may assume

he is heading toward desth. Because he is nearing death—though it is unclear whether he
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fully redizesthis—Jamieis an especidly haunted, gothic figure. My brief examination of A

Moon for the Misbegotten will concern itsdf with Jamie and how his haunted sate leads
him to seek out Josie Hogan as atype of surrogate mother, if only for one night.

Josie Hogan is atype of grotesque figure smilar to those employed by writers of
gothic like Carson McCullers, Truman Capote, and Flannery O’ Connor. Josie can be
Seen as a grotesque because her physica size and strength are intentionally exaggerated.
O’ Neill’ s stage directions describe Josie as twenty-eight years old, five feet eeven,
“around one hundred eighty” pounds, and “so oversize for awoman that sheisamost a
freek" (CP 857). Though Josie is*more powerful than any but an exceptionaly strong
man,” she has “no mannish qudity about her”; sheis“dl woman” (857). Jos€ s grotesque
features can be traced to her father, Phil Hogan, who is described as having a “thick
neck,” “barrd-like trunk,” “stumpy legs” little blue eyes” and “eyebrows that remind one
of awhite pig” (862). Besides his grotesque appearance, Phil Hogan follows in the line of
such “falen fathers’ as Ephraim Cabot and James Tyrone, S. Like these patriarcha
predecessors, Phil Hogan is obsessed with money and land-grabbing, and in his vulgar
mannerisms he seems to have much in common with the earthy Ephraim Cabot. After
initidly insulting his daughter by caling her a“great dut” and “overgrown cow,” Hogan
devises a scheme to use Jos€'s promiscuity to seduce Jm Tyrone and then to blackmail
him into paying them money to keep the indiscretion quiet. But Joseis resstant to her

father’ s grasping scheme, and her resistance is interwoven within a gothic, pseudo-
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Oedipd subtext involving Jm Tyrone, the haunted son. Not only does Josie rebd against

carrying out her father’s scheme, she becomes atype of surrogate mother for im Tyrone,
providing him with both physical affection and solace for his tortured psyche.

When Jm gppears at the Hogan farm in Act One, he has dready had some drinks
to sed hisnerves againg ddirium tremors. Hetells Josie that he is recovering from “one
of those heebie-jeebie nights where the booze keeps you awake” (877). Certainly, it was
just such anight that haunted him in Long Day’ s Journey Into Night, and in thissense A
Moon for the Misbegotten may be seen as a sort of epilogue or addendum to O’'Neill’s
masterpiece. Now that Mary Tyrone is dead, Jm turnsto Josie as atype of surrogate
mother in whom he can fulfill his Oedipa urges and attempt a vicarious reconciliation with
amother figure. AsAct One closes, Jm comments on Josi€' s “beautiful breasts,” and as
she leads him ingde to prepare amed, Jm exclams with ddight, “M other me, Josie. |
loveit” (891).

In Act Three, Jm’s Oedipus complex has become more pronounced, and as a
result he becomesincreasingly conflicted emotiondly. Though heis sexudly attracted to
Josie, he warns her repeatedly not to talk “raw” and discourages her from dluding to her
own sexua promiscuity. Doris Falk describes Jm as dternating “ between the coarse
crudty of adisllusoned lecher and the sweetness and smplicity of alittle boy crying for
his mother” (33). Jm warns Jose not to trust him too much, just as he had warned

younger brother Edmund in Long Day’ s Journey Into Night: “If you won't watch your
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sep, I've got to” (CP 919). Despite Jm'sinitid restraint, when Josie findly kisses him his

reaction is Smilar to that of Eben Cabot after histryst with Abbie Putnam in the dead
mother’ s parlor. O’ Neill describes Jos€ s kiss as a*“tender, protective, maternal passion
which he responds to with an ingant, grateful yielding” (927). Only after thiskissisJm
able to speak of his guilt regarding his mother’ s degth. Believing that his rdgpseinto
drinking hastened his mother’ s degth, Jm tells Josie of cavorting with afifty-dollar-a-night
whore on the train ride home while his mother’ s corpse lay in the adjacent cabin. Later—
like O'Nelll himsdf—he was too drunk to attend his mother’s funeral. Harold Bloom
observes that in many of O’ Neill’ s plays, confession “becomes another station on the way
to deeth” (7). Because he believes himsdlf to be his mother’s “killer"—or at least to be
responsible for her death—Jm' s quilt is extraordinary and prompts the characterigtic
gothic reference to ghosts.

Ghosts are dluded to on three occasionsin A Moon for the Misbegotten, and in
each case, they function as metaphors for repressed memories or persond guilt. In Act
Three, Jose saysto Jm, “You look asif you've seen aghogt,” and Jm replies, “1 have.
My own. He s punk company” (CP 912). By claming to have seen hisown ghost, Jmis
actudly confirming that the past—at least for the gothic haunted son—is never laid to rest:
“There is no present or future—only the past happening over and over again—now. You
can't get away fromit” (920). Later in Act Three, Jm tells Jose that it would be futile for

them to run away from their problems because “we d find our own ghosts waiting there to
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gregt us. .. " (923). Hispersond guilt, like a scarlet |etter, would follow him wherever he

fled. Thefind dlusion to ghosts gppearsin Act Four when Josie tdls Jm—much like
Abbie told Ebenin Desire Under the ElIms—that she senses the ghostly presence of
Mary Tyrone:

She hears. | fed her in the moonlight, her soul wragpped init like aslver

mantle, and | know she understands and forgives me, too, and her

blessing lies on me. (933)
Josie, like Abbie, tries to assure the haunted son that the dead, dienated mother approves
of their passion, even implying that this night of tender affection somehow has the power to
absolve them both of past guilt. Josi€' s sexua alure and reassurances, however, are not
enough to exorcise Jm Tyrone' s demons, nor can she prevent him from wandering down
the road toward his destiny. After Jm'’s departure, Josie findly recognizes the haunted
son for what he truly is—a death-in-life representation of torment and guilt: “1 didn’t
know he' d died dready—that it was adamned soul coming to me in the moonlight, to
confess and be forgiven and find peace for a night—" (937). Josi€' s epiphany, like many
in gothic literature, comes too late to save Jm. Canonica gothic works which indlude an
epiphany-come-too-late include Matthew Gregory Lewis s The Monk (where Ambrosio
redlizes a the end he has been duped by L ucifer), and Charles Brockden Brown's

Widand (where Widland redlizes he has been manipulated by the ventriloquist Carwin).
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Although Josie cannot save Jm, she hersdlf achieves some leve of redemption when she

refuses to acquiesce to her father’s scheme to blackmail Jm.

A Moon for the Misbegotten shows O'Nelll ill unable to free himsdf fully from
the gothic family, especidly from the haunted son—the character whom he himself most
cosdy resembled. Here, O'Neill must have identified in some way with Jm Tyrone sSince,
like Jm, O'Nelll was burdened by the guilt over his mother’s death and hisfalure to
properly pay her hislast respects. From O’ Neill, Sam Shepard learned the dramétic
power which results from portraying the American family struggling under the pressure of
its repressed memories and pent-up guilts.

Tennessee Williams:

Tennessee Williams s influence upon Shepard' s gothic vision of the American
family was perhaps more indirect than was O'Nelll’s. But Williams isimportant because
he provided for Shepard amode of gothic characterized by dramatic representations of
heightened psychic sates, often hysterica and rendered surredigticaly or symbolicaly. In
a 1978 interview with Cecil Brown, Williams stated his belief that “art is compressed and
there has to be exaggeration in art form to catch the outrageousness of redity” (qgtd. in
Dersnah 31). Moreover, Williams gothic families are not traditiond nuclear families like
the Tyrones or Mannons; rather, they are fragmented families suggesting deeper emotiona
and psychic ruptures. Thisisdue, in part, to sociologica factors such as urbanization and

its accompanying dienation and weakening of familid ties. Two of the three plays of
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Williamswhich | will examine—A Streetcar Named Desire and Suddenly Last

Summer—have an urban setting, specifically New Orleans. The urban American family
of the twentieth century is surrounded by noise, pollution, and crime—all ementswhich
exacerbate family tensgons. Findly, Williams' gothic family portraitsinvariably include a
least one character who is so emotiondly and psychically scarred by the past asto
become atype of caricature or grotesque. 1t is through the mind and memory of this
“midfit” character that Williams brings his audience into the redm of the gothic. Williams
uses various dramatic and stage effects to represent the psychic sate of the haunted family
member, and this psychic state builds to a terrifying crescendo as the character redlizes the
depth of hisor her own guilt. Two playsin particular, A Sreetcar Named Desire and
Suddenly Last Summer, employ the above methods to portray Williams' unique gothic
vison of the American family. | will examine both of these plays, aswdl as Williams last
and most experimentd gothic portrait, The Two-Character Play.
In the foreword to Sweet Bird of Youth (1959), Williams wrote:

All my life | have been haunted by the obsession that to desire athing or

to love athing intensdly isto place yoursdf in avulnerable postion . . . but

having dways to contend with this adversary of fear, which was

sometimes terror, gave me a certain tendency toward an atmosphere of

hygteria and violence in my writing.

(qtd. in Dersnah 29)
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This“hygteria’ and “violence” makes Williams use of the gothic more intensdly

concentrated and pronounced than O’'Nelll’s. Both A Streetcar Named Desire and
Suddenly Last Summer examine a central character who isamember of afamily, yet at
the same time—due to repressed memories and unnatural, voracious appetites—remains
an“outdder.” Inhisstudy The Gothic World of Tennessee Williams (1984), James
Dersnah observes that Williamsis * olsessed with the socid outsider, the character who is
unbalanced and extravagant in colorful ways’ (22). | would likefirgt to examine Blanche
DuBois as an example of this gothic outsider, followed by Sebastian Venable.

A Streetcar Named Desire:

While many of O’'Neill’sfamily playsinclude an isolated haunted house, in A
Streetcar Named Desire Williams has shrunken the haunted domestic space and |ocated
it in an urban setting. Both of these modifications are important to the play’ s gothic effect
on the central character, Blanche DuBois. The traditiona ancestral haunted mansion,
Bdle Reve, is described in the opening act as a“ plantation” with “white columns’ (19).
But Bdle Reve—the “beautiful dream”—became a nightmare for Blanche when she was
forced to participate again and again in that “long parade to the graveyard” as her family
members died off one by one and the estate was lost to creditors. The play begins with
Blanche having dready fled to the seedy bowels of New Orleans French Quarter where
Stela, her only living rddive, resdes a Elysan Fdds. The name“Elysan FHdds’ is

ironic, for the place is neither spacious (like afidd) nor blissful (like the felicitous afterlife in
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the mythologica reelm of Elysum). Ingead, Williams s Elysan Fiddsis a place of

confinement, of violence, and of terrifying sounds and images.

The apartment building is described as having “rickety outsde stairs and galleries
of quaintly ornamented gables,” the latter perhaps aluding to atype of sordid facade of
the Pyncheon mansion in Hawthorne' s The House of the Seven Gables, another
measterpiece of American gothic. Of course, the Kowa ski gpartment is not really haunted
until Blanche s arrival, since she brings with her the entourage of personad demons—in the
guise of traumatic memories—which are clamoring for rdease. By shrinking the haunted
mangon into alow-rent gpartment, Williams emphasi zes Blanche' s claustrophobia and her
redlization that the past isinescgpable and that the walls are—literdly and figuraively—
closing in upon her. The most driking instance of this sense of psychic entrapment occurs
in the play’ sfind scenes when Blanche isinundated with gothic images which throw up
“lurid reflections’ and “grotesque shadows on thewalls’ (128). Blanche attemptsto
escape her demons temporarily by hiding behind the closed door of the bathroom and
immersing hersdf beneath the hot water, but because the domestic space is so confining,
her escapes are short-lived. She will dways find Stanley Kowaski pounding on the
bathroom door, demanding to be admitted. Dersnah notes that images of doors and
heroinesin flight are gothic trademarks as old as Wdpole€' s The Castle of Otranto, with
doors representing repressed fear and guilt (88). Doors both hide (when the heroine flees

behind them) and disclose (when they are opened). The confining apartment where
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Blanche has sought refuge has become for her amenta and physica prison so that, in

Scene Ten, thereis no place for her to run when Stanley throws open the bathroom door
to reved himsdf as her “executioner” dressed in “red sk pyjames.”

Blanche' s physica gppearance and predilections are steeped in gothic illusions.
Her nameitsdlf suggests someone who is pae and cadaverous like many of Poe's
heroines. Infact, it comes as no surprise that Blanche is well-acquainted with the works
of Edgar Allan Poe, the only writer whom Blanche fed's could do “judtice’ to Elysan
Fields by accurately portraying its gloomy atmosphere (20). In the stage directions,
Williamstels usthat her “delicate beauty must avoid direct light” and “ something about her
uncertain manner suggestsamoth” (15). One of Blanche' sfirs commandsto Stellaisto
turn down the “merciless glare’ of the light bulb (19). Blancheislike amummy, wrapped
in darkness and trumpery, concedled behind closed doors, until the light reved s the truth
about her age. Blanche acknowledges as much, saying, “ Daylight never exposed so tota
aruin” (19). Williams " subgtitutes the protagonist’ s body for the architectura ruin of
traditiona gothic to demongtrate the destructive power of time’ (Dersnah 77). Not only
does Blanche' saversion to light suggest amummified cadaver, it so suggests avampire,
When confronted by Mitch about her profligacy, Blanche hystericaly confesses that she
brought her “victims’ to the “ Tarantula Arms,” implying that she not only seduced the men
but aso consumed them, figuratively spesking. Like avampire, Blanche s voracious

sexudity focuses itsdf mogt typicaly on younger men like her suicidd husband Allan Grey
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or the boy collecting for the Evening Star. Blanche seemsto believe that “young blood”

will prolong her life and dow her physica decay. But just astrauma victims invariably fail
to repress completely their traumatic memories, so does Blanche' s struggle to retain her
youth and vitdity fal and give way to a pervasive fadism.

Fadidtic characters have populated American gothic literature from the eighteenth
century onward, including Theodore Wieland from Charles Brockden Brown's novel and
Poe' s Roderick Usher. Blanche s fatdism stems not only from the horror of “dl those
deaths’ a Belle Reve and her guilt over her hushand' s suicide, but also from a sort of
anticipatory dread over her own impending “ degth,” whether physical or psychic. Blanche
describes to Mitch the shock she felt upon discovering her husband in bed with an older
mae lover: “It was like you turned a blinding light on something that had aways been half
in shadow . . . “ (95). Unable to face the glaring truth, Blanche has ever since preferred
shadow, itsdlf atraditional symbol of death: “1 like the dark. The dark is comforting to me”’
(116).

In Scene Six, Blanche s guilt over her husband' s desth manifests itsdlf asthe
sound of alocomotive which gives way to a polkatune and finaly apistol shot. The polka
tune and sound of apistol shot recur in Scene Nine as Blanche edges ever closer to her
fina gothic plunge into madness. Blanche sfatd vison culminates with the appearance of
the “blind Mexican woman wrapped in adark shawl” sdling flowers for the dead near the

end of Scene Nine: “Hores paralos muertos’ (120). Whether the woman isred or
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imagined, she appears as atype of accusatory Grim Regper, reminding Blanche that her

past isinescgpable. Blanche hersdf had used the term * Grim Regper” when describing to
Stellahow she logt Belle Reve: “The Grim Reaper had put up histent on our doorstep”
(27). From Scene One throughout the play, Blanche has been obsessed with death, and
Williams has used stage and sound effects as a harbinger of a gothic, haunted psyche.

In the play’ sfina scenes, Williams uses light and sound effects to portray
Blanche' s own psychological death. In Scene Ten, her terror of Stanley is symbolized by
the “lurid reflections’ on thewalls and “ shadows’ which are “grotesque and menacing” as
“the night isfilled with inhuman voiceslike criesin ajungle’ (128). Clearly, these sensory
phenomena represent Blanche's mentd state—quilt over her husband' s suicide and her
subsequent anxiety which drove her in congtant search for companionship: as shetdls
Stella near the beginning of the play, “I can’t bedone! Got to be with somebody!”
Blanche's sense of dread turns out to be portentous. only moments after these “lurid
reflections’ and “inhumean cries’ occur, Stanley atacks her. Blanche s heightened intuition
(common in gothic literature), seems to have given her a premonition of Stanley’s
assault—"that man is my executioner” (93). Stanley is Blanche' s executioner in the sense
that he assassnates her fantasies and forces redlity upon her, chalenging her aleged
telegram from aweathy admirer and mocking her fake fur-pieces and “Mardi Gras’ ouifit.

Once Stanley, as the voice of redlity, has pushed Blanche over the edge into madness, the
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play’sfind scene shows Blanche mentdly preparing hersdlf for the find leg of her gothic

journey.

Ruby Cohn has described Blanche DuBois as” Williams masterpiece of
contradiction” whaose clothes “reflect her divided nature—moth-like white for day and red
satin for intimacy” (60). But in thisfina scene, Blanche has doaked hersdlf in an outfit of
“DellaRobbiablue” “the blue of the old Madonna paintings’ in afutile, outward gesture
of looking backward to atime when she was chaste and worthy of asaint’s or martyr's
desth:

| shdl die of eating an unwashed grape one day out on the ocean . . . And
I’1l be buried at sea sawn up in a clean white sack and dropped
overboard—at noon—in the blaze of summer—and into an ocean as blue
asmy firg lover’ s eyes. (136)
If we may assume that her “first lover” was Allan Grey, the boy whom she married, then
we see Blanche gill unable to free hersdf from the guilty memories surrounding his degth.
Her fantasy of aworthy degth is punctuated by another sound effect, this time the chiming
of cathedrd bells, suggesting holiness or sanctification. But this moment is short-lived; the
chiming cathedrd bells quickly give way to the haunting sounds of the “Varsouviana’
which is now “filtered into aweird distortion, accompanied by the cries and noises of the

jungle’ (139). The“lurid reflections’ on the wals have returned dso. Adding to this
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psychic overload, the Matron’ s salutation—" Hello, Blanche’—becomes a menacing echo

in Blanche' stortured psyche, “reverberating as through a canyon of rock” (139).

Steven Ryan has observed that gothic “ operates by tension, aredtricting of forces
which dlows only vertica maotion . . . images piled one upon the other until the weight
becomes nearly unbearable, and the only options are transcendence or death” (qtd. in
Dersnah 16). The gothic hero or heroine is inundated with terrors (red or imagined) until
his or her senses are overwhelmed and, since physical flight is nearly dwaysimpossble, he
or she must make afina stand—a stand which often resultsin physica or psychologicd
desth. Blanche has reached thisleve of the “unbearable” but then the voice of the
Doctor bresks through with its soothing tone: “Miss DuBois.” At the sound of the
Doctor’ s voice, the eerie shadows and noises fade away. Joseph Riddel has described
the psychiarigsin Williams plays as atype of “surrogate artis- priest” who “tempers
psychoandysis with arather indeterminate mysticism” (21). Certainly thereis no obvious
reason why the Doctor’ s voice should, by itsdf, be remedid for Blanche. But it isavoice
from the “outsde’ world, and it is a voice from the present which perhaps bresks through,
at least momentarily, the din of Blanche' s demons.

Blancheisled offsage “asif she were blind,” suggesting perhaps that she has
surrendered fully to the doctor’ s care—*| have dways depended on the kindness of
strangers’—or else succumbed finaly to her gothic past and now exigtsin asort of life-in-

degth state, much like Mary Tyrone sfind “exit” in Long Day’ s Journey Into Night. As
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ardativey early work, A Streetcar Named Desire shows Williams dlowing his gothic

heroine to exit more or less gracefully.  Some of hislater works were increasingly violent
and macabre, providing death as the only escape for the tortured, gothic protagoni<t.
Such is the case with Sebagtian Venable from Suddenly Last Summer.

Suddenly Last Summer:

Suddenly Last Summer presents, in a classic gothic frame-tale Structure, a
portrait of Sebastian Venable, aman who is a once “the greatest saint and grossest
snner” (Dersnah 141). The name* Sebadtian” recdls the ancient martyr pierced by arrows
looking heavenward for his salvation, and Violet Venable tdls us, “My son waslooking
for God.” The frame-tde device dlows Williams to achieve the gothic effect of deferred
horror, atechnique whereby a horrifying revelation is hinted at but immediately postponed,
only to be reveded gradualy and after much suspense. One classic gothic example of this
deferred horror is the famous black veil scene in Anne Raddiffe s The Mysteries of
Udolpho (parodied in Jane Austen’s Northanger Abbey) where readers must wait for
dozens of pages before learning whether the vell concedls a corpse or merely awax figure.
Inthis play, the truth of Sebagtian’s degth is reveded paingtakingly through the tale spun
by Catharine Holly. This horrific tale—with its graphic, grotesque images—caused
Williams to have some misgivings about how the play would be received by audiences and

critics.
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The play wasfirg performed off-Broadway at the Y ork Playhouse on January 7,

1958, as part of atwo-play production entitled Garden District (Londres 12). Williams
has said of thisplay, “1 thought | would be criticaly tarred and feethered and ridden on a
fencerall out of the New Y ork theatre” (Londres xi). Williams' anxiety was probably well
founded since the play deds with such controversa topics as homosexudity, cannibaism
and pedophilia. Since gothic involves “the unspeskable’ (Sage and Smith 14), it provided
Williams with the tools through which he could communicate these disconcerting subjects,
just as gothic dlowed O’ Neill to findly “spesk” of histraumetic family memoriesin Long
Day’s Journey Into Night. In 1950, Williams had written the Introduction to the second
edition of Carson McCullers Reflectionsin a Golden Eye wherein he had defended
gothic asinvolving

akind of spiritud intuition of something dmost too incredible and shocking

to talk about . . . the incommunicable something which we shdl have to

cal mystery whichisso ingpiring of dread . . . .

(qtd. in Dersnah 27)

Theplay isset in Violet Venable s garden, which is*blended with” the interior of a
“mangon of Victorian Gothic style in the Garden Didtrict of New Orleans’ (FP 9). From
Williams stage directions, it is unclear where the garden ends and the house begins.
Sonificantly, Williams uses the term “ Gothic” to denote the architecturd style. (Thisisthe

firsg and only of the playsin this study to specificaly use the term “Gothic” in describing
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the stage set). The garden is described as having “a savage nature” with “violent” colors

suggesting “organs of abody torn out, till glisening with undried blood.” Theair is
permeated with “harsh cries and shilant hissings,” recdling Blanche DuBois s most
terrifying moments. Williams has here taken the stage effects which he used intermittently
in Sreetcar and made them a congtant fixture. Thusthe gothic effects from Sreetcar are
made much more explicit in Suddenly Last Summer.

The plot isareworking of a Greek myth wherein Pentheus was torn gpart by
Maenads, the female worshippers of Dionysus. Students of gothic literature will aso recal
the horrific ending of Matthew Gregory Lewis s The Monk when Ambrosio istorn gpart
by birds after being cast from a precipice by Satan. But Sebagtian’s hideous deeth is only
one of two horrors examined in the play; the other is the precarious menta sate of
Sebadtian’s cousin, Catharine Holly. When the play begins, Violet Venable is plotting to
have Catharine lobotomized in order to silence her. The audience is never sure whether
Catharine is eventualy lobotomized—whether Doctor Cukrowicz acquiescesto Violet's
find demand that he “ cut this hideous story out of her brain!” Thisindeterminacy addsto
the play’ s gothic effect, for the possibility of Catharing s being lobotomized hangs like the
sword of Damocles. even after the find curtain closes, for dl we know, Catharine may
have been taken away againgt her will and surgically mutilated.

In 1937, Williams mother had authorized alobotomy for his Sster Rose, who is

perhaps best remembered as the modd for Laura Wingfield in The Glass Menagerie. In
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fact, rase symbols abound in many of Williams plays, including Suddenly Last Summer.

Like Rose Williams, Catharine Hally has endured physica and mentd torturesinflicted
upon her by relatives. She has been incarcerated a St. Mary’ s sanatorium and appears to
be headed for an even more dismal indtitution called Lion's View. Catharine has suffered
numerous painful procedures—"1’ ve been stuck so often that if you connected me with a
garden hose I'd make agood sprinkler” (FP 67)—and now she exigts hdf in and haf out
of redity, like Blanche DuBois. Like Blanche (and Mary Tyrone), Catharineis caught in a
gothic past which she relives incessantly: early in Scene Two, Catharine cries out,

“WHEN CAN | STOP RUNNING DOWN THAT STEEP WHITE STREET IN
CABEZA DE LOBQO?’ (FP 39). For her, the day of Sebagtian’s death is dways
present, seared into her mind.

Catharine s uncertainty about her own sanity has created a psychic void in which
shewalks done, and she pleads for the Doctor to hold her—*"It’slonelier than desath, if
I’'vegonemad!” (FP 71). (Tenyearslater, in The Two-Character Play, Williamswould
explore more fully the implications of alondly, psychic space where gothic terrors are
alowed to reign unchecked). Catharine' s zombie-like mentd gateisintensfied when
Doctor “Sugar” injects her with truth-telling serum before he interrogates her. Like Mary
Tyrone, drugs ensure that Catharine will become Cassandra-like, atruth-sayer. Welearn
that Catharine' s descent into madness began the previous winter when she was seduced

and jilted by a married man during aMardi Grasbal. Asaway of coping with the
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trauma, Catharine began to write ajournd in third-person: “’ She'sdill living this

morning,” meaning thet | was’ (FP 66). The past has become a perpetud present asa
result of the trauma Catharine suffered.

In this precarious menta and emotiona state, Sebagtian approached Catharine
with the proposd that she accompany him on his summer excursion. His mother, Violet,
had suffered a stroke—which Violet's vanity will not dlow her to admit—and the stroke
disfigured one sSde of her face, making it impossible for Sebagtian to “use’ his mother to
procure mae lovers for himself. Catharine explains to the Doctor, “We all use each other
and that’ swhat we think of aslove, and not being able to use each other iswhat' s—hate’
(63). With his mother transformed into a grotesque, Sebastian turns to cousin Catharine
as his new travel companion. Ironicaly, Catharin€ s highly-charged gothic state—brought
on by last winter’ s jilting, Sebastian’ s violent death, and the Doctor’ s truth-telling serum—
makes her the perfectly credible soothsayer who reved s for us the diabolica nature of
Sebastian Venable.

In Sebastian Venable, more than any other single character of O’'Neill or Williams,
we have the gothic monster come down from the castle to terrorize the villagers. The
monster has been made “modern” and thus more cunningly disguised, but heisno lessa
mongter for dl that. James Dersnah uses the term “anti-hero” to refer to villainsin gothic
literature, most of whom were “never thoroughly evil” but rather “full of “contradictory

impulses’ (18). But whereas eighteenth and nineteenth century gothic villains like
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Montoni, Schedoni, and Falkland were a once “beautiful and terrifying, admirable and

repdlant,” Irving Mdin notes that modern American gothic villains are “ petty narcisssts’
rather than “Faudtian overreachers’ (gtd. in Dersnah 19). Gothic villainsin British novels
are nearly dways from the aristocracy, possessng both the titles and financia wherewithd
to impose their will upon the lower classes. But in modern American literature, the gothic
villanisrardy from the upper class, for, in the democratization of America, gothic villains
can be found on any street corner, and in every socio-economic class. Moreover, while
British gothic villains sat their Sghts on empire-building, politica advancement, or extorting
opulent estates from hapless heroines, modern American gothic villains set their sghtson
more bana matters, such as where their next drink is coming from, or how best to satiate
their sexud appetite on any given evening. Certainly, Sebagtian Venable isaprimary
example of thistype of petty narcissst. Violet Venable confirms her son’s narcissiam,
describing how he was a* snob” who “ingsted upon good looks in people around him . . .
he had a perfect little court of people around him aways’ (FP 22). It isimportant to note
that Sebastian’s narcissism and rapaciousness toward the village boys of Cabeza de Lobo
islinked to his position of economic superiority. Hiswedth and status abet his disdain of
his sexud victims, and thus he follows in along line of British gothic villains, like Count
Dracula, who prey on their socio-economic inferiors.

Judith Wilt has described the gothic villain'srise and fdl asan “arc” whereby a

“dilation of power leadsto decay” (qtd. in Dersnah 142). In Sebastian’s case, his
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“dilation of power” occurs during his find summer trip with Catharine where he alows free

reign to his sexud gppetites after enjoying impunity year after year during trips with his
mother. Heady with power and sdlf-confidence, Sebastian’sfind summer excurson
involvesthe “decay” of dl sdf-restraint and mora decency. Thearc involvesthehero's
“atempts to reach an idedl” followed by a“vision of cosmic disorder which mirrors his
own internd disorder.” This vison undermines him, leading him to “return to society for the
purpose of being destroyed” (qtd. in Dersnah 142). The “ided” which Sebagtian ams at
is multi-faceted, but it is rooted in his vanity, fagtidiousness, and his belief that he should
deny himsdf nothing.

Sebadian’s vanity owes much to his mother’ sinfluence. Violet is garrulous,
impossibly vain, and quick to defend her son’s reputation and memory. Though Williams
reputedly adored his own mother, Edwina, he said of her in a1975 NY Times interview,
“She had the gift of gab . . . that underlying hysteria gave her great doquence. | ill find
her totaly mystifying—and frightening. It's best we stay away from our mothers’ (gtd. in
Londres 27). Violet tells the Doctor, “My son, Sebastian, and | constructed our days. . .
carved out each day of our liveslike apiece of sculpture—Y es, weleft behind us atrail
of dayslikeagdlery of sculpture!” (FP 26). Yet Violet inggsthat the lives of most
people are like “trails of debris,” evincing her supercilious attitude. The Venables' vanity
aso involves their obsession with staying young: “It takes character to refuse to grow old,

Doctor,” Violet says proudly (FP 23). When Violet and Sebastian vacationed together,
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Violet dams proudly that onlookers mistook them for a couple of lovers—“we were a
famous couple’ (FP 25). Violet hersdf was quite happy to maintain thisilluson: thus,
implied incest again evinces itsdf as an ingredient in the American gothic family, just asit
had in O’'Neill’'s Desire Under the EImsand Mourning Becomes Electra.

Besides his vanity, Sebagtian’s fastidiousness leads him to disdain other people,
especidly the plebeians whom he both victimizes and loathes. Catharine describes how
she and Sebastian were lunching a a café when aband of locd children and youths
pressed in close to the café window, crying out for bread (“Pan!”) and playing crude,
homemade indruments. Sebadtian feds revulsion, and he indsts that they leave that “filthy
place’:

Don't look at those little mongters. Beggars are a socid disease in this
country. If you look at them, you get sick of the country, it spoilsthe
whole country for you. (FP 84)
At this point, in the last minutes of hislife, Sebagtian has dready experienced the “vison of
cosmic disorder which mirrors his own interna disorder” and, for dl his gpparent disgust
toward the band of beggars, he now selects these beggars as the instrument of his
destruction. Asa“cdlarvoyant,” Sebastian had forewarned his mother, “Y ou’ re going to
live longer than me”’ (FP 13). The"vision of cosmic disorder”—a sort of gothic parody of

asant’s bestific vison—is uniquely American in that Sebastian wanted to vist the
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Gdapagos Idands after reading Herman Méelville s sory, “The Encantadas.” Violet

describes the sight which Sebastian hungered to see firgt-hand:
As the hatched sea-turtles made their dash for the sea, while the birds
hovered and swooped to attack . . . They were diving down on the
hatched sea-turtles, turning them over to expose their soft undersides,
tearing their undersides open and rending and egting their flesh. (FP 16)
Williams amplifies the horror of this visua description usng sound effects, much as he had
donein A Streetcar Named Desire. During Violet's speech, the “harsh cries of the
birds’ come in “rhythmic waves like a savage chant” (FP 16). The Encantadasvision is
mirrored in Sebagtian’s hideous desth; Cathering' s description of his deeth is punctuated
by the “oompa’ sound of the villagers homemade instruments:
The band of naked children pursued us up the steep white street . . .
Sebadtian Sarted to run and they al screamed at once and seemed to fly
intheair . . . When we got back to where my cousin Sebastian had
disappeared in the flock of featherless, little black sparrows. . . he was
lying naked . . . They had devoured partsof him . . . what was |eft of him,
that looked like a big white-paper-wrapped bunch of red roses had been
torn, thrown, crushed!—againg that blazing whitewadl. (FP 92)
Some critics view Sebadtian, in his degth, as atype of “Eucharidtic sacrificid victim”

(Debusscher 129) and assert that through his desth Sebastian has “atoned for his guilt
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through ritudistic suicide’” (Dersnah 206). Consequently, characters such as Blanche

DuBois and Sebadtian Venable may dicit in many readers—and probably in Williams
himsdf—some measure of sympathy. Arthur Ganz observes, “ beneeth the skin of the
Chrigt-like martyr . . . liesthe transgression that made the author destroy him,” so that
Williams has a*“ sdf-lacerating desire smultaneoudy to praise and to punish” (100).
Williams' conflicting attitude toward his“anti-hero” is reflected in Sebastian’ s death—as
gruesome asit was, the death was nevertheless a ddliberate suicide, suggesting that
Sebadtian findly accepted responghbility for his actions.

The manner of Sebastian’s death is gruesome and viscerd, an appropriate end for
a man whaose concupiscence consumed his every desire. During his summer excursion with
Catharine, Sebastian had spoken of men as though they were “items on a menu—' That
one s ddicious-looking, that oneis appetizing,’” or ‘that oneis not appetizing” (FP 39).
Just as Sebadtian had refused to reign in his own monstrous sexua appetites, so is he done
in by avengeful “hunger” when his erswhile victims now cannibdize him. If Sebadtian’s
degth isin fact an attempt to atone for his guilt, then Williams' use of white imagery
suggests Sebadtian’ s gesture toward atonement.  The color white is mentioned more than
thirty timesin the play’ sfinad scene. Like Blanche, Sebagtian seems to have sought
purification from his sins through his degth. Whereas Blanche' s death was psychologica

and metaphoricd, Suddenly Last Summer shows Williams going even further. Both of
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the play’s centra gothic characters, Catharine and Sebastian, have been destroyed—the

former mentaly and emotiondly, and the latter physcaly.

Seemingly, Williams had gone has far as he could in depicting a highly-charged
gothic state; what more could he do? Williams would answer this question in 1967 with
The Two-Character Play, awork which Williams caled “my mog beautiful play since
Streetcar” (Bigsby, “Vaedictory” 135). | would like briefly to examine how more gothic
dementsin this play placeit a the zenith of Williams gothicism.

The Two-Character Play:

Williams' particular fondness for The Two-Character Play, one of his most
experimental works, is evinced in the play’ s lengthy development and revison. The
extensve revisonsto the play’ stext, stretching over severd years and including changing
the play’ stitle to Out Cry (and back again), suggests some difficulty with the work on
Williams part. The play wasfirst produced at the Hampstead Thesater in London in
1967. On July 8, 1971, arevised version of the play was produced at the Ivanhoe
Thesater in Chicago under its new title, Out Cry. Two yearslater, athird revison was
produced at the Lyceum Thesater in New Y ork, and by August 1975 afourth revision, to
which Williams restored the origind title, gppeared at New Y ork’ s Quaigh Theater
(Londres 16). Accordingto C. W. E. Bigshy, The Two-Character Play addresses an
“ontologica question”—"whét isthe nature of redlity and how was it to be known?’

(“Vdedictory” 131). In Bigsby’sview, the play is“a conversation between the mae and
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femde sdes of Williams senghbility,” and it provides a glimpse of Blanche DuBois world

“after she has entered the menta hospital” (“Vaedictory” 135). Theplay’s
experimentalism involves its metatheatricdity: we are watching a play about aplay.
Occasiondly the characters address the audience directly, asking the spectators to
“Imagine the curtain isdown” (Bigsby, “Vaedictory” 133). The characters themsalves,
Felice and Clare, are brother and sister. Both are former mental patients and thus are not
whoally credible—just as Blanche DuBois and Catharine Holly were unrdiably “gothic”
story-tellers.

Fdice and Clare live in a house where both the telephone service and dectricity
have been disconnected, heightening the sense of isolation. This gothic haunted house is
much more macabre than any other examined thus far—we learn that the children’ s father,
an adtrologer, murdered their domineering mother and then shot himself. Both killings
took place in Clare s bedroom. Aswitnessed in O’ Neill’s family plays, this play depictsa
conscious, flawed decison by the falen father as bringing about the family’ sruin. Felice
and Clare have scarcdly | eft the house since the tragedy because they fear gossip from
others, much like LaviniaMannon boards hersdf insde the house at the end of Mourning
becomes Electra. Fdice and Clare are trgpped, figuratively and literdly, by a parayzing
fear and by the locked doors of the theater in which they find themsdves.

The most intensdly visud gothic device in the play isthe Sage sat. Williams has

taken the light and sound effects from Streetcar, made them more explicit in Suddenly
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Last Summer, and now exploited them fully in an attempt to creste a visud, corpored

gothic space—one that by its very nature will be “incomprehensible’” (Dersnah 177).
Williams writes that the stage set “must not only suggest the disordered images of amind
gpproaching collgpse but dso . . . the phantasmagoria of the nightmarish world thet al of
uslivein at present, not just the subjective but the trueworld . . . “ (Two-CP 1). Clearly,
the set is symboalic of atortured, gothic mind—as though we were looking insde the
psyche of Blanche DuBois or Catharine Holly. The physica setting isa sunny interior of a
living room in the southern town of New Bethesda, complete with Victorian furnishings
and awindow through which tal sunflowers can be seen. But Williams stage directions
describe the living room interior as “incomplete” Theidyllic scene is merely a counterpoint
for that which surrounds it—the backstage clutter of a theatre where debris, ropes, and
scattered props are plainly visble to the audience—and this scene suggests the darming
proximity of madness impinging upon a deceptively quaint milieu. In his notes, Williams
wrote that it was hisintention “to give these outsde, impersond forces a certain ‘ mythic’
quaity” (qtd. in Dersnah 188). Thuswe find Williams usng terms like “labyrinth”—a
classic gothic trademark which aso suggests a tortured psyche—to describe Mr.
Grossman's office tucked away in the Market (Two-CP 35). Perhaps the most explicitly

gothic component of the Stage set is a giant statue which is visble from backstage.
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Of the unassembled set pieces which clutter the backstage area, the most

prominent is a (papier-méaché) statue of a giant, pedestaled, which has a
sniger look. (Two-CP 1)
This prop looms, not only as a silent, threatening sentinel, but dso as an example of gothic
spectacle and excess, much like the giant helmet which crushes Manfred’s son in the
opening of Horace Walpol€ s gothic nove, The Castle of Otranto.

The stage st is augmented by sound effects which reinforce the threatening nature
of the environment surrounding Felice and Clare. Rather than primitive jungle cries and
hissing noises which permesated Streetcar and Suddenly Last Summer, Williams employs
hollow, metdlic sounds suggesting modernization rather than primitiviam (54). In thisplay,
the musc (Villa-Lobos “Brasilianas”) comes from avisible tape recorder rather than from
amydgerious source asit did in Sreetcar. Other haunting sounds, this time resembling
human laughter, suggest that the parents' ghosts continue to stalk the house—early in Act
One, the children hear “ahoarse mae laugh and the shrill laugh of awoman” somewhere
overhead (18). Their parents will aways be “with” them, in the gothic sense of the
tortured psyche.

Williams' characters exhibit terror toward their Situation, and the source of their
terror isrooted in “real” events—which are recognizable and ingrained in memory—from
which they cannot escape. The windowless theater reminds Felice and Clare of various

enclosed spaces, including a*“prison” (Two-CP 55); Clare aso uses the term “desth
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chamber” to refer to the bedroom where their parents murder-suicide occurred (Two-CP
19). When Clarefirst appears onstage, she does so in the “Gothic door” of the backstage
area, shrouded in a*“ ghodtly spill of light,” and she has an “apparitiona look about her”
(Two-CP 3). Itisasthough Clareis dready dead when the play begins. The perceived
threat of the externd environment is heightened by the characters extraordinary sensbility
and acute consciousness. Felice cdlaimsto fed the house breathing on his neck as though
saying to him, “You can't go awvay. Giveup. Comeinand stay” (Two-CP 46). Asin
Streetcar, door imagery is used to suggest a portal beyond which lie dreadful secrets.
Clare recdls the horrifying moment when her mother opened the bedroom door:

No sign of recognizing me a the door, no greeting, alook of surprise, till

she opened her mouth on a soundless fountain of blood . . .. (Two-CP

20)
Upon being confronted by this horrific memory, Feliceydlsa hissster to“LET IT
REST!” (20). But that is precisely the point—gothic literature does not alow the past to
“rest.” Instead, the past impinges on the present, often resulting in subconscious behavior
such as somnambulism. Felicetells Clare, “Lagt night, you wandered about the house,
upstairs and down, asif you were looking for something” (20). Beginning with Charles
Brockden Brown's Edgar Huntly, deepwalking has been used in American gothic
literature to suUggest a restless consciousness, often repressed guilt, which haunts the victim

who perhaps hopes to change the past traumatic experience. Judith Herman describes
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victims of post-traumatic stress syndrome as suffering from “hyperarousal,” and this state

of “permanent dert” is onein which “the traumatized person startles eadily, reactsirritably
to smal provocations, and deegps poorly” (Herman 35). Other times the victim may
“reenact” the moment of trauma“with afantasy of changing the outcome of the dangerous
encounter” (Herman 39). Clare’'s somnambulism seems to be an atempt to change the
horror that has transpired, but of course her efforts are futile. The past cannot be
escaped.

Not only isthe houseitsdf haunted by the murder-suicide of the children’s
parents, but the outside world isamaevolent anagam of threatening forces which has left
Fdice and Clare suffering acutely from parancia. Somewhere, “out there,” Grossman's
Market has cancelled their credit; the Acme Insurance Company refuses to pay them thelr
father' s life insurance benefits; and the utility companies have cut off service to the house,
All of these outside forces are economic entities whose “attack” on the children involves
withholding money, goods, or services. Gothic, as atype of psychologica spotlight which
unmasks and intensifies man' s darkest motives and desires, has dways proven an apt tool
for critiquing economics. From Manfred scheming to keep hiswedth in Wapole' s The
Castle of Otranto to the Pyncheons steding Matthew Maul€e sland in Hawthorne s The
House of the Seven Gables, gothic has reveadled economic explaitation of the lower
classes by the upper classes and has attempted to use supernatural means to combat this

exploitation. But for Felice and Clare, there will be no saving epiphany or reversd of
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fortune. They are safe neither ingde nor outside. They congder leaving the house to vist
Grossman's Market, but Clare is afraid of vicious neighborhood boys who once scrawled
an obscene word on their fence. Dangers abound inside the house, too. Felice has hidden
their father’ s revolver—a reminder of the horrific past and a symbol of impending desth—
which lurks as a congtant threat. Felice becomes exasperated by their confinement and
indststhat they must go outside or give up “dal but one possible thing” (Two-CP 40).
Critics have varioudy interpreted this cryptic statement to mean ether incest or, more
likely, desth.

A desth wish permesates the entire play. James Dersnah believes that Felice and
Clare “attempt to cope with their fear of death by conscioudy choosing it as a playwright
might make an artistic decison to end his play with adeath scene” (194). At the end of
Act One, Fdicetries to suffocate Clare with a pillow, but his attempt fails and they declare
an intermisson (Dersnah 188). In the play’ s closing moments, Felice has loaded their
father’ s revolver and waked away from the gun to stare out the window. Clare takes the
gun and pointsit at Felice sback. Felice, under the spell of adeath wish, commands his
gder, “Do it while you 4ill can!” (Two-CP 62). Death would be a welcome escape from
this incomprehensible gothic space and its awful memories. But there is no escape, no
santly suicide like that with which Sebastian Venable escaped his demons. Clare drops
the gun, exclaming, “I can’t!” Brother and Sster embrace as the lights fade out,

imprisoned in agothic world which is“ detic,” atype of “cul-de-sac” (Dersnah 13).
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Perhaps the find embrace between Fdice and Clare is Williams own symbolic gesture

toward atonement, a*“lovingly haunting tribute” to his Sster Rose (Londres 29).

Wracked with guilt over his sster’ s lobotomy (which Williams believed he somehow might
have prevented), Williams later took financia responsibility for her care. Just asO'Nelll’s
late plays were highly persond atempts to quiet his own inner demons, perhaps The Two-
Character Play served asmilar purpose for Williams.

Both Eugene O’ Neill and Tennessee Williams were important dramatic ancestors
for Sam Shepard. While Shepard' s earliest plays are experimenta, as his work matured
Shepard gravitated toward gothic portraits of the American family, following in the
footgteps of O'Neill and Williams. Shepard' s shift away from experimentd drama dso
mirrored the larger shift in American culture, asthe politica radicaism and aesthetic
experimentation of the 1960’ s gave way to the more sedate 1970'sand 80's. O’ Nl
provided Shepard with recognizable character types which mirrored Shepard’s own life
experience—the fdlen father, the dienated mother, and the haunted son. Williams
provided Shepard with models of phantasmagoria and violence representing extreme
psychic dates. As Shepard created his own gothic families—from The Holy Ghostly to
The Late Henry Moss—he relied, ether conscioudy or subconscioudy, on these two

dramatic predecessors, emulating and adapting their techniques and themes.
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CHAPTER TWO: SHEPARD'SEARLY GOTHIC FAMILY PLAYS—THEHOLY

GHOSTLY AND CURSE OF THE STARVING CLASS

Some of the stories from Sam Shepard' s life are as fascinating and bizarre as
scenes from hisplays. There isthe tale of how Shepard once won arace at a high school
track meet while he was pumped up on Benzedrine; and, according to former girlfriend
Patty Smith, Shepard wrote his firgt play, Cowboys, on the backs of Tootse Rall
wrappers. More than afew fine biographies have been written on Sam Shepard, and it is
not my intention to provide alengthy biography in this study. | would, however, like to
highlight some aspects of Shepard' s early life which | fed are rdlevant to astudy of his
gothic families, especidly as these biographica details rdate to the following important
questions. why was Shepard o intrigued with the American family as the subject for
many of hisplays, and why are Shepard' s gothic familiesinevitably portraits of failure and
dysfunction? The answersto these questions, | believe, may be found in Shepard’s own
family, especidly in the person of Shepard’'s own “falen” father, Samud Shepard Rogers
VI.

Shepard' s family history provides severa connectionsto hisplays. His paternd
grandfather, Sam Shepard Rogers V, married awoman named Helen Dodge who was the
granddaughter of Civil War hero Lemuel P. Dodge (Tucker 13). In his 1996 prose
collection Cruising Paradise, Shepard describes a man whose “ great- great-great

grandfather” was named Lemue P. Dodge who “logt an ear fighting for the North, an arm
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fighting for the South, and was findlly hanged for ‘womeanizing in Ojinaga’ and dragged

through the dusty streets until his head separated from historso” (3). Thisred-life rdaive
was mogt likely the source (at least the namesake) for the patriarcha character of Dodge
from Buried Child, and it isworth noting that both men are literdly “fdlen” patriarchs who
ultimately face disgrace and death. But Shepard’ s own father seems to be the prototype
for the fdlen father in Shepard’ s gothic family plays.

Shepard was born November 5, 1943 a an army base in Fort Sheridan, Illinois.
The firstborn child of Jane Elaine Schook and Samud Shepard Rogers V1, he would have
two younger ssters but never abrother (Tucker 9). Thisfact isintriguing since many of
Shepard' s later family playsinvolve brothers, including True West, A Lie of the Mind,
and The Late Henry Moss. Shepard’ s father was not present at his birth; Rogers VI was
on duty as abomber pilot in Italy a the time, and he would return from the war with
shrapnd in his neck as a permanent souvenir (Tucker 19). The elder man seemed to wear
his war wound like a badge of honor, and he chose to remain in the Air Force even after
World War 1l ended. During thelast year of the war, the family lived in Guam where
Shepard’ s mother used an army-issue Luger to defend her clothedine from Japanese
soldiers who snesked down from the mountains to stedl clothing from American

clothedines (Hart 127).

L A town in northern Mexico, perhaps best-known as the site of a battle where Pancho Villa s rebel
army defeated federales troopsin 1913.
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The Illinois farm on which Shepard' s father had grown up, afarm owned by the

family for sx generations, had been sold by relaives to cover debts incurred during the
Great Depresson. The forced sde of the farm suggests a biographica link to plays such
as Curse of the Sarving Class (where the family farm islost due to the family’s
indebtedness and mutua betraya) and Buried Child (where the farm has become a
barren waste land). Shepard commented on the loss of the Rogers farm and its effect on
his father, saying “He [Dad] had aredly rough life—had to support his mother and
brothers at a very young age when his dad’' s farm collgpsed” (qgtd. in Shewey 18). In
1955, Shepard' s father left the Air Force and moved his family to Duarte, Cdifornia (a
suburb of Los Angeles) when Sam was eleven years old. This new home was an avocado
ranch, complete with cows and horses, and Shepard spent al of his teenage yearsthrough
high school in Duarte. During these years, Shepard joined the 4-H Club and raised a
prize ram which won first place in the L.A. County Fair (Hart 128). Though the move to
Duarte provided Shepard with hisfirgt stable home (geographicaly spesaking), it dso
sgnaded the beginning of an erratic life for Shepard’ s father, adownward spira marked by
drinking binges during which the elder Rogers would “ disappear for weeks at a sretch”
into the desert like S0 many of the fathersin Shepard’ s family plays (Tucker 23). Lynda
Hart damsthat dl of the fathersin Shepard' s family plays are “consstently crud, violent,
manipulative, and demented” (107). While Hart's opinion might be overstated (1 disagree

with the term “ conggtently,” since some of the fathers in Shepard’ s plays make attempts



106

toward reformation), there is ample evidence that Shepard’ s own father was a strong
influence on how Shepard would later portray the American father onstage.

Shepard' s rddaionship with his father was characterized by conflict. Shepard's
sgter Roxanne has said of father and son, “Y ou put two virile men in aroom and they're
going to test each other. It'sliketwo pit bulls” (qtd. in Shewey 18). With family plays
like True West and The Late Henry Moss, Shepard would use this very scenario of
putting “two virile menin aroom” for them to “test each other.” In fact, Shepard's gift for
turning persona horrorsinto dramatic at—a gift he shareswith O'Neill and Williams—
underpins his gothic family plays. Some of Shepard’'s most insightful comments on his
father gppear in his prose writing and in remarks he has made while being interviewed. In
aprose piece caled “The Package Man” from his 1996 collection Cruising Paradise,
Shepard uses a character named Ray to articulate one of his deepest fears—a fear shared
by the haunted sons who inhabit his plays—that he would “end up smdlin’ just like [the]
old man. That'sthe scary part. | hatethat. Start fedin’ like yer livin' out some doomed
past. Some destiny you've got no say in” (138). In the same prose collection, Shepard
tells of childhood experiences when he would intentiondly come home late, waiting for his
drunken father to leave the kitchen so that he (Shepard) could enter the house. Shepard
referred to the gnawing anxiety that accompanied these vigils as “this old familiar fear”

(33).



107
The source of the son’'s fear gpparently lay in the elder Rogers violent temper. In

a 1984 Playboy interview with Robert Goldberg, Shepard said, “My father had ared
short fuse. He had aredly rough life. . . [he] wasfull of terrifying anger” (qtd. in Hart
124). Perhaps part of the father’ s anger was his attempt to teach his only son that the way
of the mythic American mae was one of fierce independence and violence. Shepard told
Jonathan Cott in a 1986 Rolling Sone interview, “My old man tried to forceon me a
notion of what it isto bea‘man’” (qtd. in Dugdde 62). Shepard’ s remarks imply that he
was more than alittle resstant to his father’ s notion of “manliness.” For the elder Rogers,
the “man’sway” involved unrepentant hard drinking. When Shepard visited hisfather in
Santa Fe in 1979, he later wrote how his father “ spent al the food money | gave him on
bourbon. Filled the ice box with bottles’ (qtd. in Shewey 124). All of the fathersin
Shepard' s family plays are shown (or reported to have been) drinking whiskey, craving a
drink, or on adrunken, violent rampage. It was perhaps Shepard' s desire to escape his
father’ s drunken, violent rages that drove him to theater, a place where the haunted young
man could invent his own redity.

In 1962, after one year at Mount Antonio Junior College, Shepard joined the
Bishop's Repertory Company, atraveling acting troupe which played one-night church
stops. Night after night the players would hagtily set up stage, act a play, then tear down
the set and load into cars headed for a new town. For Shepard, joining the Company

made him redlize that “anybody can make theeter,” and he began to think serioudy about
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making his living by writing plays (gtd. in Hart 128). In 1963, nineteen-year-old Shepard

took ajob asabusboy at the Village Gate in Greenwich Village. There he met Ralph
Cook, the headwaiter, who encouraged Shepard to write one-act plays (Hart 129). The
following year, Cook rented space at St. Mark’s Church-in-the-Bouwerie, and on
October 10, 1964 the Theatre Genesis (as Cook dubbed his little troupe of actors and
writers) produced Shepard' sfirst two plays, Cowboys and Rock Garden, under Cook’s
direction (Hart 129). Shepard did not act in either play. Shepard later lost the entire text
to Cowboys, and in 1967 he wrote aplay called Cowboys #2 which isavery close
gpproximation of the origina wherein two young men, Chet and Stu, use different voices
and engage in imaginary battles with Indians. Earlier in 1964 the budding playwright had
legdlly changed his name to Sam Shepard, breaking the cycle of namesakes which had
carried on for seven generations. This, too, may be seen as another attempt to break free
from his father, as so many of the “haunted sons’ in Shepard' s family plays atempt to do.?
By changing his name, Shepard was, in a sense, attempting his own rebirth, aswell
asanew gart. One facet of the mythic American male which Shepard wanted to foster in
himsef was that of the sdf-made man. Richard Gilman believes Shepard wanted to be

thought of as sui generis or a“saf-creation” (qtd. in Hart 15).2 Shepard can even sound

2Yet, in 1987 he chose Samuel as the name for his second child with Jessica Lange, unwilling
apparently to let the name die out altogether (Tucker 13).

¥ R.W.B. Lewis has explored the myth of the self-made man in his 1955 work, The American Adam a
man “standing alone, self-reliant and self-propelling, ready to confront whatever awaited him with the
aid of hisunique and inherent resources.” Many of the fallen fathersin Shepard’s family plays (Pop,
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sdf-deprecating while reinforcing the sui generis myth, as when he told an interviewer

with Theatre Quarterly, “The so-cdled origindity of the early work just comesfrom
ignorance. | just didn’t know” (qtd. in Dugdde 55). Yet before hisfirgt plays were
produced in 1964, Shepard admits to having read Waiting for Godot (though he damed
not to “get” it) and, asthefirg chapter points out, he was familiar with the works of
O'Nelll and Williams from his high school days. Shepard dso was familiar early on with
Edward Albee swork. One of Shepard's early plays (now lost) was caled Dog and was
produced by Theatre Genesis on February 10, 1965. Y ears later, Shepard described this
play as being about “ablack guy on apark bench, asort of Zoo Sory type play” (qtd. in
Dugdde 12). There are obvioudy holesin Shepard's “sdf-made” pose, but one
important early influence which Shepard has never denied is that of Joseph Chaikin and
the Open Thester.

Chaikin founded the Open Theater in 1963, and Shepard joined the troupe in
1964 (Hart 16). Though Shepard was officidly a member of the Open Theater for less
than ayear, he was strongly influenced by Chaikin's dramatic theories. the two men
remain close friends even today after collaborating on such works as Tongues and
Savage/Love (1978), The War in Heaven (1985), and When the World was Green
(1996). According to Martin Tucker, the Open Theater taught an actor that “by opening

himsdlf to emation as brought into being by the demands of a Situation, without warning or

Weston Tate, the Colonel, and Henry Moss) profess to be thistype of “American Adam,” but in the
end, their independence fails them and they topple from their patriarchal perch.
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time for preparation . . . it would be a discovery, not arevison of the playwright’ s words’

(25). Thisideaof an actor “opening himsdf to emotion” seems consonant with Laura
Graham'’ s opinion that Shepard’ s writing encourages actorsto “fed firg, think later”
(178). In 1971, Shepard likened hiswriting process to composing music. “You find al
the rhythms and the melody and the harmonies and take them as they come’ (qtd. in
Shewey 41). Shepard himsdf was a musician, having been taught to play drums by his
father, and many of his playsinvolve musc, induding family playslike Fool for Love, A
Lie of the Mind, and The Late Henry Moss. For Shepard, music seems evocetive of an
emotiond date, and these emotional states are central to understanding the members of
Shepard' s gothic families. For example, The Holy Ghostly opens with a song about a
rambling man, suggesting the rootless, bohemian character of the falen father Pop; Fool
for Love closes with the Merle Haggard song “1’m the One Who Loves Y ou”—an ironic
and poignant commentary on Eddie and May’ s doomed romance.

There seems to be a common misconception that in the late 1970' s Shepard was
seized with a sudden, new interest in the American family, and this new interest resulted in
the“family trilogy” of Curse of the Starving Class, Buried Child, and True West.
Actualy, Shepard had written afamily play as early as 1965 with a one-act play entitled
Rock Garden. Although Rock Garden does not present a“gothic’ family, the play
edtablishes some family themes and matifs that are borne out in Shepard’ slater family

plays, induding the father-son conflict.
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Rock Garden:

The opening scene of Rock Garden reveals a dinner table with afather, identified
samply as Man, seated in his traditional place at the head of the table. But the dinner table
here is not the warm, intimate place where the family members meet to share each other’s
lives and to take refuge from the workday world. Instead, the Man isengrossed ina
magazine, seemingly oblivious to the teenage Boy and Girl who sSit on opposite Sides of the
table drinking milk and slently exchanging glances. Suddenly the Girl drops her glassand
soills her milk asthe lights fade out (UH 41). The generic qudity of the characters (who
are given titles rather than names) suggests that thisimpersond, slent dinnertime gathering
is symptometic of every American family. The family members are anonymous to one
another, jugt as their anonymous names imply.

Scene Two depicts aWoman lying in bed covered with blankets. To her Ieftis
the teenage Boy seated in arocking chair wearing only his underwear, perhaps suggesting
an Oedipd urge to usurp the father’ s rightful place in the marita bedroom. During their
conversation, the mother ridicules both husband and son by telling the boy, “Y our legs are
alot like Pop's.. . . bony and kind of skinny” (UH 43). Stephen Bottoms calls the mother
a"“monstrous cadrating figure who mercilesdy keeps both son and husband in positions of
impotent, underwear-clad subservience” (47). The mother continually asks her son to
bring her aglass of water; and each time he returns, the son is wearing more clothing until

by the end of the scene he is completely dressed. At this point the Man is heard outside,
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and the Boy runs offstage before the Man can see him, as though he knows his presence
in the mother’ s bedroom istaboo. The Man crosses the stage and reappears moments
later dressed only in underwear. He assumes the Boy’ s former position in the rocking
chair asthelights fade (UH 46).

Scene Three, the fina scene, opens with the Man stting on the couch and the Boy
in achair facing upstage with his back to the Man. The staging of father and son suggests
an unbridgesble gulf between the two, or perhaps their oppositiond gods. Asinthe
previous scene, both father and son are clad only in underwear. If the males near nudity
in Scene Two suggested their symboalic cagtration by the domineering mother, here their
gppearance might suggest astripping away of dl the pretensions that sustain America's
myths about the idyllic family where each member listens atentively to each in a symbiotic
relationship of mutua encouragement, love, and respect. Shepard' s stage directions
describe how “at different moments the Boy nods off from boredom and fdls off his chair”
(UH 46). Their band conversation includes the father lauding the rock garden he has
made, primarily because it “keegps me busy,” implying that he is shiftless and lacks any
clear sense of direction. Laura Graham observesthat, by its very nature, arock gardenis
arid and barren, symbolizing the nature of the family’s dysfunctiona relationships (22).
The play ends with the Boy spontaneoudy launching into a graphic chronicle of his sexud
exploits, garting with the reveation, “When | comeit'slikeariver” (UH 50).

Significantly, the boy interrupts while his father isliging dl he hopes the two can do
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together—work on the orchard, the rock garden, and the trees. Thisinvitation for father-

son bonding is dearly too little, too late, and the Boy ignoresit entirely, choosing instead
to reve in hisown sexud conquests. The boy’ s rambling, explicit monologue ends with a
rhetorica question that has become amost an American didogic cliché “Y ou know what
| mean?’ Asif in response to this question, the Man fdls off the couch as the lights fade.
Shepard seems to be suggesting that the son has usurped the father, or at least temporarily
unseeted him, by virtue of his sexud prowess.
Many critics refer to this play (like most of Shepard’ s early work of the mid-

1960's) as“absurdist.” Infact, after the play wasfirst performed in October 1964, Jerry
Tdmer of the New York Post criticized the play as being “ derivative of Beckett” (gtd. in
Hart 130). Edward Albee, after watching a 1965 production of Icarus's Mother, wrote
areview which included these observetions:

What Shepard’ s plays are about isagreat ded less interesting than how

they areabout it . . . if Shepard is beginning to superimpose message, or

symbol, or gory . . . he must gart taking into account the very different

artigtic respongbilities these usudly very norma dementsimpose on him.

(qtd. in Dugdae 13)
Albee s comments are applicable to the gothic eementsin Shepard' s family plays. Gothic
devices, by their very nature, are highly visud, viscerd, aura, and shocking; and gothic

literature is more concerned with creating a sensory effect than in communicating a
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message or conveying a credo. Albee points out that Shepard shares this same concern

In short, gothic effectsin Shepard' s family plays bear out Albee' s claim that the “how” or
method of his playsis more important than the “what.” Thisis not to suggest that
Shepard' s gothic family plays have no message to communicate, for indeed, | believe they
do; moreover, Shepard’s “message’ in his gothic family playsisinherent in his portrayd of
the dysfunctiona family membersthemsdves. But Albeeis correct in surmising that, for
Shepard, the effect is primary while the underlying message is secondary .

For the purposes of this study, | would like to point out that Shepard' s first foray
into the American family produced a dysfunctiond, loveless portrait culminating in a
confrontation between father and son. The father in Rock Garden, like dl of Shepard's
subsequent fathers, hasfailed a the roles of provider and protector. He commands
neither the respect nor even the attentiveness of his children, and the father is much more
interested in mundane, ritudigtic chores than in strengthening his rdaionships with his
family—rprobably because he finds himself more comfortable in the busy-ness of his
hobbies which serve both to isolate him and to distract him from hisfamily. Inthe end, his
lagt- ditch attempt to bond with his son is rgjected out-of-hand. Five years after Rock
Garden, Shepard chose to use gothic devices in his portrait of the dysfunctiona modern
American family in aplay entitted The Holy Ghostly. Thiswould be Shepard' sfirst play

to include a supernatural character, though others would follow.
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The Holy Ghostly:

Whether he meant the title to be overtly blagphemous or mildly irreverent,
Shepard quickly undermines any expectation thet this play will involve a religious theme.
The play might have been more gptly titled The Unholy Ghostly since the father-son
relationship depicted is anything but serene. David Derose speculates that The Holy
Ghostly (1969) is based on Shepard’s 1968 trip to visit his estranged father, who was
living done in adesart in Arizona. During the firgt leg of thistrip, Shepard traveled to
[llinoisto vist his grandparents, just like Vincein Buried Child. Shepard had not seen his
father snce 1963, and after thisvigit it would be severa more years before they saw each
other again, suggesting thet their visit may have been unpleasant or without reconciliation
(Derose 90).

Certainly there are specific biographica dementsinthe play. Like Shepard, the
sonin The Holy Ghostly was given a seventh generation name—Stanley Hewitt Moss
VIl—and like Shepard he had rebdlled againg his father by changing his name; the son
now cdls himsdlf ce, perhgps to suggest the coldness of hisrdationship with hisfather. In
the prose collection Motel Chronicles, Shepard wrote:

My name came down through seven generations of men with the same
name each naming the firg son the same name as the father then the
mothers nicknaming the sons so as not to confuse them with the fathers . .

. the sons came to bdieve their names were the nicknames. . . and
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answered to these names building ideas of who they were around the

sound never dreaming their red legd name waslying in wait for them. . .

and that name would be the name they’ d die with. (gtd. in Graham 15)
The way Shepard describes the father’ simposed legacy as“lying in wait” for the son
suggedts that the father’ s impact on the son isingdious and ultimately fata (“the name
they’d diewith”). Shepard himsdf had been given the nickname “ Steve’ in order to
diginguish him from his father, and at the first opportunity he discarded his inherited birth
name. But as The Holy Ghostly reveds, freeing onesdf from the influence of thefdlen
father is not so smple as merely discarding the father’s name.

The Holy Ghostly was firgt produced in Europe in 1969 but did not appear in the

United States until the New Troupe Company brought the play to McCarter Theater in
Princeton, New Jersey, in January 1974 (Tucker 65). The play is set in the Badlands of
Arizona, and Shepard crafted the play especidly for a circular theater that would alow the
audience to sit around an ersatz campfire which becomes crucid in the play’ s climactic
scene. Shepard's stage directions for the opening scene describe the father, inhis50's,
lying in a degping bag with a hat over face. Although the audience learns that the father’'s
legd name is Stanley Hewitt Moss VI, Shepard achieves an air of universdity by caling
the father “Pop,” just as he had struck a universal note in Rock Garden by cdling the
father “Man.” Theson, “Ice” isin his 20's (as Shepard was when he wrote the play),

and he gts roagting marshmallows by the campfire as the play begins. Utensls and
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camping gear are scattered around the set, suggesting thet father and son have “been living

there for awhile’ (UH 201).

Iceisanging asthe play opens. “Oh didn’t he ramble. Rambled dl around” (UH
201). If one appliesthis song to the fallen father, the son might be dluding to the father’'s
abnegation of his paternd role in favor of wandering, in which case the song might be an
accusation or lamentation rather than amere diddy. At the end of I1c€' s song, Pop sitsup
suddenly and pulls a gun from under his pillow, aming it a lce. The abrupt and
unexpected action immediately startles the audience by introducing a mysterious sense of
dread which is centrd to gothic. This dread is magnified seconds later when Pop asks
Ice, “You seenthe Chindi?” (UH 202). Certainly the Chindi isthe most overtly gothic
character Shepard had created up to this point. The Chindi is described by Pop asa
“sneaky devil” with “more faces and more arms and legs than the two of us put together”
(UH 203). Pop describes the Chindi as a shape- shifter who can sometimes appear in the
guise of Pop himsdlf, “just to trick meinto beievin' it' sal afigment & my imagination”
(203). For hispart, Icerefersto the Chindi asa“ghost.”  Ice suggests they take the
offengve and search for the Chindi in the desert night rather than wait helplesdy in dread.
“[Let’g] lean on him alittle. Ghosts don't count on that. They count on fear. We might
scare the shit out of him if we went after hisass’ (UH 203). When the shriek of the
Chindi is heard offstage, Ice legpsto his feet and runs off, ostensibly to attack the spectral

figure. Assoon aslceleaves, the Chindi gppears, and during the play 1ce and the Chindi
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never agppear ongtage a the sametime. Thisfact may suggest that the Chindi and Ice are

somehow connected—although this connection may be unconscious or otherworldly—in
their antagonism of the falen father. If Shepard is suggesting alink between Ice and the
Chindi, then the Chindi’ s stalking of Pop islikely some type of consequence for thefdlen
father’ s abnegation and betraya of his paternd role—aday of reckoning, asit were,
whereby the son demands vengeance againgt the father. Pop seems to intuit this much as
soon as lce runs offstage: Pop yells into the darkness a the Chindi, saying, “I figure that
somewhere in yer mind you got thisideathat | done somethin’ to deserve yer comin’ after
me and torturin’ me and maybe killin' me or somethin’ ... “ (UH 205). At this point the
Chindi appears, gartling both Pop and the audience with a double-barreled revelation, the
least important of which is Pop’slegd name: “Y ou're dready dead, Mr. Moss’ (UH
205). Later inthe play, Pop will wrestle with the more “gothic” revelation—whether or
not heisindeed “dead.”

The Chindi isa“tall figure dressed in black blankets with bells around his ankles’
and “ eagle feathers around the wrists and neck and coming out of hishead.” Hisfaceis
“dl white,” but the rest of hisbody is*jet black” (UH 205). By having the Chindi’sface
painted white, Shepard is able to provide a sharp contrast to the black body, making the
Chindi’ s face look more cadaverous and ghostly. The Chindi does not immediately
pursue his origina declaration that Pop is*“dready dead” but rather darts around the stage,

taunting Pop with cryptic statements like “I’m not after nobody, Mr. Moss,” and “The



119
Lord knows nothin’, Stanley” (UH 205). Inexplicably, Pop suddenly believes thet the

Chindi isactudly lcetrying to play ajoke on him. Heydlsat the Chindi, “1 don't know
what you think you' re trying to prove, lce, but | an't fdlin’ for it . . . with yer old man
outa’ the way you could step right in and take over the ranch, lock, stock, and barrel”
(UH 206). Pop’'sddusion smacks of parancia; he fears that his son will usurp his
authority and his land—the traditional symbol of the wealth and potency of the American
mae, like Ephraim Cabot in O'Nell’s Desire Under the EIms. The Chindi responds to
these accusations by saying, “You'reafool, Mr. Moss’ (UH 206). This assessment,
coming asit does from a gothic specter, carries with it a supernatura air of truth. Pop, or
Stanley Hewitt Moss V1, isindeed afool; but he has been afool long before now, and this
nightmarish encounter with the Chindi may be seen as symptomatic of Pop'sfalureasa
father. Laura Graham goes so far asto interpret the Chindi as“that part of lcewhichis
totally hogtile’ to Pop’sinfluence (40). But if Iceis hogtile to Pop, Shepard dso shows
that the reverseis equaly true.

When the Chindi darts offstage, Pop pulls a bazooka from underneath a deeping
bag, ranting that his son has “asked for it” (UH 206). The bazooka, clearly “overkill,”
adds an element of absurdism to the play; but beneath the superficid absurdity, Shepard
presents a contradiction. Contradictions, in fact, are essentia to absurdism, for they
demongtrate the futility of the characters actions. Here, Shepard pointsto the

contradiction between what Pop’s role should be (in the ided American family) and what
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hislifeisredly like. Asfather, Pop should ideally be his son’s protector. Instead, he has

become his son’s intended killer. At this point, the sound of an Indian drum is heard
“geadily beating” offsage. Scholars of twentieth-century American dramawill remember
the ominous, maddening drumbeet in O’ Neill’s The Emperor Jones (1920). In this play,
aswell as O'Nelll’s, the drumbeat grows steadily more audible as the play progresses,
building to a crescendo which may symbolize the protagonist’ s anxiety and guilt. Jones
diesat theend of O’ Neill’splay, but in The Holy Ghostly we are told that Pop is
“dready dead,” though at this point the audience has little reason to believe thisis true.
But Shepard uses the Chindi and, later, the White Witch, to convince usthat Pop is, in
severa ways, indeed aready dead.

Oneway inwhich Pop is“dready dead” (metaphoricaly) isin his paterna role.
While heis il holding the bazooka, Pop spesks to the darkness, hoping that Iceis
ligening. Hetdlslce, “I adways liked to think of the two of us asblood brothers. . . Not
father and son but brothers’ (UH 207). Pop muses on the “rich days’ they had together,
and his fondest memories are when they would use riflesto blast “jackrabbits al up
againg the cactus’ (UH 207). For Pop, father-son bonding is best accomplished through
gunviolence. Hunting isatraditiona American maerite of passage and has been
chronicled by such twentieth-century American writers as Faulkner and Hemingway. But
Pop’ s description of “blagting jackrabbits’ reeks of sadistic overkill, just like the bazooka

with which he now intends to blow up his son. The bazooka is the latest weapon in Pop’s
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arsend. Early in the play, 1ce had mocked Pop’s worldly possessions, which consisted

of, among other things, a“fishing knife, a Colt forty-five, and a Browning over and under”
(UH 203). Armed with these wegpons, the fdlen father has isolated himsdlf in the desert,
paranoid with a fataistic sense of doom—a doom which has manifested itsdlf in the
Chindi. Interms of the psychology of gothic, which was outlined in Chapter One, the
Chindi can be seen as an embodiment of Pop’s guilt as afailed and fdlen father. Pop has
attempted to repress the memories of his“fal” asfather and of hisfailure as breadwinner,
protector, and supporter of his son. But the Chindi appears to remind him of his horrible
past and to indicate that there are consequences for the way he has lived—consequences
both in thislife and in the afterlife. Pop has been dreading the arrival of the Chindi since
the curtain opened. Inthisway, The Holy Ghostly is smilar to alater Shepard play,
Back Bog Beast Bait (1971). In this play, the characters dread the arrival of the
mysterious Tarpin, atwo-headed “pig beast.” As Sim tells Shadow in that play, "It [the
beadt] is somethin’ bigger and spookier than you or me can reckon to” (UH 350). In the
same manner, Pop dreads the arrival of the Chindi—and the Chindi may be viewed asthe
embodiment of Pop’s repressed memories.

The father-son relationship is portrayed as dysfunctiona from the opening curtain,
even before the Chindi appears. Ice, infilia obedience to Pop’s cal for help, has doruptly
left hislifein New Y ork City to come to the Badlands. By turning to his son for help, Pop

makes his patriarchd position susceptible to usurpation. In Shepard' s families, the father-
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son bond is often “ predicated on the son’ s respect for the father’ s superiority and the

father’ s acknowledgement of that superiority” (Graham 21). By asking for Ice' s help, the
father “loses the key to his son’s respect—his independent and disaffected status’
(Graham 31). But thisirony seemslost on Pop: hetriesto maintain his postion as
paterna bully by bdittling Ic€' s dream of becoming arock star (this was Shepard's
dream, too). Much as Shepard’s own father may have mocked his son’s dream, Pop tells
Ice, “You were just another bug in the rug, boy” (UH 202). Pop isaso insulted that
Stanley Hewitt Moss VII changed his name to Ice, and one cannot help but suppose that
Shepard' s father may have been smilarly piqued a his son’s name change. “Yer no son
a mine” Poptellsice “No sonad minewoulda gone and changed hisname. .. " (UH
203). Starting with The Holy Ghostly, Shepard has long been interested with the idea of a
seventh generation son findly bresking free of hisfather’s name and influence, or a least
trying to bregk free. In 1996's When the World Was Green Shepard has the Old Man
explain, “It takes seven generations or one hundred years for an insult to come to an end.
Whichever comes firg” (3P 190). Astheir conversation proceeds, Pop isunable to
shake hisindignation at this abandonment of the paternal name. He asksIce,

What' s gonna happen when you have yersdf ason? What's gonna

happen to him with anamelike Ice? He Il get laughed right outal schoal.

How’ s he gonna play footbal with aname like that? (UH 207)
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Tdlingly, Pop takes for granted that, first, he will have afuture grandson to propagate the

mae bloodline and, secondly, that the grandson will play footbal—the quintessentid (and
probably most violent) rite of young American maes. As Pop recounts a brief family
history, Ice' s reasons for wanting to distance himsdf from his father’ s name become more
apparent.

We learn that Pop’s father was a dairy farmer who “started hittin’ the bottle and
lost the whole farm” (UH 207). Then one night the father fell adeep with alit cigar and
burned down the hotel where the family had been living, so Pop was forced to support the
family while till ayoung boy. Pop revedsthat his brother Jamie [sic] (Shepard here may
be tipping his cap to O’ Neill’s Jamie Tyrone) had aleg amputated as aresult of polio and
later became a one-legged truck driver. Pop was drafted in WWII where he learned to
fly B-24s and B-17s, dropping bombsin Italy, just as Shepard’ sred father had done
(UH 208). Shepard perhaps gives usindght into his own father’s ambivaent attitude
about his military service. Though Sam Shepard Rogers VI took pride in his military
service with its concomitant medals and war wounds, he was aso gpparently disillusioned
by the experience. In this speech, Pop tells Ice of his own experience in WWII: “1 come
back with nothin’ to show for it but some Jap rifles and Kraut helmets and little red bombs
cut on my leather jacket” (UH 208). Certainly Pop’'s cynicism does much to explode the
myth that fighting for one's country is its own reward, full of glory and honor. Sincethe

military was emotiondly and psychologicaly unfulfilling for Pop, he turned with specid



124
needs to the family he had recently begun, teling himsdlf during those long embettled nights

oversess, “I got mysdf something to look forward to Stateside . . . a son with my name
and my eyes and my nose and my mouth. My own flesh and blood” (UH 208). This
emphasis on corporeality—"flesh and blood’—seems to be amost an obsession with the
fdlen father in twentieth- century American drama. Nearly a decade later in Buried Child,
Shepard has Dodge denying his son Bradley by exclaming, “He s not my flesh and blood!
My flesh and blood' s buried out in the back yard!” In O’'Neill’s Desire Under the EIms
Ephraim declares his belief that “A sonis me—my blood—mine. Mineought t' git mine’
(SP 185). In the case of Pop, aflesh and blood son would be his only compensation for
the years he gave to his country in the war.

Just after Pop’s flesh and blood dlusion, Ice appears with “white war paint stripes
on hisface and an Indian drum in his hand which he begts in adow steady rhythm” (UH
209). Immediately, the audience may infer that Pop’s deluson was redly no delusion a
al. Though lce does not quite look identical to the Chindi, 1ce does resemble him enough
to make the audience think that perhaps the two are the same person, or a least arein
league together in their psychological assault on Pop. Pop certainly suspectsthisto be the
case, for when lce says, “1 saw the Chindi,” Pop retorts, “I’ll bet you could tell me exactly
what helookslike. . . what he has for breskfast and which side of his crotch he hangs his
dick on” (UH 209). Iceignores Pop'sremarks and says, “He [the Chindi] told me that

you were dead and you didn’t even know it” (UH 209). This statement presents another
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mystery for the audience, but with Shepard, mysteries never reach complete resolution.*

Pop rgects this news as nonsense, ingsting that |ce has “ carried this damn fiasco far
enough” (UH 209). The ensuing shift in tone marks a pattern followed by Shepard in
severd subsequent gothic family plays—a sort of psychic liberation (however brief) of the
haunted son once he believes hisfather to be dead. After learning from the Chindi that
Pop isdead, Iceisfindly able to vent his pent-up resentment toward Pop: “For eighteen
years | was your dave. | worked for you hand and foot. Shearing the sheep, irrigeting the
trees, ligening to your bullshit . .. ” (UH 210). Pop attempts to defend himsdf from these
accusations, but in doing so he repeatedly cdls Ice Stanley” infuriating the son until he
challenges the father to a drav—akind of pagtiche from a cowboy western movie.

While Ice, as haunted son, has been traumatized for years by the falen father, Pop
is portrayed as a traumatized victim himself. Consequently, the Chindi may be viewed as
the gothic embodiment of Pop’s repressed memories, fears, and guilts. Pop’strauma
seems to derive from at least two sources—his combat experiencesin World War Two
and hiswife's deeth. Pop describes himself as showing symptoms of what today we
would refer to as Post- Traumatic Stress Syndrome. Pop explainsto Ice, “ Ever since your
mother passed on, I’ ve had the mogt terrible nightmares. Visions of demons and goblins

chasing me and taunting me” (UH 211). Pop’sreveation impliesthat the nightmares and

*In hislatest gothic family play, The Late Henry Moss (2000), Shepard explores more fully the idea of
afallen father who is“dead” but does not realizeit. The main difference, however, isthat Henry
Moss spends much of the play obsessing over whether heis dead or alive (since he believesthe
morbid pronouncement of a mysteriousfemme fatale named Conchalla). In The Holy Ghostly, Pop
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“visgons of demons and goblins’ are manifestations of guilt he feds over hiswife's death,

as though he hastened her death by abusing her. Shepard explores male guilt over
betraying or abusing awife more fully in some of the later family plays, induding Fool for
Love, A Lie of the Mind, and The Late Henry Moss. Of his post-war trauma, Pop says,
“| keep seeing danty-eyed faces of faces | never saw” (UH 211). By using the phrase
“faces | never saw,” Pop seemsto redlize that these images—when they appear—are
halucinations and not redity. So it is Significant that Pop does not consider the Chindi to
be just another hdlucination but rather accepts the Chindi asred. In the psychology of the
gothic, Pop’s acknowledgement of the Chindhi implies that the Chindhi somehow
represents Pop’ s repressed memories, perhaps memories of his crimes againg his family
which he hastried to deny or forget. Try as he might, Pop cannot rid himsaf completely
of these memories, so when the Chindhi appears, Pop must acknowledge its presence.
Likewise, Pop tacitly accepts asred the appearance of a second gothic character—the
White Witch—midway through the play.

The White Witch comes onstage during Pop’ s rancorous exchange with lce—
amogt as though their acerbic dialogue has summoned her. She wears white robes, but
her face is painted black, making her a sort of converse image of the Chindi. Likethe
Chindi, she wears black feathers on her wrists and neck. By adorning his gothic specters

with feathers which recall native American cultures—and by including the Indian drum

shrugs off the ideathat he may be dead, never giving it amoment’ s thought until later in the play
when the White Witch appears carrying his corpse.
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which Iceis playing—Shepard establishes a uniquely American gothic tone. Whereas

British gothic literature often employs specters which gppear in castles or dungeons, here
Shepard employs awestern wilderness backdrop reminiscent of the early daysin
America s higory when Native Americans ruled the land. 1t is as though the Chindi and
the White Witch are prima creatures conjured from the American past. Perhaps these
specters have been agitated by Pop’ s presence as interloper in the Badlands, and so they
may serve adud purpose as accusers of the falen father and defenders of the American
frontier. The White Witch is carrying Pop’s corpse “piggyback style,” and Shepard
reinforces the corpse’ s authenticity by ingtructing that it should be dressed “exactly the
same as Pop” and should have a* chak-white face’” (UH 211). In her initid, derisve
sdutation, the White Witch cals Pop “Bozo the Clown,” and when she cackles at Pop,
she sounds (according to Shepard’ s stage directions) “like the Witch in The Wizard of
Oz” Both of these references to twentieth-century American mediaiconography illustrate
oneway in which Shepard uses gothic devices (the White Witch, in this case) to facilitate
aveiled culturd critique. AsLaura Graham has noted:
Using the family and the domestic setting as a metaphor for American
society . . . Shepard suggests we are a people given to avoidance and
ecapiam . . . He depicts a society which ignores its own history and
heritage in favor of a congtructed mythology which islargely derived from

thecinema. . . . Just astheindividud is crippled when he attempts tota
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sdf-creation, American society . . . is crippled because it is rootless,

incomplete, vacuous and aways hungry. (47)

Certainly, Pop asfdlen father is* given to avoidance and escapiam” vis-a-vis his
relationships with hisfamily. He has, in a sense, become aclown.

Immediately, the White Witch and Ice dly themselves againgt Pop, indgting that he
isindeed dead. |ce seemsto derive specid satisfaction from the Situation, telling Pop,
“Y ou got no choice, Pop. Findly you've got no choice’” (UH 212). Theimplicaionis
thet the tables have been turned and that the fallen father—until now the source of torment
for hisfamily—has finally been cornered and is on the receiving end of the doom he had
dispensed for so many years. We learn that the Witch isthe Chindi’s “old lady” who has
been carrying Pop’ s body until rigor mortis setsin, but after that, Pop must go with the
Chindi to aplace “he'll never come back from” (UH 213). The White Witch explainsto
Pop that a ghost is “one who has died without finishing what he had to do on the earth.
Sometimes because they were cut short, like baby ghosts. Sometimes because they never
found out what they were herefor, like you, Mr. Moss’ (UH 212). The Witch’swords
testify to Pop’ s failures, persondly and paterndly. Not only did he fail to understand his
roles as father and husband, but he was dso unwilling or unable to fulfill these roles
(“finishing what he had to do”). Asaresult, Pop is how stuck in an earth-bound limbo,
blinded by sdf-delusion and failing to recognize his true condition—that he is“dead

dready,” emotiondly and spiritualy spesking. One of Pop’s crimes againgt his family has
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been (as with Shepard's own father) a furious violence againgt his loved ones. When Pop

indgts, “I’m not aman of violence. | never have been,” |ce asksincreduloudy, “Never?’
Pop’sreply is both an admisson and a sdf-judtification: “Waell, not when | could help it. |
was only doing my job. You can’'t hold that againg me” (UH 212). Pop's*“job” asfather
involved, to hisway of thinking, occasiond violence in order to procure submission and
obedience from hiswife and children. Yet Pop'sinitid denid of this violence suggests that,
at least subconscioudy, he acknowledges the wrongness of his actions and has been trying
to repress those memories. Shepard uses various devices to provide Pop with ample
opportunities to admit his mistakes, including a gothic doppel ganger.

Upon seeing his own corpse, Pop’ s reaction is subdued, marked by nonchalance
and apathy rather than horror. A face-to-face encounter with his doppel ganger ought to
produce an uncanny moment because, as Freud says, the double becomes a“ ghastly
harbinger of death” (qtd. in Rivkin and Ryan 166). Whereas a character like Poe's
William Wilson recognizes, in amoment of uncanny horror, thet the death of his
doppel ganger means he has murdered himsdlf, Pop achieves no such recognition. The
corpse undergoes avisible, physica transformation once the Witch leaves father and son
aone ongtage. Shepard’ s stage directions describe the corpse as stiffening out “from a
gtting position to lying straight out on the ground on his back. Something like a dow-
motion saf-immolaion” (UH 213). The corpse’ s transformation mirrors severa

accompanying trandformations in Pop, the first of which is his sudden shift from
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antagonizing lce to placating him. Pop now refersto himsdf and Ice as“we” who are

united againgt the Chindi. For his part, Ice revertsto a“little boy’ s voice” and we hear
him asking about practicing hisdrums. “Y ou're the one who taught me, Daddy. You sad
practice, practice, practice’ (UH 214). Ther ensuing didogue, however, reveds only
ther different tastes in music and their inability to establish any kind of rgpport. Then,
without warning, Shepard generates an abrupt role reversa whereby Pop “becomeslike a
little boy” and Ice “becomeslike hisfather” (UH 215). Thisrolereversd ishighlighted
when Pop curlsup in Ic€' slap and asks, “Could you tell me astory? | fed londly” (215).
At the end of Ice' srambling “big bang” narrative, Pop suddenly transformsto his old sdif,
saying he will blow up the Chindi and the White Witch with his bazooka (217).

The brief role reversal has | eft Pop apparently unchanged. He now mocks what
he perceives to be his son’s effeminate traits (and students of modern American drama
may perhaps remember how Tennessee Williams' father smilarly mocked his son as
“Miss Nancy”): Pop says, “Why don’t you go down by the crick and wash that damn
makeup off yer face? If ya weren't my own son I’d say you wasasissy” (UH 218).

Pop atempts to bully his son into accepting the father’ s idea of maleness, just as
Shepard' s own father had done. But Ice ressts Pop’ s bullying and findly draws his own
gun and shoots Pop in the somach before walking offstage. As Pop staggers around the

stage, he hadtily recites hislast will and testament:
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Stanley! You can havetheranch! The sheep! The gtation wagon! The

Dodge hdf-ton! The spring tooth harrow! The barbeque pit! The house!

You cantekeit dl! (218)
This spontaneous bequest by the falen father (who makes the bequest only when deeth is
moments away) foreshadows the closing scene of Buried Child when Dodge makes a
bequest to his grandson Vince. In Dodge's case, the bequest isfina and irrevocable since
he dies moments later. But Pop seems quickly to forget his bequest once he redizes he
isn’t bleeding from the gunshot wound to the somach. Instead, he speaks to the corpse
for thefirgt time, saying, “You're adead man, Stanley” (220). This declaration—redly a
distancing and projection of his own morta fears onto the corpse—marksthe first Sgn
that Pop has reached some measure of resignation to hisfate. Now Pop sings the same
lyrics Ice had sung at the play’ s opening, only this time the song seems more one of
celebration than one of accusation: “Oh didn’t heramble. Rambled dl around” (UH
220). Pop dancesin the middle of the fire while he sings, laughing to discover thet the
flames cannot hurt him since heis dead dready. In an ectatic frenzy, Pop tossesdl of his
belongings into the fire, watching the flames spread out of control. Shepard' s Stage
directions suggest that “ This could be done with a projector and film loop above the
audience’ (220). The spreading fire and Pop’s euphoric dance in thisfind sceneinvite
various interpretations. Perhaps the scene is meant to suggest the phoenix’ s rebirth, as

though Pop has findly had a genuine epiphany, abeit too late, and redizes the error of his
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ways. Consequently, Pop istrying to obliterate the trgppings of his past life by burning

them up intheflames. In one of hislater family plays, A Lie of the Mind (1985), Shepard
would again usefirein the dosng scene as psychicaly- scarred members of agothic family
attempt to burn away the remnants of their traumatic memories as a step toward rebirth
and reconciliation.

Pop’ s closing speech may present the play’ s most difficult mystery. Pop spesks
here as though Ice had never actudly come to the desert but is il in New York City,
oblivious to hisfather’s plight:

If my boy Stanley were hereto seemenow! . . . Boy, don't you know if
there was a phone booth out here I’ d sure make a collect cal to that boy
and have him hightall it out here to see hisold man now! . .. Wonder
what he'slookin’ likenow. A grownman. ... (UH 220)
If Ice never visited the desert, then are we to interpret the entire play as a trauma-induced
deluson thrust upon the falen father? Laura Graham thinks so; she seesthe play as“the
dream of the son as he attempts and fails to exorcise the demon that ishisfather's
influence’ (31). At the end of his mysterious speech, Pop addresses his corpse again,
asking, “What're you doin’?" The corpse' sreply of “nothin’” sends Pop into afind
frenzy, and he holds the corpse over his head and throwsiit into the fire, chanting BURN
BURN BURN BURN asthe lights fade out at the fina curtain (UH 221). Earlier, the

stage directions had used the term “dow self-immolation” to describe the gradud diffening
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of the corpse during rigor mortis. Pop’s burning of the corpse may likewise be seen as

sf-immolation, but as usua Shepard leaves us in doubt regarding Pop’s ultimate motives
or whether he has been genuindy transformed. The earlier role reversal between father
and son, aswell as Pop’ s sudden mood swings in viewing | ce as both enemy and dly,
leave the audience wondering what was “red” and what was imagined. Pop’s protean
character is consonant with remarks Shepard himsdlf has made: “A character for meisa
composite of different mysteries. He's an unknown quantity. If he wasn't, it would be
like coloring in numbered spaces’ (qtd. in King 92). AsBonnie Marranca has noted, in
Shepard’ swork a character “has not amply asdf but severa sdlves which are continudly
changing” (14). Thefluidity of Shepard’ s characters dlows the playwright to
open up the emotiona terrain of a character so he can project his fedings
OUT THERE. The emations of the character are the projections of his
persond imagery, beginning usudly with a single perception and building
into along string of images (verbd, visud, aurd) that embroider the initid
perception . . . beyond the immediate situation of the character . . . .
(Marranca 19)
The find image of the fire burning wildly out of control leaves the audience with more
guestions than answers. If the fire symbolizes rebirth or purgation, then what evidence do
we have that Pop has changed? He himsdf clamsto have changed in the play’s closing

moments, but then again, earlier in the play he clamed never to have been a“man of
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violence” even as he was clutching a bazooka and threstening hisson’slife. With this

early family play, Shepard seems content to leave the audience wondering whether such a
change in the fdlen American father is possible and, if not for the gothic specters who
accogt and enlighten Pop, that hint of possibility would not exist. In his next family play—
often caled his“firs” family play—Shepard would include other family members through
whose eyes the audience could again wrestle with the question of whether or not the fallen
father can be redeemed.

Curse of the Starving Class:

Curse of the Sarving Class had itsworld premierein April 1977 in London. As
atestament to the play’ s powerful language and searing visud props, The Village Voice's
Obie committee had honored it as the Best New Play of 1977 based on the written text
aone, before the committee had even seen the play onstage (Shewey 111). Like The
Holy Ghostly, Curse of the Sarving Class demongtrates links to Shepard’ s own life.
After hisfather moved the family to Duarte, Cdlifornia, young Sam Shepard Rogers VI,
like EmmaTaein Curse of the Sarving Class, joined a4-H Club at school. The
diseased lamb found and nurtured—first by Wedey Tate and then by Weston—recdls
young Shepard’ s ram which won aprize a the L.A. County Fair (Hart 128). The play
gppearsto be set in the mid to late 1970’ s, gpproximating the time period in which the text
was written. But the American family dynamic which Shepard critiques, and for which the

Tate family stands as proxy, hasits originsin the socio-palitical climate which prevailed
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immediatdy following World War Two. Before discussing the text of Curse of the

Sarving Class, | bdieveit is hdpful to examine briefly the dynamic of the American
family which prevailed during the Cold War era—a dynamic which, | bdlieve, informs
Shepard' s portrait of the Tate family in Curse of the Sarving Class.
Elaine Tyler May’ s book Homeward Bound: American Familiesin the Cold
War Era (1988) provides vauable ingghtsinto this family dynamic. May argues that one
of the most important principles governing the American family dynamic in thiserawasthe
“containment” theory. ldeology after World War Two expressed a belief that the
destructive force of the atomic bomb “would not be athrest if it could be contained’—
that is, if control of the bomb remained in American hands. This theory was then
extrapolated onto American society more generdly in hopes that the home would provide
afortress of “containment” where un- American or dangerous ideologies could be stifled.
In the domegtic version of containment, the “ sphere of influence” wasthe
home. Within itswalls, potentialy dangerous socid forces of the new age
might be tamed . . . in secure postwar homes with plenty of children,
American men and women might be able to ward off their nightmares and
live out their dreams. The family seemed to be the one place where
people could control their destinies and perhaps even shape the future.

(May 14-24)
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An important underpinning of the home-as-sanctuary idedl was a push for insatiable

consumerism. During a 1959 trip to the USSR, Richard Nixon sparred verbally with
Nikita Khrushchev, indsting that suburban homes replete with modern gppliances were the
best defense againgt communism (May 17). In the five years after World War Two,
consumer spending on household gppliances rose 240% (May 165). “The family home
would be a place where aman could display his success through the accumulation of
consumer goods. Women, in turn, would regp rewards for domesticity by surrounding
themsalves with commodities’ (May 164). May notesthat “the gender roles associated
with domestic consumerism—homemaker and breadwinner—were centra to the identity
of many men and women” (181). When these roles were neglected, emotiona and socia
chaos was believed to result. In Curse of the Starving Class, fdlen father Weston Tate
has failed miserably in his role as breadwinner, afailure represented by the empty
refrigerator and by Weston's pathetic attempts to provide his family with sustenance by
bringing them artichokes.

Containment theory aso sought to restrict family members to programmetic
gender roles, and the wife/mother was particularly the focus of this containment. First and
foremost, American wivesin the Cold War era were supposed to be submissive to their
husbandsin every way, especidly sexudly: “Unlike Victorian mothers.. . . wivesin the
postwar erawere recognized as sexua enthus asts whose ins stence on conjuga

satisfaction would contribute to eroticaly charged marriages’ (May 102). Wives
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submissiveness was ensured by their role as homemakers since “outside the home.. . .

women would become a dangerous, destructive forceg’ (May 109). Since the ided wife

should be sexudly appeding to her husbhand only—and her own sexua gppetites should

be directed only at her husband—women’ s fashionsimmediately following World War

Two focused on repressing or subduing female sexudity. During the 1940'sand 50's,
quasi-Victorian long wide skirts and frills were back, dong with
exaggerated bust lines and curves that created the aura of untouchable
eroticiam. Femae sexudity was, once again, contained in stays and
girdlesthat pinched waists and padded brassieres that made women
appear to have large breasts. But the body itself was protected in a
fortress of undergarments. (May 112)

Since promiscuous women posed dangers to the sanctuary of American homes,
women'’s sexudity was often used as a metaphor for other socid and political maladies.
Aslate as 1972, civil defense pamphlets used sketches of seductive women in swimsuits
to depict dangerous radiation rays of dpha, beta, gamma (May 110). Likewise, the dang
term “bombshell” became commonplace American jargon for a sexy woman outside of
the monogamous maritd rdationship (May 110). Submissve home-making housewives,
by definition, could not be bombshells because they posed no danger to American society.
Though critics like Lynda Hart have often complained that Shepard’ swork istoo male-

centered and portrays women as shallow and submissive, Shepard seemsto balk at the
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idea of women's sexud represson: many of his plays show women ether disrobing or
naked, including some of the later family plays such as A Lie of the Mind and The Late
Henry Moss. In nether of these playsisfemae nudity innocent: both Beth and
Conchdla, respectively, strip naked in order to display a sexudity which smultaneoudy
threatens and seduces the male, committing precisely the sort of transgression which Cold
War-erawomen were supposed to avoid. Curse of the Starving Class was the firgt of
Shepard' s family playsto portray atraditiona nuclear family which repudiates the
stereotypical, Cold War-eramold.

The play beginsin slence; the visud scene communicates in one moment more
than diaogue could hope to achieve. The opening stage directions cal for a breakfast
table with “mismatched” chairs, suggesting the dienation and estrangement which exists
among the family members. A kitchen window is suggested by a pair of “red-checked
curtains’ which are “suspended in midair,” perhaps symbolizing the rootlessness of the
Tate family whose existence asasocid unit hangs precarioudy by athread. Asthe play
begins, the audience sees another symbolic device—a pile of debris where the front door
should be. We learn that the father, Weston Tate, has destroyed the door during a
drunken rage the previous night. Thus the traditional protector of the home has smashed
the barrier that should protect the family from the threatening outsde world. Thisisthe
firs 9gn that the father, in the American gothic paradigm, isfdlen. Wedey Tate, the

haunted son, is left to clean up the father’ smess. he gathers the broken pieces of the
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busted door and tosses them into awheelbarrow. He does not complain, and this fact
might suggest that he is accustomed to sweeping up the wreckage—both physica and
emotiona—Ieft by hisfather’ srages.

Throughout the play, Shepard provides graphic examples of how members of the
Tate family wound and even kill what they daim to love. When Emma, the teenaged
daughter, learns that her mother has boiled the chicken pieces she was planning to use for
her 4-H Club demondtration, sheisfurious. Yet Emma describes how she hersdlf raised
the chicken from the incubator, fed it crushed corn for a year, and then killed it with an ax
and “spilleditsguts out” (7P 141). Later inthe play, Emma s brother Wedey followsa
smilar pattern after bringing a diseased lamb into the house. When Wedey firg bringsthe
lamb into the kitchen and sets up a pen for it, Ellaasks, “What' s that lamb doing here?’
Wedey' s response—“ It' s got maggots'—implies that the diseased animd belongsinsde
the diseased home alongside the rest of the emotiondly sick family members (7P 155).
Wedey ends up butchering the lamb, though his father ingsts near the end of the play that
the lamb was recovering. This paitern of hurting and killing loved ones (literdly or
emotiondly) is a pattern which the fdlen father himsdf has established, and now the other
family members are doomed to follow his example.

The matriarch, Ella Tate, enters from the left. Sheis wearing a bathrobe and pink
fuzzy dippers, with her hair in curlers. She yawns deepily as she winds an darm clock,

and Shepard describes her as*just waking up” (7P 135). The opening line of dialogue has
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Ellatelling her son, “'Y ou shouldn't be doing that. He should be doing it.” Wedey replies,

“He snot here’ (7P 135). Thefdlen father’s absenceisbut a symptom of his abnegation
of the paternd duties. Rather than provide for his family, he has |eft them (albeit
temporarily) to fend for themsdves. Wedey questions why his mother called the police
the previous night when Weston was kicking in the front door. In spite of the father's
violent rage, Wedey indsts there was no need to involve the police, that this was a private
family matter. We must assume the son learned this from his father, for if loca authorities
are never cdled to the home, then the father can reign supreme and terrorize his family a
will. Asthe gothic haunted son, Wedey has doubtless suffered trauma as aresult of his
father’ s emotiona (and possibly physica) abuse; as frequently happens, Wedey finds
himsdf invariably coming to the defense of hisabuser. As Judith Herman describesin
Trauma and Recovery (1992), for someone like Wedey who has survived atrauma, “the
need to preserve safety must be balanced congtantly againgt the need to face the past”
(176). At the gart of the play, Wedey is more concerned with “preserving safety” than
with facing the past, and this involves denid—he tells his mother, “He [Weston] wasn't
threstening you” (7P 136). Wedey dso implicitly defends his father’ s violence by telling
his mother she provoked hisfather: “Y ou locked the door” (7P 136).

At this point, Ella attempts to quell the conversation by assuming her traditiona
role of homemaker. She movesto the refrigerator and looks for something to cook for

breskfast. The refrigerator contains bacon and bread but nothing else, as though holding
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just enough for the family’ s last medl before an execution. While Ella makes breskfadt,

Wedey ddivers a staccato-like monologue which provides the audience with a glimpse of
how deeply traumatized he is by his father’ s behavior:
| was lying there on my back . . . | waslooking straight up at the ceiling at
al my modd arplanes hanging by dl their thin metd wires. . . My ligening
was araid. Afraid of sound. Tense. . . Foot kicking door. Man's voice.
Dad’'svoice. Bottle crashing. Glass breaking. Fist through door. Man
cursng. Man going insane. (7P 138)
Wed ey’ s monologue moves from longer sentences to short, fragmented phrases.
It is as though his speech contracts like a rubber band as his consciousness contracts or
retreats in response to the trauma which the memory has inflicted upon his psyche. Jack
Gelber has noted, “One effect of the volcanic monologue, which is one of Shepard's
favorite forms of address, isthe near hypnotic Sate it promotes’ (gtd. in Marranca 47).
Just as a psychotherapist might induce hypnosis in order to encourage a traumatized victim
to relate his story, so do Shepard’ s monologues induce akind of self-hypnossfor the
traumetized family member. The myth of the happy, functiona nuclear American family
where each member willingly plays hisor her roleis shattered in Shepard’ sdrama. |
would like to examine how Shepard uses gothic techniques to shatter thismyth in Curse
of the Starving Class; these gothic techniquesinclude a“curse,” the uncanny, and implied

incest.
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Thefirg “cursg’ introduced in the play is the daughter’ s menstruation—the first

mendruation of her young life. Ellausesthe term “cursg’ in referring to her daughter’s
mendruation when she tells Wedey to “keep an eye out” for his Sster because “she' s got
the cursg” (7P 155). When Ella atempts to counsel her daughter, the mother’ s dubious
advice suggests her failure asamother: Ellasays, “Now thefirg thing you'll think is that
you've hurt yoursdf . . . you should never go swimming when that happens. It can cause
you to bleed to desth. The water draws it out of you” (7P 139). By using an “old wives
tae’ to explain the mendruation to her daughter, Ella eschews a meaningful, intimate
didogue with her daughter and leaves Emma bewildered. Thisisillustrated later in the
play when Taylor the lavyer arrives at the house—Emma questions Taylor about her
mother, asking “Does she bleed? Does she have blood coming out of her?’ (7P 152).
Canonica gothic literature is replete with bloody scenes to dicit horror. Among these are
the bleeding statue of Alfonso in Horace Walpol€' s The Castle of Otranto (1764), the
Bleeding Nun from Matthew Gregory Lewis s The Monk (1797), the bloody footprintsin
Ann Raddiffe s The Italian (1797), and the bloody, choking deaths of the Pyncheon clan
in Nathaniel Hawthorne's The House of the Seven Gables (1851). In these works,
blood is used as asign of ill omen, suggesting an impending horror. In Curse of the
Sarving Class, Shepard takes the trademark gothic blood and internalizesiit as part of
norma life (one might say the mendruation is atype of ritudigtic blood). 1n subsequent

scenes, Shepard uses blood visualy to shock the audience: in Act Three, Wedey appears
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with his “face and hands bloody,” explaining that he “ran into a brick wal” while trying to

get Weston' s money back from loan sharks (7P 184). Later, Wedey appears with lamb’s
blood “dripping” down hisarms (7P 196). Findly, in perhapsthe play’s most viscerd and
visualy arresting scene, a bloody, skinned lamb carcass is dumped onto the kitchen floor
looking like “somebody’ s afterbirth” (198).

The more sgnificant and overarching “curse’ which plagues the Tates and makes
them a modern gothic family is the curse of the falen father—that is, the curse brought
about due to Weston Tate' s abnegation of his paternd role and his utter failure asthe
family’ s protector and provider. Midway through the play, Ella attempts to explain the
curseto Wedey. Her explanation recdls gothic cursesin American literature from Charles
Brockden Brown to Hawthorne to O’ Nelll—hinting at something dark, oppressive, and
perhaps supernatural:

Itsacurse. | canfed it. It'sinvighle but it' sthere. It sawaysthere. It
comes onto us like nighttime . . . And it dways comes. Repeatsitsdf. It
comes even when you do everything to stop it from coming . . . And it
goes back. Deep. It goes back and back to tiny little cellsand genes.. . .
We spread it. Wepassiton. (7P 174)
Ella’ s description of the curse suggests that the family members are helpless and have no
real power with which to resist their fate. Y et Shepard—in typica paradoxica fashion

which makes his plays so inscrutable—gives ample evidence thet the curseisin fact a
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least as much a consequence of the falen father’ s choices and actions asiit is a cause of
those choices and actions. One prevaent trait of the falen father in Shepard—asin
O'Nelll—is drunkenness. Asafollow-up to his previous night’s drunken rage, Weston
Tate comes ongtage near the end of Act One, “unshaven and dightly drunk,” cursing and
knocking over garbage cans (7P 156). As soon as he hears hisfather, haunted son
Wedey “bolts off sage left” asthough terrified. Weston isa*“very big man, middle-aged”
who wears a rumpled overcoat, blue baseball cap, baggy pants, and tennis shoes (7P
156). Nowhere in Shepard' s family plays do we find afalen father who is nestly dressed:
the outward disheveled appearance aways mirrors the father’ s inner wreckage. Though
Weston does not use the term “curse,” he admitsto Wedey that heis*infected” with
undesirable and despicable traits; moreover, Weston clamsto have inherited these traits
from his own father:
| never saw my old man’s poison till 1 was much older than you. Much
older. And then you know how | recognized it? Because | saw mysdf
infected withiit . . . | watched my old man move around. | watched him
move through rooms. . . watched him keeping out of the way of things.
Out of the way of my mother. Away from my brothers. . . Nobody saw
him but me. . . Helived gpart. Right in the midst of things and he lived

apart. Nobody saw that. (7P 167-168)



145
Daughter Emma verifies the smilarities between her father and her grandfather,

and shetdls Wedey that he, too, hasinherited these traits. dl the Tate maeshave a
“short fuse” like “liquid dynamite,” “something in the blood. Hereditary. Highly explosve’
(7P 152). Itisthe paternd influence, passed down through the generations, which isthe
red “cursg’ that afflicts the son especialy, but dso the other family members who suffer
under its maevolence. The daughter, Emma, aso suffers from negetive traits inherited
from her father: following Emma s arrest for shooting up the Alibi Club, Weston says of
his daughter, “ She dwayswas afirebd| . . . direct descendant” (7P 188). Charles Lyons
believes that not only this play but dso Buried Child and True West are “thestrica
attempits to articulate the processes of exorcising the presence of the father” (129).
Throughout Curse of the Starving Class, the family members, especidly haunted son
Wedey, attempt to escape this curse of patriarcha influence.

For his part, Weston Tate exhibits hodtility and exasperation toward his family,
treating them more as nuisances than asloved ones. When Wedey questions his father
about sdlling the farm, Weston demands, “What're you doing around here?’ (7P 168).
Wedey replies, “I’'m part of your offspring,” as though needing to remind his father of the
fact. Weston dso exhibits paranoia toward his family, caling them a*den of vipers’ and
accusing them of being “spies’ (7P 169). His rage culminates with a sdf-dduding
assrtion that he is fulfilling his paternd role as provider: “I’'M BEING TAKEN FOR A

RIDE BY EVERY ONE OF YOU! I'm the onewho works! 1’'m the one who brings
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homefood!” (7P 169). Thislast statement is particularly ironic becausein Act One,

Weston had brought home only abag of artichokes for his family; Shepard reminds the
audience of Weston's pathetic failure as provider by having ared pot of artichokes boiling
on the stove as Act Two begins.

The mogt prevaent and visud reminder of Weston's failure as afather isthe
empty refrigerator which is repetitively (even obsessively) opened and closed by every
family member throughout the play. In Act One, Ella scolds Wedey, tdling him, “Get out
of that refrigerator! Y ou're dwaysin the refrigerator!” (7P 143). Wesrepliesthat heis
“hungry,” and there is ample evidence that this hunger is more than merely physica.
According to Bonnie Marranca, in Shepard’ swork “physical hunger is a metaphor for
spiritua hunger,” and family members often use egting as a“way to evade emotion” (15).
Thiswould explain why the Tates obsessively open and close the refrigerator, especidly
during conversations with another family member: the action of opening and closing the
refrigerator door distracts the family members from having to converse with one another.

For Emma, the empty refrigerator not only symbolizes lack of provisons but is
aso amocking reminder of her family’slow socid status. Emma’'s monologue in Act One
demondrates this link between the lack of food and her own sense of sdf-esteem. While
gazing into the refrigerator, Emma asks:

Hello? Anything in here? We re not broke, you know, so you don’'t have

to hide. | don't know where the money goes to but we' re not broke.
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We're not part of the starving class.. . . Nothing? It'sdl right. You don’t

have to be ashamed. I’ve had worse. |’ ve had to take my lunch to
school wrapped up in aWeber’s bread wrapper. (7P 150)

Emma s monologue ends by her cursing the refrigerator as a* motherfucker”:
since she cannot muster the courage to curse her father who isredly responsible for the
family’ s dire sraits, she chooses instead to curse the vacuous appliance. Later in Act
One, Wedey opensthe refrigerator and says, “ . . . out of luck. Santa Claus hasn’t come
yet” (7P 156). By referring to Weston as Santa Claus, Wedey emphasizes hisfather’s
fictiond datus (asardiable provider) aswel as how infrequently hisfather laysin
provisons for the family. When Weston himsdlf looks into the refrigerator, hisreaction is
one of anger a hisfamily for daring to consume the food that he believes he has provided
for them. Weston's paranoia cregps up again as he views himsdf as a persecuted martyr
who suffers a the hands of his ungrateful family:

Perfect! ZERO! ... WE VE DONE IT AGAIN! WE'VE GONE
AND LEFT EVERYTHING UPTO THE OLD MAN AGAIN! ALL
THE UPKEEP! THE MAINTENANCE! PERFECT! ... IS
EVERYBODY HOPING FOR A MIRACLE?. .. MR. SLAVE
LABOR HIMSELF COME HOME TO REPLENISH THE EMPTY

LARDER!” (7P 157)
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Cathy Caruth has noted that “because the individua cannot recdl the origind traumatic

event, sheisfated to act it out or in other ways imitate it” (gtd. in Leys 298). The Tates
opening and closing of the refrigerator throughout the play demongrate one example of
how “compulsive, repetitive superficialy meaningless behavior addresses a deeper rift in
the psyche’ (Miles 2). Of course, the key word in Miles statement is superficially snce
the behavior is not redly “meaningless” though it may appear o at first glance. The
opening and closing of the refrigerator door serves to distract the family from the various
traumas which they have inflicted upon each other—traumas which they are now griving
to repress.

By Act Two, Weston' s position as provider has been fully usurped by hiswife.
Ella enters while Weston is adegp on the kitchen table. Thisis gppropriate since he has
been emationaly unconscious toward his family for many years, and the kitchen table
which should be a place for conversation and commiseration has instead become a symbol
of the emotionaly comatose state which pardyzes the family’srdationships. Ellabringsa
sack of groceriesinto the kitchen and fills the refrigerator; she succeedsin the provider
role after Weston, with his haf-priced artichokes, had failed (7P 172). But awell-stocked
refrigerator will not ultimately solve the Tates' problems because the family members
crave sustenance beyond merely physica nourishment. In the find important scene
involving the symbalic refrigerator, Wedey pulls food from the refrigerator asthoughin a

frenzy, groaning as he edtsiit “ravenoudy” while “throwing haf-eaten food to one side and
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then digging into more’ (7P 192). Since Wedey discards the haf-eaten food, his hunger

is clearly something other than physical. Weston reacts to this spectacle with
characterigtic anger and denid, yelling to his son, “ Y ou couldn’'t be dl that starving!

WEe re not that bad off!” (7P 192). Shepard had been intrigued for many years with the
idea of having enough provisons to meet one' s needs. 1n a 1964 prose piece entitled
“Running Out of Trouble’ (from his Hawk Moon collection), Shepard writes,

I’d gart thinking about wood and digging the wood supply and caculating how long it
would last . . . Then I’d start thinking about food and being fed and egting . . . | began to
see that running-out trouble was red trouble and it was the kind of trouble | was running
up againg al thetime. .. ." (178). In theory, once one has accumulated an adequate
supply of provisions, the “need” should be met and the dilemmaresolved. But Shepard
uses excess to show that the red “need” isfor something other than material goods. Other
family playsfollow this same pattern. In Buried Child, Tilden carries an excess of carrots
and corn into the house, suggesting that the curse on the barren farm has been lifted and
the farm is once again producing crops. Y et no red resolutions have been reached; the
barren land was not the ultimate problem, after dl. In True West, Austin becomes a petty
burglar and stocks his mother’ s kitchen with an excess of toasters and toast, yet the
brothers problems involved neither lack of food nor materia goods. By using excess and
spectacle to visualy inundate the audience, Shepard seems to suggest that hoarding or

gtoring up is not the ultimate answer to the family’s problems. The red demonsin
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Shepard’ s families can only be exorcized through gothic devices, including uncanny

moments followed by character transformations. In Shepard's family plays, these uncanny
moments are mogt often dramatized through dia ogue whereby a character reports the
uncanny moment after the fact. Weston Tate describes his uncanny moment to Wedey,
though the audience does not actudly witness this moment ongtage (this is the same
pattern used to convey Vince s uncanny moment in Buried Child).

Uncanny moments occur when repression fails and traumatic memories which
“ought to have been kept concedled [have] neverthdess cometo light” (Freud 166). The
resulting epiphany reveas akind of “defamiliarized familiar”; the traumatized victim has a
moment when he or she is made aware of “that class of the terrifying which leads back to
something long known to us, once very familiar” (Williams 72). These moments are not
merely scary, though they do involve terror, as Williams' quotation makes clear. Rather,
they are momentsin which terror opens up an epiphany for the reci pient—an epiphany
which leads a character to make a monumenta decision to change hisor her lifeina
profound way (though this change is not dways successful or, if successful, not dwaysa
change for the better). In The Holy Ghostly Pop experienced an uncanny moment when,
in the presence of his doppelganger (the corpse), he redized that he was not bleeding
from his gunshot wound—he redlized that he was, in fact, dready dead. The uncanny
moment is short-lived, and The Holy Ghostly ends with Pop’s frenzied fire dance. In

Curse of the Sarving Class, however, Shepard dlows falen father Weston amore
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substantia experience with the uncanny, followed by atype of character transformation.

The audience does not actudly witness an epiphanic moment—this moment has
gpparently occurred sometime between the close of Act Two (which ended with Weston
garing dumbly into the refrigerator) and the start of Act Three. Act Three apparently
takes place the following morning, though Shepard is never precise on thispoint: we
know only that coffee is brewing on the stove, and Weston has had ample time to change
clothes and do dl of the laundry. Weston describes his uncanny experience later in the
act, but the audience sees evidence of his transformation immediately as the curtain rises
on Act Three. Thefirg sgn of Weston's transformation is his change of clothes. gone are
the overcoat, ball cap and tennis shoes. Weston now wears “a fresh clean shirt, new
pants, shined shoes, and has had ashave’ (7P 182). Moreimportant than his outward
appearance, Weston “seems sober now and in higher spirits compared to before” (182).
Weston has washed aload of laundry and isfolding and stacking it; heis clearly no longer
reluctant to do traditiond “woman’swork.” What has happened to Weston? Trueto his
dusive style, Shepard never answers this question definitively, but Weston's opening
monologue provides some clues. In the monologue, where Weston spesks to the lamb
penned inside the kitchen, he describes castrating a dozen spring ram lambs, tossing their
testes on top of atin roof, and watching the testes being snatched and devoured by a
swooping eagle. Weston tells the lamb that he was “cheerin’ for that eagle” and

describes the experience as smilar to “thefirst day | went up inaB-49” (7P 183). The
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monologue seems sgnificant for two reasons. Firg, itisaclear Sgn that Weston is
remembering the past (rather than repressing and denying ity—this remembrance is a step
toward psychologica heding. Secondly, the castration of the lambs paralels Weston's
metaphorica cadtration—that is, by doing housework such as folding laundry and making
coffee, Weston gppears to have “ castrated” his old sdlf and attempted to Sart anew. He
admits as much when he explains his trandformation to Wedey, beginning with an uncanny
moment during which Weston questioned what was red and what was unredl:
| started wondering who this was waking around in the orchard a six-
thirty in the morning. It didn't fed likeme. . . Then | started to wonder
who the owner was.. . . Then it struck methat | actudly was the owner . .
.. (7P 185)
After this uncanny moment, Weston tells of returning to the house, stripping off his clothes
and walking around the house naked: “It was like peding off awhole person. A whole
granger” (7P 185). Asthe next step in histransformation, Weston filled the bathtub and
submerged himsdf—firgt in scalding water and then inice-cold water. The baths were
followed by a breskfast of ham, eggs, and coffee which Weston prepared himsdlf.
Weston says, “1 found mysdlf doing al thisstuff | used to do. Like | was coming back to
my life after along time d being away” (7P 186). While doing the laundry, Weston

cdamsto have had an epiphany about family:
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Every time | bent down to pick up somebody’s clothes| could fed that

person like they were right there in the room.  Like the clothes were ill
attached to the person . . . It was good to be connected by blood like
that. That afamily wasn't just asocid thing. It wasan animd thing. (7P
186)
As part of hisuncanny experience, Weston claims to experience a heightened sense of
intimacy with his family members. Though he was aone when he had this experience, he
redlizes the possibility for a closer, more intimeate relationship with them—and he implies
that he desires amore intimate relationship with his family.

Shepard has compared his own writing to an uncanny moment he himsdlf
experienced while playing drums for the Holy Moda Roundersin the 1960's. “I began to
get the haunting sense that something in me writes but not necessarily me. . . [it] happened
to me once when | was playing drums. . . and it scared the shit out of me” (qtd. in Derose
81). To get abetter sense of precisely what happened to Shepard while he was playing
drums on this occasion, we can compare his description (above) with the words of
Tympani who describes asimilar experience in Shepard’' s play Angel City: “1 looked
sraight down at my hands and | saw somebody else playing the pattern. It wasn't me. It
was adifferent body. Then | got scared” (qgtd. in Derose 81). Both of these descriptions
are smilar to Weston' s uncanny experience while walking around the Tate family farm—

something surredl or supernatura has enabled a character to have an epiphany. | am
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referring to these indances as uncanny because they involve the “defamiliarized familiar,”

something that at first seemed strange and threatening (a repressed memory) but turned
out to be familiar.

Weston's uncamy experienceis followed by atransformation in his character,
beginning with the changes (which | noted above) in his dovenly gppearance. By sobering
up and cleaning up (through the cleansing purgation of the hot and cold baths), Weston
convinces himslf that he has been reborn. When he walks naked through the house, he
does s0 “in addliberate celebration of his recondtituted identity” (Lyons 126). The vdidity
of Weston' s rebirth seems dubious, however, because he expects his transformation to
lead to an accompanying transformation of his situation, which it does not. Wedey
reminds his father thet he is il in debt to loan sharks and has till been swindled out of the
farm by Ella s scheming with alawyer named Taylor. But Weston cannot accept that his
own persond reformswill not dter his externa circumstances. Near the end of the play,
he cries out in exasperation, “IT'SALL OVER WITH NOW BECAUSE I'VE BEEN
REBORN! I'M A WHOLE NEW PERSON NOW!” (7P 192). After witnessing his
father’ s transformation and hearing about his uncanny moment, haunted son Wedey
attempts to replicate his father’ s experience, but this attempt is abortive. After taking the
hot and cold baths and walking around the house naked, Wedey tdls Emma, “I tried his
remedy, but it didn’t work” and “1 was waiting for something to happen” (7P 196). When

he falls to achieve sdf-fulfillment using hisfather' s remedy, Wedey instead becomes akind
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of gothic doppelganger for Weston. He comes onstage wearing Weston's old ball cap,

tennis shoes and overcoat. Weston scolds his son for wearing them, saying the clothes
were “thrown up in” and “pissed in” (7P 191). Shepard’s stage directions say nothing
about the appearance of the clothes that Wedey iswearing, but the clothes must be
visudly darming and repulsive, as Weston' s words suggest. Only after seeing his clothes
on his son can the fdlen father truly recognize his own faults. Wedey'sreply isteling: he
says, “They [the clotheg) fit me” Indeed, they “fit” him not only in the literd but dso in the
psychologica and gothic sense—that is, the haunted son is doomed to “fit” into the role
abnegated by the fdlen father and thusis destined to succumb to the “curse” which
plagues the family. This is made clear when Wedey describes his own uncanny
transformation—a transformation which isredly afulfillment of his cursed dedtiny. As
Wedey describes putting on his father’ s clothes, he tells Emma “It seemed like a part of
him was growing on me. | could fed him taking over me. . . | could fed mysdlf retresting.
| could fed him coming in and me going out. Jugt like the change of the guards’ (7P 196).
Even Ella, when she sees her son in Weston's clothes, mistakes the son for the father and
does not redlize her mistake for several minutes.

Wedey's outward morphing into the fallen father is a symbolic confirmation that
his efforts toward redemption will be futile—he is doomed to remain on the farm. By the
play’sfind curtain, Weston has fled the farm; Emma has been blown up by a car bomb,

and only mother and son remain. Like the two-faced Roman god Janus, Ellaand Wedey
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stand back to back at the find curtain, smultaneoudy facing the sordid past and the

terrifying future. Perhgps most importantly, these two trauma survivors complete the story
begun by the falen father—the story of the eagle feasting on the testes of the castrated
lamb:
ELLA: A big tomcat comes. . .
WESLEY: And that eagle comes down and picks up the cat in
his talons and carries him screaming off into the sky.
ELLA: That cat’stearing his chest out, and that eagle's
tryingtodrophim. ..
WESLEY: And the eagle€' s being torn apart in midair . . .
ELLA: And they come crashing down to earth. Both of
them come crashing down. Like one wholething. (7P
200)
This story may be read as a metgphor for the traumainflicted upon the family by the falen
father—thistraumaisthered “curse” Asthe voracious eagle (the fdlen father) attacks
the cat (the family members), the cat fights back desperately, and both are doomed in the
end. By standing back-to-back and staring off into space as they recite this story,
Shepard seems to suggest that mother and son arein atrance or Smilar hypnotic state
common among trauma victims who are recaling a repressed memory. Furthermore, this

back-to-back posture may imply thet Ella and Wedey are themsalves hiding or repressing
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another type of trauma, one which they refuse to alow themsdvesto “se€’” and atrauma

which is dso common in gothic literature—incest.

Throughout the play, there is a subtext of implied incest between mother and son.
Early inthe play, Wedey “unzips hisfly, takes out his pecker, and darts pissing dl over”
the charts which his sister had made for her 4-H Club demonstration on how to cut up a
chicken (7P 142). While Wedey is urinating on the kitchen floor, Ellasts just afew feet
away but seems either not to notice or not to mind what Wedey isdoing. Thisisthefirgt
of severa scenes where the son will gppear naked (or nearly so) in his mother’ s presence.

Moments after Wedey exposes himsdf and urinates, Ellaremarks how Wedey is
circumcised, just like his Grandfather (referring to her own father). Her son’s penisis
“amog identical in fact” to her father's, and when Wes asks how she knows what
Grandfather’ s penis looked like, she replies coyly, “Welived inasmal house” (7P 144).
Later in the play, Wedey enters the kitchen naked and “dazed” while Ellais stretched out
on the kitchen table. Ella stares at her son’s nakedness but “doesn’t react” (7P 189).
One cannot miss the Oedipa situation which Shepard has orchestrated here, with the
mother stretched out prostrate, looking up at her naked son. Furthermore, we learn that
Ella has been unfaithful to Weston before, at least oncee Emmatdlsthe lawyer Taylor that
her father “dmogt killed one guy he caught her [Ella] with” (7P 152). In the gothic family
paradigm, incest between mother and son is one possible consequence—or perhaps one

possible cause—of the falen father’ s betraya of his prescribed roles. The dienated
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mother—alienated from her husband' s affections and from her ability to respect him

anymore—focuses her affections instead on her son. Thus one family trauma—thefdlen
father’s physicd and emationa abuse of his family—aoften leads to another family
trauma—incest between mother and son. Thisisthe pattern is played out in two later
Shepard family plays, Buried Child and A Lie of the Mind. Inthe former, incest is
srongly suggested (if not stated outright) while in the latter, there is a subtle subtext of
implied incest between mother and son, as there was in Curse of the Starving Class.
Using gothic devices of afamily curse, uncanny transformations, and implied incest,
Shepard mentdly and emotionaly unsettles his audience so that his accompanying cultura
critique can be communicated without seeming didactic.

The socio-economic facet of the Tates “cursg’ involves the loss of the family farm
and, indeed, the loss of an ertire way of life. As haunted son Wedey putsit, “It means
more than losing ahouse. It meanslosing acountry” (7P 163). Shepard uses external
characters such as the lawyer Taylor, the bar owner Ellis, and the loan sharks Emerson
and Sater to portray the threat posed by the outside world—the rapacious “ others” who
seek to devour the family’ sway of life. These“others” were granted access when the
family and home were made vulnerable by the misdeeds of the fdlen father, as| have
attempted to outline above. The smashed front door at the opening curtain is the starkest
example of how outsders were literdly granted access to the family home through the

father’ s violence and fury.
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Centrd to Shepard' s culturd critique—at least in the gothic family plays examined

in this sudy—is the idea that the working-class family is threstened and exploited by
“outsders’ who are often of higher socio-economic status or educationa level. According
to Jm McGhee, the “hero” in Shepard s playsis nearly aways “lower-middle class’ and
“druggling to get out of the Stuation he sin” (158). The hero’sroots arerurd, and “his
power isin hislanguage, in his ability to creste fantagtic verba image sequences that take
him out of his confining present by transcending time and space” (McGhee 158).
Weston's lengthy monologue on the eagle devouring the lamb testes provides one example
of these “fantadtic verba image sequences’ mentioned by McGhee. The monologue
occurs only after Weston's uncanny moment and transformation; and for this reason, the
verba image sequence suggests a transcendence, abeit atemporary one. Asl have
gated in the Introduction, attempts at transcendence by the members of Shepard's gothic
families are abortive: transcendence, if it occurs, is short-lived. In Weston's case, his
monologue about the eagle and the lambs symbolizes transcendence through its flight
imagery. But, as Ellaand Wedey remind usin the closing lines of the play, the eagle ends
by becoming entangled with a cat, and both “ come crashing down to earth” (7P 200).
Because the father’ s transcendence is achieved through language (specificaly, monologues
delivered in asort of reverie) this transcendence is merely metaphorica; the father remains
earthbound and never physicaly escapes his sordid environs. But through the power of

language (those “fantastic verba image sequences’ mentioned by McGhee), the father can
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momentarily rise above his caamity. The power of language does not findly rescue or

redeem the father, however; following his monologue, Weston Tateis ill forced to flee
the home he has built because the dangers which surround him are till very much present.
But Shepard muddles the question of blame by introducing outsiders who threaten
the family’ sway of life just as surdly asthe fdlen father himsaf threatens thisway of life.
As McGhee notes, the “bad guy” is usudly a busnessman or gangster who wears a suit
and tie (in contradt to the family’ s plainer clothing). In family plays such as Buried Child,
the threatening outsder may even wear aclergyman’scollar. The threstening outsider isa
loner, “never associated with awife or family,” and is“greedy” and “destructive’
(McGhee 158). Examples of the isolated, threatening outsider can also be traced to
works by Henrik Ibsen, such as A Doll’ s House, where both Krogstad and Dr. Rank are
dangerousto the family sructure; in Hedda Gabler, Judge Brack fillsthisrole; and in
Ghosts Manders and Engstrand are threatening to the family. In Curse of the Starving
Class, the first outsider who appearsis Taylor, the lawyer. Taylor hastaken Ellaas his
aly, with hopes of converting the Tate farm into low-cost housing units, making himsdf a
huge profit in the process. Taylor uses alawyerly doublespesk when he tels Emma, “ Of
course it's a shame to see agriculture being dowly pushed into the background in
deference to low-cost housing, but that’s smply a product of thetimeswelivein. Ther€'s
smply more people on the planet these days’ (153). Emmaand Wedey aso suspect their

mother is having an affar with Taylo—just as dienated mother Halie carries on an affair
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with Fether Dewisin Buried Child, Shepard's next family play. In the eyes of haunted

son Wedey, Taylor isa“zombie’ who isleading an “invason” of their fam. Wedey tdls
his sgter, “Taylor isthe head zombie. He s the scout for the other zombies. He'sonly a
sgn that more zombies are on their way. They’ll befiling through the door pretty soon”
(7P 163). Taylor the lawyer, Ellisthe bar owner, and the loan sharks Emerson and Sater
aredl “zombies’ in the sense that they are dead to rurd, traditional American vaues—the
link between the family’ s land and the family’s surviva as asocid unit—yet they continue
to speak and move about in asort of death-in-life state. In this play, Shepard is content to
have Wed ey make the zombie comparison and leave the audience with the resonating
symbolism, but in earlier playslike Angel City, Shepard reinforced his metaphoricd
comparisons with the visua shock of actudly showing the greedy, reptilian Hollywood
producers literdly metamorphosing into the “snakes’ they redly are.

Taylor' streachery, we later learn, goes beyond his conspiracy with Ellato snatch
the family farm. Sometime earlier (we are never sure), Taylor had conned Weston into
buying aworthless piece of desert property: “Just abunch of strings on ticks, with the
lizards blowing acrossit,” as Weston later admits (7P 158). Weston himsalf had not
bothered to ingpect the lot before he bought it, so heisat least as guilty as Taylor for this
fiasco. Weston tries to defend his financia failures, and one cannot help thinking of James
Tyrone from O'Nelll’s Long Day’ s Journey Into Night who was constantly squandering

money on worthless property in hopes of quick wedth. Weston tells Wedey,
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| dwaysfigured on the future. | banked onit . . . | figured that’swhy

everyone wants you to buy things. Buy refrigerators. Buy cars, houses,
lots, invest. They wouldn't be so generous if they didn’t figure you had it
comin’ in. They dl want you to borrow anyhow . . . Thewholething's
geared to invishle money. Y ou never hear the sound of change anymore.
It sdl the sound of plagtic shuffling back and forth. It'sal in everybody’s
heads. So | figured if that's the case, why not take advantage of it? (7P

194)

The lure of easy credit was too strong a temptation for Weston, and now the family must

face the consequences of his profligacy. After his uncanny epiphany and transformation,

Weston seemsto fed that he findly owes some sort of explanation to hisson. Hetdls

Wedey,

| couldn’'t stand the idea that everything would stay the same. . . | kept
looking for it out there somewhere. . . | couldn’t figure out the jumps.
From bein’ born, to growing up, to droppin’ bombs, to having kids, to
hittin’ bars, to this.. . . | kept looking for it out there somewhere. And al

thetimeit wasright indde thishouse. (7P 194)

Characterigicaly, Shepard never alows Weston to articulate for us precisdy what “it” is

that was “right ingde this housg” dl thetime. But the context of Weston's speech implies

that “it” is synonymous with success, peace, and emotiond fulfillment—adl the things
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Weston was searching for “out there’ and could have found & home. Ironicaly—yet

typicd for Shepard' sfalen fathers—at the same time Weston redizes this truth, he also
redlizes that he must leave home to escape the loan sharks who seek to kill him. In order
to “start awhole new life,” Weston realizes he must “ disappear,” s0 he resolvesto go to
Mexico (7P 195). Infact, “disappear” isaverb Shepard enjoys using to describe the
fdlen fathersin hisgothic families in Buried Child, Dodge claimsto have “ disappeared”
and cdls himsdf “aninvisble man” (7P 68). Since the fdlen father cannot ultimately atone
for hissns againg hisfamily, he mugt findly obliterate himsdlf (Snce he was the true cause
of the family’s demise) through ether exile or deeth.

Should the onus for the family’s socid disintegration findly fal upon the shoulders
of the father or upon the rgpacious outsders? In Curse of the Sarving Class, the
answer to this question iselusive. We have seen how Taylor exploited Weston through
decet and outright fraud, and we have seen how Ellis dlies himsdf with Ella (even their
names suggest a connection) in an attempt to thwart Weston's plans. One could argue
that Weston' s financid failings are borne out of a duty indilled in him by American
culture—a duty as afather and an American maeto get rich as quickly as possiblein
order to enjoy the good life of materidism and consumerism. Furthermore, one could
argue that lawyers like Taylor and business proprietors like Ellis are both the authors and
purveyors of these culturd imperatives. In this respect, Weston Tate may be seen asa

victim who issmply trying to fulfill arole which has been culturaly congructed: if the idedl
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American family conagts of a home-making, child-rearing wife and submissive, dutiful

children, then the father and husband is under enormous pressure to provide financidly for
his family; and the surest Sign that the father has succeeded, according to American
advertisng, isfor him to surround the family with conspicuous icons of materidism and
consumerism, such as appliances, marketable securities, precious metas, and red estate.
Weston Tate has clearly been manipulated, to a certain extent, by these cultura
congructions of mae success. But | have maintained that Shepard does not excuse the
father entirely for his own persond failures and abnegations which have directly
contributed (if not entirdy caused) the disntegration of the family; it isworth noting thet, in
the family plays which followed Curse of the Sarving Class, Shepard mitigates the role
of the threetening outsders. In Buried Child, True West, Fool for Love, and A Lie of
the Mind (as well asthe family plays of the 1990's), there are no blatantly rapacious
outsders like Taylor and Hlis whose sole purpose is to bring economic ruin to the family.
Consequently, Shepard' s later family plays hold the father more and more accountable for
the family’s collgpse.

Like the fallen father who flees for Mexico at the end of the play, the other
members of the Tate family express adesreto flee to aforeign land. But none of them
make it off the farm by the play’s dlosing curtain. Emmawants to move to Mexico like
her father, but she is blown up by a car bomb planted by the loan sharksin Weston's

Packard (apparently Shepard wants us to think Weston has fled on foot). Ellawantsto
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move to Europe: “They have everything in Europe. High art. Paintings. Cadtles’ (7P

143).> Wesley wants to escape to Alaska, an “undiscovered” place that to his mind is
“full of possbilities” Y et asthe play ends, mother and son seem doomed to their “curse,”
frozen in that Janus-like posture as they finish the tale begun by the fdlen father. Shepard's
find culturd commentary seems to be that—because of the threat posed by amord,
opportunigtic outsders like Taylor, Ellis, Emerson, and Slater—gothic fathers like Weston
Tate can never experience atrue rebirth; the rotten fruit borne by the fathers
tranggressons will remain in soite of dl attempts at sdf-reformation.

With his next family play, Buried Child, Shepard would use these same gothic
devices—afamily curse, incest, and the uncanny—but to a much greater extent. The

result would be the most terrifying (and acclaimed) play in the Shepard canon.

® Lorraine, the alienated mother in A Lie of the Mind (1985), also wants to flee to Europe, specifically
to Ireland where they have distant relatives.
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CHAPTER THREE: SHEPARD’S GOTHIC APEX—BURIED CHILD

Laura Graham has described Buried Child as a play which combinesthe “return
of the prodigd son” myth with a“ murder mystery formula’ (59). While Graham'’s
assessment may be accurate, the play is much more than smply a structura combination
of amyth and aformula. One actor (Robert Coe) recdls the chalenge of defining
precisdly what effect should be aimed for when producing Buried Child: “Youwant a
darkness. | remember we had a difficulty in figuring out what kind of play thiswas. A
mystery, a comedy, gothic horror, or what?” (qtd. in Marranca 154). The play had its
premiere on June 27, 1978, at the Magic Theater in San Francisco. But even Shepard
himsdf, yearslater, hinted a some of the play’ s difficultiesin explaining why he decided to
rewrite some parts of the text in 1996:

| was never real happy with the play. It was somewhat raggedy, aress of
it weredoppy . . . you can’'t possibly do thisthing as a Eugene O’ Nelll
play. I’ve seen it done over and over again in amacabre, stone-faced,
methodica, quas-tragic form, and it’'s deadly. (qtd. in Shewey 238-239)
Shepard's cryptic remark that the play was “deadly” is symptomatic of the problems
inherent in critiquing the play and responding to it (and, in Shepard's case, deciding how
to writethe text itsdlf). Sincethe play is, at least tangentialy, about infanticide, why would
Shepard be troubled if the play is*deadly”? In other words, shouldn’'t a play about a

buried child and about the deeth of afalen father be “deadly”? Or by “deadly,” does
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Shepard mean that the audience was not fully responding to the play in the way he

intended—that the play was “deadly” in failing to provoke the desired emotiond and
psychologica response from its viewers? For that matter, what might be the desired
emotiona and psychologica response sought after by Shepard?

Asusual, Shepard’' s work—especidly this, his chef d’ oeuvre—conjures more
guestions than answers. For the purposes of this study, | am suggesting that much of the
play’s dusiveness and chalenges result from its gothic devices. Buried Child is Shepard's
mogt explicitly “gothic” family play in severd important ways. Firgt, the play plumbsthe
psychic and emationd depths of the American family much more deeply than Shepard had
previoudy donein ether The Holy Ghostly or Curse of the Sarving Class. Each of the
family membersis damaged in some way, and this damage usualy manifessitsdf
physcaly aswel as psychologicdly. Thefamily membersin Buried Child each suffer
from a collective repressed memory of atraumathat is (for most of the play) unspeakable.
The repression of this traumais ultimately unsuccessful, and the return of the repressed
memory culminates with the father’ sfina fall and the (grand)son’s find haunting. Second,
the play gives the most comprehensgive portrait of the entire gothic family, including fether,
mother, sons (both living and dead), and grandson. Furthermore, the play includes an
“outdder” character (Shelly) through whaose eyes the audience can approach the mystery
of the buried child as she attemptsto play detective. Whereas the “outsders’ in Curse of

the Starving Class served as antagonists who attempt to exploit the family economicaly,
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Shdly in Buried Child begins as an innocent of sortswho is transformed when her own

long-held beliefs about rurd American family life are irrevocably shattered insde the
[llinoisfarmhouse. By examining some of the most gothic featuresin Buried Child—
induding the uncanny, incest, and infanticide—we can observe how Shepard continued to
adapt these dements to portray the American family as even more violent and insidious
than it was in his previous family plays.

Inasense, the play’ s entire milieu isitsdf uncanny as Shepard “ presents the
familiar and proceeds to distort theimage and action” (Graham 73). The setting should be
idyllic, asort of safe haven for the American family—amid-western farm. But Shepard
violates the audience s expectations, and, in doing so, accomplishes the same sort of
defamiliarization of the American farm as Grant Wood achieved in his semind portrait
from the 1930's entitled American Gothic. Asanative of lowa, Wood knew the mid-
western farm culture intimately. Y et, in American Gothic Wood eschews aredigtic or
romanticized portrait of afarmhouse and family, choosing instead a depiction that is
ominous and aberrant. As Jonathan Jones observes:

They [the figuresin the painting] are keeping us out of their world rather
than showing it off. The close-packed bodies of the 19™-century farmer
and his spingter daughter . . . form awall between us and the white
wooden house. The house itsdlf isasecond closing of space, its front wall

impenetrably neat, with blinds pulled down over the windows. . . Tha
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pitchfork [the farmer] holds is extremely phallic and sharp . . . Wood

denied that it [the painting] was satirical. He proclaimed his sincere belief
in the vaues of hearth and home. And yet it isimpossible to deny the
srangeness of this American magterpiece in which nothing is quite as
dable asafirg glance might suggest . . . Even thetitle is ambiguous.
American Gothic refersto the architecture of the house, but aso
unavoidably has associations with Edgar Allan Poe and big-city pregjudices
about in-marrying, psychopathic country folk . . . There is something odd
about that window and the concealed upstairs room behind it. Anything
could go on up there. (Jones 2)
The overal effect of Wood' s famous painting is Smilar to the gothic effect achieved by
Shepard in Buried Child. Here, | am using the term “gothic” in a much broader sense
than merdy architecturdly; “gothic” suggests the dark secrets which the family membersin
both Wood' s painting and in Shepard' s play are hiding, or at least appear to be hiding. In
each case, the family farm which should be a place of openness, freedom, and
communion between man and nature has instead become a place of hidden guilt and
secretiveness. In thisway, Shepard and Wood can be said to present an uncanny
setting—a defamiliarized familiar which violates our expectations.
Shepard has called Buried Child, “sort of atypica Pulitzer Prize-winning play; it

wasn't written for that purpose. It waskind of atest. | wanted to write a play about a
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family” (qgtd. in Dugdae 39). Of course, Shepard had dready written severd family plays

in the firgt fourteen years of his playwriting career. But Buried Child is Shepard' s best-
known and most acclaimed work. Buried Child hasitsimmediate rootsin The Last
American Gas Sation, an unpublished three-act family play which Shepard wrotein
August 1974. The Last American Gas Sation depicts afamily on aroad trip: they
lounge about a arura gas sation (they are bloated from eating too many Hershey bars)
en route to somewhere. Some of the family membersin this play share the same names as
family membersin Buried Child: thefather in The Last American Gas Station is named
Dodge, the mother named Halie, and the sons named Tate and Eamon (Shewey 98).
Since The Last American Gas Station precedes Curse of the Sarving Class, itis
perhaps worth noting that one of the children in the earlier play is named Tate, and this
became the surname for the troubled family in Curse of the Starving Class.

Furthermore, the younger son Eamon is an amputee with awooden leg, foreshadowing
not only the character of Bradley from Buried Child, but aso recalling the story told by
Pop in The Holy Ghostly about his one-legged truck-driving brother, Jamie.

Asis often the case with Shepard’ s family plays, the author’s own life seemsto
have ingpired the characters of Buried Child. 1n 1996 Shepard mused, “The problem of
identity has dways interested me. Who in fact arewe?. . . it becomesimportant to meto
understand the way my suff isinterconnected, the way it'saresult of the past. I'm

beginning to understand that I’ m the direct product of something that’ s wild and woolly”
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(Coen 28). In Mote Chronicles, Shepard writes of vidting his paterna grandparents

who lived near Chicago:
My grandfather sits as he's dways sat—in ahole of his sofawrapped in
crocheted blanketsfacing the T.V. He slikeaskeeton . . . He smokes
and drinks continuoudly and spits blood into a stand-up brass ashtray . . .
Sometimes he coughs so violently his whole body doublesover . . . the
T.V.isonly onfor the bassbal. When the game ends, my Grandmother
comesin and turnsit off . . . When everyone s adeep | wander around in
the room upstairs saring & al the photographs of my Uncles. The Uncle
who diesin amote room on hiswedding night. Hiswife who died with
him. The Unclewho logt aleg at the age of ten. The Uncle who married
into the Chicago Médfia. . . dl the Uncleswho carry the bones of my
Grandpa sface. (qtd. in Wilson 109)
This excerpt has much in common with Buried Child: both depict a grandfather sitting on
a couch watching basebd| while coughing violently and drinking whiskey; in both, there is
aroom upgtairs with family photographs, both mention a rdative who died in amotel room
on his wedding night; both mention a Mafia connection; both include a relaive who lost a
leg; and both mention how the sons faces resemble the father. Although Shepard claims
that Motel Chroniclesis“fiction,” some critics doubt this claim, pointing out that the book

contains photographs of Shepard and his family which add an air of authenticity (Wilson
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110). It isreasonable to conclude that Shepard’ s own grandfather may very well have

resembled Dodge from Buried Child.

Other prose works by Shepard are linked to Buried Child, induding some
biographically based writings which precede Shepard’ s compostion of the play. Hawk
Moon, for ingtance, published in 1973, includes a piece entitled “Illinois’ which reads,
“Illinois green lush wet dripping corn . . Grandpa diesin his dippers and Grandpa diesin
his baseball cap and Grandpa dies sitting up” (167). Just as some of Shepard's prose
works evince important links to Buried Child, Shepard’s composition of the play’ s text
itself was an arduous, protean process out of which the fina script eventudly evolved.

In an aticle entitled “ Digging Up Buried Child,” Charles Whiting notes that,
sometime between 1977-78, Shepard wrote three distinct versions of Buried Child
before settling on afind (fourth) version for the published text. In each version, the text
experienced some important evolutions, including a softening of socid and culturd critique
between the firgt draft and thefind draft. A firgt draft of the play contained severa
passages which may be viewed as culturd critiques: in Act Two, Shelly told Dodge,
“There mudt’ ve been atime in Americawhen everything seemed likeit was o.k. There
must’ ve been sometime when everything seemed perfect” (gtd. in Whiting 549). Shelly’s
commentsimply that the horror inside the farmhouse is somehow a microcosm of alarger
malady which has overtaken the entire nation—and this was not aways the case. Inthe

same “fire” verson of the play, Hdie makes asmilar satement to Father Dewis. “You
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can't deny we had a peaceful home!' The whole country was at peace! One nation under

God! Indivishlel It's asthough the whole country went to Hell and we went with it!”
(qtd. in Whiting 551). These remarks move the play’ s thematic concerns onto a much
larger canvass of palitical and socid commentary. Hdie implies that Snce the * country
went to Hell,” there wasllittle their family could do but follow suit; they were just dragged
into the quagmire with the rest of America.

Precisely when and why the country “went to Hell” is something that Shepard
does not explain, nor can we be certain that Shepard himsdlf believes there was actudly
anidyllic timein America s hisory when the family existed in a Sate of serenity. But the
fdlen fathersin Shepard' s gothic family plays make satements indicating that they
themselves believed that a happier time was possible (or used to be possible). Near the
concluson of Buried Child, Dodge tdlls Shdlly that there was atime when life was
peaceful, perhagps even happy, and their farm was “ producing enough milk to fill Lake
Michigan twice over” (7P 123). In Curse of the Sarving Class, Weston Tate explains
his conviction that his dreams might have been redized if only he could have “figured out
the jumps.” But gpart from these cryptic phrases, Shepard’ s audience has little evidence
that felicity (even something gpproaching normalcy) is or was ever possible for the
American family. In hissemind work, Love and Death in the American Novel (1960),
Ledie Fedler expresses his belief that American literature has always depicted men flegeing

from treditiond roles “bewilderingly and embarrassngly [American literature is] agothic
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fiction, nonredigtic and negative, sadist and melodramatic” (Fiedler xxiv). Shepard's

depictions of the American family, especidly the fdlen father, are consonant with Fiedler's
thesis.

Before examining the gothic family membersin Buried Child, | would firg liketo
explore how Shepard' s staging effects are important in reinforcing and communicating the
sense of gothic mystery which permeates the house and its inhabitants. Indeed, in
Shepard' s family plays, staging effects are an important component of the overal gothic
effect. Perhgps the most eerie staging device is the old-fashioned television which Dodge
watches from his seat on the couch as the play opens. “A flickering blue light comes from
the screen, but no image, no sound” (7P 63). The blue light provides an dement of the
aurred, providing avisud digtortion for the audience—a subtle suggestion that, in this
house, things are not dways as they appear. Furthermore, the color blue may symbolize
Dodge s emotiond or psychic condition—a condition which is affected by the rentless
rain outside.

The opening stage directions describe the “sound of light rain”; Shepard gives no
indication whether it is day or night (7P 63). Many who are familiar with Buried Child
have doubtless interpreted the rain pouring down in “blue sheets’ as a harbinger of
rejuvenation or renewd; after dl, during the rainstorm Tilden gppears with vegetables
which have ogtensibly sorung from the long-barren ground. But | would like to offer a

different interpretation of the rainstorm by pointing out that storms are often used in gothic
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literature as Signs of ill omen or portents of imminent dread and horror. In gothic literature,

storms serve as a catdyst by which repressed memories burst forth into consciousness
under the externa pressure of wind and rain. Poe' s story “The Fal of the House of
Ushe” contains one of the best-known examples of a storm presaging the revelation of a
dark secret; the gothic moatifs of burid and resurrection make Poe' s story a useful
comparison for Shepard’ splay. In“The Fal of the House of Usher” a storm rages during
that fateful night when Roderick Usher is forced to acknowledge that he has buried his
gder dive. Smilarly, | am suggedting that in Buried Child the rainfall—besides providing
an ogensible explanation for the sudden return of crops—foreshadows the turmoil which
unfolds ingde the house as family members assault each other emotiondly and
psychologicaly. Michad Clifton believes that even the color of the rain—described as
Halie as “ blue sheets’—suggests repressed memories being stirred back to life by the
gorm. Clifton quotes novedigt William Gass as saying, “Blueis . . mog suitable asthe
color of interior life’; Clifton dso points out that Dodge is surrounded by blue, both by the
flickering blue light of the televison set and the rain outsde. Following Clifton’s premise,
Dodge s inundation by blue-as-unconsciousness seems a harbinger of the repressed
memory of the buried child which resurfaces during the play. Thet is, the appearance of
the blue light and blue rain might sgna the eruption of the buried secret into the family’s

consciousness—and Dodge' s consciousness in particular—verifying what Shakespeare
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wrotein The Merchant of Venice: “Truth will cometo light; murder cannot be hid long’

(2.2.86).

The sairs are ds0 akey eement in Shepard' s staging because they intensify the
sense of mystery which permesates the house and the family. Shepard's stage directions
describe sairs which “lead off stage left up into the wings with no landing” (7P 63). Like
the kitchen curtains sugpended in midair in Curse of the Sarving Class, the fact that the
dtairs seem to lead off to nowhere with no visble landing at the top gives the updtairs area
an other-worldly fed. The upgtairs of Shepard’' s stageis like the mysterious upstairs room
in Grant Wood' s painting American Gothic: “Anything could go on up there’ (Jones 2).
Halie (when she is home) spends most of her time upstairs, coming down only when
necessity forces her to interact with her husband and sons. During most of the play’s
opening scene, Haie is hidden updtairs, and the audience hears only her voice. Using this
technique, Shepard is able to communicate to the audience the sense of dienation and
estrangement which has created a gulf between Halie and Dodge. Because Hdieis
upgtairs, Dodge is able to lie to her and deny that heis drinking from a whiskey bottle
hidden behind the couch cushions. Halie knows Dodge is drinking, of course, but the
physical distance between them alows both to maintain their domestic charade and hide
behind afog of sdf-deception. The upgtairs areaisitself the scene of other deceptions:
the audience learns through Shelly that there are family photos upgtairs, including a photo

of amysterious baby in Hali€ sarms. The baby, we later learn, is the product of incest



177
between mother and son. The incest itself most likely occurred in one of the bedrooms

upgtairs. Tilden carries the bones of the buried child upstairs—where Hdie awaits
unwittingly but gppropriately—in the play’ s find scene. But because we never actualy see
the upstairs area, we are left wondering about what €lse is up there and what terrible
events have transpired there.

In addition to the mysterious upstairs area, Shepard skillfully uses a porch as part
of the staging to reinforce the demarcation and contrast between the insde of the house—
where secrets remain hidden—and the outside world. Shepard' s stage directions
describe a*“ screen door up l€eft, leading from the porch to the outside. Beyond that are
the shapes of dark em trees’ (7P 63). Shepard’s m trees may seem reminiscent of
O'Neill’sDesire Under the ElImswhere the tree branches stretched like arms of sentinels
looming over the house and seemingly intensifying the sense of cloaked secretiveness
ingdethehome. Desire Under the EIms like Buried Child, endswith arevelation of
infanticide. In Buried Child, the porch *becomes a passageway linking the ghostly
happenings of the household, which has escaped the passage of time for thirty years, with
afrightening and unpredictable world outsde’ (Lyons 142). In Curse of the Sarving
Class, Weston Tate mused, “Is this the insde or the outside?’ (7P 156), and, in Buried
Child, this digtinction between indde and outside becomes much more significant. Dodge

isthe only character who never enters or leaves the house during the play, creating a sense
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that he is somehow trapped—nby his crimes againgt hisfamily and hisfailurein his paternd

role.

When the other family members do leave the house, Dodge is the one who suffers
when they return. Tilden leaves and comes back carrying first corn, then carrots, and
finaly the muddy bones of the buried child. The vegetables astound Dodge, and the
child's bones seem to accuse and indict him, abeit Dodge dies moments before Tilden
carries the bonesinsde. When Hdie leaves the house, she returns with an outsider—
Father Dewis—who appears to be her lover, and together they ridicule Dodge and
implicitly cuckold him. When Bradley returnsto the house at the end of Act One (though
we never hisinitid departure), he returns to mutilate Dodge' s scalp with a pair of eectric
hair clippers. The next time Bradley leaves the house (sometime between Acts One and
Two), he returns to mock Dodge and threaten him: “We could shoot him. We could
drown him! What about drowning him?’ (7P 106). When grandson Vince arrives and
later leaves the house, he returns as a violent aggressor who claims not to remember
Dodge. Dodge, meanwhile, is a permanent fixture of the house—unable or unwilling to go
anywhere.

Furthermore, the demarcation between insde and outside becomes important in
other contexts throughout the play, with the porch serving as the symbolic gateway
between the two worlds. For instance, when Vince returns to the house in Act Three, he

warns Shelly, “Don’'t come out herel I'm warning you! You'll digntegratel” (7P 128).
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Though Vince swarning is directed at Shelly, his words seem particularly appropriate for

Dodge. Only inside the house can Dodge continue to delude himsdlf into thinking his
betrayas, crimes, and secrets will have no repercussions. Insde the house, safely
enthroned on his couch, with his whiskey bottle nearby and with hisfrail body cloaked in a
symbaolic blanket (which | will examine later), Dodge believes that the repressed traumatic
memories are buried forever. Just after shouting his warning, Vince uses aknifeto cut a
hole in the porch screen; then Vince crawls through the hole, breaching the gateway
between the family’ s world and the outside world. As Vince had prophesied, once this
screen is cut and the gateway is breached, Dodge’ s microcosm quickly disintegrates, and
Dodge dies mere minutes later.

Many worksin the gothic literary canon demonstrate how the secrets of the gothic
household are threatened and eventually exposed through contact with the outside world.
Indeed, contact with the outsde world nearly aways leads to the fdl of the gothic villain,
and, quite often, this gathic villain isthe father or patriarch. In Walpole' s The Castle of
Otranto, Manfred's evil scheme (to divorce hiswife and take his son’s former fiancée for
himsdlf) begins to unravel when the Knights of the Gigantic Sabre enter Manfred' s castle
with their entourage. In Matthew Gregory Lewis s The Monk, the villan Ambrosois
undone by an angry mob which storms the convent and arrests him.  One of the best-
known examples of a gothic villain threatened by the outside world occursin Bram

Stoker’s Dracula when Van Helsing storms Draculd s castle and breaches the inner
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sanctum. In Buried Child, Dodge takes therole of gothic villain: he has, by hisown

admisson, committed infanticide. But though Dodge's crime is the most heinous, heis not
the only maefactor in thisfamily. As|1 will examine below, the other family members are
equaly guilty, though they are guilty of different transgressions. Consequently, contact
with the outsde world will weaken not only Dodge but other family members as well.
Dodge recognizes how the outside world weakens the family by exposing their sns and
fralties hetells Shelly that dl she hasto do to overcome Bradley isto “throw it
[Bradley’ swooden leg] out the back door” and Bradley will become “totaly helpless’
(7P 110). Early intheplay, Dodgetdls Tilden, “Don’'t go outsde. There s nothing out
there. . . Everything'sin here. Everything you need” (7P 80). For Dodge, the walls of
the farmhouse serve to protect his comfortable ignorance, his belief that what he doesn’t
know (or what he won't admit to himsdlf) cannot hurt him:  hetells Tilden, “I don’t even
know who the neighborsare! And | don’'t wannaknow!” (7P 70). Significantly, the
arrival of one of these dreaded “ outsders’—Vince s girlfriend Shelly—is an omen that
Dodge s secretive world is about to be shaken and, ultimately, irrevocably shettered. In
Curse of the Sarving Class, Wedey had described the entrance of outsidersinto the
family homeasan “inveson.” In Buried Child, asmilar “invason” occurs, with deedly
results for Dodge and for the family’ s previous life of repressed memories and denid. In

order to fully understand the “ gothic” family dynamic which is shettered at the end of the



181
play, | would like to examine individudly each member of the gothic family in Buried

Child, beginning with the play’ s centrd character: Dodge.

Asthe play begins, Dodge is described as being “in his late seventies” “very thin
and sickly looking” as he reclines on “an old dark green sofawith the stuffing coming out
inspots’ (7P 63). A whiskey bottle hidden behind the sofa cushions provides him with a
crutch with which he can medicate his emotiona and psychologica pain. The whiskey
also serves to emphasize the estrangement and deception that exists between Dodge and
hiswife, Hdie—he denies having a bottle, though sheis sure he islying, and both seem
comfortable with thiswell-worn charade as the play begins. Dodge wears a“wel-worn
T-shirt, suspenders, khaki work pants, and brown dippers’ (7P 63). Dodge's attire
suggedts that he has no intention of going outside, nor isit likely he has faced the outside
world for quite sometime. Dodge s physicd frallty is suggested by his persstent cough
which intengfies as the opening didogue begins. Clearly, thisisaman at degth’s
doorgtep; but within the gothic family dynamic, the question remains asto precisely who or
what will findly bring about the father’s demise.

Dodgeismost dearly a“fdlen” gothic father in that he is characterized by traits
which violate the audience s expectations of the ided (even perhaps “ mythologica”)
American father and husband. One of thesetraitsis Dodge sisolation. Whereas the idedl
American father would prefer to be surrounded by his wife and children when he is home,

Dodge seems most comfortable when heisadone. In the opening scene, hetdls Hdig,
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“Don’t come down! [the gtairg]” (7P 64). Later, he clams neither to know nor care who
his neighbors are, and he antagonizes Shelly in Act Two, resenting her as an “outsder”
who has violated the isolation which he seemsto cherish. Yet Dodge sisolation is
paradoxica, for he fears being left utterly done. In Act One, Dodge scolds Tilden by
saying, “Y ou shouldn’t be needing your parents at your age. It'sunnaturd . . . | never
went back to my parents. . . Never even had the urge. | wasindependent” (7P 78).

Y et, just moments later, Dodge tells Tilden, “Y ou’ re supposed to watch out for me. . . |
can't beleft donefor aminute” (78). Tilden—already in a perpetud State of confusion or
mentd insufficiency—must be exasperated by his father’ s contradictory admonitions.
Tilden is not the only one whom Dodge imploresto stay with him. In Act Three, asHdlie
returns to the house with Father Dewis, Dodge begs Shdly to stay with him: “Don’t leave
me! Promisg!” (7P 113). Inthefirg Act, Dodge seemsto fear that some evil fate will
befdl him—he might doze on the couch with alighted cigarette and be burned up, or he
might be seized with a coughing fit so violent it findly kills him. But when heimplores
Shdly in Act Three to stay with him, Dodge seems to fear having to confront his wife and
her lover—as though he needs Shdlly to run interference for him. In both cases, Dodge' s
gpparent preference for isolation is undercut by hisfear of being left done. Asthe play
progresses, the audience may conclude that this fear of being done stems from Dodge's

repressed guilt over the infanticide which dowly comesto light.
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Ancther way in which Dodge is afdlen gothic father involves the dlusonsto degth

which surround him throughout the play. These alusions bear witnessto the fact that
Dodgeisemotiondly “dead” asfar as hisfamily is concerned, and he is emotionally dead
vis-avisthe father’ straditiona roles. Thefirg dlusion to death comes from Dodge
himsdf: in Act One, Dodge complains to Halie about his last haircut which Bradley gave
him, saying, “Y ou had some fancy, stupid meeting planned! Time to dress up the corpse
for company! Lower theearsalittle! Put up alittlefront! ... A pipe? Maybe abowler
hat! Maybe a copy of the Wall Street Journal placed casudly on my lgp!” (7P 67-68).
Dodge s complaint here is remarkable for severa reasons, starting with his reference to
himsdf asa“corpse,” as though he is dead aready—and he is, emotiondly and
relationdly. Secondly, his complaint critiques the timelessritud of families*putting on a
front” for company by repressing or hiding the conflicts and animosities which are tearing
the family structure asunder. Families can Strike avariety of poses using superficid props
(like abowler hat and a newspaper) in order to create an illusion of harmony. InAct
Three, some of the family members—namely Bradley and Hdie—make afind, futile
attempt to gppear “normal,” with Bradley declaring, “Nothing’swrong herel . . . Nothing
ever happened that'sbad! Everything isdl right here! We' re dl good people!” (7P
122). But even as Bradley makes his pitiful protest, the gothic family’ s inner sanctum has
been breached and their way of life has come to an end. Lastly, Dodge' s complaint about

posing with acopy of The Wall Sreet Journal hints a his class- consciousness and
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concomitant resentment of his own lower-class gation. Asthe father and, traditiondly, the
provider of the family, Dodge should be financialy astute, but thisis clearly not the case.
So, for Dodge, The Wall Street Journal isamocking reminder of hisfailures as provider.
Asthe play progresses, Dodge is linked to more dlusions and symbols of degth,
only now the other family memberslink Dodge with degth. In Act One, Hdieydls at
Dodge, “You st here day and night, festering away! Decomposing! Smelling up the
house with your putrid body!” (7P 76). In Shepard' sfirg gothic “family” play—The Holy
Ghostly— the father was “dready dead,” and the family members treat Dodge as though
the sameistrue. Nowhere is Dodge' s metaphorica “death” made more obviousthan in
the closing moments of Acts One and Two. AsAct One closes, Tilden symbalicaly
buries his father under a makeshift shroud of cornhusks. Similarly, as Act Two closes,
Bradley drops a coat over Dodge as the father lies prone on the floor; the coat serves as
another type of shroud or buria sheet, so that Dodge has been symboalicaly buried by
both of hisliving sons during the course of the play. Not to be outdone, in Act Three
Haietakesaturn a “burying” Dodge, first by covering him with a coat, and then by
tossing him a yellow rose which lands between his knees and stays there like an impotent
phalic symbol. As she doesthis, Hdie explainsto Father Dewis how we “end up dead” if
we gop believing in things (7P 118). Thefind alusion to desth occurs when Dodge
begins his tale about the buried child. Haietdlshim, “If you tdl this, you'll be dead to me.

You'll bejust asgood asdead” (7P 123). Dodge replies, “That won't be such abig
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change, Hdie.” Dodge redizesthat, as agothic falen father, he has been living a deathrin

life experience for many years now.

Ancther sign of Dodge s gtatus as fdlen father involves his negetive speech
patterns. Dodge' s speech is characterized by prohibitions: the nom du pere hastruly
become the non du pere, as Jacques Lacan suggests. According to Lacan, the “Name of
the Father” (nom du pere), which the son carries as a surname, is areminder of the Law
of the Father; and the primary Law of the Father is the prohibition againgt the son
committing incest with the mother. Lacan puns with the French language, showing that the
nom du pere (Name of the Father) in essence becomes anon du pere (“no” of the
Father, whereby the Father tells the son “no” and thus prohibits incest with the mother).
The 1978 text of Buried Child is vague and indeterminate about whether Tilden actualy
violated the incest taboo, thereby reecting Dodge' s non du pere. Dodge provides strong
hints that Tilden may have violated the incest taboo and fathered the buried child (and |
will explore thisissue in greater detall later in this chapter). But ultimately, the question of
whether or not incest actualy occurred is left unclear, and thisindeterminacy makesthe
play’s overdl effect more gothic.

Intheinitid didogue between Dodge and Tilden, the father imposes severd
prohibitions on the son, telling Tilden what not to do: “Don’'t answer her,” hetdls Tilden
when Halie cdls downdairs to the two men (7P 72). It isunclear whether Dodge's

command hereis connected to the later revelation of mother-son incest between Tilden
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and Hdlie, but it is possible that Dodge has discouraged communication between his wife

and son as one long- standing consequence of their forbidden union. But Dodge' s
prohibitive commands have to do with more than just Halie. Later in Act One, Dodge
saysto Tilden, “Don’t cdl it [amilking stool] achair,” and “Don't take my cap off!” (7P
80). Ineach case, Tilden acquiesces by assuring Dodge, “1 won't” (80). The father has
gpparently trained his eldest son to adopt an attitude of outward submission, and both men
have grown accustomed to these roles—yet later in the play the audience learns that
Tilden has not aways obeyed his father's commands, as in the case of the incest and the
fina exhumation of the buried child. Tilden is not the only target of Dodge's
prohibitions—this type of negative communication is an ingrained part of Dodge' s
character, and he exhibitsit toward even those who are not members of hisimmediate
family. In Act Two of the play, Dodge directs his prohibitions to Vince, tdling him, “Don’t
go out the back!” and in Act Three Dodge tells Shelly, “Don’'t leave me!” In both
ingances, Vince and Shelly reply, “I won't,” mimicking Tilden's did ogue from the opening
act. Itisasthough Dodge demands acquiescence from others, and when he does not get
this acquiescence—as in the case of Halie and Bradley—he suffers asaresult. Halie and
Bradley have both refused to submit to Dodge, apparently years before the play begins.
They both ridicule and humiliate Dodge, especidly Bradley, who intimidates his father into

cowed silence.
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Like many of Shepard’ sfalen fathers, Dodge prefers not to remember the past.

Moreover, he ddiberately chooses not to discuss the past: “I don’'t want to talk about
troubles or what happened fifty years ago,” hetells Tilden (7P 78). Dodge would prefer
never to have known the past a dl, as he explainsto Vince in Act Two: “It's much better
not to know anything” (7P 88). But though he refuses to discuss the past, Dodge does
have a memory which he indulges intermittently. One example of this occursin Act One
when he recdls one of his beloved baseball heroes, Stan Musid. But even here Dodge's
memory isimperfect—he claims that Musid’ s home run occurred with “ bases loaded,” yet
he clams there were “runners on first and third” (7P 81). Dodge' s erroneous recollection
may be one example of how his habitua repression of memories has affected his ability to
recall an event accurately. Moreover, Dodge s difficulty in accurate recal may lead the
audience to question his rdiability when the secret of the buried child comesto light in Act
Three. Shdly, the outsider, isthe catalyst who finally wrests the secret from Dodge.
Dodge s attitude toward Shelly is one of ambivadence. Initidly, he distrusts her as
an outsider and a“smartass’ from L. A. Yet his antipathy quickly subsides, and he begins
to fantasize about Shelly. In Dodge s fantasy, Shelly would do his bidding—first by going
to get him anew bottle of whiskey: “She'd go down there. Sink up to the counter.
They'd probably give her two bottles for the price of one. . . She'sa beautiful girl.
Exceptiond” (7P 94-95). In Act Three, Dodge attempts a sexua overture, asking Shelly

for “alittle massage’ and “alittle contact,” which Shelly laughs off (109). Smarting from
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this snub, Dodge ridicules her, caling her a“funny chicken” who is*“full of faith and hope’:

“Now you think everything’'s gonna be different. Just * cause the sun comes out” (109-
110). Dodge impliesthat, for Shelly, the sunlight represents hope and the promise of a
new day—a promise that today will be different from yesterday. Yet early in Act One,
Dodge had remarked sarcagtically to Hdie that he believed it wasraining “only in Illinois.
Thisisthe only placeit’'sraining. All over therest of the world it’ s bright golden sunshine’
(7P 75). This statement, when read in conjunction with Dodge' s bdlittling remark to
Shdlly in Act Three, shows that Dodge believes the family’s cursed situation (and
especidly his own cursed situation) is unaffected by the outward weether because the
rain—the red gothic sorm—is psychologica and inward, haunting Dodge' s psyche
regardless of the circumstances outside the house. Dodge redizes this, and that iswhy he
iss0 harshin his criticiam of Shelly’ s newfound optimism—because hersis an optimism he
cannot share. When Dodge finaly makes an attempt to exorcize his repressed traumatic
memories by speaking them aoud during a scene of spontaneous confession, hisown
desth follows soon thereafter.

In Act Three, Dodge makes Shelly his confessor. He begins by boagting to her—
“There s nothing aman can't do” (7P 110)—before beginning verbdly to exhume the
mystery of the buried child for her (and for the audience, for whom Shelly stands as
proxy). Thefirg step in Dodge' s verba exhumation of the secret isto destroy another

myth of the American family: the belief that al parents love and protect their children.
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Dodge asks Shelly, “Y ou think just because people propagate they have to love their

offspring? Y ou never seen a bitch eat her puppies?’ (112). Just as Dodge seems on the
verge of revedling the secret of the buried child he makes another clam which seemsto
contradict theimplied infanticide: Dodge asks Shelly, “Y ou know how many kidsI’ve
spawned? Not to mention Grand Kids and Great Grand Kids and Great Great Grand
Kids after them?’ (112). Logicaly and factualy—that is, from the “facts’ that are
available to the audience with the visble cast of characters—Dodge s clam of numerous
descendants does not make sense. Again, the audience must remember that Dodge's
credibility is sugpect and his memory is often repressed or imperfect. In fact, earlier in Act
Two, Dodge had even denied being Vince s grandfather: “1’m nobody’ s Grandpal” (7P
90).

On the other hand, Dodge' s claim to have spawned “ Great Grand Kids and Great
Great Grand Kids” may be read in conjunction with Vince s gothic uncanny moment
which is reported to the audience later in Act Three. Vince' s experience (which | will
examine later in this chapter) is surred rather than “red,” and the long line of ancestors
whose faces he clamsto see in the rain-blurred windshield are a gothic manifestation of
the uncanny—uncanny because Vince clamsto have never “seen” the faces before but
gill somehow “recognized” thesefaces. Vince s windshied epiphany is uncanny precisaly
because it isamoment of defamiliarized familiarity, a moment when Vince glimpses “that

dass of the terrifying which leads back to something long known to us, once very familiar”
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(Williams 72). If Dodge' s dlam of “Great Great Grand Kids’ isread in this gothic light—

and | am suggesting that it should be—then the claim becomes more than abad lieor a
fdse clam of bravado. If Dodge did have some sort of uncanny gothic epiphany which
enabled him to “seg’ into the future and glimpse his imminent progeny, then hisdam may
be legitimate in asurred, gothic sense. Y et, in the same breath, Dodge claims no ancestors
or predecessors. “There snot aliving soul behind me. Not aone” (7P 112). Here
Dodge seems to be stressing his independence, as when he told Tilden that he [Dodge]
never went back home to live with his parents. Finally, Dodge punctuates his speech by
asking Shelly, “Who gives adamn about bones in the ground?’ (112). Thisquedtionis
Dodge s attempt to justify his repression and denid of the infanticide. What's past is padt,
he says, and the memory of the buried child should stay buried (both literaly and
psychologicaly) inthe past. But with gothic, the past is never buried, and the return of the
repressed memory will erupt in the play’ s climactic scene,

Asfurther proof of Dodge's “falen” status, we may observe how Dodge's
tenuous hold on patriarcha power continues to wesken throughout the play. Like King
Lear, Dodge is suffering the consequences of his past decisions, and, like Lear, Dodge
invariably suffers at the hands of his own family in asort of trandference of power. Though
the play began with Dodge mocking Halie and berating Tilden, his coughing fits become
more violent as his physica strength continues to deteriorate rapidly throughout the play.

More importantly, Dodge is symbolicaly castrated when his hair is shorn by Bradley & the
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end of Act One. Asthe curtain openson Act Two, Dodge' s scap is*“ cut and bleeding”

(7P 83), and when Bradley reappears in the final scene of Act Two the metgphoricaly
“cadtrated” father remains helpless on the floor, too cowed to confront Bradley. Insteed,
“Dodge sarts moving his lips slently as though talking to someone invisble on the floor”
(7P 106). Shepard's stage directions seem significant here: we are not told that Dodge
appears to be talking to himself as he lies on the floor; rather, Dodge appears to talk to
someone invisible, perhaps even to a ghost—maybe the ghost of the buried child, or the
ghogt of Ansdl (if, indeed, these characters are separate entities).

Shepard mentions the terms “invisible’ or “disappear” severd times throughout the
play, and each time the terms seem to suggest death—either aliterd death or a
metaphorica one—and this would strengthen the impression that Dodge may be talking to
aghos as helies on the floor at the end of Act Two. Thefird referenceto “invisble’
occursin Act One when Dodge describes his resentment toward and relationship with
Bradley: “My gppearanceisout of his[Bradley’s] domain! It'seven out of ming! In fact,
it sdisgppeared! I'm aninvisble man!” (7P 68). Dodgeisindeed “invishle’ inthat heis
“dead” asafather figureto Bradley. Later in Act One, Hdie uses the term “disappear”
when describing the last time she saw their youngest son, Ansd, dive as his car drove
away following his marriage to a Cathalic girl with mafiaties “1 watched his[Ansd’|
face disappear behind the glass’ (7P 74). Findly, Tilden describes the buried child to

Shelly in Act Two, saying, “Nobody could find it. Just disappeared . . . Findly everybody
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just gave up. Just stopped looking . . . It'sso smdl. Almost invisble’” (7P 104). So

Shepard' s stage directions about Dodge speaking to “someone invisible on the floor"—
coming, as these directions do, after dl of the references above—carry with them at least
ahint of agothic or ghostly connotation. The wesker Dodge becomes (both in his
physica srength and in his psychologicd ability to repress traumatic memories), the
stronger the ghostly presence of the buried child becomes—culminating with Dodge sfind
confession and the buried child's physicad exhumation. This physica exhumation is carried
out, gppropriatey, by the play’ s most mysterious character: the haunted son, Tilden.

One of the most important ways in which Tilden functions as a gothic character is
that his credibility is highly suspect: because of Tilden's obvious mentd deficiency, the
audience can never be sure that what he saysistrue. Gothic literature often raisesissues
of truth and verifiability, questions about what istrue and what isnot. In Ann Raddiffe's
The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794), the Chateaur le-Blanc is thought to be haunted by
ghodts, but readers later learn that the mysterious sights and sounds were caused by
smugglersintent on scaring away any vistors. In Mathew Gregory Lewis's The Monk
(1795), the Prioress tells Lorenzo that Agnes died in childbirth, but Lorenzo later
discovers Agnes hdf-starved in the catacombs within the convent. In each of these cases,
the gothic writer leaves the reader in doubt, mystery, and suspense—the reader is never
sure what to believe, and “truth” is shown to be temporary or subject to change. Inthe

same manner, Shepard uses Tilden—and his dubious testimony—to create a gothic sense
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of mystery and suspense as the audience attempts to unravel the secrets of the family.

Tildenisin his“late forties” and he comes onstage wearing “dark green work pants, a
plaid shirt” and “heavy congtruction boots covered with mud” (7P 69). (In retrospect, the
audience may wonder whether Tilden has been digging out back dready at this point).
Probably Shepard’s most important detail about Tilden isthat “ something about him is
profoundly burned out and displaced” (69). We are never sure the exact nature of
Tilden'smentd disability—whether he was born thisway or whether his psyche was
shattered by one or more traumatic experiences—but clearly, Tilden is mentdly ungtable.
Perhaps the most memorable confirmation of Tilden's mentd ingtability occursin Act Two
when he walks around the stage wearing Shelly’ s fur coat, stroking it softly and amiling at
it asthough it were aliving cregture. Tilden shows the same affection and paternd care
toward Shelly’s fur coat that, we learn later, he showed toward the baby that was
murdered: Dodge says that Tilden used to carry the baby in hisarms for miles and miles,
taking and “sngin’ toit” (7P 124). It isasthough Tilden is projecting onto the fur coat a
paterna, nurturing ingtinct which was thwarted when Dodge murdered the baby. The
tenderness which Tilden evinces in scenes like this one, however, is merely another
symptom of his deficient mentd sate—a state which makes his credibility suspect. When
Tilden tells Shelly about the buried child in Act Two, the audienceis never sureit can fully
trust Tilden'stde. Yet, ironicdly, it is precisdy Tilden's menta handicap that gives his

words the semblance of truth. Like an idiot savant, Tilden seemsto be the one member of
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this gothic family who can relate the truth without guile or sophistry, nor does he seem to

evince any guilt over hisown rolein theinfanticide. Moreover, Tilden’swords are
supported by tangible, visud evidence, sarting with the mysterious vegetables which he
brings into the house.

When Tilden makes hisinitid entrance, he has both arms full of corn, freshly
picked. Dodge insgtsthat Tilden must have stolen the corn since their farm has yielded no
corn since nineteen thirty-five, daiming, “That' sthe last time | planted corn out there!”
(69). But Dodge does not seem to consider the possibility that someone €'se may have
planted in hisfidds, just aswe later learn that Tilden (gpparently) has “planted” hisseed in
Halie sfield, resulting in conception and the birth of ababy. Even with his smple mind,
Tilden can recognize the irrevocable nature of his actions. He tells Dodge, “Onceit’'s
picked you can't put it [the corn] back” (7P 70). Nor can Tilden reverse the incest
committed with his mother which resulted in the baby’ s birth and led to infanticide and to
the curse on the farmland which bore no crops for many years. In Act Two, Tilden enters
with hisarmsfull of carrots. The vegetables—if we can suspend our disbelief and view
them as aresult of the heavy rainfal outsde—may be a harbinger that the “curse” on the
land is soon to be exorcized by the revelation of the buried child. None of Tilden's
explanations for the vegetables isfindly convincing, however, asfar as Dodge and Hdie
are concerned:  through their eyes the audience wrestles with the question of Tilden's

credibility.
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When spesking to Haie, Dodge defends Tilden, telling her, “Tilden wouldn't lie.

If he saysthere' s corn, there scorn” (7P 75). Y et, only moments earlier Dodge had
ydled a Tilden—"“Now go put that corn back where it came from!”—because Dodge
believes the corn to be stolen from a neighbor’ s fields (70). Dodge' s affirmation that
“Tilden wouldn't lig’ is an about-face and seems motivated solely by Dodge s desire to
antagonize Halie. Halie dso assumes Tilden has stolen the corn, and she threatens to kick
Tilden out of the house if he does't tell her the truth about where he got it. Tilden “Sarts
crying softly to himself,” and this angers Dodge who takes another opportunity to argue
withHalie (76). In Act Two, Shepard provides further proof that Dodge neither trusts
Tilden nor has any confidence in him. Dodge tells Vince that Tilden has “logt his marbles’
and is*around the bend”: “Who do you think is more trustworthy? Him or me? Can you
trust a man who keeps bringing in vegetables from out of nowhere?” (7P 98). Thisis
precisaly the same question with which the audience has been wrestling.

None of the family members clamsto believe Tilden since heis mentaly deficient,
and Dodge swords to Halie may be read as a pun by Shepard: “If Tilden saysthere's
corn, there’ sscorn.” But, as| hinted above, Tilden's menta handicap—adisability which
should logicdly impair his credibility—becomes a positive attribute inside the gothic family
dynamic. Tilden becomes atype of truth-sayer, and his menta incapacity helpsto render
him immune to falsehood. If Dodgeis like King Lear, then Tilden resembles Lear’ s Fool

who will speak the truth regardless of the consequences, however unpleasant those truths
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may be. One of the truths Tilden speaks—and which the other family members deny—is

that of the buried child’sexistence. Tilden tdls Shelly and Vince, “1 had a son once but
we buried him” (7P 92). Ancther truth Tilden reveds is the name of the baby’ s killer:
“Dodgekilled it” (7P 103). Inalater family play, A Lie of the Mind (1985), Shepard
creates another mentally damaged truth- sayer character: in that play, Beth has suffered
gphasiaas areault of abrain injury, and as aresult she speaks profound truths which are
inaccessible to the other “normal” characters.

| have suggested in my introduction that gothic literature subverts traditiona
notions about the American family. Certainly Tilden stands as an ironic example of this
subversion; Tilden subverts the idea of primogeniture, universdly practiced, whereby the
firstborn son received (and ostensibly deserved to receive) the lion's share of the family’s
wedth. O’ Nell’s gothic family plays likewise chalenge the idea of primogeniture: in
Desire Under the EIms firstborn son Simeon Cabot deserts the family farm early inthe
play in seerch of gold in Cdifornia, effectively renouncing his birthright; in Long Day’'s
Journey Into Night, Jamie O’'Neill is an embarrassment and disgppointment to his father
ingtead of the mode of excellence and achievement which, asfirstborn, he should have
become. Because of his diminished menta capacity, aswell as hisrole in implied mother-
son incest, Tilden violates the stereotype of the firstborn son. Severa references are made
in the play to primogeniture, and each time it is Haie who calls atention to Tilden's

privileged position asfirgtborn son. In Act One, when Dodge complains about Bradley
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cutting his hair while he dept, Halie tdlls Dodge that Tilden will “protect” him from Bradley

because “ Tilden' sthe oldest” (68). But Dodge knows that Bradley is the more powerful
man, and he retorts, “ Tilden can't even protect himsdf!” (7P 68). Later in the opening
act, Hai€e stone has changed to one of disappointment as shetells Dodge, “ Tilden' s the
oldest. | awaysthought he'd be the one to take responsbility” (72).

There is reason to bdieve that, at some point in the past, Tilden was able to take
responghility. We learn from Hdie, and other family members confirm thisesawherein
the play, that “ Tilden was an All-American . . . Fullback. Or quarterback. | forget which”
(7P 72). Tilden overhears his mother and clarifies that he was afullback. Assuming thisis
true, Tilden must have been “norma,” or nearly so, for the first eighteen or more years of
hislifein order to atend school and to garner such ahigh level of nationd acclam in
footbal—a team sport requiring coordination and ahigh level of socid interaction. The
implication might be that the mother-son incest occurred (or was found out) sometime
after Tilden'sfootball playing days had ended—and this may have been the trauma that
resulted in his*burned out and displaced” psychologica condition. Following the
revelation of Tilden's former gridiron glory, Halie makes one other reference to Tilden as
firgborn. Assheisleaving the house to meet Father Dewis, Hdie tells Dodge, “If you
need anything, ask Tilden. He sthe oldet” (7P 77). Hdie swords continue to imply that
she has confidence in Tilden's sense of responghility, yet moments later she does an

about-face by saying, “We haveto watch him . . . he sill achild” (77). In her affirming
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statements about Tilden, Halie sounds as though she is Ssmply parroting empty rhetoric that

is part of some mythic American family mantra Her sophidtry isyet another example of
the family’ s pattern of denia and deception.

In my examination of the gothic family dynamic, | have suggested thet for the
haunted son, dl attempts to escape fully the influence of the fdlen father are ultimately
futile. The sameistrue of Tilden and Dodge. Although the audienceis led to believe that
Tilden accomplished the consummate subversion of hisfather by violating the incest taboo
and taking Dodge' s place—at |east temporarily—in Hai€ s bed, Tilden cannot help being
smilar to Dodge in severd respects. One of these smilarities involves both men's
predilection for denid when confronted with an unpleasant truth. Early in the play, we see
that for both men, denid isaway of life. When Dodge asks Tilden about his “trouble
back in New Mexico,” Tilden initidly deniesthis “1 never had any trouble” (7P 70).
When Dodge presses him about it, Tilden admits that he did indeed have sometroublein
New Mexico: “I waslongly” (71). Ultimatdy, however, Tilden cannot sustain Dodge's
drategies of denid. As| have shown above, Tilden inevitably and haplesdy reveds
secrets—and he reved s them both verbaly and through silent, physical action, as when he
exhumes the buried child at the end of the play and carries the corpse into the house.
Dodge, on the other hand, remains resolutely and congigtently in denid until the play’ sfind
scene when he conscioudy decides to reved al. Tilden thus exigsin a perpetud State of

seeming contradiction:  unlike the other family members, he is a spesker of intuitive truths
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who has been unable to repress his own memories of the buried child; but like the other

family members, Tilden sometimestdlslies and deniesthe past. This contradiction is best
understood by noting that Tilden' s intuitive truth- saying dways involves conveying
information about the buried child. If Tilden is, after dl, the natura father of the deed
baby, his traumainvolves a compulsion to spesk about and for his dead child whose own
voice has been forever slenced. At the sametime, Tilden is not impervious the family’s
pact of secrecy and penchant for lying and denying, o it is no wonder that Tilden denies
certain events, such as having gotten into trouble in New Mexico.

Anacther way in which Tilden resembles Dodge is his fear of abandonment and his
dependence on others. In Act Two, after Vince and Shdlly arrive a the house, Tilden
prepares to get apail and knife from the kitchen so that Shelly can cut the carrots. Before
going offstage, Tilden turnsto Shelly and says, “I'll beright back. Don’'t go” (93). Inthis
family of loveless, sdfish, and perverted relationships, it islittle wonder that Dodge and
Tilden both crave the company of others. It is asthough both men’s emotiona
deficiencies demand that they sphon from others whatever emotiond gratification they
can. However, there is one character whose company is sought by neither Dodge nor
Tilden—thisis a character who intimidates and terrifies both men: Bradley.

If Tilden's gothic auraiis connected to his Smple-minded, guileless nature, then
with Bradley we have just the opposite. Bradley isgothic in adragticdly different way

than Tilden. Bradley isaggressive, predatory, and violent. Heisthe raging mongter in
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pursuit, eager to wreak havoc. In Modern Gothic: A Reader, Sage and Smith observe

that gothic often involves a“ sudden and grotesque violence” (13). In Buried Child,
Bradley’ s character is the best representative of gothic violence. Bradley, asfar asthe
audience can tell, is the second-born, and his persondity isafoil to Tilden's. whereas
Tilden is meek and (usudly) submissive toward Dodge, Bradley dominates his father with
his substantid physicd strength and aggressve—even predatory—demeanor. Bradley’s
arms and shoulders are “extremey powerful and muscular,” and physicdly heisa*“big
man” (7P 81). Because of Bradley’s aggressiveness and refusal to submit to his fether,
Dodge both fears and hates Bradley. Early in Act One, Dodge ydlsto Hdie, “He' s
[Bradley] not getting in this house! He was born in a hog wallow, and that’s where he
belongd” (7P 76). When Bradley findly entersin the closing scene of Act One, the
audience has been dreading his arriva for quite some time adready, and Bradley does not
disgppoint. Hisfirg words are vitriolic and indicative of the violence raging within him:
“Sonuvabitch! Sonuvagoddamnbitch!” (81). Bradley wears a“gray swest shirt,”
suspenders, and “black janitor’s shoes,” clothing which, like Tilden's and Dodge s attire,
attests to his lower-class datus. But Bradley’s physica deformity defines him most
accurately. His“left leg is wooden, having been amputated above the knee,” so he moves
with an “exaggerated, amost mechanica limp. The squeaking sounds of metal and lesther
accompany hiswak coming from the harness and hinges of thefdseleg” (7P 82).

Bradley’s physicd deformity is merdly an outer manifestation of his psychologica and
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emotiond deformity. Bradley seemsangry a the world, ready to explode a any moment.

Once insde the house Bradley “violently knocks away some of the corn husks’ and then
“jerks’ the cap from Dodge' s head and “throws’ it downstage (82). After thus
symbolicaly usurping hisfather’s crown, Bradley completes the usurpation by using apar
of eectric clippersto shave his deeping father’ s head. During this scene, while Bradley
mutilates his father, Shepard accentuates the sense of horror by skillfully manipulating
sound effectsin akind of gothic orchestration: we hear the buzz of the dectric clippers,
the squeaking of Bradley’sleg and harness, and the rdlentless rain outside as the lights dim
and the curtain closes on Act One.

In addition to serving as a vishble symbol of Bradley’s psychologica deformity, his
wooden leg is dso a cadration symbol. The wooden leg is Bradley’s Achilles hed, his
one weakness which can be exploited. Dodge understands this, and though he cowers
helplesdy beneath Bradley in Act Two, Dodge reveds to Shdlly that the secret to
overcoming Bradley’ s physicd strength isto “take hisleg and throw it out the back door”
and Bradley will become “totdly helpless’ (110). Dodge clams not to have the strength
to snatch the leg himsdlf, but Shelly follows Dodge' s ingtructions and gains the upper hand
over Bradley in the play’sfina scene (and Vince, the prodiga grandson, does the same,
following Shdlly’slead). Bradley assumes the posture and tone of awhimpering child
once hisleg istaken by Shdly: hewhinesto Hdie, “Mom! Get my leg back! That'smy

leg! | can’'t do anything without my leg!” (7P 120). Most importantly, once Shelly takes
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Bradley’sleg, Dodge isfreeto reved the secret of the buried child without fear that

Bradley will harm him.  As Dodge beginsto unrave the mystery for Shelly, Bradley
grousss, “If | had my leg you wouldn't be saying this. You'd never get away with it if |
hed my leg’ (7P 123).

Bradley is powerlesswithout hisleg, just as Dodge had prophesied. In terms of
literary models for Bradley’ s one-legged character, Shepard may have had in mind
Captain Ahab from Mélville s Moby Dick. Both men are megad omaniacs—while Ahab
holds imperious reign on the Pequod againg the vast canvass of the Atlantic, Bradley rules
only hislittle kingdom of the isolated farmhouse, with profanity and threets of physica
violence as hiswegpons. Consequently, Bradley exhibits the very “pettiness’ of villainy
described by Irving Mdin. Bradley and Captain Ahab are dso smilar in that their
intimidating vitriol and threets of violence are more about symbolic magtery than actud
physica domination. As physcaly maimed characters, both men are ultimately
disadvantaged in physica combet, but by the sheer force of their irascible persondities,
they command submission and obedience from others. Asthe younger son, Bradley is
traditiondly at the bottom of the pecking order of maesin the family; consequently, heis
particuarly obsessed with asserting his control and indtilling fear in Dodge and Tilden.

In creating Bradley’ s character, Shepard may aso have been influenced by the
literary tradition of “southern gothic” which is replete with examples of mutilated or

grotesque characters. Two characters from the southern gothic literary tradition which are
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reminiscent of Bradley’s helpless sate are Joy Hopewd | from Flannery O’ Connor’s story

“Good Country People’ and Cash Bundren from William Faulkner’ snovel As| Lay
Dying. In O’ Connor’s ory, Joy Hopewell is rendered hel pless when a corrupt Bible
sdesman by the name of Manley Pointer runs away with her faseleg. Joy'slossisas
much psychologica asit is physicd, for immediately after her leg istaken she beginsto
question the belief system (redlly it is“unbdief”) which had thus far sustained her. In
Faulkner’ s nove, Cash Bundren is smilarly bereft of dl physicad and socid power when
he breaks hisleg and alowsit to be set in concrete. For Cash, the loss of hisleg (its
usefulness) is accompanied by aloss of influence which had been his birthright as the
firgborn son. These three well-known literary examples may have influenced Shepard's
portrait of Bradley, as dl three characters suffer a psychologica loss after the loss of aleg.
Of these characters, Bradley’ s wound was the only one that was sdf-inflicted: we are told
he accidentaly cut off his own leg with achain saw. Theidea of being mutilated with a
chain saw appears in another Shepard work, the prose collection Motel Chronicles:. in
this book, Shepard wrote about being haunted by “ certain thoughts I’ m afraid might
actudly cometrue. . . Like, for ingance, | might think that | accidentally cut my heed off
with achain saw” (69). The psychologica matives underlying this salf-mutilation may
include either masochiam, sdf-loathing, or a desire for sdlf- punishment as aresult of
consuming guilt. Gothic literature contains many ingtances of characters ether intentiondly

or unwittingly inflicting serious or fata injuries upon themsdves. In Wdpole' s The Castle
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of Otranto and in Charles Brockden Brown’'s novel Wieland, both gothic villains

(Manfred and Widland) try to stab themsdlves out of remorse over murdering their loved
ones. Since Bradley inflicted hisinjury upon himsdlf, rather than suffering at Dodge's
hands like the buried child did, Bradley isnot afraid of hisfather. On the contrary,
Bradley evinces pure hatred and disrespect toward the falen father.

Shepard tells us that Bradley is “ about five years younger than Tilden” (82).
Bradley seems acutely aware of Tilden's privileged status as firstborn son, and this has
caused Bradley to resent Tilden. In Act Two, Bradley says of Tilden, “Yeah. Heused to
be abig ded. Wore lettermen’s sweaters. Had medas hanging al around his neck” (7P
105). Tilden fleeswhen Bradley shouts a him, and Bradley enjoys this power to
intimidate his older brother, laughing as he tells Shdlly, “ Scared to death! He was dway's
scared!” (106). With Tilden gone, Bradley next turns his sadistic tendencies toward
Dodge, who lies hel pless on the floor as though Bradley’ s entrance into the house has
somehow supernaturaly sapped his power even further. When Shelly asks if something
can be done to help Dodge, Bradley laughs, “We could shoot him. We could drown him.
What about drowning him?” (106). Significantly, Bradley suggests for Dodge the same
gruesome method that (we later learn) Dodge used to murder the buried child. When
Shelly retorts, “ Shut up!” Bradley isfurious. Hetdls her, “Therewasatimewhen | had to
take that tone @ voice from pretty near everyone. Him for one! [motionsto Dodge] . . .

Everything sturned around now. Full circle. 1sn't that funny?’ (106). Asthefdlen
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father, Dodge has logt his patriarchd power as aresult of his own crimes and

transgressions againg his family, and Bradley has gained or otherwise usurped most of the
power which Dodge has logt.

Bradley’ s power is demondtrated again in his symbolic “rgpe’ or molestation of
Shelly. He commands her to open her mouth and to “keep it like that” (106). Then he
proceeds to invade her orifice by sticking hisfingersinto her mouth while she compliesin
terrified slence. Immediatdy following this*“rape,” Act Two ends with Bradley standing
over his prodrate father and symbalicaly “burying” him under Shelly’sfur coat, smiling dl
the while in sadigtic glee, reveling in his power. Y e, despite the power Bradley displaysin
the final scenes of Acts One and Two, Haie seems to have little confidence in him.
Bradley may perhaps be viewed as akind of gothic monster—Iike Frankengtein’'s
monster—full of sound and furious strength, but ultimately Bradley is unrdiable and
untrustworthy, and his parents redize this. Early in Act One, Hdietdls Dodge, “Bradley
can't look after us. Bradley can hardly look after himself” (7P 72). Furthermore, Bradley
isaliar who cannot betrusted. Halie is perhaps aware of Bradley’ s penchant for lying
and denia—traits he doubtless acquired from his parents. One example of Bradley’s
denids occurs when Halie questions him about putting his fingersinto Shelly’s mouth.
Bradley inggts, “I never did anything, mom! | never touched her!  She propositioned me!
And | turned her down” (7P 120). Bradley’sresponse goes beyond merely denying

Shdly’'s charge againgt him. In an apparent attempt to ingratiate himself with his mother,
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Bradley damsthat he was the victim of Shelly’sadvances. Halie, however, gives no

indication that she believes Bradley’ s account, and with good reason: later in the play,
Bradley makes his most egregious denid of the truth when he tells Shdlly, “Nothing's
wrong here! . . . Nothing ever happened that’sbad! Everything isdl right herel We're
al good peoplel” (122). Moments later, Dodge confesses fully to infanticide, so
Bradley’ s outburst here seems a sort of last-ditch attempt to preserve the facade of self-
deluson which the family has cultivated for countless years.

Bradley stands as the most physicaly sawart antagonist inthe play. Asl have
suggested above, in the gothic literary tradition Bradley seems atype of Frankengtein’s
mongter. He is an abhorrent creation (perhaps the inevitable result) of his parents
deceptive, combative marriage. Furthermore, Bradley is, in asense, dso a*“ creation” of
Tilden'sidiosyncrasies. In O'Nell’ s gathic family play Long Day’ s Journey Into Night,
Jamie Tyrone used the term “my Frankengtein” to refer to his younger brother Edmund.
Through thisdlusion to Mary Shdlley’s gothic novel, Jamie indicts himsdf for encouraging
Edmund to follow his (Jami€ s) destructive path rather than to choose a more conservative
lifestyle. In Buried Child, Tilden lacks the sdf-awareness to manipulate and deliberately
corrupt hisyounger brother Bradley. But Bradley nevertheless has also become a type of
“Frankengtein” (the mongter) dueto Tilden's peculiar inability to shoulder the traditiond
(and perhagps mythical) mantle of the American firstborn son. Whereas Jamie O'Nelll is

rendered unfit as firstborn son due to his drunkenness and sdf-destructive, wanton
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lifestyle, Tilden's menta deficiencies likewise render him unfit to shoulder the

regpongibilities and to regp the benefits of primogeniture. Bradley senses his older
brother’ s weaknesses—indeed, he has probably sensed them long ago—and, as aresult,
Bradley terrorizes and intimidates both Tilden and Dodge by his brute strength and
predatory persona. Bradley isan enemy of Dodge, of Shelly, and of truth itsdf. The
other family member who stands resolutely and consgtently againgt Dodge—and isa
congtant threat to his patriarcha power—isHalie.

| have suggested that the mother in the American gothic family paradigm is
emotiondly dienated from her family, and in Buried Child, Shepard demondtrates this
dienation by physcdly digancing Hdie from her husband and children as evidence of the
edrangement she feds from them. In the opening scene, Halie remains updtairs, avay
from a hushand she neither loves nor respects. In fact, for the first nine pages of the
printed script, Shepard refersto her only asHALIE'SVOICE. When shefindly makes
her dramatic descent down the staircase—reminiscent of Mary Tyrone sfind descent into
madness at the end of O'Nelll’s Long Day’ s Journey Into Night—Hali€' s appearance
reinforces her dienated status. Sheis dressed “completely in black, asthough in
mourning” including a*“hat with aveil” and “dbow length black gloves” Sheis*about
sxty-five with pure white har” (7P 73). Halie clamsto be mourning for Ansd, who is
ostensgibly the third son born to Dodge and Halie. Her clam may or may not be true—this

is, after dl, agothic household where “truths’ may be fabricated and secrets abound.
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Evenif her dam s credible and Ansdl did die in the way she rdates, this fact done may

not adequately explain her mourning clothes. On ametgphorica leve, Hali€ s black
mourning clothes suggest the “death” of her marriage to Dodge and a degth of the love
that they once had for each other and for their children. Perhgps the clothes symbolize the
degth of their American Dream: latein the play, Dodge tdls Shdly, “We were awell-
edablished family once. . . The farm was producing enough milk to fill Lake Michigan
twice over” (7P 123). Now, however, the farm is cursed and barren; the Dream has
died. Findly, Hdie' s mourning clothes may suggest the “deeth” of her traditiond role as
mother, which would have occurred if she has, in fact, become Tilden'slover. Since Hdie
isthe only family member clad in mourning clothes, her ouitfit is an outward manifestation
of her dienation from the rest of the family. Asfurther evidence of Hali€ s dienation, she
leaves the house in Act One and does not return to the house until the finad Act. Her
physical absence represents her degper emotiond absence from her family and her home.

When shefindly returns home, Hdlie brings Father Dewis—a hypocritica
cdergyman in the literary tradition of Arthur Dimmesdae from The Scarlet Letter and
Reverend Whitfield from Faulkner’s As | Lay Dying. Whitfield is an epecidly apt
comparison for Father Dewis. Faulkner’s wayward minister commits adultery with Addie
Bundren, yet Addie maintains her outward Christian stance and mora fagcade. Similarly,
for much of Act One, Halie preaches to Dodge about how they “shouldn’t race on

Sundays’ and how “the messengers of God' s word are shouted down in public places’
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(7P 65-69). Y¢, in Act Three, Hdie returns laughing and tipsy, and she gropes in Father

Dewis s pants pockets for aflask of whiskey (7P 117). Moreover, Halie has exchanged
her black mourning clothes for a bright yellow dress, and now her arms are full of bright
ydlow roses. She has clearly been out dl night with Father Dewis and has had reason to
change clothes while with him, perhaps following asexud tryst with him. Since Hdlie has
no quams about groping the clergyman’s crotch in plain view of her husband and children
(eswdl asinfront of Shelly, atota stranger), the audience may infer that sheishaving or
has had an affair with Father Dewis (indeed, the name “Dewis’ may be another pun by
Shepard). Within the gothic literary tradition, Hdie follows in the line of sexudly voracious
women like Métilda from Matthew Gregory Lewis's The Monk: in Lewis snovd,
Matilda s unrestrained sexud agppetite ultimately resultsin death, and not just her own. In
Halie s case, if the suggestion of mother-son incest can be believed, then her own
outwardly repressed but ultimately voracious sexua appetites have turned themsdves
upon her own son, Tilden; as with Matilda, the result has been death—the deeth of the
buried child.

For his part, Dodge seems to accept tacitly his satus as cuckold—another sure
sgn of hisgatus asfdlen father. During their opening didogue in Act One, Dodge
remarks playfully about Hali€ s profligacy. When Haie mentions a suitor who took her to
the horse races years earlier, Dodge remarks, “[He] Gave you agood turn around the old

sable. . . And he never laid afinger on you | suppose?’ (7P 66). In Act Two, Dodge
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implies that Hai€e's promiscuity was not confined to her maiden days, but it continues even

now: he chuckles and tells Shelly, “ She [Halie] won't be back for days. . . Theréslifein
the old girl yet!” (88). Clearly, Hdlie is no Cold War-era submissve wife, adhering to
“containment” theory by keeping her sexudity under wraps. In the gothic family dynamic,
mord restraints are cast aside; secretive and forbidden appetites are indulged.

Though twentieth- century American gothic family plays are often mae-centered,
the mother’ srole is often a centra one. In Tennessee Williams' play Suddenly Last
Summer, for indance, Violet Venable served as a vengeful mother (and surrogete lover)
who was willing to butcher Catharine Holly in order to protect the memory and legacy of
her dead son. In Buried Child, Hdieislikewise willing to go to dmost any extremein
order to protect and preserve the family’ s secrets and to maintain a respectable facade to
the outsde world. O'Neill’'sLong Day' s Journey Into Night is perhaps the best
example of the gothic mother playing a centrd role, and Haie may be usefully compared,
in severd regards, to Mary Tyronein O'Nelll’s masterpiece. Both Mary Tyrone and
Halie walk about their haunted houses with rose- colored glasses, deliberately cloaking
themsalves with sdf-deceit about their sons' true shortcomings. Mary refuses to admit
that Edmund has afatal disease, while Hdie futildy attempts to assure hersdlf that
“Tilden'sthe oldest,” implying that Tilden is well-adjusted and independent—all the while,
both mothers know that the truth about their sonsis quite different. Both women use

ecapist techniques in order to temporarily flee their gothic worlds—Mary Tyrone takes
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morphine while Halie leaves the house to indulge in an adulterous affair with Fether Dewis.
Finaly, both Mary and Halie remain as seadfast inhabitants of the gothic household by the
end of their respective plays, and at the end of both plays the mothers have plunged
themsdlves even deeper into sdf-delusion. Mary Tyrone makes her final descent down
the staircase, high on morphine and fully delusiond. Halie, though sober, isno less
delusond asthe curtain closes on Buried Child: she has“Ieft” her family as surdly as
Mary Tyrone, becoming merdly avoice which rambles on full of false optimism, sounding
as though she has utterly forgotten the horrific secret which was reveded only moments
ealier. Both Mary Tyrone and Halie have the last word in these gothic family plays. The
irony isunmigtakable: traditiondly, the American mother is the crucid link which binds the
family together. Y et both Mary Tyrone€ sfamily and Hali€ s family are a shambles, duein
large part to the mother’ s own failures and wesknesses (in Mary’ s case, the weskness is
drug abuse, whilein Hali€' s case, the weakness gppears to be an uncontrollable sexua
apptite).

Hali€ srole in possible incestuous reations with Tilden aso make her auseful
comparison to other mothersin American gothic drama. Like Christine Mannon in
O’ Neill’s Mourning Becomes Electra, Halie has an adulterous affair, and while O’'Neill’s
play dludesindirectly to an incestuous attraction between Chrigtine and her son, Orin,
Buried Child contains a stronger suggestion that the mother-son incest may have actudly

occurred between Halie and Tilden. Elaine Tyler May explains how the domestic
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implementation of “containment” theory would, among other things, hep to thwart the

possibility of incest:
Presumably, these sexudly fulfilled and appropriately submissve wives
would lavish care on their children and sexud affection on their husbands.
Sexuadly frustrated mothers whose husbands were not in command might
turn their perverted desires toward their sons. . . . (May 97)
Dodgeisdearly not “in command” of his household, which May saysis essentid in
discouraging the possibility of mother-son incest; rather, he has “dodged” hisroles as
husband and father, and now exists in a semi-comatose state on his couch, ensconced
between his whiskey bottle and histelevison set. The subtle suggestion of incest between
Halie and Tilden does not gppear until the play’s climax in Act Three, but as early as Act
One Shepard provides veiled hints which foreshadow the gothic subtext of incest. These
hints are included in Hali€'s memories of her dead son, Ansdl.

Hdlie firsg mentions Ansdl by holding him up as the favorite son, the scion upon
whom al her dreams had rested: “I put dl my hopesin Ansdl . . . He was the smartest
probably . . . He could have earned lots of money. Lotsand lots of money” (7P 73). To
Haie sway of thinking, inteligence is vauable only as a means of making more money,
and Ansel was to have been the family’ s economic savior. Moments later, Halie reveds
that Ansd is dead, and the audience mudt infer it is Ansdl’ s death that she is mourning—as

her black clothes indicate. Hdie does not revea how much time has passed snce Ansel’s
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death, nor does she reved precisdy how Ansel died. But she does say that Ansel died on

hiswedding night: “It's not fitting for amean like that to diein amoted room. . . If he
hadn’t married into the Catholics. TheMab . . . Catholic women are the devil incarnate’
(7P 73-74). Halie evinces an anti-Catholic sentiment, and it is worth remembering that
some mgjor works in the gothic literary tradition were explicitly anti- Catholic, and were
intended to be. Fether Dewis echoes Hali€'s sentiments when he tells her in Act Threg,
“In our heart of hearts we know we' re every bit as wicked asthe Catholics’ (114). In
Horror Fiction in the Protestant Tradition (1988), Victor Sage observes that Matthew
Gregory Lewis s 1795 gothic novel The Monk employed “theritud ement of anti-
Catholic pamphleteering” in order to gain popularity with the British reading public (Sege
xiv). Other gothic novels such as Ann Raddiffe s The Italian (1797) contain Smilar anti-
Catholic dements. Shepard portrays Hdie as a narrow-minded bigot who, in her
idedligtic bombagt regarding her son Ansdl, unfairly indicts an entire reigion, aswell an
ethnic group: “All those Itdians. All that black, greasy hair” (7P 74). But the anti-
Cathalic tone in this scene is consonant with early British gothic novels. More importantly,
Halie s anti- Catholic remarks function as a blatantly racist, ethnocentric attack on Italian
Americans. Catholiciam is not Hai€' s specific target here; rather, her remarks link Italian
Americans with both Catholicism and with organized crime, a stereotype straight out of

Hollywood. Halie sremarks belie her own racigt attitudes, but on alarger scale, her
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remarks indicate the entire family’ s inward-looking, myopic view of the outsde world—a
world which cannot be trusted due to the family’ s dark secrets.

AsHadlierecalsthelast time she saw her beloved Ansd dive, she makes
satements that may dludeto incest: “1 kissed him and hefdt likeacorpse. . . He never
used to kisslikethat . . . Hating me and loving her!” (74). Halie sounds more like ajealous
lover than agrieving mother. In light of Hali€' s apparent incestuous relationship with
Tilden, one cannot help speculating about whether she may have dso committed incest
with Ansd. Halie seems obsessed with preserving Ansd’s memory:  she goesto vist
Father Dewis, ostengibly to persuade him to help erect a bronze statue for Anse—a
datue of Ansel holding arifle in one hand (commemorating histime as asoldier) and a
basketbdl in the other hand to commemorate his athletic prowess (116). Butin atelling
scenein Act Three, Shepard causes us to question how much of the myth surrounding
Ans istrue—indeed, if any of itistrueat dl. Hdieinggtsthat Ansd wasan “All
American” in basketbdl, but Bradley insgts, “He never played basketbd|!” (116).
Moments later, Bradley denies putting his fingersinto Shelly’ s mouth, so the audience
knowsthat Bradley isaliar: should we, then, believe Bradley and dismiss Hdie'sclam as
incredulous? After dl, what are the odds that this family produced, not only one, but two
“All American” athletes? Hdlietriesto get Father Dewisto confirm that Ansd wasa
basketball gtar, but Father Dewis replies crypticaly, “I remember Ansd” (117). Father

Dewis may only be affirming that he “remembers’ Hdi€ s fantases about Ansd, not that



215
these fantasies were ever true. Ansdl’s exploits may very wdl befictive. His"life’ may be

afabrication, much like George and Martha s game of “Bringing up Baby” from Edward
Albee sWho's Afraid of Virginia Woolf? Shepard surely knew Albee s play and may
have been influenced by it. In thiscase, Ansdl may, in fact, be the murdered baby whose
invented “life” servesto further bury and repress the traumatic memory of infanticide.

But if the audience were to believe that Ansdl and the buried child are actudly two
different offspring—both of whom realy exised—if the audience were to believe that
Ansd redly was asoldier and a basketbal All-American who died aviolent degth ina
motel room on his wedding night—then the audience is presented now with not only one,
but two desths of children which have traumatized this family. | am not suggesting that
Halieis necessarily telling the truth, for Shepard deliberatdly |eaves the matter muddled
and unresolved, and this indeterminacy augments the play’s gothic quaities. Hdie's
diaogue throughout the play seems to support the argument that Ansdl and the buried
child are different people. Whereas she isloquacious about Ansdl’ s achievement and
poor judgment in choosing awife, Halie is reticent about the buried child. She threatens
Dodge with metgphorica “death” in Act Threeif herevedsthe infanticide. Shepard
leaves the question unresolved—one dead child or two? Regardless of the truth, the
family remains emotionaly and psychologicaly shattered and estranged. In Act Three,

Hali€' s estrangement from Dodge is demonstrated when she clings to Father Dewis and
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ridicules her hushand: shetells Father Dewisthat Dodge is“ crazy” and “mad,” and thisis

even before Dodge begins his confession about the incest and infanticide (7P 118).

In Act Three, when Dodge findly reveds to Shelly the secrets of incest and
infanticide, he does so indirectly: “See, we were awel established family once. . . Then
Halie got pregnant again. Outa the middiea nowhere. . . In fact, we hadn’t been
deepin’ in the same bed for about six years’ (7P 124). We are not told whether the
decision to have separate beds was mutua, or whether Halie abandoned Dodge' s bed in
favor of one (or more) of her son’sbeds. But when Halie became pregnant by someone
else, Dodge became sadistic and refused to call a doctor:

Thisonel let her have by hersdf. Thisone hurt red bad. Almost killed
her, but she had it anyway . . . It wanted to grow up in thisfamily. It
wanted to pretend that | was its father. She wanted meto bdieveinit.
Even when everyone around us knew . . . Tilden knew. (124)

Dodge refers to the baby as “it,” though he must have known the baby’ s gender.
By using the term “it,” Dodge dehumanizes the baby and, implicitly, ameliorates the
heinous nature of crime, as though interpreting hiskilling of the baby more like euthanizing
an animd than murdering ahuman being. Furthermore, Dodge claims somehow to have
known, intuitively or supernaturaly, the infant’s desires. “It wanted to grow up in this
family. It wanted to pretend that | wasitsfather.” These satements indicate that Dodge

is projecting onto the infant his own fedlings of anger and betraya over being cuckolded.
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Ultimately, of course, Dodge tried to satiate these fedings by killing the baby. When

Dodge says, “She[Hdlig] wanted meto bdieveinit,” we cannot be sure whether “it”
refersto the lie that Dodge had fathered the baby, or if “it” refersto the baby itsef—as
though saying Haie wanted Dodge to alow the child to live and to be alowed to grow up.
As Dodge continues histae, his narrative focuses more specificaly on Tilden,
though Shepard is characteristically evasive about whether or not the incest taboo was
ultimately violated: “Tilden was the one who knew. Better than any of us. He d wak for
mileswith that kidin hisarms.. . . Tdkin' toit. Singin’ toit . . . “ (124). AsDodge reveds
thislong-repressed secret, Halie ydls for Bradley to make Dodge “shut up.” But Bradley,
stripped of his phalic power now that his leg has been snatched by Shelly, replies weskly,
“I can't” (124). With Bradley powerless, Halie desperately conjures the memory of her
beloved Ansd again: “Ansd would' ve stopped him! Ansel would' ve stopped him from
telling these lies Hewasahero!” (124). Hali€ swords suggest that Ansa—if hetruly
exised—might not have been able to have prevented the infanticide, only that he could
have stopped Dodge from confessing to the killing and reveding the family’s dark secret.
In exasperation, Halie shouts, “What' s happened to the men in thisfamily! Where are the
men!” At this moment, right on cue, Vince—the haunted grandson and heir—makes his
return to the house by “ crashing through the screen porch door up left, tearing it off its

hinges’ (124).
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Vince functions as the play’ s most centra version of the gothic haunted son. In
fact, Vince may be seen as being “ doubly haunted” since he struggles under the weight of
both hisfather’s guilt (Tilden) and his grandfather’s (Dodge). Vinceisthe only grandson
to appear in Shepard’ s family plays, and as such, he occupies a unique position within
Shepard' s gothic family paradigm. Whereas the usud haunted son has only one
generation of paternd guilt with which to wrestle, Vince struggles under the weight of both
his father’ s and grandfather’ stransgressons. And if, as | have suggested, the haunted son
in Shepard' s family playsis ultimately cursed to repeet his father’ s destructive patterns,
then Vince is doubly cursed to repest this pattern.

The version of Vince who crashes through the screen door in Act Three, drunk
and bellowing the lyricsto “The Maring s Hymn,” is not the same Vince whom Shepard
introduced to the audience at the sart of Act Two—a young man holding araincoat over
his girlfriend’ s head, eager to reunite with rdaives whom he cals “my heritage’ (7P 84).
Vinceis Tilden's son, around twenty-two years of age, dressed in aplaid shirt, jeans,
cowboy boots, and dark glasses. He carries a saxophone case—likelcein The Holy
Ghostly, this“prodigd son” isamusician; though neither 1ce nor Vince makes music with
his insrument during the play, both sing briefly near the end of their respective plays, as
though momentarily transcending (or trying to) their trgpped, gothic condition asa
“haunted” son who is doomed to repest the father’ s mistakes. Vince' s descent into the

gothic family vortex (which findly dams him irrevocably) begins dmost immediatdy, and it
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garts with agothic device which is very smilar to the uncanny: misrecognitions, or the

failure to recognize something which should be familiar.

When Vincefirg arrives at the house, he has a difficult time making his girlfriend
Shdly—the one true “outsder” or “witness’ character—believe that he is serious about
wanting to renew hisfamily ties. Shdly is laughing uncontrollably as they enter the house
at the start of Act Two, and Vince scolds her repeatedly, telling her to “Knock it off . . .
Have somerespect . . . Pull yourself together” (7P 83-84). Hefird tells her that the
farmhouse and dl its accoutrements are his “ heritage,” and this statement becomes a
prophecy when, at the end of the play, Dodge leavesit dl to Vince in hislast will and
testament. Vince s prophetic remark about the farm being his “heritage” followsin the
gothic literary tradition of prophecies. Horace Walpole' s The Castle of Otranto (1764),
widdy regarded as the “first” gothic nove, includes a prophecy that Alfonso's heir will
usurp Manfred' s kingdom, and the plot of the novel is driven by Manfred' s frantic
attempts to thwart this prophecy. In Wapol€ s nove, Theodore eventudly inherits the
kingdom after heisfinaly recognized as the “true heir of Alfonso,” jugt as Vince will
eventudly inherit the farm after he is findly recognized asthe true heir in the find act.

Vince has not seen his family for over six years, and he quickly admitsto Shelly
that the reunion isa“tense stuation” for him (7P 85). Once ingde the house, Vince
searches upgtairs while Shelly stumbles upon Dodge who is adeegp on the couch. Shelly

explansto Dodge that “Vince has this thing about his family now. | guessit'sanew thing
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with him . . . he feds he wantsto get to know you dl again. After dl thistime” (86). Asl

mentioned in Chapter Two of this sudy, Shepard himsaf made asmilar trip to an lllinois
farm in 1968 to vist his own grandparents, and then traveled west to reunite with his
edtranged father in the desert. We know little about Shepard' strip to Illinais, but for
Vince, the initia encounter with his grandfather is uncanny becauseit involvesa
misrecognition: something (or someone) which should be familiar has instead become
defamiliarized.

Dodge seemsto believe that Vince is actudly Tilden: he asksVince, “Did you
bring the whiskey? . .. Y ou went outside like we told you not to do” (87). When Vince
tries to explain who he is, Dodge responds with paranoiawhich indicates his datus as a
gothic fallen father who mistrusts srangers. “ Stay whereyou are!’ Keep your distance!”
(89). Surprised by this confrontation with outsiders, Dodge attempts to escape redity by
drowningitin acohol. He searchesfranticaly for his whiskey battle, ripping the stuffing
out of the sofacushions. At this moment, we see the firgt glimmer of an innate and psychic
connection between grandson and grandfather, for as Dodge becomes more violent by
tearing up the couch, Vince suddenly exhibits the first Sgn of violence againgt Shelly. He
“grabs her” to prevent her from leaving, and “they struggle’ as Dodge continues histirade
(89). Thisviolent behavior does not appear to be typical of Vince because Shelly does
not seem accustomed to seeing violence from him: she yells, “Let go of meyou

sonuvabitch! I'm not your property!” (89). At this moment, Tilden enters with hisarms
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full of carrots, much to the surprise of Vince and Shelly. They assumed Tilden wasin

New Mexico, and they were planning to go west to vigt him after leaving lllinois. The
second “misrecognition” occurs when Tilden does not recognize Vince as his son.
Ingteed, Tilden digs up the memory of the buried child in the first of many revelations:
when Shelly asks Tilden if he recognizes Vince as his son, Tilden replies, “I had ason
once but we buried him” (7P 92). Dodge immediately gtifles Tilden from continuing the
revelation, yet Dodge s rebuke adds to the mystery surrounding the buried child: Dodge
exclams crypticaly (to Tilden), “You don't know anything about that! That happened
before you were born! Long beforel” (92). Clearly, Dodge islying here, as we later
learn. But hiswords do serve to defer the revelation and to increase the mystery and
subterfuge surrounding the truth. In The Rise of the Gothic Novel, Maggie Kilgour
observes, “While gothic narratives move toward revelaion of the mystery, they aso defer
it,” and this deferrd is achieved by “digressions, interruptions, and infolded taes’ (32).
Dodge s interruption of Tilden here serves the same gothic purpose as canonical gothic
novels such as Horace Wapol€' s The Castle of Otranto, Ann Raddiffe s The Mysteries
of Udolpho, and Charles Maturin’s Melmoth the Wanderer.

Stung by hisfamily’ s failure to recognize him, Vince becomes atype of performing
monkey by doing childhood tricks which he hopes will jog their memory:

Vince bends his knuckles backwards, talks through his belly-button like a

ventriloquigt, and plays his teeth like piano keys (7P 95).
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Thisregresson to a child-like gate is another early harbinger of Vince' sfind descent into

(and embrace of) his true gothic heritage by the end of the play. Regresson into child-like
satesis characteristic of American gothic drama, and Shepard had used asimilar
technique, as we have dready examined, in his early gothic family play The Holy Ghostly,
when both Ice and Pop regressed temporarily into child-like voices. Other examples of
regression gppeared in O'Neill’s Long Day’ s Journey Into Night when Mary Tyrone
makes her find descent down the staircase, reliving her past as avirgin schoolgirl; in
Tennessee Williams A Streetcar Named Desire, Blanche DuBois regresses psychicaly
to avirgind date by reminiscing about her “first lover' seyes.” Furthermore, by regressng
into these childhood performances, Vince is emulaing the child-like gate of hisown
father, Tilden—a state which prepares Vince to fully inherit, a play’s end, the farm and al
of its gothic baggage.

Vincefindly agreesto make aliquor run for Dodge, and his acquiescence seems
motivated soldy by his exasperation at his family’ s failure to recognize him. Ashe
prepares to leave the house near the end of Act Two, Vince serves asthe voice of the
audience by wondering doud, “Whét isthis anyway? Am | in atimewarp or something?’
(7P 97). Theterm “timewarp,” though often seen in works of science fiction, may aso
be read in agothic light since it evokes a collgpsing of past and present, or an ability to
merge past and present. As Mary Tyrone remarked in O’'Nelll’s Long Day’ s Journey

Into Night, “The past isthe present isn't it? It' sthe future, too.” Vince srhetorica
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question about being in atime warp indicates his frudtration a his family’ sfalure to

recognize him. He wondersif he has somehow been transported into the past to atime
before he was born—atime when his family would have been unable to recognize him.
The gothic world—both in Shepard’ s work and in gothic literature generally—is not
governed by the same rules as the rationa world, and Vince does not yet understand that.
He does, however, seem to arrive at this understanding by the time he makes his dramatic
and violent return to the house in Act Three.

Thetraditiond “hero” in gothic literature triumphs and enjoys a prosperous,
contented existence once his true identity is revedled and acknowledged by others. In
Wadpol€' s The Castle of Otranto, Theodore (formerly a peasant) is recognized as
Alfonso’'s heir and wins the girl, the castle, and the riches. In Hawthorne€' s The House of
the Seven Gables, Holgrave is revealed to be the last descendant of Matthew Maule, and
he marries his true love Phoebe and appears destined for a hgppy and fruitful life. Butin
Buried Child, Vince is markedly different from the traditiona gothic hero. Intheplay’s
closing scenes, when Vince findly achieves the recognition and acknowledgement he has
sought, his future gppears to be anything but feicitous. Instead, Vince seems destined to
fdl under the same gothic curse which has overshadowed the rest of the family. The
coser Vince comesto his family’ s findly recognizing and acknowledging kinship with him,

the closer he comesto faling under the family curse himself.
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Almogt immediatdly after Vince leaves the house, Tilden seemsto have aflicker of

recognition for hisson: Tilden tells Shdlley, “1 thought | recognized something about him
[Vince] . .. | thought | saw afaceingde hisface’ (7P 100). Tilden's words are important
for severd reasons. Fird, hisreference to seeing a“face indde hisface’ recalsa
manifestation of the uncanny which isagothic device: Tilden “thought” he recognized
Vince, or a least “something about him.”  In the context of the uncanny, Tilden may here
be experiencing what Anne Williams cdls “that class of the terrifying which leads back to
something long known to us, once very familia” (72). Tilden, like the other members of
this gothic family, has practiced repression of memories for so long that his memory
returns dowly, like aflicker of recognition. This gradua return of repressed memories
sgndsthe eventud reveation of the buried child mystery in Act Three. Findly, Tilden's
words to Shelly foreshadow Vince s description of his own uncanny moment which he
describesin Act Three after returning to the house. Vince says,

| was gonnarun last night . . . Clear to the lowaborder. The old man's

two bucks sitting right on the seet beside me. It never stopped raining the

wholetime. . . | could see mysdf inthewindshidd. My face. My eyes.

| sudied my face. . . Asthough | waslooking a another man. Asthough

| could see hiswhole race behind him . . . And then hisface changed. His

face became hisfather’ sface. Same bones. Same eyes. Same nose.

Same breath. And hisfather’ s face changed into his Grandfather’ s face.
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And it went on likethat. Changing. Clear on back to faces|’d never

seen before but Hill recognized . . . | followed my family clear into lowa

Every last one. Clear into the Corn Bdlt and further. Straight back asfar

asthey’dtakeme. Thenit dl dissolved. Everything dissolved. (7P 130)
As Tilden had done earlier, Vince describes an uncanny moment where he had a gothic
epi phany—seeing faces which changed into other faces—and his entire ancestrd line
gppeared to remind Vince that he was part of something bigger than he could ever
imagine. Once Vince experiences his uncanny moment, he is prepared to make hisfind,
violent return to the house and clam his inheritance—and this dlam isredly a surrender by
the haunted (grand)son to the irresistible power of the gothic.

Vince sreturn to the house is marked by drunkenness and violence: he tearsthe
screen door from its hinges and pulls empty liquor bottles from a paper bag, smashing
them one by one. Shepard has remarked to interviewers,

There' s something about American violence that to meis very touching. In
full force, it'svery ugly, but there' s dso something very moving about it
because it has to do with humiliation. There' s some deeply rooted thing in
the Anglo male American that has to do with inferiority, that hasto do with
not being aman, and aways continually having to act out some idea of

manhood thet invariably isviolent. (qtd. in Hart 138)
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In his return to the house, Vince may be seen as “acting out some idea of manhood” as he
smashes the liquor bottles and threatens further violence. Vinceis, after dl, merely
repesting behavior patterns long practiced by Dodge. Now that Vince is drunk and
violent, he is easily recognizable to hisfamily. Dodge cals outsde to Vince, “It's mel
Your Grandfather! Don't play stupid with me!” (7P 125). The tables are now turned,
and Vince exhibits the same mdady of “misrecognition” which had plagued Dodge and
Tilden in Act Two. When Hdie cdls him by name, Vince replies, “Vincent who? What is
thiss Who are you people?’ (7P 126). Vince stransformation has occurred offstage,
sometime between his uncanny epiphany in the rain-spattered windshield and his return to
the house. Now Vince has discarded his old salf and assumed (or been taken over by) a
new identity—an identity which seems a monstrous embodiment of al the dark secrets
which had been repressed within the farmhouse walls for untold years. As though now a
living specter of the deadly spirit of infanticide, Vince declarestothem dl: “l ana
murderer! . . . I’'mthe Midnight Strangler! | devour whole familiesin asingle gulp!” (7P
126). Vince may here be dluding to the muchpublicized case of Albert DeSavo who
was convicted during the 1960’ s of the infamous Boston Strangler murders (DeSalvo died
in prison in 1973, and his death would have been much-publicized during the time
Shepard was beginning to write drafts for The Last American Gas Sation and,

eventudly, Buried Child). But on amore important level, Vince is daming, vicarioudy,
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his own role in the infanticide which has haunted this family for years—quilt by association

or by ancestry—"1 devour whole familiesin asngle gulp!”

In my examination of the gothic family paradigm, | have suggested thet the
“haunted son” eventudly usurps or otherwise supplants the “falen father” by succumbing
to the father’ s legacy of destructive behavior and repeating the father’ s mistakes. Vince
makes an overt reference to this pattern when he declares, apparently to no onein
particular but to the entire family, “Maybe | should come in there and usurp your
territory!” (7P 126). Bradley attemptsto grab a Vince through the wire screen, but
Vince fends him off with an empty whiskey baottle, forcing Bradley to retreat (after dl,
Bradley’ s leg has been taken hostage by Shelly). Not only does Vince seem not to
recognize his family, but now he does not recognize Shelly: he asks her, “Have they got
you prisoner in there, dear? Such a sweet young thing too” (7P 127). At this point,
Vince “pulls out a big folding hunting knife,” cuts ahole in the door, and crawls through the
hole (7P 127). Jane Ann Crum describes Vince' s cutting of the screen door asa
“Caesarian section of diced metd” by which he reclaims his heritage (qtd. in King 76). In
asense, Crum’s metaphor of a C-section is apt, for Vince has been reborn now.

As soon as Vince enters the house, Dodge—as though he had been merely
awaiting his cue—suddenly surrenders his possessions to Vince, much as Pop
spontaneoudy bequeathed his goodsto Icein The Holy Ghostly. Dodge saysto Vince,

“Go ahead! Takeover thehouse! ... It'syours. .. I’m gonnadie any second now. Any
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second. Youwon't even notice. So I'll settle my affairs once and for dl” (7P 128).

Upon hearing this, Vince “ strides dowly around the space, ingpecting hisinheritance” with
the knife clenched between histeeth (128). Vince s adversaria, menacing demeanor also
indicates his reborn state—it is arebirth into the gothic family cycle, and Vince's
demeanor now matches the loveless, hateful atmosphere which infected the family
members before Vince s arriva. The implications of being reborn into the gothic cycle are
that Vince becomes trapped in the vortex created by the family curse, unable to escape.
Though Vince described himsdf as able to “devour whole familiesin asingle gulp,” he
himsdlf has been devoured by the curse which plagues this gothic family. AsVince moves
about the house, he sadigtically moves Bradley’ s leg just out of reach so that Bradley
remains powerless (130). Eventudly, Vince tosses Bradley’ s leg outside, and he explains
to Father Dewisthat heis* getting rid of some of the vermin” (131). Our last image of
Bradley shows him “whimpering” as he crawls offstage in pursuit of his wooden leg (131).
Shepard' s stage directions at this moment are important because Bradley is cloaked in the
old brown blanket which he had earlier snaiched from Dodge in a sort of mini-usurpation
of patriarcha power. Now, however, “As Bradley exits Vince pulls the blanket off him
and throws it over his own shoulder. He crosses toward Dewis with the blanket and
amelstheroses’ (7P 131). Here, the brown blanket may serve as a mantle of power or
familia legacy; Vince staking of the blanket is comparable to a“ passing of the torch”

from one generation to another, assuring that the gothic family tradition will continue.
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In Chapter Two of this study, | quoted Im McGhee' s opinion that, for the father

in Shepard' sfamily plays, thereis* power isin hislanguage, in his ability to creete fantastic
verba image sequences that take him out of his confining present by transcending time and
gpace’ (McGhee 158). In The Holy Ghostly, Pop attempted to reach a moment of
transcendence during his speech bequeething hisgoodsto Ice; in Curse of the Starving
Class, Weston attempted to reach a moment of transcendence in his speech about the
eagle devouring the lamb testes. In Buried Child, Dodge comes closest to creating a
“fantadtic verba image’ and reaching asimilar transcendent moment when he makes his
last will and testament just moments before his death:
The house goes to my Grandson, Vincent. All the furnishings,
accoutrements, and parapherndiatherein. .. My tools. . . dl goto my
eldest son, Tilden . . . dl related materids are to be pushed into a gigantic
hegp and sat ablaze in the very center of my fields. When the blazeis a
its highest, preferably on a cold, windless night, my body isto be pitched
into the middle of it and burned til nothing remains but ash. (7P 129)
These are Dodge s find words; he dies unnoticed moments later. At the end of The Holy
Ghostly, Pop—adready dead—had danced ecdtaticdly in the flames of agrowing
conflagration, chanting “BURN BURN BURN BURN.” Here, Dodge requests cremation
“in the very center” of hisfieds, goparently because he believes the fields to be (dill)

cursed and barren, so burning the ground would not make a difference. Dodge may here
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be said to be at his“most gothic” Sate: he is seconds away from crossing that

otherworldly threshold into desth; moreover, he hasjust finished reveding the entire secret
of the buried child and of the incest which set the awful eventsin motion. Consequently, in
his heightened gothic state, Dodge may be privy to a deeper, supernatural avareness—an
extreordinary intuition—of what his cremation portends. Perhaps Dodge intends his
cremétion to be symboalic of a phoenix-like rebirth whereby grandson Vince isimbued
with Dodge' s spirit—not literdly, perhaps, but in amore general sense, a Spirit of
sdfishness, drunkenness, violence, and isolation. In asense, Dodge may come closest of
al Shepard’ s gothic fathersto finaly achieving McGhee s idea of transcendence through
language, for Dodge dies immediately after pronouncing his last will and testament; thus,
he does transcend his sordid situation—the hidden whiskey, the secret buried in the
backyard, his cuckoldry, and the violent coughing which wracked his frail body.

Vince smog sgnificant decison in the play is his decison to stay at the farm.
Shelly asks Vince to leave with her, but he tells her, “1 just inherited ahouse. . . I've gotta
cary ontheline. I've gotta seeto it that things keep rolling” (7P 130). Vince does not
seem to consider that he could leave with Shelly and sell the house he has just inherited.
Hisdesreto “cary ontheling’ implies that he will propagate and have more mae children
to carry both the family surname (whatever it may be—we are never told) aswell asto
cary on the gothic curse which has ruined them dl. Significantly, however, Hadieisthe

only femae who remains to inhabit Vince' s house. How, we may wonder, will Vince



231
“carry on the ling’ when his grandmather is the only femade for him to couple with? If we

areto believe that Bradley has been forever banished or exorcized from the house, then
thet leaves only Tilden to share the house with Vince and Hdie. If Tilden in fact
committed incest with Halie, and if Vinceis cursed or doomed to follow in hisfather's
footsteps, then one must shudder at the prospect of what life in the future might be like
indde this gothic household.

Vince s cryptic satement that he must “seeto it that things keep ralling” may be
reed as hisfind surrender to his gothic fate. Dysfunctiond relaionships will continue to be
the pattern in this family; secretswill be kept—no one, not even Shelly, shows any
inclination to call the police to report the infanticide. With Vince in charge now, things will,
indeed, “keep rolling” as they dways have been. Despite the unexplained appearance of
crops, the curse on the family has never actudly been lifted. By choosing to present a
barren farm and an invalid patriarch, Shepard inevitably evokes comparisonsto the Fisher
King myth (and, tangentialy, perhaps T. S. Eliot’'s The Waste Land). Like the Fisher
King, Dodge inhabited a barren, cursed land and suffered from physica weskness and
symbolic cadtration (Since he has not enjoyed sexud relaions with Halie for many years
and may have been usurped in the marita bed by Tilden). But unlike the Fisher King
myth, there is no Holy Grail by which ultimate redemption may be secured. Rather than
being restored to hisfull strength, Dodge dies in the end; and though the crops return, little

€lse has changed, as evidenced by Vince sfind posture at the end of the play.
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Immediately after Father Dewis leaves the house, Vince (and the audience)

notices for the firg time that Dodge is dead. Shepard' s stage directions are significant
here:
His death should have come completely unnoticed. Vince lifts the blanket,
then covers hishead. He dts on the sofa, smdlling roses and aring at
Dodge' sbody. Long pause. Vince places the roses on Dodge' s chest
then lays down on the sofa, arms folded behind his head, staring a the
caling. Hisbody isin the same rdaionship to Dodge's. (7P 131)
Whereas gothic literature often uses spectacular, graphic scenes of violent deeths,
here Dodge s deeth is*unnoticed”:  he goes out not with abang, but awhimper. This
gpparent deviation from traditiona gothic literature once again illustrates the peculiar
nature of twentieth- century American gothic literature: an unremarkable desth is best
suited for the “ petty” villain than for the “Faudtian overreacher” as Mdin noted.
Moreover, thistype of sedate degth is appropriate for a man who has spent the latter part
of hislife“dodging” responshility and disengaging from life. Dodge' s death is afitting end
for aman who has spent much of hislater life planted on a couch in front of atelevison
s, using dcohal to insulate himsdf againgt both the outsde world and members of his
own family.
Dodgeis now “buried” for the fourth and fina time in the play—Tilden buried him

in corn husks at the end of Act One, and Bradley buried him beneath Shelly’ s rabbit coat
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at the end of Act Two. After burying Dodge, Vince literdly assumes the postion formerly

occupied by grandfather. Shepard’ s staging technique—specificdly his ingructions for
positioning of the actors—serves to emphasize that Vinceis truly assuming the mantle
formerly carried by Dodge. Significantly, however, there is one crucia scenein the play
where Vince was congpicuoudy absent: Vince was not present to hear Dodge confess to
infanticide. This privilege—of unwitting confessor—is reserved for Shelly.

Laura Graham describes Shelly as a“witness” who is “redidticdly drawn and
assumes the perspective of the audience member” (101). Asan “innocent thrown into an
absurd universe,” Shelly can “moativate exposition but cannot affect the outcome of the
action” (Graham 101). Graham'’ s assessment seems accurate, for though Shelly isthe
outside sranger to whom Dodge findly feels compelled to confess the infanticide—"1'd
sooner tdll it to a stranger than to anybody elsg’ (7P 123)—she cannot findly persuade
Vince to leave with her, nor does she findly abscond with Bradley’ s wooden leg (thisrole
of exorcizing Bradley has been taken over by Vince). Shelly leaves the house much asthe
audience leaves the theater—shaken, psychologically exhilarated and drained, till puzzled
about exactly what went on and what remains unresolved. This lack of resolution—and
the subsequent sense of indeterminacy—is the driving force behind the play’ s gothic
power, and the foca point for much of the indeterminacy isthe mystery of the buried child.

Ancther brief examination of the play’ s manuscript history is hdpful in showing

how Shepard’ s thinking evolved regarding the mystery of the buried child. In thefirst two
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versons of the origind play, Dodge is the killer of the buried child, but in athird version,

Bradley isthekiller: he crushed Ansdl’ s head when Ansdl was at least four or five years
old (making the corpse truly aburied “child” rather than an infant). In this verson, Bradley
confessesto Shelly: “1 smashed hishead inand | loved him. | told him. He knew | didn’t
hate him . . . | was his brother and he thanked me” (qtd. in Whiting 554). In thisthird
verson of the text, Dodge covers up for Bradley by claming to have drowned Ansdl:
“Never even knew what he was doin’. Just squashed him to the ground. Too little to
know what hewasdoin’ . . . We had to cover up for him somehow. Can't report athing
like that to the police. Had to hideit. Had to keep it hid” (554). Tilden's character dso
evolved during the three versons of the origind text. In thefirst verson, Tilden fled to
New Mexico because he “killed achild”; in the second verson, Tilden is said to have
“molested a child,” and in the third version of the text, Tilden smply “got mixed up” (gtd.
in Whiting 555). Shepard chose to use “mixed up” as Tilden's dilemmain the find 1978
published text. Obvioudy, the find verson of the play makes Tilden's Stuation much
more ambiguous and sympathetic to the audience, whereas the first versons make a
mongter of Tilden. Tilden's more sympathetic portrait in the 1978 version isimportant, for
now Bradley becomes the play’s most monstrous grotesque. Moreover, Tilden's child-
like, diminished menta capacity dlows the gothic mantle to fal squardly upon Vince, the

haunted grandson, rather than upon Tilden’s shoulders & the end of the play.
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The firgt dlusion to the buried child occursin Act One when Dodge expresses his

hatred for Bradley by yeling to Hdie, “He s [Bradley] not my flesh and blood! My flesh
and blood' s buried out in the back yard!” (7P 77). Shepard's stage directions emphasize
the tenson of this crucid moment—Dodge s words are the first thrust of the metephorica
shovd into the burid ground of the dead baby: “They freeze. Long pause. The men stare
a her [Hdi€]” (77). Hdie leaves the house moments later, and the ensuing dialogue skirts
the issue with maddening elusiveness. As Laurin Porter notes, Shepard “invites usto play
detective, then frudtrates our efforts’ (114):

TILDEN: You shouldn't atold her that.

DODGE: What?

TILDEN: What you told her. You know.

DODGE: What do you know about it?

TILDEN: | know. | know al about it. We al know.

DODGE: So what difference does it make? Everybody knows,

everybody’sforgot. (7P 77)

Shepard continues to “frugtrate’ the audience’ s deuthing when, later in Act Two, Dodge
tellsVince, “You go lie down and see what happensto you! ... They’ll sted your bottle!
They’ll cut your hair! They’Il murder your children!” (7P 93). Thislast datement is
mystifying—Dodge seems to imply that someone e se committed the infanticide, yet later

he confesses to killing the baby himsdlf. Perhgps Dodge isreferring to Ansd (assuming
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Halie stae about Ansd istrue), in which case “they” would be the mysterious Mafiawho

dlegedly killed Ansd (for reasons unknown) on his wedding night.

Tilden'sreveaion to Shelly in Act Two does only alittle to clarify the mystery of
the buried child. For onething, Tilden begins histae with at least two details which seem
incongstent with what we eventudly learn to be the “truth” (“truth” must aways be
qudified with quotation marks when it is mentioned in Shepard’ swork): Tilden tells
Shelly, “We had ababy. Hedid. Dodge did. Could pick it up with one hand. Putitin
the other. Little baby. Dodgekilledit . .. Dodge drownedit . . . Never told anybody.
Just drowned it” (7P 103). By saying “Dodge did,” Tilden impliesthat the baby was
Dodge's, yet we later learn thisis not true. Tilden seems unable to admit that he
committed incest with his mother and impregnated her. In Modern Gothic, Sage and
Smith observe that gothic literature involves “the unspeskable’ (14), and Tilden'sinability
to “gpeak” of the incest further clouds the mystery and defersitsfind resolution.
Secondly, Tilden states (above) that Dodge “ never told anybody”; but if that istrue, then
how would Tilden have known how the baby died? Obvioudy, Tilden may have
witnessed the baby’ s drowning—aeither with Dodge' s knowledge or while hidden from
Dodge' ssght. Or perhaps the implication isthat, asthe baby’s natura father, Tilden is
granted some sort of supernatura or preternatural knowledge about the murder. This
extraordinary “gothic” knowledge must aso guide Tilden to the baby’ s body in the fina

scene of the play, for Tilden tells Shelly that Dodge is “the only one who knows whereit’'s
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buried” (7P 104). Even Bradley, the violent son who usurped and intimidated Dodge,

was unable to wrest from his father the location of the baby’ sbody: Tilden says, “Bradley

tried to force it out of him but he wouldn't tell. Wouldn't even tel why he did it” (7P 104).

Yet, inthe play’ sfina scene,
Tilden appears from stage left, dripping with mud from the knees
down . . . In his hands he carries the corpse of a small child at chest
level, staring down at it. The corpse mainly consists of bones
wrapped in muddy, rotten cloth. He moves slowly downstage toward
the staircase, ignoring Vince on the sofa. Vince keeps staring at the
ceiling asthough Tilden wasn’t there. As Hali€' s voice continues,
Tilden slowly makes his way up the stairs. His eyes never leave the
corpse of the child. Thelights keep fading. (7P 132)

Even Shepard' s sage directions here seem to mydtify rather than to clarify.
Shepard refers to the corpse of a“smadl child” rather than ababy. Theterm “child” is
used twice here, in fact, and of course “child” isused inthe play’stitle. A childisnota
baby, and if we are to read Shepard’ sfina directions literdly, then the incestuous offspring
was not drowned while ill in infancy (as Tilden tels us). Rather, the implication is thet the
“child” may have been atoddler when it was murdered. The mystery, rather than being

resolved, continues to grow even asthefind curtain fdls.
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Tilden'sfind ascent up the daircase suggests that he is taking the buried child to

its mother, Haie. One critic, Sherrill Grace, interprets this fina image as “not an image of
resurrection, but of regression to the primordia state, a grotesque enactment of the desire
to return to thewomb” (186). It isunclear whether Grace believes that the “desire to
return to the womb” is Tilden’s desire or the buried child’ s desire. But since Tilden has
perhaps “ returned to the womb” before by committing incest with his mother, Grace's
interpretation seems most gpplicable to Tilden rather than to the buried child. By the end
of the play, Haie has become merely a voice somewhere upgtairs, just as she was at the
opening cutain. She gtill does not realize Dodge is now dead, and her words are directed
to him:
Tilden was right about the corn you know . . . It’'s like a paradise out there
...Amiracle...Good hard rain. Takes everything straight down deep
totheroots. . . You can't forceathingto grow . . . It'sdl hidden. It's al
unseen. You just gottawait til it pops up out of the ground . . . All hairy
and fragile. Strong though . . . Maybeit'sthesun. (7P 131-132)
It istempting to interpret Shepard’ s pun on “sun” and “son” as suggesting that Vince (as
the “son”™) has somehow broken the family curse by deciding to take over the farm. After
al, the“sun” is now out and the crops have miraculoudy burg forth, fully grown and ready
for harvesting. But some critics believe it is erroneousto view Buried Child asa“miracle

play” or to view Vince as“buried child incarnate’ (Porter 113). Shepard' s lighting effect
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during the final scene seems to be consonant with Porter’ s more pessmidic interpretation
of the play’sending: “Thelights sart to dim dmost imperceptibly” and they “ continue
fading” during Hai€ s monologue as Tilden mounts the sairs with the muddy bonesin his
arms (7P 131-132). If the sun/son truly symbolizes redemption, then why is darkness
cregping in again (after dl, thisis morning)? The fading light may be seen as atype of
codaor postscript to the play, suggesting adimming of hope and areturn to the old gothic
cycle of darkness and despair.

It isinteresting to compare the final scene of Henrik 1bsen’s Ghosts with this
scene from Shepard:  both plays end with the same phrase—"the sun”—and both plays
end by focusing on mother and son (or grandmother and grandson, in the case of Buried
Child). Inlbsen’splay, Oswad Alving weeps as the sun comes up, hismind failing
rapidly under the genetic curse of venerea disease inherited from his profligate father. In
Ghosts, the sunrise coincides with the son’s descent into madness and malaise, proving
that, dthough the falen father is dead, his curse will continue. The sunrise, traditiondly a
symbol of resurrection and new beginnings, is ingtead an ironic harbinger of disagter. In
Buried Child, Shepard conveys the same idea as Vince succumbs to Dodge' s curse and
chooses to remain insde the haunted house.

Though the play won the Pulitzer Prize for 1978, Shepard remained dissatisfied
withit. Ina1983 interview, Shepard cdled Buried Child “verbose and overblown” as

well as “unnecessarily complicated” (gtd. in Coen 28). In 1996, the Steppenwolf Theater
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Company, led by actor Gary Sinise, wanted to produce Buried Child on Broadway, and

this seems to have been the impetus which led Shepard to revise the play: Shepard told
Stephanie Coen in a 1996 interview for American Theatre, “It was due to this production
being able to cast anew light onit” (28). Among his reasons for revising the text, Shepard
sad, “Vince hadn’'t been fully explored. For one thing, the old man was alot more fun. |
could redly gowith him . . . “ (Coen 28). Shepard felt his*“revised text makesit clear
from very early on tha Tilden isthe father of the buried child . . . certain questions that
wereignited in the play . . . shouldn’t be resolved, but they should at least be followed
through” (Coen 28). In the section that follows, | will point out what | believe to be the
most significant parts of Shepard's 1996 revision. Shepard’s 1996 revison makesthe
play much more a“detective story” —with deliberate clues for the audience to follow and
many earlier anbiguities ddiberately darified—than the 1978 gothic portrait which
exploited myriad possibilities and multiple interpretations of “truth.” In short, the 1996
verson iswesker than the origina verson in its gothic dements. (All quotations from the
revised text come from the September 1996 issue of American Theatre).

Some of the firgt important revisions to the 1996 text involve references to incest,
epecidly darificationsin the revised text thet Tilden redly did commit incest with Halie
and, as aresult, fathered the buried child. In Act One of the 1996 revison, when Hdlie
cdls downdairsto Tilden, Dodge prohibits Tilden more vehemently than he did in the

origina draft: ingtead of saying, “Don’t answer her,” Dodge now says, “Don’'t answer.
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Whatever you do, don't answer her.” Dodge' s rebuke here sounds more desperate, a bit

panicked, and much more prohibitive. The incest years earlier was perhaps aresult of
Tilden's“answering” to Hdie' ssren cal, so Dodge s prohibition carries with it the tone of
alLacanian non du pere. Asfurther darification of the incest issue, Hali€ s monologue
about Ansdl has been revised considerably in the 1996 text. Shepard deleted Hali€'s
referencesto kissng Ansdl, aswell asto her jedousy of Ansd’sbride: the 1978 text
included the line, “Hating me and loving her!” Now, Hdie saysonly, “I knew he'd never
come back from the honeymoon.” The revision contains no hints of possible incest
between Haie and Ansdl, o theincest now remains solely between Halie and Tilden.
Perhaps Shepard here intended to clear up any confusion or to streamline the various
subplots, but the revison here weakens the gothic tone of the play, precisaly because the
revised text is less mysterious, less pregnant with possibility which the audience may have
let itsimagination explore. Another important change in the text involves Dodge sfird,
crucid dlusion to the buried child. Origindly, Dodge exclaimed, “My flesh and blood's
buried out there in the back yard!” But now Dodge exclams, “My flesh and blood' s out
there in the back yard!” Asit reads now, Dodge may smply be saying that one of his
other children is outside in the yard, perhaps mowing the lavn. Moments later, the revised
text provides Tilden with anew of didogue “Why'd you tdll her it was your flesh and
blood?” This addition isimportant— the audience can probably hear Tilden's emphasis

on the word “your,” implying that the “flesh and blood” in the backyard is not Dodge's,
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but belongs instead to Tilden. In Act Two, the revised text includes more (and more

explicit) references to Tilden as the father of the buried child. When Vince introduces
himsdlf to Dodge as“ Tilden's son,” the revised text has Dodge replying, “He [Tilden] had
two [song], | guess.” Dodge s remark here isflippant, and this flippancy undercuts the
gothic tone of mystery, and dread of the unknown, which Shepard had achieved in the
origind verson.

A second important aspect of the 1996 revison involves the presentation of the
gothic dienated mother. The 1996 revison removes much of the mystery surrounding
Hali€ srelationship with Father Dewis. In doing so, Shepard presents Hali€' s adulterous
relationship with the hypocritica clergyman as more comica whereas the origind
verson—due to its subtlety and ambiguity regarding their relationship—yportrayed Halie as
adarker, more insdious (and thereby more “gothic”) dienated mother. In Act Two, after
Vince and Shdly arrive at the house, the revised text shows Dodge explaining Hai€' s
absenceto Vince: “Hdieisout with her boyfriend. The Right Reverend Dewis. He' s not
a breeder-man but aman of God. Next best thing | suppose” The origina text omitted
any direct reference to Dewis as Hali€' s “boyfriend,” o this addition makes their
adulterous relationship more explicit. Dodge s remark that Dewisis “not a breeder-man”
lendsitself to at least two possible interpretations. Firdt, the remark recalls the opening
conversation between Dodge and Halie in Act One when Halie told Dodge she had been

to the horse races with a wonderful man who was a“breeder” (of horses, we assume,
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though thisis an intentionaly loaded term). So Dodge may be saying Smply that Father

Dewisisaminigter rather than a horse breeder. In addition, Dodge may be adluding to the
fact that Dewis did not impregnate Halie (in contrast to Tilden), so he was not a“breeder”
in that sense either. Again, the 1996 revison makes Dodge nonchalant about the horrors
and betrayds which have torn this family apart, thereby weakening the gothic tone of the
origind verson.

Another noteworthy aspect of the 1996 revision is Shelly’ s presentation as a
stronger, even assartive, character. By presenting Shelly as less frightened and unsure of
hersdf, Shepard has actudly weakened the gothic tone of the play, for Shelly stands as
proxy for the audience, and her fear isour fear. In the revised text, Shelly’ s embol dened
stance consequently diminishes the audience' s fear and dread. In the revised text, after
Bradley tdlsHdie that Shelly “propositioned” him, Shdlly asks Bradley indignantly, “What
kind of aweird fucked-up yo-yo areyou?’ By cdling Bradley a*fucked-up yo-yo,”
Shelly reduces him, figuratively speaking, to a child's plaything and ajoke rather than
alowing Bradley to remain as the grotesque, Frankenstein’ s mongter which he playsin the
origind verson.

The find important revison thet | find noteworthy involves the passing of the
gothic mantle from fdlen father Dodge to haunted grandson Vince. After Vince “buries’
Dodge by covering him with the blanket, Shepard’ s 1996 revision now has Vince put

“Dodge’s cgp on hisown head” while smelling the roses and staring at Dodge' s body. In
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the revised text, Shepard seems to have gone to great pains to make sure the audience

redizesthat Vinceisirrevocably assuming Dodge s role—Vinceisirredeemably
swdlowed by the curse which had claimed the family and, ultimately, there is no progress
or miracle to save them. Though this revison isminor, Shepard doubtlessintended to
emphasi ze a psychic connection between Dodge and Vince, and to suggest, as he doesin
many of his plays, that the ending is Satic rather than moving toward resolution. The
audience might recal &t this point how, early in Act One, Dodge referred to himsdlf as*“an
invisbleman.” 1t dmost seems as though, immediately after his deeth, Dodge' s ghost
somehow possesses or otherwise compels Vince to stay and assume the fallen father’s
former posture and demeanor. We might aso recdl how, in Desire Under the EIms
O'Nelll had used a ghost to manipulate the actions of the living characters—specificaly,
Maw's ghost orchestrated the tryst in the parlor between Eben Cabot and Abbie.
Perhaps Shepard' s scene hints at the same type of ghostly intervention used by O’ Neill.
But Vince donning his dead grandfather’ s cap in the 1996 revision seemsto smack of
overkill. The origina verson of the play made clear that Vince assumes the same posture
as Dodgein the find scene—the two men even seem to be literdly pardld to each other.
So Shepard' s revision imposes a theme upon the audience rather than alowing subtle
themes to emerge evocatively asthe origina verson had done. The origind verson seems

much more consonant with the suggestive, €usive nuances of the gothic.
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The 1996 reviva of Buried Child on Broadway by the Steppenwolf Theater

Company closed after only two months. Perhaps this fact itself is a commentary on our
changing culture and the protean aesthetic tastes of theatre-goers.! But perhaps the
public's tepid response was due, at least in part, to dissatisfaction about Shepard's
tampering with what was, after dl, a Pulitzer Prize-winning play. In the 1996 revision,
Shepard achieved, to a great extent, exactly what he set out to do by clearing up many of
the ambiguities which made the 1978 play o rich, complex, and mydtifying. One can only
speculate about the reasons why Shepard felt the play needed revision, but obvioudy he
came to be dissatisfied with the 1978 text. Certainly, by 1996 Shepard had guaranteed
for himself a place among the most important American playwrights of the twentieth
century, and he had won (and continues to win) fame and fortune as a popular movie gar.
So perhaps Shepard felt that he could tinker with the indeterminacies of Buried Child
without mitigating the play’ s origina power. For whatever reason he may have followed,
the 1978 text remains the stronger version, both gothicaly and dramatically.

Though the 1978 and 1996 versons of Buried Child are markedly different, the
play deserves a spot at the forefront of twentieth- century American gothic drama.

Shepard achieved onstage the same eerie phenomenon that Grant Wood created in his

11n1996-97, some of the most popular productions along the “ Great White Way” were musicals aimed
at mass audiences, including Riverdance, Cats, Grease, and The Phantom of the Opera. Off-
Broadway and Off-Off Broadway productions have traditionally been an avenue for more experimental
works (aswell asworks judged to be of social and literary value). | am simply suggesting that
perhaps Broadway was the wrong venue for arevival of Buried Child, judging by the play’s brief run
in 1996.
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semind painting American Gothic by taking a cultura diché—arurd farmhouse with

harmless, decent inhabitants—and turning it on its heed, cregting a“ defamiliarized familiar”
using gothic devices of inces, the uncanny, a curse matif, and aghost sory. Many critics
fed that Shepard' s later work has never matched the dark apex he reached with Buried
Child—and in terms of Shepard’ s gothic dramatic power, this verdict may be accurate.
None of Shepard’slater family plays aspire to present such a breadth and range of gothic
family members (A Lie of the Mind comes closest to presenting awide array of family
members, but many critics have excoriated the play for its perceived weaknesses).
However, as | hope to demonstrate in the following two chapters of this study, Shepard
continued to be drawn to the gothic as avehicle for portraying the American family, and

he continued to stretch and mold his gothic devicesin new ways in his later family plays.
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CHAPTER FOUR: GOTHIC EVOLUTIONS—TRUE WEST, FOOL FOR LOVE,

AND A LIE OF THE MIND

Aswe ve seen, with Buried Child Shepard reached a zenith in severa respects
(or it might more appropriate to say that Buried Child reaches the nadir of Shepard's
gothic darkness). None of Shepard's plays has garnered a Pulitzer Prize for dramasince
Buried Child, though in many ways the playwright and his work remain popular, duein
large part to the fame Shepard has achieved as afilm actor and public persondity. More
importantly, however, no other family play of Shepard’s snce Buried Child has presented
such an extensvely gothic portrait of the American family. None employs as many
different gothic motifs or probes as many unresolved mysteries as Buried Child. Nor
does any other family play (with the exception of A Lie of the Mind) present such avast
array of family members (and evenin A Lie of the Mind, as| will examine later in this
chapter, only two of the family members seem to fdl squardly into the gothic paradigm).
Neverthdess, Shepard' s family plays from the 1980’ s deserve examination in their own
right, for each of these plays—True West, Fool for Love and A Lie of the Mind—in
some way continues to develop Shepard' s gothic portrait of the American family.

One overarching gothic theme shared by each of these three playsis how the

fdlen father continues to “haunt” the son (or “sons’ in the case of True West). In two of
these plays—True West and A Lie of the Mind—the father never appears on the sage:

in A Lie of the Mind the father has died, and in True West the father is ostensibly dive,
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yet the audience can never be certain. In Fool for Love, the father appears as an onstage

presence, yet he exists as akind of specter or ghost who lurks hauntingly in the minds of
his son and daughter. In dl three of these plays, | will argue that the fallen father exists as
akind of metaphorical “ghogt,” and the haunted sons' attempts to repress traumatic
memories of the fathers maevolence are ultimatdy futile. Following the same gothic
formula established in the earlier family plays, the haunted son is doomed to remember and
to repeat the mistakes of hisfather. In thisway, the past is never past, and repressed
memoriesreturn to find anew life of their own.

True West:

True West is often seen by critics as the third play in Shepard’s “family trilogy,”
but the trilogy labd (applied to Curse of the Sarving Class, Buried Child, and True
West) was wielded by Shepard scholars and critics who wrote circa 1981-1983. Few
critics today seem to use the term because the trilogy label no longer seems accurate (if,
indeed, it ever was). For one thing, the three plays mentioned above are not linked by any
continuity of storyline, though they do share common thematic ements (as | have
attempted to demondtrate already with Curse of the Starving Class and Buried Child).
Furthermore, Shepard' s oeuvre now includes other “family” plays such as A Lie of the
Mind (1985) and The Late Henry Moss (2000), so it ssemsinaccurate to view the three
works from 1977-1980 as comprising atrue “trilogy.” Consequently, my examination of

True West does not view the play asthe find piece of atrilogy; instead, | will focus dmost
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exclusvely on the play’s most gothic eement, the doppel ganger, in order to suggest thet,

with this play, Shepard was probing his gothic paradigm in afresh (abeit much more
limited) way than he had hitherto attempted.

In 21984 interview with Tucker Orbison—four years after True West
premiered—Shepard said of the play, “| wanted to write a play about double nature, one
that wouldn't be symbolic or metgphorica or any of that suff . . . | think we're splitina
much more devadtating way than psychology can ever reved . . . “ (qtd. in Harksoon 83).
To illugtrate this sense of doubleness, Shepard decided to use two brothers, Austin and
Lee, who are virtua antitheses to each other; yet, during the play, the brothers seem to
reverse roles briefly before findly “freezing” in asort of violent, tengon-filled sasis
(Shepard’ s stage directions refer to this stasis as an “after-image”’). Shepard’ s remark to
Orbison about being “ split in amuch more devagtating way” recals the Nietzschean notion
(from The Birth of Tragedy) of the Apollo/Dionysus dichotomy. When the play begins,
Audin—parked securely behind his typewriter, writing diligently—seems representative of
an Apollonian seeker of wisdom while Lee—drinking heavily and plotting his next crime—
seems representative of a Dionysian devoted to pleasure and drunkenness. While the
Nietzschean modé is perhaps one profitable approach to True West, | would like to
examine the relaionship between Ausgtin and Lee in the context of the classic gothic device

of the doppel ganger.
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For the purposes of this study, | will use the terms doppel ganger and “double”’

interchangeably and in the broadest sense, with dl of the nuances which makeit such a
complex and rich device in gothic literature, including the idea of the double as a* second
sdf” or “dter ego” (Herdman 14). In his essay from Modern Gothic: A Reader, Ros
Bdlaster has noted, “The double is a significant feature of the masculine paranoid gothic
narrative, functioning as a dangerous projection of the masculine psyche’ (qtd. in Sage and
Smith 66). Indeed, parancia seems inseparable from the doppel ganger in gothic noves.
Novels from both the British and American gothic traditions often include a doppel ganger
that pursues the protagonist relentlesdy; sometimes this pursuit is physica, while other
times the pursuit takes the form of psychologicd torment or pervasive anxiety asthe
protagonist fears that the doppel ganger may overtake or annihilate him at any moment.
In William Godwin's 1794 gothic novel Caleb Williams the protagonist isin a perpetud
dtate of gpprehension as he flees before a crimina named Gines who dogs Caleb’' s every
move. It is asthough the doppel ganger embodies alurid, frightening side of the
protagonist’s own personality—a facet of the persondity which has been repressed and
now seeks to resurface in an outward form.

Another facet of the doppelganger, more often seen in American gothic literature,
isthat the double shares a profound psychic—even perhaps preternatural—connection
with the protagonist. Often this connection has fatd (or potentialy fatal) consequences for

the double or the protagonist, or both. In Charles Brockden Brown's Edgar Huntly
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(1798), the protagonist begins by attempting to prove that Clithero Edny isaquilt-

wracked murderer who wanders the night in a state of somnambulism. But as the novel
progresses, Edgar Huntly himself begins to evince some of the same behavior patterns as
Clithero, including deepwaking. It is as though the two men are somehow psychicadly
connected, yet Clithero—as the novd’ s villain—fills Huntly with terror and dread.
Clithero is presumed dead severa times during the novel, yet he revives again and again to
work hisevil schemes. Consequently, Huntly can achieve some measure of peace and
closure only after learning of Clithero’s degth a the end of the nove. In his semind study
Love and Death in the American Novel (1960), Ledie Fiedler usesthe term “dter ego”
to refer to the relationship between Edgar Huntly and Clithero Edny, suggesting the
strange attraction/repulsion that seemsto define their relationship. Furthermore, Fiedler
observes that often “the fina horrors. . . are neither gods nor demons but intimate aspects
of our own minds’ (xxxiv). The protagonist does not aways fully redize this epiphany,
however: Huntly eventudly understands that he is degpwalking, but he never truly seems
to grasp the depths of his profound gothic connection to his doppel ganger, Clithero, nor
the extent to which his own behavior is subconscioudy mirroring Clithero’s actions. Two
short stories by Edgar Allan Poe—*William Wilson” and “The Fal of the House of
Usher"—show the protagonist experiencing an epiphany (abeit a belated one) about his

psychic connection to his doppel ganger.
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In Poe' s gory “William Wilson,” the connection between the protagonist and

doppelganger is emphasized in severa ways. the protagonist and doppel ganger share the
same birthdate, and they resemble each other physicaly. Moreover, William Wilson—the
doppel ganger—mirrors the protagonist’s mannerisms in a sort of “habitua practice of this
sarcadtic imitation” (Poe 36). All of these eerie smilarities between the two men produce
apervasve anxiety and dread in the protagonist, who says of Wilson, “I secretly fdt that |
feared him” (Poe 30). Though he flees across Europe, the protagonist cannot escape his
doppelganger: “I fledinvain. My evil destiny pursued me’ (Poe42). Inthe dimactic
fina scene, the protagonist redlizes after stabbing William Wilson that his own fate was
strangely dependent upon the fate of his doppelganger, and heis horrified to learn that he
has “murdered” himsdf by killing his double. Poe ends the story with the doppel ganger
uttering this horrifying truth—"thou hast murdered thysdlf,” implying that the protagonist’s
degth follows immediatdly theresfter. In*“The Fal of the House of Usher,” the narrator
observes a“ sriking smilitude between the brother and sgter . . . | learned that the
deceased [9gter] and himsdlf had been twins and that sympathies of a scarcdly intelligible
nature had aways existed between them” (Poe 1470). These “ sympathies of ascarcely
intelligible nature’ might infer incest, though thisis never clear in Poe sstory. Roderick
Usher’sdegtiny isintimately connected to his sster Madeling's, and indeed, both die at the

same moment, literdly intertwined in a deadly embrace.
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Where do Augtin and Lee, Shepard’ s brothers from True West, fit into this

tradition of literary doppelgangers? Firgt, snce Augtin and Lee are brothers, unlike most
of the gothic forerunners mentioned above, their “doubleness’ can be linked to bloodlines
and genetics. More importantly, Augtin and Lee share the hereditary “curse’ of their
absent, falen father.  Although the term “cursg”’ is never used in this play, Augtin and Lee
are influenced by the destructive behavior patterns which have plagued their father,
including drunkenness, violence, and abandonment of family due to wanderlust (or
perhaps a sefish refusal to accept paternal and spousa responsihilities). Specifically, the
brothers struggle—and achieve limited and temporary success—againg repesting their
father’ s destructive behavior patterns as they try to pursue their own vision of the
American Dream, with the halmarks of this* Dream” being financid security, popularity,
and persond acclam. For Austin, the younger brother, this Struggle to avoid hisfather’s
fate has been alifdong one, but he eventualy succumbs. For Lee, the older brother (and
the true “ haunted son” in my gothic family paradigm) the struggle is very different: Leg,
goparently, has lived his entire life repeating the father’ s behavior patterns, but midway
through the play he makes an atempt to reform hisways, only to fail in the end, dipping
back into his previous destructive, antisocid lifestyle.

In The Coherence of Gothic Conventions (1980), Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick
observesthat “any dire knowledge that is shared but cannot be acknowledged to be

shared . . . hasthe effect of rendering the people, whom it ought to bind together, into an
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irrevocable doubleness’ (18). Here, Sedgwick uses “doubleness’ in abroader sense than

that of a classic doppelganger who stalks the protagonist or otherwise mirrors the
protagonist’s behavior. Instead, Sedgwick impliesthat “doubleness’ involves atype of
dienation (and her comments seem to me to be especidly indicative of gothic family
members) that results when two or more persons are unable to speak the unspeakable,
perhaps because they have repressed traumatic memories. The Tyrone family struggles
with thistype of doublenessin Long Day’ s Journey Into Night: none of the family
members wants to admit that Mary is dipping back into morphine addiction, so they
engage in atype of charade by which they pretend not to notice anything iswrong. When
the charade is isolated—as when Jamie refers to his mother as a* hop-head”—the other
family members (Edmund and James Tyrone, S.) react with vitriol, and even violence.
Thefamily membersin Buried Child demonstrate this same type of doubleness by
repressing the secret of the infanticide and refusing until the very end to admit thet it
occurred. Like the Tyrones, the family in Buried Child engagesin a charade (even a
fecund fantasy life), so that each family member plays a“double’ role—the fabricated role
of normalcy which represses and denies the traumatic memory, and the true role of trauma
victim who cannot fully and findly repress the traumatic memory. This type of gothic
doubleness will play an even more centra role in the next two Shepard plays examined in

this chapter, Fool for Love and A Lie of the Mind. In both of these plays, shared
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knowledge about the fallen father has been repressed, especidly by the children, and the

return of the repressed produces a gothic “haunting.”

Between Austin and Lee, the doubleness encompasses both Sedgwick’ s definition
aswdl as other gothic nuances of the doppelganger. Austin and Le€' s shared
knowledge’ involvestheir dysfunctiond father, and while they do not entirely avoid talking
about their father, they do so rluctantly and in snippets of hdf-truths and gradud
revelation (in keeping with gothic narrative traditions). One example of thisiswhen, early
in the play, Leetdls Audtin that he has recently visted their father in the desert:

AUSTIN: | was down there too, you know.

LEE: What d'yawant, an award? Y ou want some kinda

meda? Y ou were down there. He told me al about you.

AUSTIN: What'd he say?

LEE: Hetold me. Don't worry. (7P 7)
Lee'swordsimply that their father said something derogatory about Austin, but the
audience never learns precisaly what was said or why. “Doubleness,” as defined by
Sedgwick, results because the brothers, despite their best efforts to avoid discussing their
father, end up giving both avoice and anew life to the fallen father’ s ghost” which they
have faled to exorcize.

Other facets of the classic gothic doppel génger seem applicable to the brothersin

True West, including a marked antagonism that exists between the protagonist and his
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double. For the purposes of this chapter, Austin seems to be the play’s protagonist and

Lee the antagonist and doppelgénger. Augtin isthe younger brother, in his early thirties,
Ivy-league educated with a passive demeanor and a yuppie costume consisting of a*“light
blue sports shirt, light tan cardigan, jeans, [and] white tennisshoes’ (7P 2). Lee, onthe
other hand, isin his early forties, wearing a“filthy white t-shirt, tattered brown overcoat
covered with dugt,” pants from the Savation Army, and “two days growth of beard” (7P
2). Like hisfather (and like Shepard himsdif), Lee has “bad teeth,” a detail which
becomes important in the brothers' fina narrative about their father (7P 2). True West—
like The Holy Ghostly, Buried Child, and The Late Henry Moss, presents a reunion that
isakind of homecoming, for the brothers have not seen each other for five years. It may
be inaccurate to view Lee as“stdking” or pursuing Austin to their mother’ s house—at
least in the same way that Poe' s William Wilson pursues his protagonist, or Gines pursues
Cdeb Williams. However, as True West begins, it is cear that Audtin arrived first a
Mom’s house (a her request), and he has been there long enough to buy groceries and to
work on his screenplay when his brother Lee shows up. Le€ s antagonism toward Austin
begins dmost immediately, sarting with Lee's cryptic remark about whet their father may
have said about Audtin. Asthe play progresses, this antagonism grows increasingly more
intense and menacing, culminating with the threat of violence. At the sametime, Mom's

kitchen becomes more and more “hermetic” (aterm used by C. W. E. Bigshy to describe
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Shepard' s family dramas) as Lee refusesto return Augtin’s car keys, effectively trapping

him within the house.

The more trapped Austin becomes, and the more his plansto sdll a screenplay are
derailed by Lee' s provocations, the closer the two brothers cometo afull “switch” or role
reversa until, by the start of scene seven, arole reversa seemsto have taken place—with
Lee at the typewriter trying to cobble together a screenplay and Austin drunk and
mocking his brother’ s efforts. | have aready mentioned some gothic precedents for role
reversas between protagonists and doppel gangers, such as when William Wilson turns
on his double and kills him, or when Edgar Huntly begins emulaing the somnambulism of
the lunatic Clithero Edny. In True West, the role reversal between Augtin and Leeis
short-lived, and by the end of the play they seem to be stuck in asort of psychic limbo,
with neither brother quite the same person as when the play began.

Shepard' sstaging in True West serves to focus our attention squarely on the
brothers and their doubleness. Shepard' s stage directions are meticulous, including his
note that the set should be “constructed realistically with no attempt to distort . . . “
(7P 3). All nine scenes take place on the same kitchen set, and it is ingtructive to compare
this sat to Shepard' s earlier kitchen set from Curse of the Starving Class. Whereas the
Tate kitchen had checkered curtains which appeared to be suspended in mid-air, this set
shows a kitchen window with “neat yelow curtains’ (7P 3). Furthermore, this kitchen set

includes a“wall telephone” whereas the Tates had no phone for contact with the outside
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world. Mom'skitchenin True West has a*“smdl round glass breskfast table” ill-suited for

supporting spontaneous naps like the Tate' s hulking table in Curse of the Starving Class.
Indeed, whereas the Tate family stumbled around the kitchen in states of semi-
consciousness (mirroring their dienation from each other), the brothersin True West seem
in a date of hyper-arousa for most of the play, as evidenced by Le€' s (and later Audtin’s)
somnambulism and concomitant nocturnd burglaries. Findly, while the Tates diendtion
from each other was symbolized by four mismatched kitchen chairs, Mom'stablein True
West has “two matching white iron chairs’ which are perfect for the téte-&-téte
confrontations between the two brothers. The set is decorated with lots of plants, “mostly
Bogton ferns,” and “citrustrees’ are visible through the kitchen window. Thiskitchenis
much more “homey” than the Tates kitchen was, yet the abundance of houseplants seems
a contrived attempt to create an atmosphere of intimacy: by the end of the play the plants
are dead and drooping, and the temperature insde the house seemsto haverisen
dramatically as both brothers are covered in swest.

Thisredidic set gives no clue of the violence and bizarre behavior to come, for
though the st is“redlitic,” by the time the curtain closes the stage has become awaste
land littered with toasters and crushed toast, as well as burning pages of typescript and a
smashed telephone. As Jane Ann Crum observes, Shepard possesses a unique “ability to
baance on the edge of theirrationa while remaining within the parameters of redism”

(qtd. in King 75). Besidesthe physical appearance of the set, Shepard’ s sound effects at



259
the start of the play are important, especidly the sound of coyotes. here Shepard informs

us,
The Coyote of Southern Cdifornia has adigtinct yapping, dog-like bark,
amilar to aHyena. Thisyapping grows more intense and maniaca asthe
pack growsin numbers. . . The sense of growing frenzy in the pack
should be fdt in the background, especidly in scenes 7 and 8. In any
case, these Coyotes never make the long, mournful, solitary howl of the
Hollywood stereotype. (7P 4)

The sound of the coyotesis clearly linked to the aggressive behavior of Austin and
Lee—asthe coyotes barking grows more frenzied, so does the violence and antagonism
between the two, culminating in the brothers' fina physical confrontation and standoff as
the curtain closes. The growing crescendo of the coyotes seems comparable to the
ominous drumbeet in O’ Nelll’s The Emperor Jones, or the foghornin Long Day’s
Journey Into Night. In addition, the crescendo recalls the drum and bells of the Chindhi
which haunted Pop in The Holy Ghostly. Inthe play’s climactic scene, just before the
lights fade to black and the curtain closes, the barking of the coyotes has changed to a
“dngle coyote heard in distance” (7P 59). Later in this chapter, | will examine the
implications of the play’ sfind “&fter-image,” but perhaps the single coyote' s howl at the

end of the play suggests that the brothers, however antithetical they may be, are yet bound



260
by at least one common thread—the memory and influence of their father who * haunts’

them to the very end.

The play beginswith Austin writing by candielight at the kitchen table. Augtin
seemsto prefer candldight (he cdlsit “soothing”), the traditiond gothic luminary source.
Leeisleaning againg the sink, dready “mildly drunk,” and he has a six-pack of beer
besde him—a signa that, as €ldest son, he haslong ago fdlen into the destructive pattern
of acoholism established by their father. Early inthe play, Leefiresthefirg verbd savo
by becoming defensive and evincing an inferiority complex toward his younger brother: he
says of Audtin’swriting, “Y ou probably think that I’ m not fully able to comprehend
somethin’ like that, huh? | did alittle art mysdlf once” (7P 6). Though he does not redize
it, Lee' swords become prophetic because, by the end of the play, Lee will be seated
behind the typewriter trying to write a screenplay of his own.

Early in the play, the brothers mention their father. As noted above, the initia
reference to the father is cryptic and ominous. Leeimpliesthat their father criticized Augtin
during arecent conversation with Lee. Moments later, Lee accuses Austin of getting their
father “tanked up for aweek” during his (Austin’s) most recent visit with their father (7P
8). Leeimpliesthat Audtin visited their father out of a sense of obligation or to assuage his
own conscience rather than out of ared desirefor intimacy or reconciliation. Thisinitid
mention of their father, however brief, isimportant Snce it serves as a prelude to the

brothers' later, more lengthy and heated argument about their father. As scene one comes
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toaclose, Leetdls Audtin, “1 don't degp”: Lee plansto use the nighttime as cover while
he cases the neighborhood for houses to rob (7P 10). By saying he doesn’'t deep, Lee
may be seen asfollowing in along line of degpwakers and night stalkers from gothic
literature, including such characters as Dracula, Frankenstein’s mongter, Edgar Huntly and
Clithero Edny, or even Mary Tyrone.

The gothic device of the uncanny is used more subtly in True West thanin
Shepard' s previous family plays. In True West, the uncanny surfaces when Leetriesto
write a screenplay of hisown, and the plot Lee describesis later enacted (subconscioudy
or unconscioudy) by the brothers themsalves. The audience recognizes the strange-yet-
familiar quality as the action unfolds, resulting in an uncanny effect. Leg splot idea
involves aman who chases hiswife s lover across the American West, firgt by automobile
and then, when the cars run out of gas, on horseback. At firdt, Lee clamsto have
dtruigtic matives for wanting to sdl ascreenplay. Hetells Austin they could “get the old
man outa hock” if his script made money, but Audtin says, “it might take more than
money” (7P 25). Lee sreply seems both an acknowledgement of the truth spoken by
Austin and aso an ominous threet typica of a gothic doppelganger: “He s not gonnd
change but | will. I'll just turn myself right insde out. 1 could be just like you then” (25).
Lee continues by tdling Audtin, “1 aways wondered what' d be like to be you” (7P 26),
and indeed L ee gppears to be imitating his younger brother by writing a screenplay.

Scene four ends with Lee describing the two men in his screenplay:
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What they don’'t know isthat each one of ‘emis afraid, see. Each one

separady thinks that he' s the only one that’s afraid. And they keep ridin’
like that Sraight into the night. Not knowing. And the one who's chasin’
doesn’'t know where the other oneistaking him. And the onewho's
being chased does't know where he' s going. (7P 27)
Since Shepard isamagter of double meanings and innuendoes, aline from Leg s didogue
above might just as eadily read, “ And they keep writin’ like that sraight into the night,” so
that the speech becomes a metaphor for this very scene. Indeed, as Lee describes his
screenplay to Audtin, the action he is describing becomes an uncanny ingtance of “art
imitating life’: the two men described in the screenplay, “neither one knowing whet the
other will do,” seems analogous to the two brothers as the tenson and antagonism
between them increase steadily during the play.

In the end, neither brother seems satisfied with the glitzy, modern life symbolized
by Saul Kimmer’s Hollywood connections or Mom's suburban kitchen. Near the end of
the play, Augtin describes to Lee his dissatisfaction during hisvisitsto their childhood
home, “There' snothin’ down here for me. . . | keep comin” down here thinkin' it'sthe
fifties or somethin’ . . . Streets| misremember . . . There snothin’ real down here, Lee!
Least of dl mel” (7P 49). In adesperate attempt to fill the void in hislife, Augtin decides

to try living in the desert like his father and brother. In fact, shortly after learning that Lee
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intends to write a screenplay, Augtin says he might “drive out to the desert for awhil€e’

(7P 32). But Leeresponds angrily to Audtin’s suggestion:
Hey, s0 you actudly think | choseto live out in the middie d nowhere?
Doya? Ya think it'ssome kinda philosophica decison | took or
somethin'? I’'m livin’ out there ‘cause | can't makeit here! And yer
bitchin’ to me about al yer success! (7P 49)
Leerefutes Audtin’silluson that alife of solitude in the desart isidyllic. Lee seemsto
acknowledge that he lacks the socid skills and economic wherewithd to survive in the
city, and that a self-imposed desert exileisthe only life he is suited for.

As adoppelganger, Lee exudes alatent violence, and herevelsin his
lawlessness. In scene four, the audience learns that Lee has refused to return Austin's car
keys. Audtin is clearly intimidated by his older brother, and does not seem to consider
taking his keys back by physicd force. When Lee antagonizes Audtin by telling him that
brothers “kill each other” dl the time, Audtin replies, “We re not driven to acts of violence
likethat” (7P 24). Audtin’swords are ironic because, by the end of the play, Austin
himsdf is strangling Lee with atelephone cord, having been utterly transformed—by virtue
of being thrown into such close quarters with his doppel ganger—from the mild-mannered
Ivy-League graduate into a swegting, bloodthirsty barbarian. Lee' slawlessness seemsa
natura result of his drunken, violent lifestyle. After reveding his plans to burglarize Mom’'s

neighborhood, Lee bragsto Austin, “They can’'t touch me anyway. They can’'t put a
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finger onme. I’'mgone. | can comein through the window and go out through the door.
They never knew what hit ‘em. You, yer suck” (7P 31). Unlike Augtin, Lee hasno
roots which tie him to a certain place—no family, no career to spesk of—and he delights
that his solitude alows him the mohility to escgpe detection for his crimes.

In scene Six, the memory of the fallen father again comesto the forefront when
Hollywood producer Saul Kimmer returns to the house to discuss screenplay idess.
Audtin learns from Saul that the producer has not actudly decided to scrap Augtin's
screenplay; rather, he intends to produce both brothers' scripts. Saul tries to encourage
Austin by suggesting that the brothers can provide financid support for their destitute
father with their earnings from their screenplays. Audtin replies that he gave their fether
money during his last visit to the desert, but their father “drank it dl up” (7P 33). Saul
offers three hundred thousand dollars for afirst draft of Lee' s western screenplay, and
Suggests putting the money in atrust so their father would have to useiit for groceries
rather than liquor. Asthis scene ends, Shepard' s stage directions describe the “lights [go]
to black as brothers look at each other from adistance” (7P 36). By having the brothers
garing slently at each other from across the kitchen, Shepard effectively setsup avisud
pardld to thetwo menin Leg s screenplay. Thispardld creates an “uncanny” effect
because the situation described in Leg' s script seems strangely familiar—amost

prescient—with the action unfolding between the two brothers onstage. Furthermore, this
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visud scene foreshadows the find “ after-image’ in the play’ s dosing moments where the

brothers are frozen in atype of sads, neither sure of his—or his brother’ s—next move.
By scene seven, the brothers have completely switched roles: now Leeis seated
a the kitchen table, typing with two fingers, while Augtin leans againg the snk, laughing
and drunk with whiskey, mirroring (inversdly) the play’ s opening scene (7P 36). Audtin
seems ddirious with incredulity that his uneducated, uncouth older brother is actualy
writing a movie script (and has been offered more money aready than Augtin has
probably ever dreamed of). Trying to make sense of dl this, Audtin laughs and tells Leg,
“He[Saul Kimmer] thinks we re the same person” (7P 37). Augtin seemsto imply thet he
and Lee are two sides of the same sdlf, and perhaps Kimmer somehow sensesthis.
Secondly, Austin’ swords suggest afull role reversal between the doppel ganger and the
protagonist: in other words, Austin acknowledges that he and Lee have switched to the
point where Saul has confused the two brothers. This role reversa becomes even more
gpparent when, moments later, Austin demonstrates the same lawlessness and bravado
which had characterized Lee a the beginning of the play. Augtin tells Lee, “How much
you wanna bet | can't stedl atoaster!” (7P 38). Lee had secured the screenplay
development dedl from Saul by winning abet on agolf shot. Now Augtin wants to make
awager of hisown—awager based on his ability to burglarize the neighborhood as Lee
had done earlier in scene three (when he carried in agtolen TV set). Audtin’sramblings

are breaking Le€’ s concentration, and Lee threstensto kick Austin out of the house.
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Audtin replies by saying, “ So now you're gonnakick me out! Now I’'m the intruder . . . |

might even commit bigger crimes. Bigger than you ever dreamed of. Crimes beyond the
imagination!” (7P 39). Augtin’swords are reminiscent of Vince s from Buried Child
when, after experiencing a kind of uncanny (offstage) transformation, Vince returnsto the
house claming to be the “Midnight Strangler.” Like Vince, Audtin began the play asa
gereotypica dutiful son, somewhat passive; but by the end of the play, both Vince and
Audtin have transformed into violent aggressors, and their transformation has been marked
by drunkenness and an imitation of the behavior patterns of the “falen” father.

Asthe play nearsits condusion, Ausdtin fals more fully under the spdl of his
father's* haunting”—that is, Austin becomes more like his father and, coincidentaly, more
like Lee. When Audtin remarksto Lee, “We'relivin' in aParadise” Leereplies, “You
sound just like the old man now” (7P 39). Austin acknowledges this truth, saying, “Wedl
sound alike when we'redoshed.” The crucid difference between Audtin’s adopting their
father’ s behavior patterns and Lee' s adoption of the sameisthat Lee has been following in
their father’ s footsteps for many years, but for Augtin thisis anew and sudden
transformation. Consequently, Leefindsit perfectly natura to suggest that they bring their
father here to live with them once they receive their money from their respective
screenplays. For Audtin, this suggestion is horrific, and it prompts him to take a drunken
swing at Lee (7P 39). Audtin’sviolent outburst seems surprising since he has been

metamorphosing into his father throughout the play—why would he resent having the old
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man around now? But Austin revesls that the source of his bitterness stems from their
father ridiculing him during their last visit together: “I gave him money and dl he did was
play Al Jolson records and spit & me!l” (39). Thisis Audtin’sfind dilemma—the more he
becomes like his father, succumbing to his father’ s legacy of drunkenness and violence, the
more forcefully he resents his own transformation and tries to resst succumbing toit. |
refer to this dilemmaas “gothic” because it condtitutes a return of the repressed for Audtin:
he hastried to “bury” his father's memory and to repudiate his father’ s legacy—and
though he voluntarily visted his father in the desert and tried to help him financidly, the
derigve reception his father gave him only strengthens Augtin’ s resolve to be different from
hisold man. But now that Audtin finds himsdf (metgphoricaly) trapped in dose proximity
to his doppelganger, he seems doomed to fall under the “curse” of the falen father.
Audtin tells Lee, “Nobody can disgppear. The old man tried that. Look whereit got him”
(7P 41). Ausdtinimpliesthat their father’ s attempt to “ disappear” involved abandoning his
paternal role and responsibilities as father and provider, like dl of the fathersin Shepard's
family plays. Yetironicdly, Audtin is no better than their father in thisregard: asthe play
begins, he admits to having abandoned (at least temporarily) his own wife and child in
order to come on this voluntary exile to Mom's house, ostensibly to water her plants and
to house-gt for her while sheisaway on an Alaskan cruise, but in redity Augtin seemsto

have looked forward to the opportunity for solitude so he could write his screenplay.
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Thus, Augtinisin some ways dready beginning to follow his father’ s pattern of behavior,

at least partidly, even asthe play begins.

Ancther way in which the father’ s presence ingnuates itsdlf into the closing scenes
of the play involvesthe brothers competitive didogue over which of them was more of a
confidante to their father. This dispute—redlly atype of bravado whereby each brother
wantsto view himsdf as sharing in some of ther father's closdy-held secrets—involves
the story about their father’ slosing his false teeth during atrip to Mexico. Audtin firesthe
firg volley in this verbd due by tdling Lee, “He [Dad] never confided inyou” (7P 41).
Audtin relates how their father needed new teeth, a detail which recalls severd precedents
from the sub-genre of “southern gothic” literature, indluding Anse Bundren from William
Faulkner's As| Lay Dying, Lucynell Crater (the mother) from Flannery O’ Connor’s“The
Life You Save May Be Y our Own,” and Captain Penderton from Carson McCullers
Reflectionsin a Golden Eye. In each case, the decaying or missng teeth are symboalic of
adeficient or warped mord sense. Like Anse Bundren, the father in True West acquires
faseteeth in order to improve his outward gppearance, without any accompanying inward
changein hissenghility or hisintegrity. The father in True West, like many of Shepard’'s
father characters, isamilitary veteran. Audtin reved s that their father decided to “beg the
government. G.I. Bill or some damn thing” for money to have histeeth pulled (7P 41).
But the government money was not enough to pay for dental work, so the father was

forced to travel to Mexico for the procedure. On his return trip, their father lost his new
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dentures after placing them in a doggy bag with some Chinese food while bar-hopping and

drinking heavily (7P 42). Audtin's tale shows the father suffering due to his own vices
(drunkenness), and, by extension, the sons will likewise suffer (financidly, socidly, and
emotiondly) if they follow the father’ s pattern.

Scene eight begins in the early morning, and both brothers are drunk. Lee has
abandoned his short-lived attempt to reform himsdf and to make anew sart. Insteed, he
reverts to his formerly violent self by smashing the typewriter with a 9-iron and burning
pages of hisscript. Augtin has fulfilled his pledge to become a burglar, and he has lined up
an array of stolen toasters dong the kitchen countertop. Austin has now become the
gothic somnambulis—out al night robbing the neighborhood houses—just as Lee had
been earlier in the play. Mom's plants are dead and drooping, confirming that Austin has
fdlen from hisformer position of dutiful son and is now a drunken home-wrecker (literaly,
since the kitchen isawreck by the end of the play) like his father and older brother.

Physica and emotiond isolation is a gothic motif which agppears in many works of
gothic literature, especidly twentieth- century American drama. The Tyrone family in Long
Day’ s Journey Into Night was isolated in a coastal home as the night and fog closed in
upon them. The Taefamily in Curse of the Sarving Class and the family in Buried
Child were both physicaly and geographically isolated, and when their isolation was
violated by “outsders” the tenuous ties which had hitherto held the family together quickly

unraveled and the family finaly collapsed. In True West, Saul Kimmer—and, later,
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Mom—are the only two characters who interrupt the brothers' intense solitude, and even
then these interruptions are brief and uneventful. Austin has been confined ongtage inside
the kitchen since the play began. The only time he has |ft the kitchen—at night to Stedl
the toasters—the audience is not alowed to witness. Lee'srefusd to return Austin's car
keys has further isolated Augtin, and thisisolation is exacerbated when Lee ripsthe
telephone from the wall after getting into an argument with a switchboard operator. Like
Felice and Clare in Tennessee Williams The Two-Character Play, Augtin and Lee seem
cut off from the outsde world. The brothers' isolation fuels their eccentric behavior, so
that by scene eight Austin loads bread into dl of the stolen toasters and butters the toast as
it pops up (7P 48). Asacounterpoint to Augtin’s behavior, Lee grows more and more
violent: when Audtin offers him toadt, Lee “ suddenly explodes and knocks the plate out of
Audin’'shand,” and thereis a“long frozen moment where it gpopears Lee might go dl the
way thistime’ (7P 49). Thislatter satement—"go al the way thistime’—impliesthat Lee
might actudly murder Audtin in afit of rage. Earlier in the play, Lee had suggested that
brothers “kill eech other” dl thetime (7P 24).

In scene nine, the final scene, Shepard’ s stage directions describe the kitchen as a
“desert junkyard” with bits of crushed toast, burned typescript, and empty beer cans
strewn across the stage (7P 53). The physicd disaster seemsto symbolize Augtin's
psychologica decline; now he claims only to want to go to the desert with Leg, findly

fulfilling his gothic degtiny by submitting completdly to the fdlen father’ s legacy and
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following in his footsteps, much as Vince had assumed Dodge s posture and position at

theend of Buried Child. At this point, Mom returns home unexpectedly and, upon
finding her house awreck and her plants dead, reacts with incredible cdm. Mom claims
to have cut her trip short because she missed her plants, yet upon seeing that her plants
have died, she remarks, “Oh, well, one less thing to take care of | guess’ (7P 54).

Mom's nonchalance and emotiond aridity characterize her as a gothic “dienated” mother:
certainly her lack of maternd love and emotiona bonding with her sons has contributed to
their own estrangement from her and from each other. Besides evincing alack of affection
toward her sons, Mom is clearly out of touch with redity: shetellsthe boysthat Picassois
coming to town on a Greyhound bus, and she seems undeterred in her belief even after
Audtin tdls her that Picasso isdead. Perhgps most significantly, Mom (her generic title
suggests a generic, emotionless woman) seems not the least surprised to find her sons
wallowing in their father’ s drunken, destructive footsteps. On the contrary, rether than
showing surprise, Mom seems almost prescient as she asks both Lee and Augtin if they
are going to the desart to “live with their father” (7P 53). Leerepliesthat they’re going to
a"“different desert,” and Mom counters, “Well, you'll probably wind up on the same
desert sooner or later.” Mom’sreply suggests that the sons' emulation of their father's
behavior will eventualy end with dl three men living together and (metaphoricaly) fulfilling

their gothic destiny as haunted sons.
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In the play’s most visualy dramatic scene, Augtin begins choking Lee with the

telephone cord after Lee refusesto take Augtin with him to live in the desert. Thissceneis
the human embodiment of the eagle and cat scene described by Ella Tate in the closing
linesof Curse of the Starving Class where the eagle and cat were locked in deadly
combat, each knowing it will dieif it stops struggling. Austin provides the mogt explicit
commentary on the hermetic, claustrophobic mood which has smothered the entire play
when hetdlsMom, “He s[Leg] not gonnd let me get outa here’ (58). Augtinimplies
that his violence is spawned by a desperate surviva inginct—he must defeat Lee or be
defeated himself. The fear he demondtrated toward Lee in the early scenes of the play has
given way to desperation, frudtration, and anger.

Inthe play’sfind lines, Shepard returns to the uncanny resemblance of “life
imitating art” by having the brothers act out the scenario which Lee had described in his
screenplay idea. AudintellsLee, “Just let me get tomy car. All right, Lee? Gimme a
little headgtart and I'll turn you loose” (7P 59). Audiin isdearly anticipating alengthy
chase sceng, judt like the two men in Leg' s screenplay.  Ausgtin continues choking Lee until
Leeismotionless, but as he tries to leave the house, Lee jumps up, blocking Augtin’s
escape. Remarkably, the sceneis transformed from Mom' s kitchen to a“vast desertlike
landscape,” reinforcing the idea that the brothers have succumbed to their father’s
influence—like the father, the sons now find themsdvesin (avision of) the desert, isolated

and dienated.
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Asthe curtain closes, neither brother has succeeded in killing the other, nor has

ether succeeded in escaping the house and leaving the other behind. As Audtin and Lee
dare a each other in the play’ sfind “after-image,” they seem psychicaly joined together,
each anticipating the other’ s imminent physica assault. The audience can never know
whether the brothers will eventualy leave Mom'’s house and make it to the desert, either
aone or together. Thetraditiond, mythic lure of the American West as a place of
freedom and refuge from the world' s busyness remains a type of mirage or pipe dream,
not afind redity for either Audtin or Lee. “Shepard' strue West . . . isneither Mom's
devagtated kitchen nor the desert nor the prairie; it is a mythic map of the perpetua
confrontation of two opposing persons, fundamenta forces, or incompatible ideas
(Harksoon 84). True West isthustypica of Shepard’ swork in that it avoids afind
resolution, choosing instead to leave open amyriad of possibilities.

In the end, the audience can never be sure if the brothers' fether is till dive,
Certainly Mom believes him to be dive, but she dso believes Picasso to be dive. We
know the father must have been dive when the brotherslast saw him. 1t doesn't redlly
matter, after al, for the father' s influence over the sons continues to haunt them both, just
asaurdly asif he had died and his ghost returned. This “haunting” by the absent father,
coupled with the gothic device of the doppel ganger and the uncanny resemblance
between the brothers and the two men in Leg' s screenplay, show how Shepard’ s gothic

writing continued to evolve in his family plays after Buried Child. It is perhaps worth
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noting that Shepard did not have a brother (he had two younger Ssters), so his fascination

with brothers—starting with Buried Child and including other family playssuchas A Lie
of the Mind and The Late Henry Moss—isin some ways atype of experimentation itself.
For Shepard, the brothers seem in some respects to be two haves of the same sdif:
neither brother is a complete salf without the other half. If Leeisthe drunken “man’s man”
full of wanderlust and a fierce independence, then Audtin is the dedicated artist, serious-
minded and (usudly) responsible. Once these “haves’ come into close proximity for an
extended time, the result is sure to be dynamic and volatile. Certainly, by using brothers
(and the omnipresent falen father) Shepard is abdle to concern his plays with more mae-
centered issues—a mgor reason why many feminigts find fault with Shepard’ s work.
With his next play, Fool for Love, Shepard would try something different by portraying
an emationdly charged couple who, it turns out, are haf-sblings. Thiswould be the first
play to include asigter character since Curse of the Sarving Class and, as usud, the
common dement linking Fool for Loveto the other family playsisthe pervasive, haunting
presence of the fallen father who, in Fool for Love, really does seem to be, in avery red
sense, a“ghost.”

Fool for Love:

Fool for Lovewas first produced on February 8, 1983, at the Magic Theater in
San Francisco. Shepard says of this play, “I was determined to write some kind of

confrontation between aman and awoman . . . thisoneis redly more about awoman
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thanany play I've ever written . . . “ (qgtd. in Dugdae 46). Shepard introduces a new type

of gothic incest moatif, Geschwisterinzest—incest between brother and sister. Eddie and
May are redly hdf-gblings, both children of the spectrd Old Man who stsjust offstagein
arocking chair, taunting the lovers. The Old Man asfalen father is the most important
gothic device in the play, and it is the firgt time snce The Holy Ghostly that Shepard has
put a veritable talking “ghost” ongtage in afamily play. According to David Derose,
Shepard wrote sixteen drafts of Fool for Love, but he did not create the character of the
Old Man until the lagt draft, and only then did he fed the play was complete. Derose
says, “The solution to Shepard’ s writing problem was not a psychologica or dramatic one
but atheatrica one, involving the presence of a character who suspends the play between
fantasy and redity” (122). Critics such as Lynda Hart go so far asto view the Old Man
as the incarnation of the absent father from True West (101). While this assertion may or
may not be accurate, Shepard has clearly brought the fallen father back onstage from his
brief exilein True West. For the purposes of this study, | will focus primarily on the gothic
devices of incest and the “ghogt” of the falen father who haunts, not only the son thistime,
but aso the daughter.

In Love and Death in the American Novel, Ledie Fiedler notes severa
examples of Geschwisterinzest from American gothic literature, incdluding William
Faulkner’s Absalom, Absalom and The Sound and the Fury, aswell as Po€ s“The Fall

of the House of Usher.” Fiedler remarksthat “ brother-sster incest in particular comesto
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gtand in Romantic symbology for the rebellion againgt paternd authority, for the spirit of

revolution itself” (398-99). If we apply Fedler's edict to Eddie and May from Fool for
Love, then the father’ s ghogt, the Old Man, may perhaps be viewed as an accusing spirit
cometo chadtise his offspring for their illicit love and for their “rebdlion againgt paternd
authority.” Thisview seemsvadid: the Old Man's presence seems motivated, at least in
part, by hisundying urge—like dl of Shepard’ s dramatic fathers—to exercise his authority
to the very end, and even in the afterlife. Both Eddie and May interact with the Old Man
during the play, and their interaction reveds resentment and distrust of the father and a
marked lack of affection and respect. Eddie and May demondtrate a kind of simultaneous
attraction toward and repulsion from each other: May demands that Eddie stop stalking
her, yet when he leaves the motel room she collgpsesinto hysterics. For his part, Eddie
has followed May relentlesdy for many miles and for many years, yet he cannot seem to
remain faithful to her and ends by leaving her yet again in pursuit of the mysterious
Countess, the proverbia “other woman.”

Asusud, Shepard' s staging, lighting, and sound effects serve to emphasize the
dramatic power of his gothic devices. Especidly important in this play are the
claustrophobic motel room (even more “hermetic” than Mom' s kitchen in True West)
where the lovers wreak emotiond and psychologica havoc on one another, the booming
sound whenever doors are dammed, and the isolated black platform where the Old Man

gtsin an intermittent spotlight.
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Shepard' s firgt important stage direction isasfollows. “This play isto be

performed relentlesdy without a break” (FFL 13). By having no bresks or intermissions,
the emotiona and psychologica crissinflicted upon Eddie and May isintensified and
maintained consigtently from gtart to finish. The satting isa“ sark, low-rent motel room on
the edge of the Mojave Desert,” very near the mysterious domain of the absent father
from True West (FFL 13). Ongtage we see a“cast iron four-poster single bed,” perhaps
symbolizing the coupl€ s recacitrant and unyidding relationship which has become
hardened againgt any form of compromise or red affection. The single bed might suggest
severd posshilities. perhaps Eddie and May are deeping in it so close that they are nearly
intertwined; or perhaps the single bed suggests that Eddie and May ultimately do not
belong together since the bed is only big enough to deep one comfortably; or perhaps it
suggests that May did not expect Eddie to join her when she checked into the motel room.
The stage is bathed in eerie yellow—the doors are painted yellow; the seats are made of
ydlow plagtic, and the bathroom door is gar dlowing a“yelow light to bleed onto stage”’
(FFL 13). The predominance of yellow seemsto suggest a starkness, like a peding awvay
of artifice or an exposing to light of the secrets which the lovers have repressed for so
long. Whereas ared light might suggest seduction or eratic role-play, the glaring ydlow
which surrounds Eddie and May suggests that the mysteries of seduction are long past and
that on this night, their charade will be laid bare, as under the bare light bulb of an

interrogator.
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Shepard takes great pains to describe the platform where the Old Man sits

ensconced:
Extreme down left . . . isasmall extended platform . . . the floor is black
and it’sframed by black curtains. The only object on the platform isan
old maple rocking chair facing upstage right . . . An old horse blanket with
holesis laced to the back of the rocker. The color of the blanket should
be subdued—qgrays and blacks. (FFL 14)
By using the word “ subdued” to describe the colors of the horse blanket, Shepard
appears to be using the colors to create and symbolize amood or to represent an
emotiond state. Consequently, it is Sgnificant that Shepard surrounds and frames the Old
Man in the color black—the most “gothic” color suggesting evil, dreed, and ill omen. Of
course black aso suggests deeth; perhaps the Old Man is dead and thisis his ghost we
are seeing and hearing. The audience will learn the extent of the Old Man’ s treachery as
the play progresses, and Eddie and May will appear increasingly as victims of the Old
Man'’s legacy of betraya and deception. Shepard emphasizes the centrdity of the Old
Man's character by lising him firgt in the written script. The Old Man's rocking chair
faces upstage right so that heis“just dightly profile to the audience’ and, characteridtically,
abottle of whiskey sits on the floor beside him (FFL 15). The Old Man’s costume

conssts of a Stetson hat, western boots and an old vest: heis (was) apparently a cowboy
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like Eddie, and both men possess the free spirit of the wanderer, making them unsuitable

for family life or even monogamy, as the audience learns later.

Shepard’'s most important and problematic direction regarding the Old Man's
character isthat “He exigts only in the minds of May and Eddie, even though they might
talk to him directly and acknowledge his physica presence. The Old Man treats them as
though they dl exigted in the same time and place’ (FFL 15). If the Old Man now “exists
only in the minds of Eddie and May,” then heisno longer dive. But, astheir natura
father, he must have once been dive—thisiswhy | am referring to the Old Man asa
ghogt. The Old Man’s exigence is uncanny in its dudity, existing as he does at once both
in redity and in theimagination. We are presented with the “red” Old Man who fathered
both Eddie and May, yet a the same time we are presented with Eddie and May’'s
imagined verson of him now that heis physcaly dead—and thisimagined verson is
perhaps more antagonigtic and terrifying than the “red” verson was. As| suggested
above, the Old Man may function as more than a ghost; since his presence servesto
torment Eddie and May and to remind them that their torrid love affair is redly incestuous,
he also serves as an embodiment of their own guilty consciences and the return of their
repressed traumatic memories. In order to perpetuate their torrid romance, Eddie and
May must have tried to forget that they are hdf sblings, but now the Old Man’ s taunting,
haunting presence will not alow them to forget or to repress this knowledge. Shepard's

direction that the Old Man “exigts only in the minds of May and Eddie,” is problematic
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because, as Charles Lyons points out, the way the Old Man’ s character is perceived by

the audience differs between the written text and the performed play. Lyons notesthat “in
point of fact, when [the play] is performed live, there is no suggestion in the play itsdf that
the Old Man is being imagined or dreamed by either Eddie or May” (Lyons 144). To the
audience, the Old Man does not seem to be “imagined,” but neither isthe Old Man
consigtently acknowledged by Eddie and May throughout the play—only a certain times
and for specific reasons, such as when he providesingght about their shared past.
Moreover, the Old Man is hot acknowledged at al by the one “outsider,” a man named
Martin who has come to take May out on a date. Consequently, the audience must
conclude that the Old Man is a ghost who has come to influence the present and to alter
its outcome.

In the opening stage directions, May’ s description is anything but seductive: sheis
in her “early thirties,” sitting on the edge of the bed, elbows on her knees, “head hanging
forward, garing a thefloor” (FFL 15). Sheisdressed in adenim full skirt” and a*baggy
whitet-shirt.” Her feet are bare (FFL 15). May’s posture suggests that she has dready
suffered some sort of trauma even before the curtain opens. She appears to be degected
or bereft, emotionaly and psychology drained. Eddieisabit older than May, in his“later
thirties” He wears the typical macho cowboy garb: muddy boots, jeans which reek of
horse swest, a“brown western shirt with snaps’ (FFL 16), and spurs dangling from his

belt. Moreimportantly, Eddie “limps dightly” and “there’ s a certain broken-down qudlity
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about his body in generd, asthough he's aged long before histime’ (16). Thelimp,

though easily explained perhaps as aresult of arodeo accident or arthritic joints which
result in the “broken-down quality,” may nevertheless connote a type of malevolence or
diaboliam (a least mischief) resding in Eddi€ s character, following in the same literary
tradition as the Devil with hismythica deft foot, Lord Byron with his club foot, Captain
Ahab with his wooden leg, and Ab Snopes with hiswounded hed. Certainly Eddieis
capable of violent rages, as he demondtrates later upon hearing that May is waiting for her
date to arrive.

The curtain rises, and the lights dowly come up to the sound of Merle Haggard
snging “Wake Up.” Theimport of the song may be two-fold, suggesting nat only the
sunlight exposing the lovers' taboo and flawed relationship which has been kept in the
dark for so long, but aso an emotiona and psychologica “waking up” as repressed
memories are brought to light. The play will end with another Haggard song, “I’m the One
Who Loves You.” Shepard may have intended to beironic with the latter song, Since it
plays just after Eddie has abandoned May once more, perhaps for the last time. The most
important sound effect in the play isa*booming” resulting from bass drums being miked
behind the bathroom door and stage door. Shepard instructs that the booming sound
should grow increasingly louder, whenever a door is dammed, as the play progresses
(FFL 26). The booming of the doors pardldsthelovers anger, despair, and

uncontrollable passons. Eddie and May’ s emotions become more frantic and erratic as
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the play progresses, and the booming sound grows likewise stronger until it reaches

deafening proportions. Moreover, this emotiona and aurd crescendo seems dmost the
inevitable result of the ddliberate, ingdious manipulations of the Old Man as he interacts
with his children. It is as though both Eddie and May reach an emotiona and
psychologica bresking point which explodes, literdly, in the play’s closing scenes. Inthe
psychology of gothic, the Old Man serves to bring about the return of the repressed
traumatic memories for both Eddie and May, and the ensuing psychologica pressure from
this “return” is symbolized by the booming sounds of the doors damming. Furthermore,
the doors which are dammed are never closed for good: Eddie keeps re-entering the
motel room moments after he leaves, and May keeps re-emerging from the bathroom, so
these types of “returns’ parallel the return of memories and the recovery of truth.

To fully understand the import of the “curse’” which the Old Man haslaid upon his
children—hby virtue of the Old Man'sinfidelity, hislove which got “split in two™—it is
necessary to examine the dysfunctiona relationship between Eddie and May. Eddie
gpesks the opening lines of the play, and immediately the audience redlizes that the lovers
relationship is marked by fear of abandonment: “I’'m not goin’ anywhere. See? I'mright
here)” Eddietdls May (FFL 17). Eddie swordsimply that May needs this reassurance,
and her dependent ate is further emphasized when, moments later, she “suddenly grabs
his closest leg with both hands and holds tight, burying her head between his knees’ (17).

In this posture, May appears willingly submissive, but as is often the case with Shepard,
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gppearances are deceiving: when Eddie tries to push her back “gently” onto the bed, May

“erupts furioudy, legping off the bed and lashing out at him with her fists’ (17). Besides
resenting Eddie for his past desertions—and fearing another abandonment in the near
future—May’ s violent anger & Eddieisfuded by hisinfiddities. May tells Eddie his
fingerssmdl like “rich pussy” (18). Just asther father the Old Man was unable to be
faithful to one woman, so Eddie has left May for other women, most notably the
mysterious “ Countess’ who drives along black Mercedes and reappears to wreak havoc
at the end of the play.

Eddie and May’ srelationship is“gothic” in severd ways. Firg, as hdf-sblings it
is an incestuous relationship, following in the gothic tradition of the aforementioned
examples cited by Ledie Fiedler. Secondly, their incest is a secret which isreveded
gradualy to the audience (and to the “outsder” character, Martin), much like the
infanticide in Buried Child. Findly, their relationship is characterized by violence,
including the imminent threet of death at one another’ s hands. Violence, especidly the
threet of imminent violence which lingers for an extended time before findly exploding in a
sudden, inevitable climax, has long characterized gothic literature in both the British and
American traditions. In Po€ s short stories, for example, the protagonist is often
consumed with dread that violence will befal him and, by the end of the Sory, it usudly
does. In Fool for Love, the threet of violence gppearsin the play’ s opening moments.

Early inthe play, May articulates her paranoid fear of Eddie by telling him, “Y ou're either
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gonnd erase me or have me erased” (FFL 19). May says she fearsthiswill happen

because she's“in theway” of Eddi€ s reationship with the Countess. Y et May hersdf
talks of inflicting physica violence upon Eddie, even murdering him:  shetells Eddie she
will kill him and the Countess “with two separate knives. So the blood does't mix. I'm
gonnd torture her first though. Not you. I'mjust gonnd let you haveit. Probably inthe
midst of akiss’ (FFL 20). During this diaogue, Shepard’ s stage directions describe how
Eddie and May “press the walls as they move’ and talk (20). Throughout the play, both
lovers are congtantly making contact with the walls—cdawing at the wals, pressng the
walls, moving againg walls, and Eddie even throws Martin up againgt awdl laer in the
play. By manipulating spacein this way, Shepard makes the motel room seem even more
claustrophobic and hermetic than Mom’ skitchen in True West. By pressing up againgt
the wals and cdling atention to the confinement of the motel room, Eddie and May
symbolize their entrapment within a taboo relationship which neither is able to escape, a
relationship characterized by a paradoxica combination of coupling and abandonment,
desire and repulsion. May demondtrates this dichotomy when she makes good on her
threat by kneeing Eddie in the groin while they are in the middle of akiss and then
gsorming into the bathroom, damming the door behind her (FFL 26). At this point, the
Old Man spesks for the firg time.

A separate spotlight rises each time the Old Man spesks, for he remains shrouded

in near darkness for most of the play, perhaps symbolizing the “darkness’ which his
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destructive drinking and philandering brought into the lives of Eddie and May and their

respective mothers. Furthermore, the solitary spotlight on the Old Man further serves
both to isolate him from his children (like alighted sphere or ring which contains or
imprisons him) and to expose him to the light of truth and revelation as heisfindly forced
to confront his crimes and their aftermath. When the Old Man spesks for the firgt time, he
asks Eddie, “1 thought you were supposed to be afantasist, right? . . . Y ou dream things
up? (FFL 26). Toillugtrate his point, the Old Man points to a nonexistent picture on the
wall and asks Eddie if he seesit. Eddie says he does see the picture—ether heissmply
playing dong or dse heis as adept at fantaszing asthe Old Manis. The Old Man tdlls
Eddie that the picture is Barbra Mandrell and that he (the Old Man) is“married to Barbra
Mandrdl in my mind” (27). “I’'m glad we have an underganding,” he tells Eddie asthe
spotlight fades on him and the stage lights come up again. The Old Man'stoneis
condescending, as though he has just taught a child avauable lesson. This conversation,
abeit brief, isimportant because it presages the thematic structure of the rest of the play.
Eddie has indeed become a“fantaast” who is adept at seeing things that aren’t there (like
the possibility of alife with May and his ability to reform his wandering ways and to be
faithful to her). Eddieisdso adept (like the Old Man) at denying the truth when this truth
is unpleasant, like the fact that his reaionship with May is an incestuous one. Eddieis not
donein hisfantasst ways. May is his accomplice, and the rest of the play’s conflict results

from her threats to expose their mutua secrets. The traditiona climax in gothic literature
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involves the revelaion of a secret Sin or hidden guilt, and the threat of such exposure

thrusts Eddie into the violent, raving vortex which typicaly consumes the haunted son in
Shepard' s family plays.

Asif to symbolize her imminent betrayd of their mutua secret, May comes out of
bathroom and changes “amost unnoticesbly” into a*“sexy woman” by donning ared dress
and black heds (FFL 28). Then she taunts Eddie by telling him she' s been seeing
someone, provoking Eddieinto ajedousrage. After sorming out of the room, Eddie
returns with two traditiona tools of Shepard’ s men, awegpon and some acohol—
specificdly a shotgun and a bottle of tequila (FFL 30). “We made apact,” Eddietells
May—reminiscent of the ungpoken “pact” made by the family in Buried Child—and this
“pact” is another “connection” between the two lovers. Their cryptic dialogue enhances
the play’ s gothic mood because, asin Buried Child, the audience isleft in suspense and
doubt about precisaly what they are referring to. The audience learns later that the “ pact”
isthe lovers agreement never to tell an outsider that they are hdf-sblings who share the
same father. Furthermore, the audience learns later that their “pact” may include a
promise never to mention amurder that both Eddie and May witnessed. At thispoint in
the play, however, these secrets (both of which are reveded by the end of the play) are
hidden beneath insnuations and inferences:

EDDIE: Y ou know we re connected, May. We Il dways be

connected. That was decided along time ago.
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MAY: Nothing was decided. You made dl that up.

EDDIE: Y ou know what happened.
MAY:  You promised methat wasfinished. You can't dart that
up al over again. You promised me.
EDDIE: A promise can't stop something likethat. It happened.
(FFL 34)

Eddie sorms out of the room for the third time after caling May a“traitor.” Again,
Eddi€ s departure leaves May nearly prostrate with grief, though she must have known
that her refusa to capitulate to Eddi€’ s demands would result in this outburst. With Eddie
gone, May “weeps’ while moving dowly upstage dong the wals of the motel room,
“embracing” and “hugging” the wals as she goes, findly snking to her knees (FFL 36).
May can be viewed as atype of gothic heroine who is trapped baoth literaly by the wdls
of a claustrophobic room and aso metaphoricaly by a situation from which she cannot
escape, following in the same line as gothic heroines like Emily St. Aubert from Ann
Raddiffe s The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794) and Ellena Bianchi from The Italian
(1797), both of whom were imprisoned by mde villains before findly escaping. Shepard
cdls our atention to the confining motel room even more so than he did with Augtin's
sense of confinement in True West. May's sense of confinement is enigmatic:. she
checked into the motel room of her own valition, and certainly she seems able to leave the

motel room and to follow Eddie outside if she chooses, yet she does not. It is as though,
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after fifteen years of secrecy, this motel room has been prescribed by invisible forces as
the destined scene where truth will be revealed and where a reckoning for hidden guilt will
findly occur.

The second time we hear the Old Man, he speaks to May as though he were
speaking to a“child,” according to Shepard’ s stage directions (FFL 36). Hetalksasif he
were May' s father—though at this point the audience cannot be sure—and he tells a story
about her infancy when she was cried one night and he carried her through afidd and into
aherd of catle. Asthe Old Man taks, May “remainsinvolved in her emotion of loss and
keeps moving clear around the room,” eventually crawling to the bed where she rocks
back and forth, embracing the pillows (37). The Old Man’s speech seems to make
May’s grief more intense, asif his words were exacerbating the frugtration she fed's over
Eddi€ sleaving. When May hears Eddie return, she drinks from the tequila bottle, bracing
hersdf for another confrontation with him. When Eddie threstensto kill the mystery man
whom May is awaiting, May snatches her purse and runs out the door, but Eddie catches
her and carries her back into the room “ screaming and kicking” (41-42). In thisingtance,
we see that May might in fact be confined in aliteral sense: she can leave only a Eddie’s
pleasure. Sheisatrapped gothic heroine, characterigticaly suffering a the hands of a
male captor, abeit her captor is both her lover and her haf-brother. Thislatter
relationship has not yet been fully exposed to the audience, but Shepard alows the lovers

to hint at the secret without fully reveding it yet, just as he had done in Buried Child.
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Eddie tells May he wants to meet her date, and he suggests that she introduce him as her

brother. But immediately he catches himself and says, “Well—maybe not your brother,”
and May replies, “Maybe not” (42). They are not yet able to admit the truth to
themsdves, and certainly not to an outsider.
The Old Man speaks for the third time after a mysterious woman caled the
“Countess’ has come and gonein along, black Mercedes (apparently she and Eddie are
lovers and she has tracked him to the motel). Asthe Old Man speeks, Shepard's
directionstell ustha Eddie and May “are not ‘frozen,’ they just stare at each other in a
suspended moment of recognition” (FFL 49). Though Shepard never tells us what
precisay the lovers “recognize,” it is Sgnificant that this“moment of recognition” is
prompted by the Old Man’s words which, apparently, somehow succeed in breaking
through the lovers' repressed memories. Ironically, however, the Old Man damsin his
gpeech not to “recognize’ ether of his children:
Amazing thing is, neither one d you look abit familiar tome. . . | don't
recognize mysdf in either onea you. Never did. ‘Course your mothers
both put their sampsonya . .. You could be anybody’s. Probably are.
| can’t even remember the original circumstances . . . Good thing | got out
when | did though. Bestthing | ever did. (49)

As| have shown in the previous chapters, nearly dl of Shepard's gothic family plays

include at least one marked ingtance of “ misrecognition”—aeither afailure to recognize
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something which should be familiar, or afalure to remember dtogether, usudly due to the

memory being repressed following atraumatic experience. In Curse of the Starving
Class, Weston Tate couldn’'t remember owning hisfarm as he surveyed it. In Buried
Child, the family members do not recognize Vince, and a the end of the play, Vince
recognizes neither hisfamily nor Shelly. In True West, Lee damsto “forgit” why he went
to livein the desert. Here, the Old Man’s speech givesthefirst clear indication that he is
the father of both Eddie and May, and that they had different mothers. The Old Man says
he “can’t even remember the origina circumstances,” and, as the audience learns later, this
is because the circumstances were traumatic (even murderous). So even asthe Old Man
denies “recognizing” himsdf in his children, hiswords leed to a sllent “moment of
recognition” between Eddie and May.

After the Old Man finishes spesaking, Eddie reveds the extent of his obsesson
with hissger-lover. Hetdlsher, “You'll never escapeme. .. I'll track you down no
meatter where you go” (49). In an untitled 1979 prose piece from Shepard’ s Motel
Chronicles callection, Shepard writes (of an anonymous mae character), “He could fed
the demonic attachment of a man for his only woman” (42). Eddi€ sthreat to “track”

May down wherever she goes certainly implies this type of “demonic attachment.”
Eddi€ s threat dso sounds reminiscent of the gothic doppel génger which rlentlesdy
gdksitsvictim, and, like many doppel gangers dready mentioned earlier in this chepter,

Eddie and May seem to experience a“role reversal” here. Whereas May was prodtrate
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with grief only moments earlier when Eddie waked out the door, now May acknowledges

Eddi€ s professed desperation to possess May completely: shetellshim, “Now, you
desperatdly need me. Now you can't live without me. . . Why should | believe it this
time?’ (FFL 50). Another ingtance of role reversa occurs moments later when May sees
the return of acar’ s headlights and, believing it to be the Countess' s Mercedes, yellsto
Eddie that she will “wipe her out” and “eat [her] dive” just as Eddie had earlier
threatened to harm or kill May’ s suitor (FFL 51). Jedlousy prompts both loversto
threaten violence, even murder, againg any perceived rival. Indeed, Eddi€ sfirst
confrontation with May’ s suitor isaviolent one, but Martin (the suitor) gets the best of
Eddie, by charging into the room and tackling him. Once May separates the two men,
Martin assumes the role of outsder—much as Shelly did in Buried Child. Asthe
outsider, Martin will stand as proxy for the audience while the gothic secret is reveded—
specifically, the secret of Eddie and May’ s kinship and forbidden love.

May introduces Eddie as her cousin, but Eddie grins at Martin and says, “She's
lying” (FFL 52). With an outsider now present, Shepard alows Eddie to build up the
mystery and suspense by toying with Martin (and the audience). Eddie sayshe cantell
Martin is“tense’ because Y ou dready know I’'m not her cousin” (59). Upon hearing
this, Martin is spooked, not sure he wants to hear anymore. He makes a sudden move to
leave the motel room, but Eddie bests him to the door, dams him againg the wal, and

drags him to the floor before the two men findly settle down to adrink together. True
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West ended after asmilar scene in which neither Lee or Audtin would alow the other to

leave the room, and the result was a hermetic, claustrophobic gothic space where Mom's
kitchen was surreally transformed into a“ desertlike landscape” where the brothers were
locked in adtatic “after-image” In Fool for Love, this hermetic scene does not sgnd the
closing curtain because the gothic secret ill must be brought to light. Instead, Martin
seems destined (perhaps even doomed) to be the witness as the truth is revealed.

In Shepard' s gothic family plays, an dcoholic libation typicaly precedesthe finad
revelaion of truth, and this play isno exception. In thisinstance, however, the ritud of
mae drinking serves as the only scene in the play where Eddie interacts physicdly with the
Old Man. As Eddie steers Martin to a chair and invites him to drink, the solitary spotlight
comes up on the Old Man; he holds out his Styrofoam cup for a drink, which Eddie pours
for him. Martin “does not acknowledge’ the Old Man's presence during dl of this (61).
Now that al three men have had acohoal, the truth can come out. When Martin asks Eddie
if heis May’s husband, Eddie replies, “No. She smy sger” (61). The Old Man sares at
Eddie, prompting Eddie to amend his answer by saying, “My hdf-sster.” Eddie and the
Old Man take a drink together as though confirming thisis the truth (61).

As Eddie continues talking, he reved s that their incestuous relationship was born
out of ignorance: “1 never even knew | had asgter until it wastoo late . . . by thetime |
found out we' d aready—you know—fooled around” (FFL 62). Eddie and May never

knew of their kinship until high school because “Our daddy fdll inlovetwice. . .. Once
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with my mother and once with her mother.” At this point, the Old Man interjects, as

though to judtify hisactions, “It was the same love. Just got split in two, that’sdl” (63).
The Old Man tries to excuse hisinfiddity by portraying himsef as the pawn of some
controlling passion which “split” love between two women. The Old Man's betrayd
extended far beyond a one-time indiscretion, however—it became alifestyle. The Old
Man became himsdlf atype of gothic somnambulist cresture of the night as he moved
nocturnally between histwo lives. Eddie explainsto Martin:
He d live with me and my mother for awhile and then he' d disappear and
go live with her and her mother for awhile. . . . He' d disappear for
months at atime and she never once asked him where he went. She was
aways glad to see him when he came back . . . . Then he started going on
theselongwalks. . . Inthedark. | used to watch him from my bedroom
window. He d disgppear in the dark with his overcoat on. (64)
Onefateful night Eddie asked his father if he could accompany him on one of his night
walks, and on this night Eddie met May for the firgt time. Upon arriving at the other
woman's house, Eddie describes how ”through the doorway . . . | seethisgirl” (66). As
Eddie says this, the bathroom door dowly opensto reved May “standing in the door
frame back-lit with yellow light in her red dress. She just watches Eddie as he keegps
telling [the] story” (67). “I’'m staring back at her and we can't take our eyes off each

other,” Eddie says. “It was like we knew each other from somewhere but we couldn’t
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place where . . . we knew we d never stop being in love’ (67). Here Eddie describesa
gothic uncanny moment, amoment of strange familiarity—"we knew each other from
somewhere but we couldn’t place where” In gothic literature, the uncanny moment
typicaly foreshadows horror and violence. Thet isthe case here, but first Eddi€’ s story
will be chdlenged, just as Dodge s story was chalenged in Buried Child.

When May comes out of the bathroom, she initidly denies the whole story, caling
Eddie “weird and Sck”: shetdls Martin, “He stold me that story a thousand times and it
adways changes’ (FFL 67). Asthe“outsder,” Martin can never be sure which of the
two—Eddie or May—istelling the truth. Heisleft in doubt about the true nature of their
relationship. For their part, both Eddie and May seem to enjoy toying with Martin,
psychologicaly spesking. Eddie intimidates Martin both verbaly and physicaly, and does
not alow him to leave the room; and May makes no attempt to come to Martin’s aid, not
even dissuading Eddie from bullying him. Eddie and May are united in their determination,
both to confound Martin and to force the Old Man to confront the truth about the past.

Almog immediatdly, May shifts the focus of conversation from her relationship
with Eddie to the truth about what happened between her mother and the Old Man. She
describes her mother as “obsessed” with the Old Man—" She kept hunting for him from
town to town,” eventudly finding him a Eddi€ s house during dinner. The Old Man tells
Eddie, “Boy is she ever off the wal with thisone. You gottal do somethin’ about this’

(FFL 72). Just asHdlietried to get Bradley to sop Dodge from reveding the family’s
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secret in Buried Child, so here the Old Man tries to get Eddie to prevent May from telling

her story, or at least to chdlenge the veracity of her words.

As May describes the night she and her mother discovered the Old Man's secret
life of infidelity, she revedsthat her father disappeared “amost as soon aswe d found him
... | kept watching her grieve, as though somebody’d died. She'd pull hersdf up into a
bal and just stare at the floor” (72). May’s description of her mother mirrors May’s own
emotiond devastation when Eddie |eft the room earlier in the play. May describes how
she and Eddie began snesking around to see each other until, one fateful night, her mother
went to beg Eddie’ s mother to put an end to their affair and “ Eddie’ s mother blew her
brainsout” (73). The suddenness with which thisfina horror isreveded dartles the
audience, Martin, and the Old Man. The Old Man stands to his feet for thefird timein
the play and “moves from platform onto the stage, between Eddie and May”: “Now wait
asecond! . .. That'sthe dumbest version | ever heard in my wholelife. She never blew
her brainsout” (73). Again the Old Man triesto get Eddie to defend him from May's
accusdtions. “Get on yer feet now goddamn it! | wanna hear themde side d thisthing.
You gotta represent me now. Speak on my behdf . . . Tell her the way it happened.
We've got apact. Don't forget that” (73). For the second time in the play, “pact”
becomes code for a shared secret which the conspirators have agreed to keep hidden.

Eddie turnsto hisfather and “camly” tellshim, “It was your shotgun . . . She never

fired agun beforein her life. That was her firg time” (FFL 73). The Old Man'sreply
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sounds accusatory and hitter, as though he himsdlf were the victim of a conspiracy to

which he was oblivious. “Nobody ever told meany a that. | wasleft completely inthe
dark” (73). Eddie reminds him camly, “You were gone,” indicting his father for deserting
al of them once his double life had been discovered. The Old Man becomes panicked
after learning of the murder that followed his abandonment, and he becomes more frantic
as he notices that May and Eddie have locked their eyes on one another asthough in a
trance, perhgps symbolizing the “tunnd vison” which has characterized their relationship
by blocking out the incest taboo and dlowing them to see only each other in an intensdy
passonae light. The Old Man yellsat Eddie,

Bring her around to our Sde. Y ou gottal make her see thisthing in aclear

light . .. You two can't cometogether! ... Youcan't betray me! You

gotta’ represent me now! You'remy son! (75)

In the eyes of the gothic falen father, the duty of the haunted son isto defend and
excuse the father’ s transgressions, even for the son to repesat the father’ s destructive
behavior patterns himse f—the ultimate “ chip off the old block.” But the lovers do not
heed their father’ swords. They embrace asthe Old Man rambles on, even asacar's
headlights gppear once again in the window of the motel room. We hear a*“loud collison,
shattering glass, and an explosion,” followed by the “sound of horses screaming wildly,
hooves gdloping” (75). Martin, the play’s one essentid witness, looks out the window

and reports to Eddie that his horsetrailer is on fire and the horses have escaped. Eddie
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knows immediatdly who is responsible—the Countessin her sinister black Mercedes: “I

can't just let her get away with that,” Eddie tells May, and he dashes outside after
promising May he'll be “right back” (76). But May knows better, and she packs her
suitcase and exits the motel room, leaving Martin bewildered in the middle of the room.
He has been unable to leave this hermetic, gothic space from the moment he first entered
theroom. May appearsto leave in search of abetter life—alife without Eddi€' s
betrayals, deceptions, drunkenness, and violence. Y, as usud in Shepard’ swork, the
audience can never be certain that May is not packing her suitcase in order to follow
Eddie. She may ill be bound to him by some supernatura or psychic connection. But
this seems unlikely to me. Thisnight in the motel room, as| dated earlier, ssemsto bea
day of reckoning for both the Old Man and his troubled children, and their lives—like the
family in Buried Child—will be forever dtered now that al of the secrets have been
reveded.

Martin remains in the room to hear the Old Man's find lines as the curtain closes.
The play’s closing lines belong to the Old Man. Heis as near to a gothic specter as
Shepard has ever created in hisfamily plays, and by having the Old Man (a ghost) spesk
the last lines, Shepard again avoids any tidy resolution. Perhaps Eddie and May are not
findly “through” after dl. Perhgpsthere are forces which drive us, in spite of our best
effortsto avoid them or to reform our ways. Perhaps ghosts and ghostly influences—

epecidly those influences which “curse’ children to repest their parents destructive
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behavior patterns—are the only things that findly endure. The Old Man has been standing

up from the moment he first heard about Eddi€’ s mother murdering May’ s mother. Now
he moves dowly back to hisisolated platform while he points a the wall to the same non
exigtent picture which he had earlier discussed with Eddie. The Old Man says, “That’ sthe
woman of my dreams. That'swho that is. And she smine. She'sdl mine. Forever”
(77). Perhaps hiswords are intended for Martin, but Martin still does not acknowledge
the Old Man' s presence, staring ingtead out the window at the flames rising in the parking
lot from Eddi€ s burned horsetrailer. Thisisthethird of Shepard' s gothic family playsto
include, in some way, a conflagration a the end. The Holy Ghostly ended with Pop’s
frenzied dance in the flames, and Buried Child ended with Dodge giving ingructions for
his funerd pyre where his body would beimmolated. Thisfireisdifferent in severd
respects. For thefirg time, the fire does not involve the fdlen father. Secondly, thefireis
not deliberately selected by the mae character; rather, the mysterious Countess has
burned Eddi€ strailer in an act of ascorned lover’ srevenge. Findly, as such, thisfire
does not seem to be redemptive in any way, least of dl to Eddie, the haunted son. But the
fireissgnificant anceit serves as the impetus for Eddie to pursue the Countess, thereby
abandoning May once again, perhaps for the find time.

The biographica details surrounding Fool for Love suggest that the play was
inspired, at least in part, by apersond crissin Shepard’ s own romarntic life. Shepard had

married O-Lan Johnson in November of 1969, and together they had a son whom they
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named Jesse Mojo. Y et by 1982 when Shepard was writing the play, he was dready

involved with Jessica Lange, and he eventudly divorced O-Lan and married Lange. In
fact, shortly after Fool for Lovewasfirst produced in February 1983, Shepard moved
with Lange to Sante Fe, New Mexico (Daniels 110). Consequently, many critics interpret
Eddi€ s rlationship with the Countessin Fool for Loveto be symbolic of Shepard’'s own
affair with Lange. For example, one of Shepard’s most important biographers, Don
Shewey, has posed the question, “Who e se could the Countess be but Jessica Lange?’
(qtd. in Wilson 99). Even the duration of Eddie and May’s love affair—fifteen years—
corresponds amogt exactly to the length of time Shepard had known O-Lan. The
biographica connection is relevant to a gothic reading of Fool for Love because, for
Shepard, the gothic family plays are dways born out of persond tragedy and trauma
which is nearly dways centered around the playwright’s own indomitable, monstrous
“fdlen” father—a composite of Sam Shepard Rogers V1. That pattern holds true in Fool
for Love, where the spectra Old Man ends up stedling the spotlight (almogt literdly) and
represents the return of repressed memories and the continuation of the curse as Eddie
copies the behavior patterns of the falen father. But because of Shepard' s split with his
own wife during the play’ s compasition, Fool for Love aso includes a deeply traumétized
femae character—May isin some waysthe “ghogt” of O-Lan Johnson Shepard, who
haunts the playwright into giving her voice and presence ongtage, perhaps in the

playwright’ s attempt to exorcize her memory so that he can leave, like Eddie, in pursuit of
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anew life. Ironicaly, Shepard' s life with O-Lan continued to influence his next family

play, A Lie of the Mind: hismother-in-law’ s stroke and subsequent aphasia inspired
Shepard’ s portrait of a brain-damaged woman—a gothic death-in-life character like Mary
Tyronefrom Long Day’ s Journey Into Night. Thisred-lifeingpiration, coupled with the
degth of Shepard' s father, contribute significantly to the gothic tone of A Lie of the Mind.

A Lieof the Mind:

Inan article entitled “ The Curse of the Misbegotten,” Michael Abbott examines
amilaritiesin the fathers and sons portrayed in family plays by Shepard and Eugene
O'Nelll. Oneimportant biographica detail which Abbott mentionsis that both O’'Neill’s
father and Shepard' s father were killed when they were hit by cars (195). Shepard's
father died in early 1985, and A Lie of the Mind was first produced in December of the
sameyear. Inthe play, we eventudly learn that the father was killed when he was hit by a
truck while running, drunk, down the middle of aroad somewhere near the U.S.-Mexican
border. During the play, the ghost of the dead father—for here we are sure he is dead,
unlike True West and Fool for Love, where we can never be sure—hovers over all.
Though the dead father never appears onstage, even in aflashback, his presence isfelt
throughout the play—first as his abusive, violent legacy is carried on by his son Jake, and
later in the play asthe father is symbolicaly reborn, phoenix-like, through the scattering of
his ashes onstage. The truth about how the father died is the play’ s centra gothic mystery

onwhich I will focus my examination. Thistruth iskept hidden until late in the play.



301
Shepard tantaizes the audience throughout much of the play by hinting at how the father

died, creating an atmosphere of suspense. This centra gothic mystery is pardlded in two
important ways which dso fal squarely into the gothic literary tradition: an “undeed”
character and implied mother-son incest. Beth's brain damage has l€ft her, like many
other charactersin gothic literature, as akind of undead character who existsin a death-
in-life state—a state which defies rationdity and focuses instead on intuition and extreme
emotiond dates. A ligt of gothic characters who exhibit asmilar degth-in-life sate might
include Mary Tyrone, Blanche DuBois, Catharine Holly, and even Tilden from Buried
Child. Inthe section that follows, | will examine some ways in which Beth isagothic
character. | will aso briefly examine the implied mother-son incest between Lorraine and
Jake findly, the remainder of this section will examine the gothic mystery about how the
fdlen father died, as wel as how the son is haunted by his own guilt over hisfather's
desth.

Beth, an aspiring actress, has suffered brain damage after being vicioudy besaten
by her husband, Jake. Theinspiration for Beth's character can be traced to Shepard's
former mother-in-law, Scarlett Johnson Dark, mother of O-Lan. Scarlett suffered a
severe stroke in September 1979, leaving her with gphasia—the ingbility to use language
effectively and coherently as the result of brain damage. Barry Daniels edited a collection
of letters (1972-1984) written between Shepard and Joseph Chaikin. These letters are

useful in tracing the genesis of A Lie of the Mind, both the ideas underlying the play and,
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specificaly, the character of Beth as a brain-damaged woman suffering from gphasia. On

November 20, 1979, Shepard wrote to Chaikin:

Scarlett is doing very well, consdering the trauma she' s undergone.

She' s having to reearn everything from the ground up . . . what they cdll

‘gphasid . . . her emotions are like alittle child, and she goes in and out of

awiderange of fedingsin avery short time.

(qtd. in Daniels 70)
From Shepard’ s comments in the letter about Scarlett’ s emotions being “like alittle child’
and how she experienced “awide range of fedingsin avery short time,” one may notice
amilaritiesto May’s character in Fool for Love. Each time Eddie storms out of the motel
room, May weeps hystericdly, crawls around the room, and hugs the pillows like a child
devastated over the loss of aplaymate or favoritetoy. Yet, upon hearing Eddi€’ s
footsteps returning, May can shut off her hysteriain amoment and pretend that nothing is
wrong. With A Lie of the Mind, Shepard went a step further, moving from May’s
emotiona outbursts to Beth’s aphasiawhich, as the play progresses, transformsinto an
amog mydticd sixth sense of psychic vision. Asit turned out, Shepard had another
experience which alowed him to witness firgt- hand the deilitating physica effects of brain
damage: in 1984, Joseph Chaikin suffered a severe stroke, and Shepard was able to
work with him doing speech exercises which he had learned while working with Scarl et

Johnson Dark during her rehabilitation (gtd. in Daniels 153).
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Besides the 1979 letter foreshadowing Beth's character, Shepard’ s letters to

Chaikin in 1983 chronicle the firgt inspirations for the plot of A Lie of the Mind. On Oct.

29, 1983, Shepard wrote:
Something’ s been coming to me lately about this whole idea of being lost.
It only makes senseto me in relation to an idea of one sidentity being
shattered under severe personal circumstances—in agtate of criss. .. a
shock gate, | guessyou might cdl it . . . the resulting emptiness or
adonenessiswhat interets me. Particularly to do with questions like
home? Family? . .. ahaunted sate but not from the dead. A living ghost
hunting now in the present for alife that is dways escaping. (qgtd. in
Daniels 129)

In another letter from February 1984, Shepard wrote to Chaikin,
| think thisideaabout lying is great. | would like to explore the whole
area—it’s dightly spooky but very interesting . . . especidly how thelie
grows. How the part that origindly knew the lie was a lie begins to forget
and becomes a conspirator inthelie. (gtd. in Danids 114)

The latter statement about “the part that origindly knew thelie. . . beginstoforget . . . “

seems ana ogous to the repression of traumatic memories. In A Lie of the Mind, the“li€’

or repressed traumatic memory involves the haunted son's (Jake) struggle findly to admit

the truth about his father’ s death, including hisrole in heping to “kill” hisfather. Beth's
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brain-damaged, aphasiac speech patterns throughout the play serve as aparalld to Jake's

muddled, repressed psyche; in fact, as Jake comes closer to admitting to himsdlf the truth
about his father’' s death, Beth’s speech likewise becomes more and more lucid. Jake and
Beth undergo pardle processes of psychic heding during the play, and Shepard illustrates
this pardldlism by using a unique sage st.

The s&t involves atype of split-stage, one side of the stage for each family story.
Shepard' s stage directions cdl for “afour-foot wide ramp suspended twelve feet above
the floor, stretching from stage left to stage right. Center stage should be wide open . . .
giving an impression of infinite space, going off to nowhere’ (LOM iii). “Inthe firg act
there are no walls to define locations—only furniture and props and light in the bare space.
In the second and third acts, walls are brought in to delineste therooms. . . ” (iii). The
gradud “filling in” of the sage by wals and boundaries mirrors the gradua revelation of
truth as, once again, the gothic family secret is brought to light and repressed memories are
dlowed to surface and to be confronted. Likewise, the lighting effects grow increasingly
brighter as the play progresses, so that the “ perimeters of the area[are] more fully lit” by
the end of the play (qgtd. in Derose 132). Asif to punctuate the revelation of secrets and
the collgpse of psychologica barriers which has occurred by the end of the play, the
invisble wal separaing the plit- stage suddenly collgpsesin the play’ sfinad scene: one
family is dlowed to glimpse amoment from the other family’ s life—specifically Meg seesa

“firein the snow” as Lorraine and Sdly (thousands of miles away) attempt to immolate
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remnants of their former life and art anew. These dramaturgica techniques are dl new to
Shepard’ s family plays, though Shepard had laid the groundwork for this type of staging
effect by having the isolated black platform for the Old Man in Fool for Love. InAlLie
of the Mind, the split-stage set dlows us to witness how Beth’'s gradud (and partid)
recovery from a brain-damaged ate pardlesthe gradud reveation of truth surrounding
the desth of Jake' sfather.

When the play begins, Beth has dready been violently transformed into a gothic
creature, brain-damaged and aphasiac after a vicious beeting by her husbhand, Jake. Beth
first appearsin scene two, lying in a hospital bed with a bandage around her head. She
talks groggily to her brother Mike, and her opening line of didogue shows the effects of
her gphasia * Sash—thah—Jaah—thuh—saah—saah—saah—sash” (LOM 4). But after
afew lines of amilarly jumbled didogue, Beth’s speech becomes suddenly and
inexplicably lucid. She dludesto her “undead” condition by using a common horror movie
prop, asking her brother, “Am | amummy now?’ (LOM 4). In some ways, Beth
resembles other gothic women from American drama, including Catharine Holly from
Tennessee Williams Suddenly Last Summer and Mary Tyrone from O'Nelll’s Long
Day’s Journey Into Night. Like Catharine Holly, Beth exigsin adeath-in-life date asa
result of atraumatic experience. Beth has suffered actud physica traumato her brain,
while Catharine Holly suffered a psychic trauma after seeing her cousin Sebadtian literaly

devoured by the street children in Cabeza de Lobo. Catharine Holly is threastened with
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lobotomy at the end of Suddenly Last Summer, whereas Beth has aready suffered an

actud brain injury when the play begins. In some ways, Beth may aso resemble a
drugged Mary Tyrone: when drugged, Mary wanders the house in atrance, regressing
(mentdly) and spesking truths which had been long concedled, like her londly existence as
anew bride following James Tyrone from hotdl to hotel during his acting days. Likewise,
Beth becomes increasingly atruth-sayer as the play progresses, and she fdls more and
more into a trance-like state.

By the start of Act Two, Beth’s family has brought her back home to Billings,
Montana. At this point, Beth’ s gphasia—which had been intermittent and had given way
to mostly lucid speech—has evolved into atype of Sxth sense, a deegp intuition which
alows her to speak truths which are inaccessible to others. She speaks these truths to
Jake' s brother Frankie, who has come to Montana to see for himself whether or not Beth
isalive. Once she has Franki€'s rapt attention—he has been accidentaly shot in the leg
by Beth’sfather and islaid up on the family couch—Beth revedsingghts about her family
which, paradoxicaly, seem accessible to her precisaly because of her braininjury. She
tells Frankie (of Baylor): “Thisismy father. HE sgiven up love. Loveisdead for him.
My mother isdeed for him. Thingslive for himto bekilled . . . Thisismenow . . . |—I
liveingdethis. .. | know what loveis. | can never forget. That. Never” (LOM 57). Itis
asthough her brain injury has made some of her senses more acute, somehow sharpening

her sengibility. Here Beth sounds a bit like another traumatized gothic female—Blanche
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DuBoais from Williams A Streetcar Named Desire who, at the end of the play, recalled

nostagicaly her own memories of love and the blue of her first lover’seyes. With both
Beth and Blanche, the trauma which leaves them in atorturous, death-in-life Sate dso
makes them truth-sayers who are able to “ see€” more degply than those around them.
Asif to confirm that her truth- saying power isadirect result of her brain injury,
Beth pointsto a*“nonexistent” scar on her scalp and tells Jake' s brother, Frankie, “No
brain. Cut meout. Cut. Brain. Cut” (LOM 73). Bethimpliesthat the brain injury has
|obotomized her in some way, or ese she suffers from a delusion that the doctors actualy
performed alobotomy on her during her hospital stay. Again, Catharine Holly from
Suddenly Last Summer seems an apt paralel: Catharineis apparently on her way to be
|obotomized when Williams' play ends, and here Beth believes hersdlf to be aready
lobotomized. Both women speak truth—truth which others would rather silence. Beth
speaks more of these truths to Frankie: “Y ou could pretend to be in love with me,” and
“You are my beautiful woman* (LOM 75). From these gpparently incoherent ramblings,
Beth makes a more profound connection. She asks Frankie to pretend to be Jake, “But
soft. Withme. Gentle. Likeawoman-man .. .You could be better. Better man.
Maybe. Without hate’” (LOM 75-76). Beth impliesthat a man must shrug off the
machismo stereotype and dl its violent, selfish baggage. In order to truly love awoman,
he must become like a*“womarman,” more sensitive to her needs and more attuned to

her senghilities. Inthefina scene, Beth has come to bdieve that Frankie isthis type of
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“gentle’ man, and she becomes obsessed with the idea of marrying him. When Jake

arivesin Montana, Beth tdlshim (in her find line of didlogue), “I remember now. The
firg time | saw you” (LOM 129). Beth’swords suggest a culmination of her gradua
recovery—a recovery both from her brain injury and arecovery of her memories of Jake,
memories which she had repressed due to the trauma he inflicted upon her.  Assoon as
Beth makes this dam—nher claim to “remember’—she fdls slent, perhaps suggesting that
her psychic demons have at last been laid to rest.

Jake undergoes a similar, arduous process of remembering as a step toward
psychic and emotiond hedling throughout the play. Whereas Beth's brain-damaged,
gothic death-in-life state was dramatized mainly through her gphasiac speech, Jake's
gothic nature as a* haunted” son is dramatized most often through visud effects. In Act
One, scenefive, Jake islying on acouch in achegp hote room. Asheralls over to face
the audience, his face has a cadaverous qudlity: “pae white, eyes sunken and dark,
radically changed from the last time he was seen” (LOM 23). Jake has had “ chills and
shakes for three days now,” as though his psychologica turmoil and guilt over beeting his
wife (whom he believesto be dead a this point) is manifesting itsdf through physica
symptoms. During this scene, Lorraine warns Frankie not to buy Jake a bottle of acohal,
and through her warning we get the first glimpse of what Jeke s father waslike. Lorraine
says of Jake, “Every time he gets near liquor he thinks it's his God- given duty to keep

pace with hisold man” (LOM 25). Thereisno hint in her remark that Jake sfather is
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dead, but soon the audience discovers that to be the case. Lorraine, as the alienated
mother in the gothic family paradigm, has repressed her own share of memories, including
her clam not to remember Beth or her marriage to Jake. There is some evidence that
Lorraine has repressed her memories of Beth because she viewed Beth asarival for her
(Lorraine' s) affections for Jake—affections which may have been incestuous. By hinting
at the possibility of mother-son incest, Shepard provides us with another possible motive
behind Jeke srolein hisfather’s death.

The subtle hint of mother-son incest appears in scene seven after Lorraine has
taken Jake back to her house. Jake' sfaceis “even whiter than before,” and helieson his
old childhood bed with hislegs dangling off the edge. Heis dressed in at-shirt and boxer
underwear, reminiscent of the Boy in Shepard' sfirst family play, Rock Garden, who was
dlently forced by his mother to gppear in his underwear as though displaying himsdf for
her voyeurigtic pleasure. Lorraine treats Jake as though he were till alittle boy: she feeds
him soup by making a“helicopter” motion with the spoon. For his part, Jake reectsasa
brat would by knocking the spoon away, pouring out the soup onto his bed, and jumping
up and down in the mess (LOM 34). Lorraine makes remarks that might hint of incest:
“Thisismy boy here’ (27); “You're astrong strappin’ man” (33), and later she tdlls Jake,
“You don't ever have to go outa thisroom again if you don’t want to” (39). Furthermore,
Lorraine repeatedly triesto expd Sdly, Jake' s sgter, so that she can be adone with Jake

and he will be completely dependent upon her. After Jake sneaks away to Montanain
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pursuit of Beth, Lorraine liesin Jake s bed, ostensibly sick with grief now that her son has

“abandoned” her (LOM 87). All of these scenes suggest that Lorraine may have an
incestuous atraction for Jake. Shepard has not hinted of mother-son incest since Buried
Child, and in thet play the implication was much stronger than it is here. Nevertheless,
Lorraine attitude toward Jake seems to imply an underlying incestuous desire. Though
there is little evidence that Jake is receptive to his mother’ s attraction for him, he can
hardly ignore the dgnds sheis sending. Jeke' s awareness of his mother’ s attraction for
him might manifest itsalf subconscioudy as an Oedipus complex, exacerbating his antipathy
toward hisfather. When the audience findly learns that Jake played acentrd rolein
bringing about his father’ s deeth, thisimplied mother-son incest becomes even more
important as a possible motive behind Jake s actions on the night his father died.
Moreover, the incestuous attraction may serve as another source of guilt for Jake (that is,
in addition to the guilt he feds over hisfather's degth and the part he played in it).

Jake sfedings of guilt have led him to repress his memories of the night his father
died. The audience gets an early glimpseinto the idiosyncrasies of Jake's represson when
he asks his mother to show him the leather box containing his deed father’ s ashes.
Lorraine asks, “How can you remember somethin’ like that and not remember this room?”
Jake' s reply— “ Some things gick in your mind” (LOM 38)—suggests that he has been
successful repressing some memories, while others have remained firmly entrenched in his

memory. As Lorraine brings out the lesther box and the American flag which covered the
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father’ s casket, she reminds Jake about the father’ s funeral. Her description is nearly

identical to Shepard’ s description of his own father’ s funerd from a prose piece (written
later in 1989 from Cruising Paradise) cdled “See You in My Dreams’: Lorrainetdls
Jake, “ Some government guy in dark glasses said a prayer over him and then he gave you
that flag” (LOM 38). When Jake dons his father’ s leather flight jacket, he seemsto
assume symbolicaly the mantle of the fdlen father. Shepard had used smilar techniquesin
Curse of the Sarving Class (when Wedey donned Weston's clothes) and in the first
drafts of Buried Child, when Vince donned Dodge' s basebdl cap in the final scene.

Once Jake is dressed in his dead father’ s clothes, heis strangely ready to begin exhuming
some of his long-repressed memories about hisfather. He asks his mother to tell him how
hisfather died; at first Lorraine baks, ingsting, “Y ou remember dl that” (40). But when
Jake presses her, she reved s that he died when he was hit by atruck while he was drunk
in the middle of a highway (40). Jakes claims never to have heard this story and becomes
exagperated when Lorraine claims otherwise: “HOW COULD | KNOW SOMETHIN’
THAT | DON'T KNOW?’ (40). But Lorraing sreply isthefirst clear indication that
Jake did know the circumstances surrounding his father’ s deeth, and that he has repressed
the memory: “Y ou were right there with him when it hgppened,” Lorraine says (LOM 40).
Once Lorraine reved s this, Jake seemsintent on abetting the return of his repressed

memories, and he takes drastic steps to accomplish this return.
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The most important (and visually provocative) step that Jake takes to stimulate the

return of his repressed memoriesisto release his father’ sashes. This particular scene
seems especidly gothic since it involves an exhumation, in asense, of adead body. The
gage lights fade until thereis only a“tight spotlight” on the leather box containing the dead
father’ s ashes. Jake takes the box from the bed, opensit, and “blows lightly into the box,
sending a soft puff of ashes up into the beam of the spotlight” which then fades to black
(LOM 41). Isthisasymbolic gesture whereby Jake at last attempts to heal himself,
psychologicaly and emationdly, by ridding himsdlf of hisfather’s ghosly influence? If so,
by blowing the ashesinto the air, Jake may be trying to cast off once and for dl his
father’ s destructive legacy, and it is worth noting that Jake has changed noticesgbly by the
end of the play. Jake eventualy becomes docile, after being overcome and ridiculed by
Beth's brother Mike—perhaps he even dlowed Mike to subdue him, though his knuckles
are scarred as though the two had fought—~before finadly bidding Beth a tender farewdll.
On the other hand, Jake' s change is gradual, and he seemsto get worse before
getting any better; that is, in the scenes which follow, Jake begins even more to emulate his
dead father, and he experiences “uncanny” moments where he believes himsdlf to be
another person, or not to recognize himsdf. In this sense, Jake sblowing of his father’'s
ashes may be seen as akind of rebirth whereby the ghost of the fallen father—if not a
literal ghost ongtage, then at least a ghostly, haunting presence or maevolent influence—

rises phoenix-like from the ashes to influence the haunted son once more.
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Following the release of his father’ s ashes, Jake seemsto fal more deeply under

his dead father’ sinfluence. In scene two of Act Two (the next scene in which Jeke
appears), Jake is shaving while wearing his father’ s leather WWII flight jacket. The jacket
isnow covered with al of the father’s meda's, which Jake has carefully removed from
under the bed and pinned onto the jacket. Furthermore, Jake has draped the American
flag, used a hisfather’s funera, around his neck as he shaves (LOM 58). When his sster
Sdly enters, Jake describes to her an uncanny moment—a moment of experiencing the
“defamiliarized familiar"—much like the other uncanny moments in Shepard’ s gothic family
plays
Just now | caught myself shaving. | wasright over there. Shaving my
face. 1 didn't know | was doing that until just now. It'skindascary, ya
know . . . Thereé s a possibility that you could do something that you didn’t
even know about. Y ou could be somewhere that you couldn’t remember
being. (LOM 59)
Jake' swords alude to repressed memories—“you could be somewhere that you couldn’t
remember being”—and this uncanny moment foreshadows the imminent revelation of truth
when Saly will reved to the audience what redlly happened on the night their father died.
In Shepard' s gothic family plays, the uncanny moment is dways a harbinger of a dynamic
character trandformation. In Curse of the Sarving Class Weston Tate changes from a

violent drunk to a clean and sober citizen (albeit one who flees to Mexico) after
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experiencing an uncanny moment while walking around hisfarm; in Buried Child Vince

changes from a dutiful, nogtalgic son/grandson into a violent drunk after his uncanny
epiphany of seeing facesin arain-gpattered windshield. In this play, Jake' s trandformetion
isgradud, but this uncanny moment signals that a change will come. For now, however,
Jake is dtill squarely under his father’ sinfluence, and Sdlly notices. She says Jake reminds
her of their father, “the way you get that cregpy thing in your voice. . . like you're gonna
turn into an animd or something” (LOM 63). By comparing Jake (and their father) to
animas, Sdly emphasizes the monstrous, werewolf-like aspects of the men's persondities.
Her words serve as a kind of warning to Jake not to succumb to their father’ s destructive
legacy—assuming he has a choice in the matter. In Act Two, scene four, Jeke
experiences another uncanny moment: hetdls Sdly,
Theré sthisthing—thisthing inmy heed . . . A scream from avoicel
don’'t know. Or avoicel knew once but now it'schanged . . . I've
scared it into something else. Another form. A whole other person who
doesn’'t see me anymore. Who doesn’'t even remember that we knew
each other once. (85)
Again, Jake mentions not remembering something, but here his words have aweightier
import. If, by theterms*“voice” “form” and “other person,” Jeke isreferring to himself,
then heimpliesthat his past traumatic experiences have resulted in a split persondity. Itis

as though the side of Jake' s persondity which had repressed the memories of hisfather's



315
death has encountered another “sdf” which has emerged, psychicdly, asa“scream” or a

“voice” Jake s encounter with this other “sdf” isasgnd that his repressed memories
have nearly completely returned. On the other hand, Shepard is, as dways, €usive, and
Jake s words might every well be interpreted to mean that the “scream,” “voice,” and
“other person” refersto the ghost of his dead father whose presence has returned, eerily,
after Jake blew the ashes into the audience. These uncanny moments are like a tgpping on
the door of Jake s psyche, dowly awakening him to recognize findly the trauma he has
repressed.

Ironically, the truth about his father’ s degth isfindly reveded only after Jake has
left Sdlly and Lorraine to go to Montana. Jake, the haunted son, is not present when the
truth isfindly exhumed, though when he next gppears (at Beth’s homein Montana) his
drunken, raging character has changed dragticdly. The truth about the father’ s death is
revealed by Sdly and Lorraine, the women who suffered under the father’ s abuse for so
long. In Act Three, scene one, Sdly and Lorraine talk aone, remembering how Jake
went dl the way to Mexico to find their father in histrailer. According to Sdly, their father
was “stone cold sober” when they found him, and he “looked red weak and vulnerable.
The opposite of how he was when he was drinking” (LOM 90). Since Lorraine was not
present at her hushand’ s degth, Sdly tells the story of how, that fateful night, Jake and
their father went bar-hopping, chalenging and testing each other with barbs about who

was better at sports, and sizing each other up “like the way an animad looks for a
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weekness in ancther animd” (93). Findly, shetells her mother, “ Jake had decided to kill

him” by chalenging their father to afoot race dong the last mile of road to the U.S.
border. Short of hand-to-hand combat, the foot race represents asingular contest of mae
srength and endurance (and, symbalically, a contest of virility and phalic power). The
race was apparently a mismatch, with Jake eadly outdistancing his father, who was too
drunk to avoid atruck which was barrding down the dark highway toward him. Sdly
reved's the gruesome sight when the truck hit her father: “1 saw him splattered dl over the
road like some piece of livestock.” Meanwhile, Jake was “ dready Stting in some bar
down the road ordering the next round of drinks. He never even got up when he heard
the grens’ (95). Atfirg, Lorraineinagsthat Sdly islying; she cannot believe that her
“baby boy” would have ddiberately plotted to kill his own father, no matter how evil that
father was. But their quarrd ends quickly after Sdly berates her mother for “hiding” in
their old house, afraid to face the future. Lorraine resolves to wipe out the remnants of
their padt life and start over. Sheintends to make a huge bonfire and burn up anything that
reminds them of the avful past; Lorrain€ s decison recals how Pop in The Holy Ghostly
and Dodge in Buried Child both attempt to use fire to purge the past and dl its
psychologica baggage.

Although the audience now knows the truth about the fallen father’ s death,
Shepard is not quite finished mining the gothic resources of the father’s ghostly presence.

The flag which covered the dead father’ s coffin appears congpicuoudy during the play’s
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cdosing moments. Beth's parents, Baylor and Meg, fold the flag together in atype of

spontaneous ceremony. | would like to offer agothic interpretation of this scene by
focusing lesson what is being folded and more on whose it was. Thisinterpretation
seems more faithful to Shepard’ sintentions, since he once remarked of hiswork:
My plays have rarely been seen by critics for what they are but mostly for
what they ‘represent.” If they speak to Americansit’s only because |
happen to be American. | don't want to rid mysdf of my Americanism
but to purge it through my writing. To go dl the way through it and into a
world which istotdly dien and unrecognizable. It'sthat world that pulls
me every time | write and it'sin that world that writing holds its magic.
(qtd. in King 19)
The gothic subtext behind the flag-folding becomes evident by observing Jake' s actions
while the flag is being folded. Jake creegps up onto the porch, apparently unseen by
anyone except Beth, and he speaks to her for the last time. This moment is one of the
most suspenseful in the play, for the audience has every reason to believe that Jake might
explode again into violence, perhaps even try to kill Beth. Instead, Jake speaks to her
quigtly, saying, “ These things—in my heed—lietome. . . You aretrue. | love you more
than thislife. You stay. You stay with him. He smy brother” (LOM 129). After kissng
Beth on the forehead (sgnificantly, perhaps, as asign of atonement for the brain damage

he inflicted), Jake moves offsage in slence. What accounts for Jake' s abrupt reformation



318
here? Even as Jake exits, Baylor and Meg are il folding the flag. Just as Jake had

briefly and symbolicaly “resurrected” the dead father earlier by blowing his ashes out of
the box and donning his father’ s flight jacket, meda's, and flag, so now perhaps the flag-
folding isa supernaturd Sgnd thet the falen father’ s ghogt is a last truly being laid to rest.
Thismay partly explain Jeke' s (otherwise inexplicable) volte face: perhaps Jake has
some preternaturd sense that his father’ s ghogt isfinaly exorcized, so he can findly begin
to hed himsdf and stop following in his father’ s footsteps.

Shepard’ s remarks (in the passage quoted above) are helpful in attempting to
grasp the palitica and nationdigtic implications of the American flag asitisusedin A Lie
of the Mind. Jake isnot merely donning his dead father’ s mantle when he drapesthe flag
around his shoulders; rether, heis dloaking himself in his country’ s most widely recognized
symbol. Thus, Jake iswrapping himsdf, symbolicaly spesking, in theideds and traditions
of Americaitsdf, as though suggesting that Jake' s adoption of these idedls and traditions
directly contributed to the violent, angry acohalic he became. Some of these American
traditions and idedls (at least in the minds of characters like Jake and his father) might
include mae domination of women, mae independence even a the expense of family
cohesion, and male promiscuity and violence as rites of manhood and signs of manliness.
These are the tenets to which Jake pledges dlegiance when he dons the American flag, for
they are the tenets which hisfather held dear. By portraying characters like Jakein such a

negative light, Shepard critiques these ideds (dthough Shepard himsdf was certainly
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exposed to these same idedls). We might recall Shepard's 1986 interview in Rolling

Stone (one year after A Lie of the Mind premiered) where he told Jonathan Cott, “My
old man tried to force on me anotion of what it isto bea‘man’” (qgtd. in Dugdae 62).
These issues of nationd identity are explored and critiqued more fully in Shepard' s next
family play from 1991, States of Shock. In that play, Shepard literdly inundates the
audience with American flags as they flap wildly from the back of a pargplegic’'s
whed chair—the paraplegic is a man who, like Jake, pledged alegiance to those same
notions of Americaand American maeness and who winds up as “ Stubbs’ as aresult.
Some critics have excoriated A Lie of the Mind as abandoning Shepard's earlier
avant-garde risk-taking. David Derose cdls the play “sadly conventiond and tamdly sdif-
imitative,” and complains that “no unseen force ripples beneeth the surface of this play”
(132). Derose's evduation may refer to agenerd reading of the play (rather than to the
play’ s dramaturgy), but | disagree with Derose. Jake s resurrection of the fallen father—
or his attempted exorcism of the father’ s ghogt, take your pick—seemsto measure sgn
that an “unseen force ripples beneeth the surface of thisplay.” Certainly, even gothic
literature can become trite, “ sadly conventiond and tamely sdf-imitative’” when its devices
are thrown about cardesdy or with too much melodrama.  Jane Austen’s Northanger
Abbey (1818) parodied precisdly this problem. But Shepard does not, in my opinion, fall
prey to these pitfdlsin A Lie of the Mind. In fact, only one of Shepard’s family plays—

The Holy Ghostly—is guilty of deliberate gothic melodrama, and that work, like Austen’s
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novel, gppearsto be intentiondly exaggerated for effect (it was, after dl, the 60's when

experimenta plays were commonplace). In A Lie of the Mind, the ghostly presence of
Jake sfather is conjured subtly, never obtrusively or extraneoudy. The ending of the play
is problematic, to be sure—with Jake s spontaneous reformation and Beth’'s marriage
proposal to Frankie sretching the limits of incredulity, even for a Shepard play. But the
play contains a least two important innovations—Beth' s aphasiac character and the split-
stage set—which digtinguish it from any other play in the Shepard canon and, to my mind,
repudiate critiques like those leveled by Derose.

Other critics, like Lynda Hart, find fault with the play for other reasons. Hart
criticizes Shepard for creating female characters who are dependent and week: according
to Hart, Beth is“without a sense of sdlf outside of her relationship with aman,” and the
play’ s other femae characters—Meg, Lorraine, and Saly—exis mainly to “clean up the
debris’ left by the men (Hart 107). Certainly it would be difficult to chalenge the notion
that Shepard’ swork is predominately male, but it is for another sudy to explore that issue
in detail. | would like to note, however, that in Fool for Loveand A Lie of the Mind,
Shepard begins to alow women to speak of their exploitation and victimization by sdlfish,
violent men. Both May and Beth proclaim, through their words and their persond
devagtation, the wrongs inflicted upon them by their men. Other women, like Lorraine,
Sdly, and Meg, testify to the same wrongs, abeit in more subdued voices. Shepard's

next “family” play, States of Shock (1991), eschewed having women characters speak of



321
mae wrongs—in favor of addressing a specific politica event, namely the Persan Gulf

War. But his most recent family play, The Late Henry Moss (2000), perhaps alows the
femae voice to reach its loudest note of protest yet. With Shepard, however, the protest
is never didactic or programmatic; it is dways hidden benesth the gothic machinery—the

ghodts, the transformations, the buried secrets, and the uncanny moments.
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CHAPTER FIVE: STRANGELY FAMILIAR—STATES OF SHOCK AND THE

LATE HENRY MOSS

The 1970's and 80’ s saw the production of most of Shepard' s best-known family
plays, and we have seen that many of the themes and characters in these works bear a
griking resemblance to one another. In the decade spanning 1990- 2000, however,
Shepard explored awide variety of topics and themesin hiswork. While the family plays
examined in the previous chapter comprise the bulk of Shepard' s dramatic writing of the
1980's, thisis not necessarily the case with Shepard’ s dramatic writing of the 1990's.
Thetwo “family” playswhich | will examinein thisfind chapter, Sates of Shock and The
Late Henry Moss, are perhaps the best-known of Shepard’ s work from 1990-2000, but
Shepard’ s other plays from this decade demonstrate the breadth and range of his dramatic
concerns. These plays include Simpatico (1993), When the World Was Green (1996),
and Eyes for Consuela (1999). Smpatico in some ways recalls Shepard's early work
Geography of a Horse Dreamer since the plots of both plays revolve around horse
racing. When the World Was Green, co-written with Josgph Chaikin and commissioned
for the 1996 Olympic Games Culturd Olympiad, presents the confession of a vengeful
chef who accidentaly poisoned the wrong man. Eyes for Consuela, set in Mexico and
based on Octavio Paz' s story “The Blue Bouquet,” shows an obsessed lover hunting blue

eyes as agift for the ghost of his beloved.
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Though these three plays cannot be labeled “family plays’ (et least in the sense

that | am using this labdl), each of these playsincludes, at least tangentidly, some type of
familid rdaionship. Simpatico involves a husband and his ex-wife; When the World
Was Green and Eyes for Consuela involve father-daughter relationships. States of
Shock and The Late Henry Moss, however, remain rooted in Shepard' s obsession with
father-son relationships. States of Shock uses the gothic father and son in afresh way to
provide a scathing criticiam of the 1991 Persan Gulf War. My examination of States of
Shock will focus on the father- son relationship and on the gothic secret that is reveded
about the son's “death.” Shepard’ s most recent family play, The Late Henry Moss, in
many ways seems an amagam of the previous gothic family plays: it includes bickering
brothers who are thrust together in close conflict, a dead father, awoman who disrobes
onstage, and a plentiful supply of acohal.

Both Sates of Shock and The Late Henry Moss evince how Shepard' s gothic
portraya of the American family continued to evolvein the 1990's. Both of these plays
portray fragmented families comprised exclusively of maerdatives. In States of Shock,
the family consgts of only afather and son, with no mention of amother a dl. In The
Late Henry Moss, the family consigts of two brothers and a father, though the brothers
dlude to their mother throughout the play, especialy during a crucid memory scene at the
end. Both of these plays use gothic techniques to portray the American family in

innovative ways, yet as dways, it isaportrait of dysfunction. States of Shock is unique
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among Shepard' s family plays because its gothic mystery involves not the degth of the

fether but the “death” of the son. Moreover, the audience comes to redlize that the other
charactersin Danny’ s café—besides the father and son—are dl, apparently, dead (though
perhaps it is more accurate to say “undead”). In The Late Henry Moss, Shepard again
presents a mystery surrounding the falen father’ s death, as he had donein The Holy
Ghostly and A Lie of the Mind. Thistime, however, the father is portrayed as having
“died” twice, firg emotiondly and, later, physcadly. Both of Henry’s “deaths’ occur asa
result of hisinteraction with women, and his find, physica deeth is actudly precipitated
and orchestrated by a mysterious femme fatale named Conchdla. Conchdlaseems
findly to spesk for dl of Shepard’ s margindized female characters, as she both ridicules
the fdlen father and actively participates in his desth. Moreover, The Late Henry Moss is
the only one of Shepard' s family playsto have a corpse physicdly revive—abeit briefly
and in flashback sequences—during the play.® Both States of Shock and The Late
Henry Moss employ “death” in adud sense: physica death and psychologicd degth, the
latter involving repression of traumatic memories. The resurrection of the dead man—the
sonin States of Shock and the father in The Late Henry Moss—presents a gothic
treastment of this psychologica represson and return. Though States of Shock has not
received the critical and popular acclaim of some of Shepard’s earlier work, and though it

is perhaps too soon to determine where The Late Henry Moss will ultimady fdl inthe

! Though Pop in The Holy Ghostly is also a dead man who moves and speaks throughout the play,
Pop’ s status as a dead man is not reveal ed to the audience until the closing moments of the play,
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hierarchy of Shepard’s drama, both plays are valuable examples of Shepard’ s gothic

writing.

States of Shock:

Ina1979 interview, Shepard commented on histrangent childhood, which
required his family to move frequently to wherever his father was sationed in the military.
This type of rootlessness undoubtedly influenced Shepard' s idea of “home’:

| fed like I’ve never had ahome. . . | fed related to this country, and yet
a the sametime | don’t know exactly where fitin. .. now I’ ve found
that what’s most vauable. . . isnot the place itself but the other people;
that through other people you can find a recognition of each other. | think
that’ swhere thered homeis. (qtd. in Shewey 97)
In States of Shock, Shepard portrays the idea expressed above on stage. The play
includes no place which might be deemed a* home’—no Illinois farmhouse, no mom’'s
kitchen, no childhood bedroom, not even a claustrophobic motel room. Instead of a
home, the play presents acommercid diner Stuated “somewhere,” and Shepard shows
that family dynamics and dysfunction can reer its head in any setting and at any time.

Sates of Shock isclearly apalitica play, expressing Shepard' s dismay over the

1991 Perdan Gulf War. Of the Gulf War, Shepard has said, “1 can’t believe that, having

come out of the 60's and the incredible reaction to Vietnam, that voice has al but

whereas in The Late Henry Moss, the play opens by showing us Henry’s stiffening corpse.
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disappeared . . . Thisis supposed to be what America’s about?” (qtd. in Shewey 217).2

Obvioudy, this remark suggests an about-face from Shepard’ s earlier datementsin the
1970 s and 1980 s where he claimed not to " have any palitica theories’ (qtd. in
Marranca 195) and dso claimed that he was “not interested in the American socid scene
a dl” (qtd. in Derose 94). Apparently it took a specific military (and political) event like
the 1991 Persian Gulf War to spur Shepard to create amore explicit socia and politica
critique than he had ever before attempted in hisfamily plays.

The play premiered on April 30, 1991 in New Y ork, under the direction of Bill
Hart (S0S 3). It isworth remembering thet Iragi troops invaded Kuwait on August 2,
1990, and the Gulf War officialy began on January 17, 1991, o this play seemsto have
been written hadtily, if not franticaly. In this play, Shepard seems at least as concerned
with continuing his gothic family project as he does with protesting American military
action in the Perdan Gulf. Indeed, | am suggesting that we should not try to separate
these two gods, for the gothic family portrait is the vehicle which the playwright usesto
communicate his socid commentary. Sometime after States of Shock had been
produced, Shepard remarked, “I think the audience, and obviously everybody else, had a
hard time redlizing that this was indeed about a father and son rdationship” (qtd. in
Shewey 219). We may infer from Shepard’ s remarks that many theatergoers and critics

ether did not fully understand or else did not fully believe the revelaion near the end of the

2 More recently, Shepard’ s wife, Jessica Lange, was one of the more vocal Hollywood stars opposing
the U.S.-led war on Irag, dubbed by the media*“ Operation Iragi Freedom” (March-April 2003). But
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play that Stubbs isindeed the Colonel’s son. Herein lies one risk inherent in using gothic

conventions in an attempt to unravel amystery onstage: what if the audience smply does
not “get it”? Thisis Smilar to the problem that prompted Shepard to revise Buried Child
in 1996 and remove or clarify many of the play’sambiguities. Thusfar, Shepard has
expressed no desire nor intention to revise Sates of Shock. Any attempt to clarify or
explan away the ambiguitiesin Sates of Shock would weaken the play’s gothic power,
just as the 1996 revision weakened the gothic power of Buried Child.

Since Shepard is smultaneoudy protesting the U.S.-led Persan Gulf War and
exploring the mystery of the father- son gothic relationship, the costumes of the Colondl
and Stubbs are especidly sgnificant. The pair make ther initid entrance following the
shrill sound of arefereg swhidtle that dangles by ared string from Stubbs sneck. The
Colond is pushing Stubbs s wheelchair, and the Colondl is “dressed in a strange ensemble
of military uniforms and pargpherndiathat have no apparent rhyme or reason” (SOS 5).
His costume includes an Air Force Captain’s hat from World War Two, aMarine
Sergeant’ s coat “with various medas and pins,” and a Civil War-era saber which hangs
from abdt a hissde (5). The Colond’s costume suggests a compodte of military might
throughout recent American history, asif to suggest thet al of these wars have been, in
some sense, the same war—judtified by the same political excuses and resulting in the
same destruction and death. On agothic leve, the Colond’s costume isavisud amagam

of the past and dl of the horrors associated with past wars. The Colond, of course, does

Shepard himself has been rather reticent on this particular military conflict.
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not seeit thisway: for him, the uniforms and medals are trophies to be worn proudly. But

in the tortured psyche of the haunted son (more haunted in this play perhaps than the son
has ever been in Shepard’ s work) the Colond’ s uniform is a congtant reminder of horrors
that the son would prefer to repress, but these horrors nevertheless return during the play.
Stubbs (who, we later learn, istruly the “haunted” son in this play) sitsina
whed chair which is decked out with “small American flags, raccoon tails and various
talismans and good luck charms flapping and dangling from the back of the seat and arm
rests’ (SOS6). These props areironic on severd levels. First, the good luck charms
have clearly failed to prevent Stubbs from being serioudy injured in battle, so their
Conspicuous appearance now seems amocking reminder of their futility and inefficacy.
Secondly, the only “good luck” which these charms and talismans seem to have brought
Stubbs—when the 90 mm shell passed through his body and killed the Colond’s son
ingead—proves to be a lie once the audience learns that Stubbs isin fact the Colond’s
son. Finaly, snce Stubbs sinjury has paralyzed him from the waist down (at least until his
miraculous recovery in the play’ s cdlosing moments) he probably would have been unable
to fagten these flags and talismans onto the back of hiswhedchair himsdlf. Indeed, most
likely the Colond decorated the whedlchair since it is he (the Colond) who il pledges
loydty to the American flag and what it represents. Stubbs, as aresult of his traumatized
“date of shock,” has ceased making such empty plaudits. Stubbsis dressed in along-

deeved black shirt and black jeans, literally draped in the gothic color of death and ill
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omen (much as the Old Man had been in Fool for Love) (6). Stubbs's clothing provides

a sharp contrast both to the White Couple in the café who, besides being dressed dl in
white, 0 have white skin “like cadavers’ (SOS5).

Shepard' s stage directions are important in establishing the play’ s gothic dements,
and certainly one of the most important gothic dementsis the gradud revelaion that the
customers and gtaff indde Danny’s Café are dead, casudties of war. The White Couple's
cadaverous pdlor is suggested by their expengve white outfits, “reminiscent of West PAm
Beach,” and by their hands and faces, which are covered in white makeup to make them
look like corpses. The White Man Sts“dumped in his chair with his chin on his chest, not
adeep but in adeep date of catharss’ (5). The White Woman seems similarly catatonic
when the play begins. she ares off into space, but we never see her eyeswhich are
hidden behind “ elaborate jewded dark glasses’ (5). With their expensive ouitfits, and the
woman's straw hat and sunglasses, the White Couple might pass for snobbish, glitzy
tourigts. They berate the waitress, Glory Beg, for taking so long with their clam chowder.
Y et Shepard makes clear by the end of the play that the couple we are looking at has died
at some time before the action of the play begins, and that their desths were brought about
by the war which rages outsde—and very near—the café.

Shepard represents the horrors of war using a cycloramawhich coversthe “entire

wall and celling” of the upstage area (SOS 5). “Two live percussionists’ are seated out of
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sght behind the cycorama, and their drumming intensifies the visud effects displayed on

the cyclorama.
As the curtain opens, the sound of the drumming builds in intensity as the
cycloramatakes on an ominoustone. The cycloramaislit up with tracer
fire, rockets, explosonsinthe night. A cross-fade takes placein which
the war panorama and drumming are exchanged for the stage light and
slence of the white couple who just st there very ill but not with the
sense that they' refrozenintime. (5)
Asthe play progresses, the cycloramais“lit up” repeatedly with scenes of war, and the
audience comes to redize by the end of the play that these are not only scenes of a past
war (like the one which killed the people in the café) but dso of some present battle that is
raging al around the café. Midway through the play, during an argument between the
Colond and Stubbs, the “ cyclorama expl odes with bombs, missiles, and blown up planes’
while the “ percussonigts and war sounds join in full swing” (SOS 18). Here, theimages
and sounds of war clearly mirror the Colone’ s anger a Stubbs, amost as though the
explosons on the cycloramawere ingtigated by the Colone’ s violent outburgts. In fact,
each time the Colond smashes afist or a sword on the tabletop, the audience hears an
“exploson” offstage. But these war sounds and images are more than mere
representations of or metaphors for the Colond’ s rage; rather, the war on the cyclorama

shows a“red” war that inflicts red casuaties throughout the play.
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When the White Couple demands to see the café manager, the waitress, Glory

Bee, replies, “The Manager isdead” (SOS19). Moments later, when she findly brings
out the clam chowder, Glory Bee tells the couple, “ Sorry for the delay but the cook has
been wounded” (22). The waitress s words suggest that a battle is raging near enough to
the café that the staff has been killed and wounded by collaterd fire. Glory Bee's
testimony is corroborated by the other characters, including the Colond, who tells Stubbs
they must hurry back to the hospitd or they will be “wide open to attack”: “If we're
caught in the open they’ Il cut usto pieced” (27). Findly, in the closing moments of the
play, Glory Bee reveds that she never thought “Danny’ s could be invaded” and how
“When the firg wave of missles hit us | kept sudying the menu. | thought the menu would
save me somehow” (SOS 34). Thisisthefirg indication that Glory Bee, like the unseen
cook and café manager, is also dead—awalking, talking ghost. Whereas the White
Coupl€ s cadaverous appearance provides some clue that they may be ghogts, Glory Bee
seems very much dive, even sensud, as when sherolls around on the floor with Stubbs,
dimulaing him to hisfirg erection snce his wounding. Almost immediately after Glory Bee
dludesto the missile attack that killed them dl, abus boy’s cart rolls onstage “dl by itsdlf,”
stopping center stage (SOS 34). The cart isloaded with gas masks, and in the play’ sfina
moments, most of the characters don a gas mask, except for the Colond and the White
Man. The agppearance of the gas masks reinforces the idea that the café is Stuated in the

middle of a battlefield; the suddenness with which the bushoy’ s cart mysterioudy whedls
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itself onstage perhaps suggests the suddenness with which degth befdll the inhabitants of

the café.

By the end of the play, the audience may wonder where, geographicaly speaking,
the café might be located sinceit is obvioudy Stuated on or near a battlefidd. Because
the play represents Shepard' s protest againgt the Persian Gulf War, one might expect the
battlefield to be somewhere in the Middle East, perhaps Kuwait or Irag. But, as usud,
Shepard is dusive. The setting certainly does not seem to be Middle Eastern, but rather
vintage Americana: the café appearsto be a’50's-style soda shop, complete with vinyl
booths and banana splits. In Staging Place: The Geography of Modern Drama, Una
Chaudhuri observes that “ Shepard’ s dramaturgy acknowledges the extent to which the
modern environment is an ideologica and semiotic congtruct, combining at least as much
man-made imagery as natural materid” (119). Shepard' s family plays are nearly aways
st indoors: theliving room in Buried Child, the kitchen in True West and Curse of the
Sarving Class, the mote room in Fool for Love and here, acafé. These man-made
indoor settings enclose the characters in a suffocating, inescagpable aimosphere (indicative
of their difling, dysfunctiond familia relationships, aswell as of the futility of their effortsto
escape from these rdationships). Moreover, Shepard surrounds his characters with
consumer goods which provide no rea comfort nor peace: the stolen toagtersin True
West, the flickering tdlevison set in Buried Child, and the empty refrigerator in Curse of

the Sarving Class. In States of Shock, Danny’s diner should be, presumably, a haven
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of sorts where mundane worries may be temporarily forgotten amid an abundance of
sugary sodas, greasy burgers, and gooey ice cream sundaes. Places like Danny’s cater
especially to families (the White Couple call it a“family” restaurant) who are trying to
escape their petty differences by getting out of the house for amed, as though hoping
somehow that the tasty food and shiny décor will rub off on them when they return home.
Y et ironicaly, Shepard shows this, too, to be a culturally congtructed myth; for in this play,
the diner is the scene for a horrifying family apocaypse.

Besdes the reference to “West PAm Beach” in the stage directions describing the
White Coupl€ s ttire, the only other mention of geographic place isthe Colond’s cryptic
remark that he “didn’t think we were that far South for key lime pie’ (SOS 8). Both of
these vague references imply that the diner is set somewherein America. Y et Stubbs was
wounded during the Persan Gulf War on a battlefield in either Irag or Kuwait, as he
makes clear when he describes wanting to be transported “ back across the green sea”
and taken “safdy back home’ (SOS 32). If the war raging around Danny’s caféis
occurring somewhere in America, then Shepard seems to be suggesting that America's
military involvement in foreign affairs has eventualy brought war to U. S. shores—that our
chickens have come hometo roos, asit were. The result is the death of the customers
and gaff of this generic café. Thisis one of the play’ s two gothic mysteries—we have
been watching and listening to dead people throughout the play. The other gothic mystery

concerns Stubbs s true identity and the circumstances surrounding his “death.”
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In order to unravel the mystery of Stubbs'sidentity, his repressed traumatic

memories must be exhumed and findly given voice—and al of this must occur despite the
Colond’s best efforts to cover the truth with afabricated falsehood. By first examining the
Colond’sfantasy about his son's “death” and then by examining Stubbs' s revelation of the
truth, we can see how, once again, Shepard’s cultural and political commentary take a
back seet to his fascination with portraying family relationshipsin agothic light.

Stubbs possesses severd traits which make him a gothic character. Firg, heisa
traumatized character who now existsin a deathrin-life state smilar to other gothic
characters from American drama, including Bethin A Lie of the Mind, Catharine Hally in
Suddenly Last Summer, and Mary Tyronein Long Day’ s Journey Into Night. The
Colond attempts to explain Stubbs s condition to Glory Bee, the waltress, tdlling her that
Stubbs has * suffered a un—kind of disruption. Temporary kind of thing, they say. Takes
sometimeto unscramble’ (SOS 6). In Trauma: A Genealogy, Ruth Leys explains, “from
the beginning trauma was understood as an experience that immersed the victim in the
traumatic scene so profoundly that it precluded the kind of specular distance necessary for
cognitive knowledge of what had happened” (9). Stubbsis*“immersed” in hisown
traumatic scene to such an extent that his physica wounds have resulted in a psychologica
rupture aswdl. Infact, as we see later in the play, Stubbs s psychological wound is more
damaging than his physicad one. Stubbstells the Colond, “When you left me it went

draight through me and out the other sde. It left ahole | can never fill” (SOS 20). The
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physica holein Stubbs s chest is mirrored by the hole in his psyche, the trauma of his

abandonment by the Colond (his father).

Anather trait which makes Stubbs a gothic character is his physica deformity and
impotency. Early in the play, the Colond, true to his rank and role, gives Stubbs an order
to lift his shirt, exposing a“massve red scar in the center of his chest” as though Stubbsis
some sort of sideshow freek (3OS 7). The visual spectacle of Stubbs's scar, exposed so
conspicuoudy more than once during the play, makes Stubbs himsdlf a grotesque
character (though not an unsympathetic one). Furthermore, we learn that Stubbs' s wound
has |eft him a pargplegic; as aresult, heisimpotent with the accompanying loss of phdlic
power. In conjunction with his physica deformity, loss of power links Stubbs to other
gothic grotesques like Cash Bundren from Faulkner’s As | Lay Dying or Bradley from
Buried Child (though Stubbs s docility during much of the play is amarked contrast to
Bradley’s predatory aggressveness). Just as Cash Bundren and Bradley suffered aloss
of socid power within the family as aresult of losing the use of aleg, Stubbs aso suffers
physicad and verba abuse from the Colond throughout much of the play.

In States of Shock, Shepard is just as concerned with who and what caused
Stubbs's physica and psychologica wounds as he is with the wounds themsdves—and
this concern marks a new development in Shepard' s gothic family plays. With Buried
Child, Shepard spends no more than amoment telling us that Bradley cut off hisleg with a

chainsaw; we never learn the details about precisaly when and where the mutilation
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occurred. Bradley’ swound isasymbolic castration:  he becomes helpless and vulnerable

whenever hisfdse leg (a subgtitute phalic symbol) isremoved. Hiswound defineshim
throughout the play and, in the end, prevents him from fully exercising his masculine

power. Likewise, Stubbs swound has resulted in castration and, therefore, impotence;
both Stubbs and the Colond acknowledge how the wound has weakened his
masculinity—thet is, the American myth of masculinity which is characterized by virility,
machismo, and sexud conquests. With States of Shock, Shepard intertwines dl of the
gothic mysteries, showing that the reasons behind Stubbs's wounding are directly linked to
his true identity and to why the Colond “killed” him, metaphoricdly, by denying him ashis
son.

Stubbs is slent for the first severa minutes of the play, while the Colond rambles
on to thewaitress. In fact, in this play more than any other, one character (the Colonel)
monopolizes a mgority of the dia ogue through lengthy speeches and diatribes. Because
the play is a one-act, the digparity between the Colond’ s volubility and Stubbs srelative
reticence becomes dl the more egregious. Much of the Colone’ s didogue revolves
around his attempts to deny Stubbs as his son. Buried Child used asmilar device where
both Dodge and Tilden denied Vince' s existence, effectively “burying” their memory of
Vince through repression. Inthisway, Vinceisas much a*“buried child” as the baby

whose corpse is exhumed a the end of the play. Stubbsis smilarly a*“buried child” for,
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as we come to discover, the Colond committed infanticide, figuratively spesking, by

inventing his son’s deeth.

The Colond explainsto Glory Bee that today isthe anniversary of his son’s desath,
and he is treating Stubbs to a dessert to commemorate this event. Stubbs finally breaks
his slence by blowing the slver whigtle hanging around his neck. Blowing the whistle
seemsto sgna areturn of the repressed traumatic memories, for immediately after
blowing it, Stubbs speaks to the White Couple (indeed, perhaps he is able to speak only
after blowing it and breaking through some type of psychic barrier). Once Stubbs finds a
voice, we discover that his traumatized memory is fragmented; the memory begins at the
very moment when he experienced his physica trauma: “When | was hit—it went straight
through me. Out the other side. Someone waskilled . . . I’'m the lucky one’ (SOS8).°
Stubbs cannot seem to remember who was killed (“someone’), but by referring to himself
asthe “lucky one,” Stubbs seemsto confirm the Colonel’ s account that the “son” was
killed while Stubbs survived. Here, Shepard is using misdirection and fdse duesto
confound the audience, just as he had done in the origina (1978 Pulitzer Prize-winning)
verson of Buried Child. This confounding of the mystery made Buried Child an
epecidly gothic play, and in States of Shock, Shepard aims for (and achieves, though to
alesser degree) asimilar gothic effect which leaves the audience in suspense and doubt

about Stubbs s true identity until the closing moments of the play.
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The Colond perpetuates his own fabrication of Stubbs' sidentity at every turn, and

he has adopted denia as hismantra. As hetells Glory Bee, the secret to carrying a steady
tray of coffeeisto “pretend the cups don't exist” (SOS 10). The Colonel has taken his
own advice by pretending that his son does not exit, that he has died awarrior’ s death in
battle. The Colone tells Glory Bee of Stubbs, “Thisis the man who atempted to save my
son'slife by placing his body in the way of in-coming artillery fire’ (11). The Colond’s
words imply that Stubbsis a hero who deliberatdly placed himself in harm’sway in order
to save hisfelow soldier. But the Colone undercuts this cdlam when, later in the play, he
beats Stubbs with a belt and daps him—not the way a grateful father would treat the hero
who tried to save hisson’slife. Before this outburst of violence, however, the Colond
seems obsessed with solving amystery for himsdlf by finding out everything he can about
the precise moment of his“son’s’” death. The Colond’ s attempt to reconstruct the
moment of his son’'s death—the reveaion of a gothic mystery—is reminiscent of Violet
Venabl€ s attempt to learn the truth of her son Sebagtian’s death in Tennessee Williams's
Suddenly Last Summer. Similar gothic mygteries are reveded when Shelly learns of the
infanticidein Buried Child, or when Martin |learns about Geschwisterinzest in Fool for
Love. In each case, the gothic mystery involves areturn of repressed memoriesand a
shattering of ashared lie. Asthe Colond and Stubbs recongtruct the fateful battle, the

audience comesto redlize that, up to this point, Stubbs has shared in the Colone’ s lie

% Stubbs' s fragmented memory here is reminiscent of Randall Jarrell’s poem, “ The Death of the Ball
Turret Gunner” ; in thefina line, the speaker’ s memory skips to the moment immediately following the
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through his slent acquiescence. But following the reconstruction of the battle, Stubbs's

repressed memories rise to the surface and he refuses to participate in the charade any
longer.

The Colone has brought a bag full of toy soldiers, tanks, airplanes, and ships
which he lays out carefully onto the tabletop in hopes of recongtructing the battle in which
his son was killed and Stubbs was wounded (12). The Colond uses ared toy soldier to
represent Stubbs—red perhaps suggesting his bloody wound or the symbolic scarlet |etter
of shame and disgrace which Stubbs s impotence and pardysis have brought upon the
Colone—while awhite soldier represents the Colond’s " son” (white perhaps representing
the “white-washing” of the truth). Stubbsis of little help to the Colond’ s deuthing,
however, because dl of Stubbs's attempts to reconstruct the memory inevitably jump to
the traumatic moment: “When | was hit—" (12). Stubbstriesto explain the phenomenon
of hisrepressed memories by equating repression with loss: “The part of me that goes on
living has no memory of the parts that are dl dead” (13). Stubbs s memory of these
“partsthat are dl dead” has beenlost. For Stubbs, as for many traumavictims, repression
of traumatic memoriesis an inginctua, subconscious tactic for psychologicd surviva. As
Ruth Leys points out,

[Freud] posited the existence of a protective shied or ‘stimulus barrier’
designed to defend the organism againgt the upsurge of large quantities of

gimuli from the externa world that threstened to destroy the psychic

explosion: “When | died they washed me out of the turret with ahose.”
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organization. Trauma was thus defined as a widespread rupture or breach
in the ego’ s protective shield, one that set in motion every possible attempt
at defense. (23)
By forcing the toy props upon Stubbs, the Colond is forcefully and ddliberately rupturing
Stubbs's psychic defense mechanisms, though obvioudy the Colond does not anticipate
the extreme and irrevocable consequences of such arupture. Stubbs's defense
mechanisms have been in place for gpproximately one year now, since the Colond says
today isthe “anniversary” of his son’s death.

Stubbs' s repressed memories return suddenly and without warning when hetdlls
the Colonel, “I remember the moment you forsake me. The moment you gave me up,”
culminating with a startling accusation which becomes, by the end of the play, a gothic
reveaion: “The moment you invented my death” (20). Thisisa“gothic” revdationin a
least two ways. Firdt, this revelation shows the return of the repressed memory whichisa
gothic phenomenon, especidly in twentieth-century American drama, as the previous
chapters of this sudy have shown. Secondly, this revelation transforms the Colonel’ s son
(Stubbs) from “dead” to “undead.” Though Stubbs is dive, physicaly, he has existed for
the past year in a dtate of death-in-life, psychologicaly shettered, in a“date of shock.” As
an emotiondly serile fdlen father, the Colonel responds to Stubbs s revelation with

flippancy and calousness. “That dog won't hunt, Stubbs.”
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When Stubbs finaly gets round to describing the moment when they were hit with

the artillery shell, he describes himself and the Colond’ s son as two different people who
were standing “back to back” with “his spine trembling on my sping” (SOS 26). Here
Stubbs seems to contradict what he said about the Colond “inventing” his (Stubbs's)
death, for how could Stubbs and the Colonel’ s son be one person if they were standing
“back to back?’ Stubbs's comments must be read in a gothic light to be fully understood.
“Back to back” suggests a gothic doppel génger, in this case a split persondity, perhaps
amilar to Jekyll and Hyde—one persondity (or persona) which existed prior to the
traumatic moment and another which has emerged as aresult of the trauma. Stubbs's
remark about “his spine trembling on my sping’ perhaps dludes to the moment when the
two persondities began to split from the same person. On amythologica leve, the back-
to-back image aso might dlude to Janus, the two-faced Roman god who looks a once to
the future and the past: certainly Stubbs's present, aswell as any future he will have, is
circumscribed by his past trauma. Even his new name, “ Stubbs,” suggests his usdess legs
and sexud impotence, and we are never told what his real name was before he was
wounded. But Shepard is not content in this play with revealing the gothic secrets about
the play’ s dead characters (Glory Bee, the White Couple, and the café Manager) and its
“undead” character (Stubbs). In States of Shock, Shepard goes a step further by
indicting the political and military machine which left this motley crew of gothic creaturesin

its wake.
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While the Colone worries about getting back to the hospita by curfew, Stubbs

announces suddenly, “It was friendly fire that took usouit . . . | could seeitsteeth when it
hit us. | could seeitstongue...” (S0S 27). As he speaks, Stubbs turnsto face the
audience, perhgps symbolizing its own culpability in histrauma as hereveds, “Therewas a
face on the nose of the missile. They’d painted aface. You could seeit coming. A lizard
with smiling teeth. We couldn’t resist its embrace” (27). Stubbs describesa U.S. missile
which American troops, trying to be clever, had painted with a comic-grotesque design.
This same shell, misguided, wounded Stubbs and, gpparently, killed or wounded other
American soldiers who were with him.  Shepard’ sindictment of the U.S. military actionin
the Perdan Gulf, then, involves not amemory of arocities committed againg the Iragi
soldiers or civilians (though Shepard certainly might have used this technique), but rather
involves amemory of a“friendly fire’” accident, the kind which was dl too common during
this particular war. The very country Stubbs was fighting for (in patriotic parlance) isthe
very country that wounded him physicaly and “killed” him metgphoricdly. Likewise, the
same father for whom Stubbs ostensibly went to war (to make his father proud and to
wrest from him some grudging respect) is the same father who “killed” him by denying
him. The concept of “friendly fire’ could be read as andogous to the violence and
betraya which characterize the American gothic family: the family members, which ought
to evince mutua trust and emoationd support, instead attack one another (either physicaly

or emotionaly). Because the Colonel has denied him, Stubbs' s psyche has become
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ruptured, as we see when he refers to himsdf in the third person and when he attempts to
reconcile his previoudy mythica ideals about country and family with the harsh truths that
he haslearned in the war.

Stubbs refers to himsdlf in the third person, reinforcing the idea that this trauma has
split his persondity in two, making one persondity atype of doppelganger for the other.
He tdlsthe Colond:

Your son. | remember him running. Crazy. Running toward the beach.
Throwing hisriflein the green sea. Throwing hisarmstothesky . ..
Screaming. | remember hiseyes. . . Carrying himonmy back . . . He
kept soeaking your namein my ear. Whispering it. Chanting your name
like aprayer. Cdling to you asthough you might gppear out of nowhere
[and] sweep him up in your arms and take him safdly back home. (SOS
32)
Just as when Stubbs described standing back to back with the Colond’s son, here he
describes carrying the son on his back. Stubbs s words serve to further misdirect or
confound the gothic mystery by referring to himself and the Colonel’ s son as two separate
people. The audience must remember that Stubbs is a victim of traumaand, as such, he
peeksin riddles, using defense mechanisms (namely the notion of a split persondity or
doppel ganger) which he has created in order to cope with histrauma. Furthermore,

Stubbs s traumais two-fold: because he suffers both a physical wound and his



psychologica wound as aresult of hisfather's denid of him, perhgps Stubbs's split
persondity isaresponse to thisdua trauma. The Colond’ sdenid of him has clearly
traumatized Stubbs at least as much as the physica wound itsdf. Stubbs tells the Colond,
“The moment you invented my death. That moment has lagted dl my life’ (S0S 33). In
response to this, the Colond replies with an emationd frigidity thet rivals even that of
Dodgein Buried Child: “If you think you're breaking my heart, you're sadly mistaken. |
can easily do without. It'saquestion of training. Repetition and practice” (33). The
Colond’sdlusion to “training” implies that his lack of compassion and paternd care was
the necessary result of his military service, and we must remember that in Shepard’ s gothic
family plays, the falen father is nearly dways amilitary veteran (with the exception of
Dodge, and the Old Man in Fool for Love). During this exchange, Stubbs s repressed
memories rise to the surface of his consciousness, culminating with his most passonate
accusation againg his father:
| remember—the part that’s coming back—isthis. Your face. Your face
leaning over my face. . . Your bald face of denid. Peering down from a
distance. Bombing me. .. You had my name changed! YOU
INVENTED MY DEATH! (SOS 37)
This return of Stubbs's repressed memoriesis accompanied by (and symbolized through)
Stubbs physicdly rising, firgt to his knees and findly to his feet. Moreover, his phdlic

power returns as he regains an erection following atryst of rolling about on the floor with
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Glory Bee. Thereturn of Stubbs s phallic power is an important symbol of his recovered

identity, his refusd to alow himsdf to be killed and buried by the Colond’ s denids and
fabrications. In Buried Child Vince sforceful entry into the farmhouse isasmilar
example of ahaunted son regaining his phalic power by reclaming his identity and refusing
to dlow hisfamily to deny hisexigence. Early in the play Stubbs had announced his
impotency in apitiful cry of shame and anguish: “MY THING HANGS LIKE DEAD
MEAT!” (S0S 11). At one point, the Colond repliesto this declaration by telling Stubbs,
“No son of minehasa‘thing’ likethat. 1t'snot possble’ (29). The play contains many
references to phdlic power, and not al of these references involve didogue. At one point
late in the play, the White Man masturbates himsdlf to orgasm while the Colonel vicioudy
beats Stubbs with abdlt. In this scene, the White Man's phdlic pleasure contrasts to
Stubbs s impotency, an impotency which dlows the Colonel to dominate him. Asthe play
nearsits concluson, Shepard (characterigtically) presents arole reversa whereby the
Colond’s phdlic power beginsto wane. Thisis symbolized when the Colonel removes his
saber from his belt (in order to whip Stubbs) and, later, forgets where he put the sword.
Thisredization (that he has logt his phalic symbol) sgnas the onset of the Colond’s panic
about getting back to the hospitd before the curfew, and this redization aso sgndsthe
onset of role reversal and power exchange between the falen father and haunted son.
Thisreversad and exchange are swiftly concluded during the play’s closing

moments. Thisreversd isavisble and physicd manifestation of the gothic return of the
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repressed—indeed, the reversd is possible only because Stubbs's traumatic memories

have broken through the Colond’ s fabrication, and Stubbs is strengthened and resurrected
(metaphoricaly speaking) through this return of the repressed. | have suggested that the
role reversal and power exchange begins with the Colond misplacing his sword/phdlus,
and this process continues when Stubbs comes out of hiswheelchair and crashes to the
floor. The Colond seets himself in Stubbs s vacant whedchair and quips, perhapsin a
subconscious pun, “Looks like we ve findly hit our crossroads here” (SOS 33). Indeed,
from this moment the Colond and Stubbs have crossed roles. Asthe Colond whedls
himsdlf around the stage, Stubbs rolls on the floor with Glory Bee and announces that his
phalic potency hasreturned: “My thingisarisng! | can fed it!” (36). Following this
announcement, Stubbs rises to his feet and stands behind the Colond, who is still seated in
the whedlchair. As Stubbs gpproaches the back of the wheelchair, the Colond faces the
audience and speaks in rambling, fragmented speech: *Put your back against me, Stubbs,
0| canfed you. Pressyour spineinto my spine. Give me the impression that you're
with meto thebitter end . . . I’ll take you back. | promiseyou” (38). Asthe Colond
senses danger now (ostensibly from the offstage explosions and war scenes depicted on
the cyclorama), he panics. Now he seemsto need Stubbs, much as Dodge feared being
left donein Buried Child. For dl histak about being a strong, independent man who

needs no one, the Colond isfindly frightened, much as Stubbs must have been frightened
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during and after hiswounding in bettle. This shows that the role reversd is nearly

complete. All that isleft isthe final power exchange.

When Stubbs, now standing, grabs the Colonel from behind and begins choking
him, he has obvioudy subverted or usurped his father’s power. The Colonel seems
oblivious to thisthrottling, however: he offersto buy Stubbs “two dessarts’ if Stubbsis
“very good” (39). In choking the Colond, Stubbs seems intent more on getting his father
to acknowledge him than on killing him. But when the choking fails to prompt the Colond
to acknowledge him as his son, Stubbs snatches the Colonel’ s sword (phalic power) and
readies himsdlf to decapitate hisfather. But the death blow never comes. Stubbs “freezes
in that posture” and declares, “GOD BLESS THE ENEMY!” while the White Man and
Glory Bee break into a chorus of “Goodnight Ireng’ as the curtain closes (SOS 39). The
ending of States of Shock thus resemblesthe static ending of True West: both plays have
one character suddenly choking the other, and both plays show aviolent act that is
“frozen” in time but never completed. The significance of the song “ Goodnight Irene”’
perhaps lies in the song’ s chorus which says, “I’ll see you in my dreams.” The Colonel
has certainly “dreamed” up an explanation for his son’s mutilation and impotence by
pretending that his son was killed inthewar. It is aso worth mentioning that one of the
prose sections from Cruising Paradise (which, with its 1989 publication, precedes
Sates of Shock) isentitled “See You In My Dreams’; this particular section of the book

describes the funerd of Shepard’s own father, so the chorus seems to have been
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persondly significant to Shepard, perhaps aluding to a haunted son findly escaping

(temporarily at least) from hisfalen father.

In States of Shock, however, we have the reverse: the fallen father hastried to
escape the truth about his son by inventing alie of themind. Buit the truth, as usud, returns
to shatter thelie. Midway through the play, Stubbs tells the Colond, “You'll never erase
me completely” (SOS 30), echoing Eddie swordsto May in Fool for Love “You'll
never escape me’ (FFL 49). These statements dlude to the essence of gothicin
Shepard' s family plays—the past can never be erased or escaped completely. But
Stubbs is a different “haunted son” than we have seen thus far in Shepard' s family plays.
No other son in Shepard’ s work is more completely disavowed by the father; no other
son in Shepard’ s work suffers so much physical abuse and humiliation at the father's
hands; and, unlike the other gothic family plays, Stubbs does not seem to be destined to
follow in the Colonel’ s destructive behavior patterns. Indeed, the fina image of Stubbs
preparing to decapitate the Colond seems to suggest an attempt to sever completely all
ties between father and son. Significantly, however, we are not shown the final stroke of
the sword. At this moment, Stubbs shouts arefrain which both he and the Colond have
declared at various times throughout the play: “GOD BLESS THE ENEMY!” This
declaration suggests that these soldiers government- prescribed and culturally-reinforced
roles would be meaningless (or perhaps even impossible) without area or imagined

“enemy” to fight, maim, and kill. Indeed, without aforeign enemy, men like Stubbs and
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the Colond might be forced to look closer to home (“home’ being both America and the

family itsdf) to find an enemy with which to fight. Thet is, of course, precisdly what has
happened insde the café.

Ultimately, as we have seen in Shepard's other family plays, the ties between
father and son may be impossible to sever, and the sword suspended in mid-air over the
Colone’ s neck suggests as much. Although Stubbs fals outside the usua portrait of
Shepard’ s haunted sons, and athough States of Shock differsin many ways from
Shepard’ s other family plays, with The Late Henry Moss, Shepard would return to his
usua character types and abandon his explicit socio-palitica critique for amore familiar
portrait of family dysfunction.

Before examining The Late Henry Moss, | would like briefly to mention two plays
which were written and produced in the interim between States of Shock and The Late
Henry Moss. When the World Was Green (1996) and Eyes for Consuela (1999).
Though neither of these may properly be caled a“family” play (at least not in the sense |
have been using the term), both plays contain e ements of the gothic which serve asakind
of prelude to The Late Henry Moss, amore ambitious three-act play. Shepard co-wrote
When the World Was Green with Joseph Chaikin, and the play was commissioned for
the 1996 Olympic Fegtival in Atlanta. The play’s subtitle was A Chef’ s Fable, dluding to
the play’ s protagonist, a murderous chef who has accidentally poisoned the wrong man in

an atempt to settle along-standing family feud. The play contains only two characters:
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the murderous chef, who is cdled the “Old Man” (reminiscent of Fool for Love), and the

young lady who comesto the prison to vidt him, the “Interviewer.” Shepard presents
another type of gothic mystery in this play, dthough— due to the play’ s brevity—the
mystery is not as complex nor as deferred asit is in Shepard’ s other gothic family plays.
The mystery concerns the true identity of the Interviewer, and during the play the Old Man
discoversthat the Interviewer is actudly the daughter of the man whom he mistakenly
poisoned. But at the end of the play, the Interviewer chooses reconciliation instead of
revenge for her father’s death. 1n doing so, she ends the feud, seven generations long,
which had been characterized by murder and violence. By choosing peace rather than
violence, she d=o fulfills the Old Man's prophetic words at the Sart of the play when he
explained to her, “It takes seven generations or one hundred years for an insult to cometo
an end. Whichever comesfirst. And then only awoman can end it” (3P 190). In The
Late Henry Moss, awoman (Conchalla) does, in fact, “end” the fdlen father’s cycle of
violence and drunkenness by forcefully bringing the father to areckoning for his years of
destructive behavior. Inthisway, parts of When the World Was Green foreshadow
thematic dements which gppear in The Late Henry Moss.

Eyes for Consuela aso contains thematic eements that foreshadow The Late
Henry Moss, including the ideas that redl 1ove comes with a price and that the betraya of
love exacts an awful priceaswell. In Eyes for Consuela, an obsessed Mexican named

Amado asks Henry (an American tourist), “ Y ou believe that love comes chegply? That it
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codsnothing a dl?” (EFC 21-22). Later, Amado tells Henry, “Love needs a sacrifice.

Without this sacrifice thereisno love’ (36). It isworth noting that the American tourigt in
Eyes for Consuela isnamed “Henry,” for in The Late Henry Moss, the title character
learns a gothic lesson—that, indeed, love demands enormous sacrifice. When thefdlen
father sdlfishly refuses to make this sacrifice (as dl of Shepard' sfdlen fathers refuse to
do), the consequences are terrifying and irrevocable.

The Late Henry Moss.

| have referred to this play as being, in some ways, an amagam or composite of
Shepard' s earlier gothic family plays, and one can enumerate severd Smilaritiesin plot
details and dramatic techniquesin The Late Henry Moss and the earlier plays. Like True
West, this play begins with two brothers who have been brought together in close quarters
after many years gpart. Like True West, the Moss brothers mutua antipathy eventualy
explodesinto severd violent confrontations, and the play employs a gatic and hermetic
ending with both brothers apparently trapped insde their father’ strailer. Like Curse of
the Starving Class, the stage set for The Late Henry Moss includes a barren refrigerator
whose only contents are ajar of jalapeno peppers. Asin Buried Child, where Bradley
hed forcefully pushed his fingers into the mouth of an “outsider” (Shelly), this play includes
a scene where Ray, the younger Moss brother, forcefully shoves a jaapeno pepper into
the mouth of another “outsder” (Taxi, the cab driver). Fool for Loveand A Lie of the

Mind included scenes of naked or half-naked women on display, and this play has a
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smilar scene where Conchalla strips and bathes onstage. She even oils hersdf up like

Bethin A Lie of the Mind. Besdes these pecific smilarities, The Late Henry Moss
presents the usud fallen father who is dcohalic, abusive, and amilitary veteran. Y, for
al these smilarities, this play does show continued innovation and evolution in Shepard's
portrait of the gothic American family, and | will attempt to highlight some of these
innovations during my examination of the play.

Shepard directed the play’ s first production run, which premiered on November
7, 2000 at the Magic Theater in San Francisco (3P 3). The Signature Theater Company
produced the play one year later in New Y ork under the direction of Joseph Chaikin (3P
4). Unlike other Shepard family plays, this one begins with a* Prelude’ subtitled “ Drunken
Rumba.” Asthe curtain opens, “sultry Mexican rumbamusic comes up” and Henry Moss
and his migtress, a hdf-Mexican, hdf-American Indian woman named Conchdla Lupina,
“careen” acrossthe stage. They are “wrapped in atight embrace, cheek to cheek” ina
dance which Shepard' s directions describe as * somewhat shocking” (3P 5). All three
acts are played out on the same set whose locae is the outskirts of Berndillo, New
Mexico. The stage showstheinterior of atiny trailer which includes asink, gas stove, and
agmdl refrigerator, aswell asa“formicatable and two meta S-shaped chairs” An*“old
style bathtub with claw feet” sts nearby (3P 6). Center stage, a cot is set horizontaly into
asmdl dcove, with a“small barred window directly aboveit, likeajail cel,” perhaps

symboalizing Henry' s isolation and sdf-imposed exile from hisfamily. A blue curtain hangs
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in front of the bed, but the curtain is pulled back as the play begins, dlowing the audience

to see the corpse of Henry Mosswho, like nearly dl of Shepard’ s gothic fathers, is
described asbeing in his“late sixties.” The corpseis covered with ayellow and red
Mexican blanket, with awhite sheet covering the blanket, so that the audience can see
only the top of Henry’s head and his bare feet (3P 5).

Thisis not the first time Shepard had displayed a corpse onstage in one of his
works. In Buried Child, Dodge lays dead on the floor in the play’ s closing moments, and
in an earlier play from the 1970's cdled Suicide in B Flat, the dead man (Niles) appears
ongtage, revived, later in the play during aflashback. But The Late Henry Moss marks
the firg time that Shepard displays a corpse so conspicuoudy in the opening Act.
Furthermore, Henry’ s corpse revives severd times throughout the play in flashbacks which
show usthe find moments of hislife. Finaly, Henry dies again before our eyes at the end
of the play. The Late Henry Moss thus exploits the gothic device of an “undead’
character more explicitly than any of Shepard's other gothic family plays. My examination
of this play will focus primarily on two gothic dements. the gradud revelation of the gothic
mystery surrounding Henry Moss's death, and arole reversal between the Moss brothers,
Earl and Ray. Both of these gothic dements are intertwined, and the role reversal
between the brothers is dependent upon, even a consequence of, the revelation of the
circumstances surrounding their father’s death. The sons themsdves are the deuthsin this

play. The play containsthree “outsder” characters—Esteban, the friendly neighbor;
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Conchdla, the femme fatale; and Taxi, the cab driver. But asthe play progresses,

younger brother Ray becomes the real detective, and the audience eventualy learns that
older brother Earl did not, in fact, arrive to find their father dead, as he had claimed.
Rather, Henry Moss was dive when Earl arrived in New Mexico, and Earl witnessed his
death. Inturn, Ray “witnesses’ everything that transpired through a series of
supernaturaly-inspired flashbacks. Ray undergoes a trandformation much like Augtinin
True West. Like Austin, Ray beginsthe play as the younger brother who has been
intimidated and cowed for years by hisviolent older brother. But, as with Audtin, Ray’s
fear gives way to violent anger by the end of the play.

Following the “Prdlude’ with its brief “ Drunken Rumba,” the play begins with the
Moss brothers examining their dead father’ s meager possessions, namely a scrapbook
and atoolbox (3P 6). Shepard gives no hint about the Moss brothers' ages, but we learn
that their father moved into thistrailer thirty years ago. Based on the brothers memory of
that fateful, violent night when their father abandoned them and their mother, Earl would
seemto bein hisforties, and Ray in hislatethirties. Earl, as eldest son, fits squarely into
the mold of haunted son in the gothic family paradigm, much as Lee had donein True
West. Like Lee, he gppears to be most fully under the curse of the falen father’ s drunken,
violent ways when the play begins; but, asin True West, by the end of the play younger
son Ray, like Austin, has succumbed to the same destructive behavior patternsin atype of

role reversa with hisolder brother. There areimportant differences, however, between
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the two sets of brothers. True West presented Lee and Audtin as alter egos—nemeses
who often appeared to be two halves of onewhole. Earl and Ray, on the other hand,
have much more in common with each other than had Lee and Audtin. Both of the Moss
brothers are loners, neither having married nor fathered children. Both seem to be drifters
with no tiesto anyone or to any particular place. Furthermore, while Leein True West
briefly emulated Audtin’s dutiful pursuit of commercid success and financid security,
neither of the Moss brothers seems concerned with these matters. They do, however,
seem very concerned with finding out anything they can about their father’ sfina days and
hours—not necessarily out of any love for him, but rather because their resentment of their
father demands areckoning for his death. Ray, in particular, seems dighted and angry that
he was not present when Henry died. The entire gothic mystery of what happened to
Henry Moss—and to this family, thirty years ago on that fateful, explosive night—is at the
forefront from the play’ s opening line.

At the start of the play, Earl tdls Ray, “Well, you know me, Ray—I was never
onetoliveinthe past. That never was my ded. 'Y ou know—you remember how | was’
(3P 6). Ray replies, “Yeah. Yeah, right. | remember.” Earl’s remark is disingenuous,
for he certainly is both haunted by and shaped by the pagt, including his repression of (and
denid of) traumatic memories. Ray’'s remark is aso disngenuous, for hismemory is
incomplete. The whole point behind the flashbacks and the resurrection of Henry’s

corpse during the play isto dlow Ray to witness the find moments of Henry Moss slife
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and to understand its connection to the day that Henry abandoned the family thirty years

ealier. By the end of the play, after Earl has been forced to confront the truth about the
past—and the repressed memories which have returned—and after Ray has “seen” and
heard what transpired during his father’ s fina moments, the role reversd between the
brothersis complete. Shepard suggests this completion at the end of the play by reversing
the brothers lines: thistime, Ray tells Earl, “1 was never oneto livein the past,” and Earl
replies, “Yeah. | remember” (3P 113).

Before using flashbacks to reved the mystery of Henry’ s death, Shepard first
casts doubt on Earl’s credibility. In Buried Child, the audience was never sure whether
to trust Tilden, due to his diminished menta capacity. Inthisplay, Earl’strusworthinessis
suspect due to the memories he has repressed and the menta defenses he has constructed
in order to repel Ray’s questions and accusations. Ray’ s accusations concern the night
thirty years earlier when Earl ran away ingtead of defending his mother and younger
brother from their father’ s assault. When Earl triesto paint a nogtagic portrait of the
past—" Those were high times, Ray”—Ray counters by jumping to the horrific memory of
that fateful night of the “big blowout™: “I remember you leaving. That'sdl | remember”
(3P 7). Eal immediately attemptsto dough off Ray’s accusation by telling him, “You
shouldn’t let that stuff haunt you, Ray.” But with the American gothic family, the past is
adways and forever haunting. Earl believes that he has somehow escaped this* haunting”

by repressng or misremembering what hagppened. Earl even sounds like heisjustifying
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thelr father’ s violence on that night when he reminds Ray thet their father smashed

windows only after their mother locked him out of the house during one of Henry’s “Wild
Turkey sorms’ (3P 9). At the start of Curse of the Starving Class, anearly identica
Stuation had occurred, except Weston Tate smashed in the door rather than the windows
during a drunken rampage. Indeed, Ray sounds much like Wedey Tate when he uses
staccato- like didogue (perhaps suggesting a traumeatized, fragmented memory) to describe
that night: “ Explosions. Screaming. Smoke. The tlephone” (3P 9). Ray accuses Earl of
“running” that night, of jumping in his’51 Chevy and disgppearing for seven years, but Earl
deniesthis “It'stime you got it Sraight. 1t'sno good carrying the wrong pictures around
with you the rest of your life. .. I’'m not arunner. Never have been” (3P 10). Themde
in Shepard’ s plays (both fathers and sons) are bound by the American code of
meachismo—a code which demands that the male stay and fight rather than flee. But Earl
violated this code by running, and now heis forced to deny what Ray aready knowsto be
true (Snce Ray was there to witnessit). But during the opening moments of the play, the
audience must wonder about what redlly happened on that night and which of the two
brothersis more credible. Shepard answers these questions by the end of the play using
flashbacks.

Asthe ddest, haunted son, Earl fedls a strange attachment to Henry’ s corpse.
We do not know how long Earl had been insde the trailer with the body when Ray

arrived, but the brothers have not yet notified anyone that their father has died. Even now,
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Earl wantsto ddlay contacting the authorities: hetells Ray, “I'd like to spend alittle time

with him, if you don’t mind,” before the mortician comesto dress Henry’ s body in his*“Air
Force khakis’ (3P 15). Likedl of the falen fathersin Shepard' s gothic family plays,
Henry Mossis amilitary veteran (and a pilot, like Sam Shepard Rogers VI). Ray clamsto
know the reason behind Earl’ s srange attachment to their father’s corpser “You can tell
him dl kinds of things that you couldn’t tell him before because now he's dead and you're
imagining him to be dive and there’ s nothing he can do about it but ligen” (3P 16). Ray’s
barb suggests that Earl was too frightened of their father to confront him while Henry was
dive, but now that heis dead, Ray believesthat Earl may want to vent years of pent-up
frugration and anger. Ray’s own resentment toward their father remains strong, as shown
when Ray suggests digging ahole and burying Henry like adog (17). Apparently, Earl il
fearstheir father even after desth: when Ray tries to touch the corpse, Earl nearly panics,
saying he does't think it'sa*good ided’ to touch the body (18). Ray deridesthisides,
asking Earl, “ Afraid he might come back to life?” Ray’s question is the quintessentia
gothic one, for “coming back to life’ aludes both to the return of repressed memories and
the supernatural machinations of ghosts or pecters who return from the dead to haunt the
family membersin more etheredl (and literal) ways. Of course, Ray’ steasing dso
becomes ironic foreshadowing, for the corpse does indeed come back to life more than

once during the play.
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The firg flashback occurs early in Act Two as a cab driver (aptly named “Taxi”)

tells Ray about taking Henry fishing severa days ago. Shepard uses lighting effects to
sgnd the flashback and the accompanying resurrection of the dead man: “Lights dowly
shift. A glowing amber light comes up on the curtain in front of Henry’sbed. At the same
time the lights on the rest of the stage dim to a pale moonlit glow” (3P 55). As Taxi
peeks, Ray seemsto fdl into atype of trance he “turnsdowly in his char until he's
directly facing the audience’ (56). Ray remains motionless and slent during this and
subsequent flashbacks, as though the flashbacks are intended for Ray’ s enlightenment,
alowing his consciousness full accessto the recent past. In addition to the eerie lighting
effects, Shepard augments the supernatural, spooky mood of the flashback by alowing the
blue curtain (in front of Henry’ s cot) to open “dowly on its own, reveding the living Henry,
lying on his bely, softly weeping” (56). The silent implication is that the curtain may have
been opened by an unseen, ghostly hand. Though Henry is*undead” in this scene (in the
sense that he began the scene as a corpse but now weeps, moves, and speaks), it isclear
that the audience is watching aflashback of something which trangpired within the past
week. Henry explainsto Taxi that heis crying because his mistress, Conchalla,
pronounced me dead . . . We were both incarcerated and she made that
pronouncement. Publicly! Standing right over my semiconscious body . .
. ‘Sefior Mossisdead!” Now it'sall over town. All over thisterritory.

Everyonethinks I’'m dead. (3P 61)
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Shepard here presents us with a conundrum:  a dead man who has been resurrected

during aflashback complains about being “pronounced dead,” though at the time he
makes his complaint he has not yet died (physicaly, at least). Conchdla*pronouncing”
him dead implies that she has laid upon him some fatd curse akin to the evil eye or
perhaps voodoo (though, by the end of the play, we redlize that her pronouncement was
reglly an acknowledgement or verification of his earlier, emotiond death). Furthermore, as
we saw in Buried Child and States of Shock, being declared dead or having on€'s
existence denied is analogous to the psychic process of repression, itself atype of denid.
According to Henry, Conchalla has even printed his obituary in the local newspaper:
“Henry Jamison Moss, Dead. Deceased. Causes unknown.” (62). Conchdla's
pronouncement has filled Henry with a pervading sense of doom, and he asks Taxi for
reassurance. “Do | look like adead man or what? . . . . Look around the eyes’ (63).
Henry asks Taxi if he thinks there might be “alittle ember of hope” in his eyes, and Taxi
exclams, “You're not dead, dl right!” (64). Henry’s panic seems, at best, bizarre, for how
can hetruly bdieve himsdf to be “dead” in the physica sense? By the end of the play, we
learn that Henry is consumed with guilt over the violence he inflicted upon his wife some
thirty years ago on a night when he daimsto have “died,” s0 his“death” dl those years
ago must be an emotiona or metaphorical death. 1t took Conchalla, however, to make
the pronouncement, and this pronouncement seems to have triggered the return of Henry's

own repressed memories of that night. Now that the memories have returned, Henry is
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panicked, and he solicits Taxi as hisdly: “You can argue my casefor me. I've got no one
ese. Couplealame-brain sonswho couldn’t find their peckersin apicklejar” (65).

Here, Henry sounds like the Old Man in Fool for Lovewho triesto get Eddie to take his
part and argue his case to May. Furthermore, thisisthefirg time that Henry mentions his
sons, and heimmediately emasculates them (verbaly): “couldn’t find their peckersina
picklejar.” The gothic falen father typicaly engagesin the sort of phallic contest or
bravado verba sparring with his son(s) that we witnessed with Ephraim Cabot in
O'Neill’sDesire Under the Elmsand the Colond in States of Shock. The falen father
ridicules his son(s) and sees them as threats to his position of power rather than as heirs
whom he loves and respects. Asthisfirg flashback comesto a close, “Henry staggers out
through door” and the “lights return to previous setup” (65). Ray recovers from his trance
and resumes conversing with Taxi. Now, though, Ray is armed with the knowledge of
what he has just witnessed, including the knowledge that Conchalla haslaid akind of
“cursg’ upon Henry.

Conchdla Lupinaisthe play’ s femme fatal e—literdly—and she is perhaps the
most powerful (or empowered) femae character in dl of Shepard’ s plays. Indeed, femde
characters assume much more empowered roles in Shepard’ s work from the latter
1990’s. In When the World Was Green, the young lady Interviewer holds the power to
end the feud/curse by sparing the Old Man'slife at theend. In Eyes for Consuela, the

ghogt-girl Consudla, by virtue of her hold over Amado, can decide on awhim whether a
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man ismutilated or killed. In The Late Henry Moss, Conchdlaintimidates or seduces any

man she encounters, exerting her will over them dmogt effortlesdy. In the gothic context,
Conchalla seemsto act as a representation or embodiment of Henry’s past sins, especidly
his crimes againg his wife—physical abuse, drunkenness, infiddity, and abandonment.
Sheisasort of avenging angd, the instrument through which Henry’ s past catches up to
him and demands a reckoning for his failures and transgressions. As such, Conchala
seems to speak for not only Henry Moss's long- suffering wife (who never actudly
gopearsin the play) but for dl of Shepard’ s margindized women. Conchalais Henry
Moss s verson of Maddine Usher, returned from the dead (the buried or repressed past)
to drag him to the floor, a corpse. Indeed, thisis precisdly (and literdly) what she doesin
the play’ sfind moments. Shepard uses flashbacks to reved the gothic mystery of Henry's
death, but Conchdlais the character through whom his degth is brought abouit.
Conchdlaisfirg dluded to in the opening did ogue between Ray and Earl; they
are obvioudy aware of her cavorting with their father because they refer to her asthe
“crazy Indian chick,” though neither brother has seen her before (24). Esteban, an
obsequious neighbor who brings soup for Henry, provides more details about Conchalla,
cdling her a“very strong woman” who probably “wore him [Henry] out” through her
insatiable sexud appetite. According to Esteban, Conchdlahas*done menin” by sexing
them to desth—she is, gpparently, a veritable vagina dentate (3P 37). Conchalla bursts

ongtage, dancing with Henry, during the Drunken Rumba preludes to Acts One and Two.
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But Shepard gives no ingtructions regarding her age or gppearance. In Act Two,

Conchdla appears during the play’ s second flashback, stripping and bathing in the old-
fashioned tub, dl the while singing drunkenly. Henry, meanwhile, brags about atiny fish he
has caught during his latest excursion, but Conchdla ridicules him saying, “I remember he
bragged the same way about his penis’ (72). Immediatdy after comparing the fish to
Henry’s phdlus, Conchdla symbolicaly emasculates Henry by tossing the fish into the
scading water with her, killing it and then reviving it by squeezing it between her legs.
Findly, in an ultimate gesture of symbolic cadtration, she puts the fish in her mouth and
“her jaws close as she grinds the fish between her teeth” (78). Even Esteban is not
immune to Conchalla s seductive charms. he “keegps heading toward Conchdla,
completely enrgptured with her presence” (79).

Conchala has now overpowered Henry for the second time—firgt by publicly
pronouncing him “dead” and now by metaphoricaly cagtrating him. Her machinations
have worn on Henry, and he seems close to capitulation when he says wearily, “Maybe
it' strue—maybe | am on the dark side of the moon now . . . Maybe | am just—just
completedly—gone’ (80). At this moment, however, Earl enters. In the context of the
flashback, this entrance marks Earl’ sfirst arrival at the trailer severd days ago after
learning that his father was not well. Shepard’ s stage directions clearly explain the dynamic

a this crucid moment:
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Suddenly Earl appearsin the doorway, extremely drunk. Henry freezes

and dares at him. Ray immediately reacts to Earl’s presence, but il
remains outsde the action . . . Conchalla becomes darmed at Earl’s
presence. She standsin the tub and yells at Esteban, who immediatey
reacts. (80)
During this second flashback, as before, Ray has stepped aside and fdlen into atrance,
becoming awitness once again. Ray is neither seen nor heard by any of the characters
during the flashbacks, for he was never “there’ in red time when these events unfolded.
Earl, however, is“there’ in red-time, having just arrived in New Mexico after receiving
Esteban’ s anxious telephone call. Instead of expressing joy a seeing hislong-lost son,
Henry expressesiirritation, even anger: “Who're you supposed to be?’ he demands, and
Earl responds, “1’m supposed to be your oldest son” (3P 80). Again, asin Buried Child
and Sates of Shock, the falen father refuses to recognize his son. Upon learning that
Esteban summoned Earl, Henry explodes into a paranoid rage: “ Treachery from every
angle! Sond Neighbord Women! Family!” (81). Henry’ s outburst evinces the same
sort of paranoiawhich Esteban claims plagued Henry when he firg moved into the trailer
thirty yearsago: it wasa“bad time’ when “he think the world was trying to est him” and
“he think he was doomed” (33). The audience learns later thet this fatalism which drove
Henry into isolation in New Mexico had its roots in the violent night when Henry deserted

hisfamily.
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Just after Henry’s outburst, Taxi leavesthetrailer, closing the door behind him.

Asthe door dams shut, “ Everyone freezes except Ray who dowly crosses over to Earl”
and “opens Earl’ s eyes very wide with hisfingers and thumbs.” Ray says, “I see you Earl.
| seeyou now” (3P 81). By “freezing” the other characters, Shepard is obvioudy using
anti-redidtic techniques in order to emphasize the supernaturd or preternatural quality of
this moment, which has been artificidly recongtructed, like the previous flashback, for the
sole purpose of illuminating Ray about recent events which he did not witnessin red time.
Ray’s assartion—"1 seeyou Earl. | see you now’—is atwo-fold acknowledgement. Ray
now redlizes that his older brother lied when he said their father was dready dead when he
(Ear!) arrived at thetrailer. Furthermore, Ray is now reminded of how much Earl is
cowed and intimidated by their father, just as Earl had been on that night thirty years ago
when he“ran” ingtead of defending his mother and younger brother. This second
flashback has caused the return of Ray’ s repressed memories of that fateful night. Now
Ray is psychologically prepared to dominate Earl—a character transformation or role
reversal reminiscent of Augtin and Leein True West—for whom he has logt al respect
and fear from this moment forward.

The extent of the brothers' role reversa cannot be overstated. Early in the play,
Earl had vidlently atacked Ray, punching and kicking him and leaving him curled on the
floor (45). Ray made little or no atempt to defend himself; he has clearly lived in fear of

his older brother for many years. By Act Three, however, following the two flashbacks,
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Ray has acquired a newfound sense of confidence and purpose. He entersthetrailer

carrying abag of groceries, much as Weston had done after his uncanny epiphany and
subsequent character transformation in Curse of the Starving Class. Ray tdlsEarl heis
“gtockin’ up the larder” because 1 made kind of abig decison last night. It just came on
me’ (88). Ray’s sudden resolution is aso reminiscent of Vince' s decison to day a the
ancestral home at the end of Buried Child. Again, we see the haunted son making a
decison to fallow in the footsteps of the falen father, including taking up residence in the
father’ shome. As Act Three progresses, Ray’ s attitude toward Earl becomes increasingly
antagonidtic. Fird, Ray hintsto Earl that he knows their father was dive when Earl
arived: he asksif Earl is“thinking maybe you got awvay with something” (93). Ray findly
goads Earl into aviolent confrontation, but this time the results are markedly different than
they had beenin Act One Earl “charges Ray but Ray dodges him quickly and is out of
the chair in aflash. Earl crashesinto the table and crumples on top of it, exhausted. Ray
dowly cirdeshim” (94). Earl beginsto panic, ydling to Ray that he can’'t fed hislegs. In
Buried Child and States of Shock, Bradley and Stubbs had lost much of their masculinity
(phdlic power) as aresult of losing the use of their legs. Earl appears to share the same
fate here, for immediately after mentioning the numbnessin hislegs, heis attacked
vicioudy by Ray who beginskicking himintheass. At this point, Ray’s assault on Earl
takes on a deeper, symbolic meaning—one which we discover islinked directly to the

brothers' repressed memories of that pivota night thirty years earlier.
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After forcing Earl to soak an gpron and scrub the floor, Ray asks, “You

remember how Mom used to work at it, don’t ya?’ (97). Shepard’ s stage directions
reed, “ Throughout this sequence the tempo of Earl’ s scrubbing increases with the force of
Ray’s pursuit” (98). Ray’s anger builds steadily as he recals how their mother worked
tirdesdy to please their father, only to suffer abuse for al her efforts:

| used to think shewas doing dl that for us [the cleaning] . . . it wasfor him. It wasfor
Henry. Everything . .. and then, herehe' d come! Bustin’ in the door. (98)

As he speaks, Ray “rushes to the door, opens and damsiit, then turns himself into drunken
Henry, staggering into the room. Earl keeps scrubbing” (98). In Shepard' s earlier gothic
family plays, the haunted son inevitably followed the path of the fdlen father, but usudly he
did so subconscioudy—as when Wed ey puts on Weston's clothes and is mistaken for his
father, or when Vince assumes Dodge' s place on the couch. Here, for the firgt time,
Shepard shows a son deliberately pretending to become (if only momentarily) his father.
Ray uses his charade to remind Earl how their father used to command the family to “eat”
a suppertime, coercing them into a sort of forced portrait of an idyllic American family
spending qudity time together. Ray says, “Y ou remember how we'd dl just St there
garing down into our napkins while he went on ranting and raving” (99). During these
times, Ray looked to his older brother to protect the family by confronting Henry and
forcing him to relent. Here Shepard again takes myths about family—the idea of the father

as protector and of home as a place of peace—and holds these myths up for scrutiny.
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The myth of primogeniture—whereby the eldest son is deserving of the family’ s respect

due to his exemplary courage and virtue—is aso shattered. Ray believed this myth and
hoped that it would bear itsdf out in his brother Earl, but Earl betrayed thisided, leaving
Earl emotiondly devastated:
| remember thinking, ‘He must be just as scared as me to be breathing like
that . . . But then | thought, ‘No, that’s not possible. He' s bigger than me.
He'smy big brother. How could he be scared? And when she started
screaming, | thought Earl’s gonna stand up for her . . . Earl’s gonna stop
him somehow! (99)
In response, Earl continues his denids, claiming “I wasn't there for that!” or “I don’t
remember” (99). The former statement is, of course, alie; but the latter istrue in the sense
that Earl has likely repressed or otherwise dtered these traumatic memories. Ray, too,
has likely repressed these same memories, but after witnessing the flashbacks, he has been
reminded both of hisfather’s rapacious anger and of his brother’s cowardice. AsRay’s
repressed memories rise to the surface, he beginsto react violently, just as he had wanted
to react violently on that terrible night, especialy when Henry began physicdly to abuse
their mother: “I barely came up to hiswast. All | could doisweatch! And there she
was—on the floor! Just likeyou, Earl . . . Backed up under the sink! Crushed. He was
kicking her, Earl! Hewaskicking her just likethisl” (99). As he speaks, Ray reenacts

the scene by “kicking Earl dl over the stage.”
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And every time he kicked her, hisrage grew alittle bit and his face

changed! . . . And her blood was flying al over the kitchen, Earl! And just

then—I looked out the kitchen window and | see your car—your little

white Chevy. Kicking up dust the whole length of the hay fiedd. And

that' sthelast time | saw you, Earl. (100)
Earl shouts one more denid—"1 never ranl”—and then, as though the father’ s ghost has
been summoned by Earl’ s incessant lies, Henry Maoss “ suddenly blasts through the door
with Conchalla close behind” (100). Ray moves downstage and fdlsinto his usud trance-
like state, and this time Shepard actually refersto Ray asa“witness’ in his stage
directions.

Thisthird flashback isthe find one, for it reveds the last moments of Henry’slife.

The ensuing didogue and action seems to be a continuation of the previous flashback,
shortly after Earl arrived at the trailer. After berating Earl (*'Y ou were one big bad
mistake!”), Henry describes how he met Conchallawhen he woke up inthelocd jal’'s
drunk tank to find her straddling him. Conchalla confirms her role as femme fatale,
laughing, “He couldn’t resst me! | was too much woman!” (108). As she speeks, she
closes the door behind her, creating the typical Shepardian hermetic room where
characters are forced findly to confront their repressed memories. Conchallaclearly
relishes her role as vagina dentate whose voracious sexudity isfata to her male partner,

asshetdlsEarl, “When | dismounted him, his heart opped. His breath. Nothing was
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moving” (109). Here Shepard gppears to be confounding the mystery, reveding it by

misdirection and contradiction rather than reveding it outright, as he had done in the
origind verson of Buried Child. After dl, if we areto take serioudy Conchdlasclam
that her “bouncing” on Henry’slgp caused him to “die”’ of aheart atack in thejail’s
holding cell, then we must assume thet this physica death was only momentary, for Henry
was il dive when Earl arrived at histraller, as Ray has withessed during the flashbacks.
Female sexudlity proves fad (either physicaly or emationdly) to the maein other
Shepard gothic family plays, induding Buried Child and Fool for Love wherethe
women (Hdie and May, respectively) are unable to control their sexua appetites and
choose ingtead to violate the incest taboo, leaving emotiond and psychologicaly
devastated maes in their wake. We dowly come to redlize that Henry hasfdlen victim to
two different types of “death,” emotiona and physical. His emotiona degath preceded his
physica one by thirty years, and thisis revealed once Earl mentions his mother, Henry's
long-suffering wife.

Earl remembers his mother asthe idedl Cold War-era American housewife, a
stay- at- home mom who gladly chose housework and child-rearing over any hopes and
dreams of her own: Earl tdls Henry, “ She was dways faithful. No matter what. |
remember her now. | remember her on her hands and knees’ (109). At the first mention
of hiswife Henry reacts with characteridtic viciousness. “That little shit. Another traitor.

Locked me out of my own house’ (109). Earl triesto defend his mother’ s actions by
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countering, “Y ou broke the place up. Y ou smashed al the windowd” but Henry retortsin

an atempt to judtify hisviolence, “SHE LOCKED ME OUT!!!” (110). Almost
immediately after uttering these words Henry *“ collapses, grabs onto the upstage chair and
crashesto hisknees. Earl moves toward him, but Conchala stopshim” (110). Itisas
though Henry’ s vehement excuses and justifications have weakened him physicdly (just as
Earl had collgpsed earlier after he made similar denids to Ray), bringing him ever closer to
hisfind physcd death. By being forced to verbdize this memory, Henry’ s psychologica
defenses of repression are ruptured, and the resultant psychic weight seemsto be too
much for his body to bear. As she watches Henry collapse to his knees, Conchdlatells
Earl, “Now hewill gart to crumble—to whimper. Thesame. Alwaysthe same’ (110).
Conchdla sremark (“Alwaysthe same”) may be read two ways. ether she meansthat
thisis not the firgt time that Henry has collapsed under the gtrain of his denids and sdlf-
judtifications, or she means that she has seen many men like Henry who have had asmilar
experience. It isworth remembering that Eyes for Consuela preceded this play, and
Consudla (smilar to Conchdla both in name and ethnicity) was an “undead” ghogt-girl
whose misson seemed to be making men (including one named Henry) face hard truths
about their own natures and motives. Perhaps Conchallais some sort of supernatura or
immortal symboal of femae vengeance who has enacted this ritud with many men before.

| have noted that Conchdla functionsin various but related waysin this play—as a

femme fatale, vagina dentate, and an avenging angd. To these roles we must now aso
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add Grim Regper or Angd of Desth, for in the play’s dosing moments she facilitetes

Henry’ sfind physica desth. Moreover, Conchalagrows stronger as the play hagtensto
its conclusion, as though she is drawing some sort of supernatura power from the return of
repressed memories and the truth which is being revedled. Conchalla demonstrates her
physica srength when she “ grabs Henry by the chest with tremendous force and lifts him
to the table’ and lays him on his back, much as Maddine Usher collars her brother
Roderick at the end of Poe's“The Fal of the House of Usher” (111). Then she pours
tequila down Henry’ sthroat while he gurgles and sputters heplesdy. Henry's
aocoholism—avice which no doubt contributed to his abusive behavior toward his wife
and children—is thus forced upon him a the end, inundating him completely. In another
demongtration of her seemingly supernatural power, Conchdla*“lets out a blood-curdling
scream and freezes Earl in histracks’ when he tries to stop her from drowning Henry in
tequila (111). Conchdlaisfully aware that her actions toward Henry will, paradoxicaly,
serve to help him to confront the truth about the past. She explainsto Earl,

| will show you your father. Y ou see him now? Y ou see how he looksto me. Helpless.
Hoping. Dreaming. Wishing for death . . . Now he beginsto go back home. Now—he
beginsto return. You will see. He remembers now. (3P 111)

Conchdla s declaration serves as a prelude to the find piece of the gothic puzzie—
Henry’ s redlization that his violence thirty years ago has cost him everything, induding his

emotiond and familid “life,” the only life that had the dightest semblance of normacy.
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Henry tels Earl, “1 remember—the day | died—she was on thefloor” (111). Clearly, this

“death” is metgphorica or emotiond, and now that Henry has admitted its redlity, the
other memoaries of that night come flooding back with vivid, even viscerd, sarkness. “I
remember the floor—was yellow . . . her blood was smeared acrossit. | thought I'd
killed her—but it was me. 1t was me | killed™* (112). Conchdla“kisses Henry lightly on
the forehead and helps him off the table,” as though she has been waiting for this
confession (and epiphany) from him.
Now that Henry has come to grips with the gravity of his abusive actions, he can

fully explore his own guilt which he has repressed or denied for so long:

She seesmedying! Right therein front of her. She watches me pass

away! There snothing she can do. And then—there sthisflash of

grie—from her. Grief! Why would she grievefor me. . . | ran out into

the yard and | remember—I remember this—deeth . . . Cut off.

Everything—far away . . . | rantothe car and | drove. | drove for days

with the windows wide open.. . . | had no map. No destination. (112)
As Henry spesks, Earl triesto leave, but Conchdla stepsin front of him, and sheingdts,
“You watch” (112). Conchdla " begins humming a desth song and sways from sdeto

sde” Eal now finds himsdf caught in the hermetic, gothic room—Ilike the motel room in

*Yellow wasthe sickly color which inundated the motel room inFool for Love, and here, asin that
play, yellow seems to represent atype of repressed mystery or secret which islaid bare to the light of
truth. InFool for Love, the spectral Old Man hel ped to bring the incestuous secret to light, whereas
here Conchalla helpsto facilitate the revelation of truth.
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Fool for Love or Mom'skitchenin True West, or even theliving room in Buried Child

in which Dodge seemed confined. Earl’ s reason for wanting to leave quickly becomes
gpparent when Henry makes the same accusation againgt Earl that Ray had made earlier:
“Y ou could’ ve stopped me then but you didn't . . . You werethere. Y ou saw the whole
thing” (112). Defiant to the last, Earl’ s rebutta weakens from his earlier replies of “1 don't
remember” and “| was never there’ to now, “I don’t know what you' re talking about!”
(123). Findly, Earl admits, “1 was—just—too—scared” (113). Henry expresses
surprise, and his fina words are a question—"Y ou were scared of adead man?’ Then he
“takes alagt giant pull on the bottle, then lies back and dies quietly” (113). Henry's
guestion is the gothic paradox: the dead can no longer harm us, yet we fear their return
more than we do the enmity of theliving. Of course, Henry’ s question employs the word
“dead” in the metgphorica/emotiond sense. But even after Henry’s physica death, Earl is
gtill afraid to touch the corpse, as Ray had noticed earlier in the play. Perhaps Earl’s fear
of touching the corpse is due to Conchdla swarning: “For three whole days no one must
touch him.. .. You are the keeper. Y ou watch now” (113). Conchalagives no hint
about what might happen if someone did touch the corpse during the three-day period,
but clearly Earl heeded her warning, and continues to do so even after Ray arrives a the
trailer severd dayslater.

The play ends abruptly after Conchalla assgns Earl the role of watcher or keeper

of Henry’sbody. Without any lighting effect to sgnd the end of the flashback, Conchalla
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exits, Earl movesto St by Henry’s corpse, and Ray turns dowly to face his brother. Then

he repests the play’ s opening lines, which had been spoken by Earl thefirgt time:

RAY: Widl, you know me, Earl—I was never oneto live in the past.

That was never my ded. 'Y ou know—Y ou remember how | was.

EARL: Yeah. Yeah, right. | remember. (113)
How should the audience interpret this“static’ or “cydicd” ending? We have no
indication thet ether brother will eventudly leave the traller; indeed, Ray has expressed his
intention to live there indefinitely. Furthermore, Ray now indggts that he “was never oneto
livein the past.” Perhaps Ray can make this statement since he has witnessed the
flashbacks and exacted some measure of revenge upon his cowardly brother. Ray’s
assault upon Earl was interrupted by Henry burgting through the door in the find
flashback, so are we now to believe that the brothers have suddenly reconciled and are
now Sitting and taking civilly as though nothing had ever happened? Clearly, Shepard
expects the audience to suspend its dishdief. Thereversd of didoguein the play’s closing
lines suggests that Ray’ s assault on Earl did, in fact, occur. But there is no indication of
how much time has passed between that assault and this final scene of civil conversation.
The flashbacks themsalves were gothic moments and therefore outside the realm of
ordinary “red” time. Shepard cannot make al the piecesfit or try to force these events
into some rationa design—to do so would be to counteract and dilute gothic’ sirrationd

pell. The play’ s bewildering closing lines reflect the same sort of ambivaence and
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incongruity which permestesthe entire play. A brief examination of the brothers protean

attitudes about their father illustrates some of this ambivalence.

| have taken asthetitle for this study, “the other Sde of love,” dluding to
Shepard' s remark (made in an interview) that “ Resentment is the other Sde of love.”
Shepard’' s comment highlights the ambivaence he fdt toward his own father—resenting
his father’ s failings and transgressions while at the same time loving his father and needing
loveinreturn. In The Late Henry Moss, both Earl and Ray exhibit smilar ambivaence
toward Henry. Though neither brother would admit it, they are emotionaly famished and
gill in need of their father’ s gpprova and affection. But a the same time they bitterly
resent Henry and have long ago abandoned hope that he will ever give them this gpprova
and affection. Ray exhibits this ambivaence when he scolds the funera attendants for
dropping Henry’ s corpse as they are removing it from the house: “That’s my father you
just dropped. That’s not a piece of luggage or a sack of feed” (3P 50). In anger, Ray
drives them out of the house. Yet earlier, Ray had wanted to bury Henry in the backyard
likeadog. For hispart, Earl repudiates his father’ s influence, shouting at Esteban, “1 am
nothing like the old man!” (83). Yet, shortly afterward, Earl scolds Ray for giving Taxi
their father’ s photo album: “Those photographs are irreplacesble. Now some total
sranger’ s got ahold of them” (91). By the end of the play, it would seem that the
brothers' ambivaence toward Henry might be resolved, one way or another. But

Shepard provides only the find two bits of cryptic dialogue, SO we are never sure whether
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the flashbacks have either ameliorated or exacerbated the brothers antipathy toward

ether their father or each other. Thereisno find tearful reconciliation between Earl and
Ray. The emotiona gulf which characterized their relaionship a the sart of the play
seemsto have remained intact.

Though The Late Henry Moss contains many of the same dements and thematic
concerns as the earlier family plays, | have attempted to highlight some of the play’s
innovations aswell. Ultimatdly, Shepard uses afew new twists or devicesin order to
communicate the same message: the American family isin dire draits, and the father’'s
destructive behavior and betrayals are inevitably the cause of the family’s perilous
Stuation. It isfrustrating to say that Shepard provides us with no remedy or cure; he does
not even seem to prescribe any preventative measures for avoiding the fate of his gothic
families. But paradoxicaly, if his dramawere “prescriptive’ or didactic, it would loseits
gothic power—a power which exigts precisdy in its ambiguities and richness of
interpretation, a power which concernsitself more with achieving an emotiond and sensud
effect rather then with preaching adogma. In this regard, Shepard’ s gothic family plays

are aways successful, and, quite often, maddeningly inscrutable.
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AFTERWORD

This study has examined eight of Shepard’ s family plays, and while | have
attempted to highlight waysin which dl of these plays use smilar gothic devices and
borrow from the same gothic literary tradition, one may wonder whether thereis some
overarching design in Shepard' s gothic family oeuvre. Although Shepard’ s family plays
gpan four decades (1969-2000), certain patterns or trends are too conspicuous to be
coincidental. For ingtance, Pop in The Holy Ghostly is named Stanley Hewitt Moss VI,
and Shepard has chosen Henry Moss as the title character’ s name for hislatest gothic
family play. Inthe context in which | have examined these plays, The Holy Ghostly is
Shepard’ sfirgt gothic family play, so we might be tempted to view The Late Henry Moss
as completing acycle of sorts. whereas Stanley Moss (Pop) never admitted his guilt and
failures as father and husband—and, consequently, never finds rest, even after death—
Henry Moss findly admits his guilt and lies back quietly in death. While this observation
may nat, by itsdf, vaidate acdam for an overarching design in Shepard’ s gothic family
oeuvre, it does point toward another question which | raised at the end of Chapter Five:
how does Shepard continue to mine the gothic nature of the American family without being
redundant?

When A Lie of the Mind was first produced in December 1985, Shepard called it
the result of “twenty-one yearswork” (qtd. in Dugdae 49). This remark might serve to

judtify (partidly, a least) my belief that dl of Shepard’ s family plays are concerned with
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depicting the same types of characters, relationships, and themes. Shepard revedsthat he

discarded two acts of afirst draft of A Lie of the Mind, and when he started over “It
began to tell itself. Like astory you' ve heard along time ago that’s now come back” (qtd.
in Dugdae 49). Shepard’sremark about a* story heard long ago that’s now come back”
bears a gtriking resemblance to a gothic uncanny moment, and the remark suggests that
Shepard was aware, at least subconscioudy, that the play was recovering well-traveled
theatrical territory. Asfar back as 1981, Shepard expressed anxiety about “ repeating”
himsdlf in hiswork. Hetold an interviewer,

Y ou accumulate the experience of having written dl those other plays, so

they’re dl in you somewhere. But sometimesit gets in the way—you sit

down and you find yourself writing the same play, which isadrag.

Terrible feding when you suddenly find yoursdf doing the same thing over

and over again. (qtd. in Marranca 199)
Obvioudy, this professed anxiety about “doing the same thing over and over again” has
not dissuaded Shepard from creating in The Late Henry Moss yet another “ gothic”
critique of the American family and, through it, the American Dream.

In*“Repeat,” the firgt piece from the prose collection Cruising Paradise, Shepard

writes, “1 am aman bewildered and incgpable of remembering my many persond
disagters. And therefore | am doomed to repeat them forever and ever into eternity.”

Thishaunting redlization is essentidly the same redlization under whose crushing weight all
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of the falen fathersin Shepard' s family plays are struggling. Throughout this study, | have

attempted to approach the question of where Shepard places the blame for the American
family’ sdemise, and | find mysdf concluding that Shepard ultimately places the blame on
the father. In the excerpt above, for ingtance, Shepard cdls them “persond” disagters,
implying (to my mind) that the father crested those disasters himsdlf through his actions
and choices. | havetried to befair in reaching this verdict, pointing out how, in some of
the family plays, predatory “outsiders’ contribute significantly to the family’ s woes. We
seethisin Curse of the Starving Class with Taylor, Emerson, Sater, and Ellis; in Buried
Child with Father Dewis and Shdlly; and to alesser degree in plays like True West and
Fool for Lovewhere outsders like Saul Kimmer, Martin, and the Countess dl introduce
(ether ddliberatdy or unintentionaly) some degree of antagoniam into the family structure.
States of Shock isa peculiar case, for though the Colond is the sole reason for Stubbs's
mental and emotiona agony, one could argue that the larger sociological machinery of
military training and jingoism are ultimately responsible for creating men like the Colond
(and, by extension, for creating wounded veterans like Stubbs).

But even if we go to those lengthsin trying to excuse Shepard' s fdlen fathers, we
are dill left trying to reconcile our magnanimity with Shepard’s most recent family play,
The Late Henry Moss. Inthisplay, it would be difficult to labe characters like Taxi and
Esteban as antagonigtic, predatory outsiders (Taxi takes the family photo album, to be

aure, but only after Ray Moss givesit to him). Conchalais certainly antagonigtic, but |
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have attempted to portray her as more of an avenging angd than a scheming exploiter. In

no way was she responsible for Henry’ s abusive, drunken rages thirty years before;
indeed, her existence strikes me as smilar to those spectra characters from Shepard's
earlies gothic family play, The Holy Ghostly: just asthe Chindhi and the White Witch
appear in the Badlands to torment Pop and to force him to face the truth about his past
transgressions and failings, so does Conchalaforce Henry to do the same. If Pop and
Henry Moss had never been abusive toward their families and ended by deserting them,
perhaps the Chindhi and Conchallawould have never gppeared at al. As Shepard’s most
recent theatrica portrait of the falen father, The Late Henry Moss points the finger of
blame directly at the father. Y et we would do well to remind oursdves that the rolesin the
family (American family or otherwise) are long-established roles and deeply rooted in
human higtory. Nearly dl families are and dways have been based on a patriarcha
gructure, and nearly dl families have included some form of primogeniture. So Shepard's
fathers and sons are, in avery red sense, playing out roles which were pre-scripted for
them from the dawn of human civilization. This being the case, we may ultimatdy find
oursalves wrestling with the question of whether or not Shepard gives the falen father a
free will to make his own decisons. | believe he does.

It is perhaps appropriate that | first encountered Shepard’ s work in England;
Shepard lived there for atime, and one of his most famous plays, The Tooth of Crime,

premiered in London in 1972. Shepard’ s plays are not provincid; for in hiswriting,
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Shepard seeks to move beyond nationa and cultura boundaries. By doing so, he probes

deeply into the human psyche in order to illuminate universd truths and torments. To
return to a quotation from Shepard thet | have used dsawherein this study:
If they [my plays] spesk to Americansit’s only because | happen to be
American. | don't want to rid mysdf of my Americanism but to purge it
through my writing. To go al the way through it and into aworld which is
totaly aien and unrecognizable. (qtd. in King 19)
Shepard' s stated god of taking audiences “into aworld which istotdly dien and
unrecognizable’ comes with acaveat: how would we be able to make any sense of this
“world” once Shepard takes us there? We could go only so far into the “dien” before it
became incomprehensible and meaningless. In Wallace Stevens s famous poem, “The
Man with the Blue Guitar,” the audience pleads for the musician to play “atune beyond us,
yet oursdves.” Shepard faces a amilar chalenge—to take us far enough out of our
comfort zones that we will come back with a more profound understanding of ourselves
and of those around us, yet not so far that we lose our bearings completely. The gothic
literary tradition provides Shepard with the tools needed to access thisrealm of the “aien
and unrecognizable.” In fact, the place where Shepard takes usin his family playsis not
redly “unrecognizable’; rather, it is uncanny, a*“defamiliarized familiar” milieu which we
gradudly come to redize—with a sense of anxiety which often approaches horror—

resembles our own families, and our own homes. Though Shepard' s gothic family plays
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address, indirectly, some cultural and socid problemsthat are digtinctly “ American,” the

plays have “universa” apped precisely because Shepard uses gothic devices which am to
produce and to portray highly-charged emotiona and psychologicd effects, just as gothic
literature has aways done.

Because gothic devices, by their very nature, are designed to produce emotional
and psychological reactionsin the reader (or audience member), these devices are used to
create scenes that are meant for spectacle rather than for exposition. Creating a spectacle
requires patience, both on the part of the playwright and the audience, in order for the
intended effect to be gradualy and fully redized. To put it another way, gothic writing is
akin to driving at adower pace, rather than flying. In Cruising Paradise, in apiece
entitled “ Gary Cooper or the Landscape,” Shepard confesses to a reporter that heis
afraid of flying and, as aresult, he ingsts on driving everywhere, even cross-country—
aways has and aways will, he says. In the same piece, Shepard explains to the reporter
that driving dlows him to take everything in—the ugliness of the landscape as well asthe
beauty. While aflight may be smoother and certainly faster, there’ snot alot to see.
Shepard' s theater is much the same way. He drives us through his plays, alowing us,
sometimes even forcing us, to “see’ human behavior in dl its nuances and idiosyncrasies.
In hisfamily plays, the drive on which we embark with Shepard appearsto originatein a
territory which, a firgt, we assume will be familiar: the idyllic farmhouse, the cozy kitchen,

and the nogtagic diner. But Shepard changes the roadmap and the itinerary, taking us
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through scenery which—though perhaps familiar for some—neverthdessis difficult to

reconcile with our mythica idedls of the American family. With Shepard driving, however,
we will end the journey with a degper understanding of the especid socid, psychologicd,
and emotiona challenges facing the modern American family and, by extenson, modern

America And the drive will never be boring.
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