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Die at the right time: so teacheth
Zarathustra. i

-=IFrledrich Nietzache,
fhus Spake 7arathustra

/

Why was I born without a skin, 0 God,
that I must wear armor in order to touch or
to be touched? . . . Or, rather, 0ld Gray-
heard, why the devil was I ever born at all?

-=Tugene 0'Neill,
The CGreat God Brown

It was a great mistake, nmy being born a
man, I would have been much more successful
as a sea gull or & fish., As it 1s, I will
always be a stranger who never fesls at home,
who does not really want and is not really
wanted, who can never belong, who must always
be a little in love with death!

--Tugene 0'Nelll,

Long Dayls Journey Into Night




in 1942, at the age of fifty-four, Zugene 0'Nelll wrote
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it was a one-act play, part

his next to last play,
of the cyecle of one-act plays, which 0'Nelll intended to write

under the title of Iy ¥Way of 0Obit, to prohe further into his

thesis that man must live by illusions 1f he wishes to live

at all, uchie was the only completed play of this cycle,

and was not published until 1959, six years after hls death,
It is nore of a short=-story than a play: it is basically

a monologue, and the story relies heavily on the descrintlons
and comments which O'Neill makes wlth practically every line.
There 1s one such comment which must always be quoted when

atarting in on any theslis of O'Nelll's 1life and worlk, be-

cauac 1t deplcts the skeleton structure of the kind of life

A

which he lived. A night clerk is trylng to occupy the
lonely night hours by listening to and llving with the sounds
& g &

of the street.

The clerk's mind remains in the street to
creet the nolse of a far-off ¥l traln, Its
approach ia pleasantly like a memory of hope;
then 1t roars and rocks and rattles past the
nearby corner, and the nolse pleasantly deafens
memory; then it recedes and dles, and there ls
something melancholy about that., ?Put there is
hope. Only so many E1 tralns pass in one night,
and each one passing leaves one less to pass,
g0 the night recedes, too, until at last it
must die and join all the other long nights
in Nirvana, the Big Night of Nights, And that's
life.1

It is the kind of 1life which Rugene C'Neilll lived and which

ingpired his many great plays. For him, the goal of life was
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no more tangible than the rumbling of the El, train, out of
sight, far off in the dlstance. There were many gsuch %1,
treing, but mone for him to rlde., They represented hope, but
a "hopeless hope'", & hope which he knew could never be achieved.
It is hard to pin-point what O'Ueill's exact hope in 1life
was, We get the feeling in studying his life that he could
never be satisfled with anything. 3But 0'Welll's one hope
and wigh in life was to "belong" to something meaningful,
something that would replace his famlly and his religion
vhich were insuffileient for his guldance. If man's need

to live by 1llusions is one persistent theme in 0'Neill's
work (as I have already mt&ted),,man’s need Lo belong 1is

certalinly another.

O'feill's most persistent theme is what
has sometimes been called the theme of "bew
longing"., From the earlliest one-act plays of
the sea down at least to Hourn gy Becomes Llectira,
his most nearly heroic firurea have been those
who, like Yank In The Halry Ape or Zphralm Cabot
in Deglire Under the Zlms, belong to something
larper than themselves which confers dignity
and importance upon them. . . . They are men
of herole stature, determined to find in the
universe something besldes themselves to which
they can belong and be loyal, They are, Iin
other words, tragic heroes.,

Wether or not your want %o call 0'lielll and his characters

]

"tragic heroes", 1t 1s necessary to see them all vainly

"welong!,

searching to
Wy was 1t so difficult for 0'lelll to 'belong?" There
are three reoasons., The first is related to the problems

4

his own familly.

which existed in The second ig his lack
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of love and his inablility to find 1t. And the third is his

"

lack of religion and his valn search for its replacement,
These three reasons will be discussed fully later., llere

i1t is only important to understitand that these reasons are
found'thrsughout all of his plays and that O0'Nelll's problems
are comparable to the problems of many of his characters.
Indecd, all his plays can loosely be called autoblographical,
Curonologically they are a record of his painful growth

A

as a man and as an artist.” We shall bhe able “0 gee O'Heill

in the characters of 7obert Maye in Deyond the Horizon,

Michael Cape in ljelded, Iben Cabot in Desire Under the Flms,

. - ot o __ .
Jion Anthony in The Great God Brown, feuben Light in Dynano,

Johm Ioving in Rays ¥Wilthout ©nd, Larry Slade in The Iceman

Cometh, and most clearly, Edmund Tyrone in Long Day's Journey

Into Might.

And now a second quesﬁion must be asked: how did 0'lelll,
and the characters in his plays, overcome the frustrations
of not helng able to "belong?" What were thelr means of
eacape? Qasically,.there were flve means of escape. The
first 1s to be found in the worship of the Tarth-Mother,
and in the search for mother-love, Only in Woman, can man
find the peace of true belonging.

Because of her biologlcal function, 0'Nelll
concelves of woman as belng at the very heart

of the cosmle process, God the Father is to
him a meaningless coneept, a contradictlion of

4

the role of woman in furthering life and making
1t possidle.,

We shall see later how this concept is used in his plays of
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the "middle 3@rioé’ such as DJesire Under the Elms, The Great

God “rown, Dynamo, 3trangse Interlude, and Mouwrnlog Becomes

mlectra.

The second means of escape rests 18§ 0'ielll's occasional

bellef in the eternal recurrence of life. Thls bellefl re-
presents the one great optimistlie view point of 0'lielll

n his plays. He felt that the fear of death could be
combated only by believing that 1life goes on, even after death.
Bellef in eternal recurrence and the denial of death can

-

be found in Ihe I'ountain, Marco Mlllions,lhe Great God Brown,

and Lazarus laushed.
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The third route of escape lies In 1llusions fostered
by dreams, or, more gspeciflcally, by plpe -dreams, “he pipe
dream is a lle which allows man to escape reality and to

live in a world of illusions., As larry.3lade says about the

U

derelicts of Hope's Saloon in % ""he lle of

&

a plpe dream is what gives life to the whole misbegotten
m%d logt of us, drunk or sober,"
important part in the late period of 0'Ueill's plays., In

the early plays ‘“ej appear Iin the form of obgessions, such

a8 Taptain Keency's obgegsion for oil and adveniure in Ile,

and Captain 3artlett's overwhelming desire for treasure, in
the play {old.

A fourth escape for the haunted characters of Eugene
0'Meill 1o illusion through drunkenness, Drunkenness was an

important means of communication, of belonging, for 0'lelll.

Jimmy-the~Priest's in the year 1911,

o

During his stay a
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7elll was almost constantly on an alcoholic binge. It
vas at tlmes like these when G'elill was probably truly
nappy. e could forget hls family and the rigors of sea
life. tle enjoyed communicating with low life--with the
seamen, the drunks, and the prostitutes. '"They nclped~h1m
achleve a sense of 1dentiflcation with humanity. They wore
no masks, and among them he needed no masks either.?7 As
is so with all things lmportant to 0'Meill himself, drunken=
ness holds a prominent position in his plays., |

Only the flnal escape held the ultimate solution Lo

the problem of belonging, and *bat escape was death, The
0'Weilllan character's desire for death sets up a third
important theme in 0'Yelll: '"the maintenance of an equllibrum
between life~sickness and death~fear." o The purpose and
aim of this thesls 1s to explain this ecuilibptum and o
show the conflict it presented in 0'Neill's plavs, The

thesls will show how death was accepted in the early play,

Bound fast of Cardiff, but how the death~fear grew alter

this tine. % will show 0'Neill's attemptes to combat the
death~Tear by using the other escapes jJjust mentioned as an
alternative to complete self-annihilation, It will prove

that not until his lest four plays-~The Iceman Cometh,

-

Long Doy's Jourmey Into Hight, Hughle, and A JMoon for the

o

Misberotton~~did C'Nelll agaln embrace the death-wish
1

finally., And 1t should be

s

cally, feverently, an

¥

remembered throughout that the problems and fate of the
0'%eillian characters are strongly tled up in the life of

the playwright himself, and that when the answer to the



problem of belonging finally comes-~-when the death-wigh 1is
finally and totally accepted=~Fugene O'Neilll will have found

peace amidst his 1life of suffering.

sefore examining 0'Neill's search for peace in his plays,
it 1s first important to understand the events in the play=-
wright's 1ife that influenced his outlook, To do this, we
should examine two facets of O'Neill's life: his family
problems and the events which took place between the years
1809 and 1912, The situations which occurred opened up the
horrors of life to him and started him on a séarch for
perscnal peace.

Tugene 0'Neill was born on October 16, 1888, at Proad-
way and Forty=-third Street In Wew York Clty. His birthplace
was glven the name of Timeg Square sixteen years later,
Although 0'Nelll constantly cursed the day he was born, he
always remalned affectionate toward hls birthplace--Times

Square~- Lhe heart of the theatre to whlich he was to dedicate

his 1ife,

In Long Day's Journey Into Night, Mary Tyrone tells

her ason “dmund:

You were born afraid,. Because I waz 80
afrald to bring you intos the world . . . afrald
all the time I carried you. I knew something
terrible would happen . . . . I should never
have ggrne'fyou~7.‘ It would have been better
for é your_/ sake.g

Whether or not Fugene's mother actually spoke these words

to him, ve can see that 0'Neilll must have felt his mother's



despair over his birth, She was afraid because she had
recently lost her second son, =dmund, She was afraid be-
cause of the pain she experienced at the time of Fugene's
hirth., And she was afraid because she had no permanent
home to raise her new-born child in, slnce her husband, an
actor, was moving around the country with his family on
oneg-night stands. Being a sensitive child, 0'Neill in-
herited some of his mother's fears, which took the form of
a fear of 1life in general,

Tugene's father, James O'leill, was a famous actor,
His career, hovever, was stifled by his continuous appearance

Dyl

in The Count of ionte Cristo, in which he appeared more than
4
six thousand times over a period of twenty-five years, He

married ©lla Juinlan, an attractive young girl who was studying

to be a nun., She was attracted by the handsome actor and

hy the glamorous life he led, but soon found that 1t was

no life for a woman who wanted a home and a family., Tugene

was born in a hotel room during one of his father's short

stands in New York. For a cradle, his mother pulled the top

draver of the bureau out half way and lined it with a quilt,

“is birthday was "damp and gray, with an intermittent 11ght

rains,”79 and undoubtedly fog=-a symbol which appears again

and again in his plays to depict man's empty, lost‘feeling,

his inability to belong,
In hie early years, Tugene's family life was far from

normal., I!lls father was demanding: he wanted to put Fugene

on the stage as he did his eldest son Jamle., DBut Tugene



had no ambition in this direction., Also, his father's
miserliness and his sporadic drunkenness disturbed the
sensitive Bugene, and there grew a sub-conscious hatred for
his father, Tugene's mother, because of her pazin at the time
of hle birth, had taken morphine and had become addlicted to
it, Zugene wasg haunted all throusgh his life by the thought
he was responsible for his mother's condition, He
therefore tended to sympathize with his mother and take her
gide against hls father. The mother~image plays an lmportant
part in many of 0'Neill's plays. Ve see near-incestuous
relationahip@ hetween mother and son in plays such as

Desire Under the Zlms and Mournirdg Becomes lectra, which

are attempts on the part of the playwright to express his

love for his mother., In 3trange Interlude and Dynamo, the

mother 48 worshipped ag a God,
0'veill's elder brother, Jamle, had a great influence

upon him, In Long Day'

g Journey Into Night, Jamie Tyrone,

in his typlically drunken manner, tells his young hrother:

Why shouldn't I be proud? Pell, its purely
selfish, Your reflect credit on me. I've

had more to do with bringing you up than
anyone, I wised you up about women, so you'd
never be a fall guy, or make any mlstakes you
didn't want to make! And who steered you on to
reading poetry first? Swinburne, for example?
I did! And because I once wanted to write, I
planted it in your mind that someday you'd write!
Yell, you're more than my brother, T made you!
You're my Frankensteint!i,

It was through Jamle that Fugene caught the seed of rebellion

came into contact with low 1life, It was Jamle's open

.

an

hatred for his father that magnified Tugene's feeling

toward him. It was Jamie's over-indulgence in licuor and



women that brought Fugene to hils low ebb In the years between
1809 and 1912.

If Jamie was one great influence on Zugene, what caused
.his logss of faith in Catholleism was another, Thisg event
came about when he was only twelve and was spurred on by
his reading of Victor Hugo and by the pressure on him by his

parents to attend Mount 3aint Vincent, a Catholic school,

e could not read the works of Victor MHugo
without learning that some people regarded

the Catholic Church, not as a2 simple projection
of Christ's teachings as Papa and Mama did, but
ravher as a tool of oppression that kept the
masses zervile by means of a mixture of super~-
stitious fear and idolatry. He couldn't forget
elther that 1t was to a Catholic school, to the
care of nuns and priests, “that nls parents had
exliled him.lz

Most of 0'llelll's plays, whether directly or indirectly,

deal with the problem of man's search for some kind of

*

spiritual faith, 0'elll stated his interest in this way:

"I am not interested in plays which are
merely about the relation of man to man, I
1 o]

am interested in nothing except the relatl
man to God," 1%

n of

It would probably be correct to say that, by God, O0'Neill
means anything in the universe which 1s greater than man
himself--ience his occaslonal worship of the Zarth~lother,
The years from 1909 to 1912, when C'lelll was in his
early twentles, were important ones in shaping the man as a
playvwright. In these four years, four important events

took place in O0'Helll's 1ife: nis ghort-lived marriage to

Kathleen Jenking, his varlous sea voyages and adventures,
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his tenure at Jimmy-the-Priests, and his contracting
tuberculesls and commitment to Caylord Farm,
7y 1909, following his brother's example, Fugene was

already leading

>

the 1life of a Broadway rake, walting at
stage doors to piek up the newest chorus girl, Prostitutes
neld e great attraction for 0'lielll., He readily accepted
thelr function in soclety and was interested in studylng
thelr souls., Prostitutes were to play important roles in

many of his plays, and in Jhe Great God 3rown, onec 1g elevated

to the majestic position of G'Welll's uarth-iMother. Fugene
enjoyed the company of the racy Broadway tarts and would have
heen continually absorbed in ihe¥r embrace had it not been
for his encounter wilth Kathleen Jenkins, She was young,

.

attractive, and respectable, belng the daughter of a pro=-

]

minent Yew York financier, 7They met, and she promptly fell

in love with this dark, moody, but shy young man=-=-shy bhecausé
ne felt awkward in the presence of a respectable girl., e

fell in love with her, but, as Apthur and Barbara Gelb
put 1t, "he was less in love with her than with the romantic
image of her love for him," 14 This, I tnink, is the correct

jay of expressing 0'Neill's relationship toward Kathleen

Jenkins in 1909, All through 1life he felt desperately in
need of love, although he dld hot know how 1o zive 1t himself.

On October 2, 1209, O'Nelll married Kathleen, One week
later “ugene set sall for '‘onduras on his father's suggestion
that he become a niner. There seems Lo be no regret on

Tugene's part for leaving his wife., ‘e was not tho roughly
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convinced he should have married her in the first place,
hut she had been very persuasive in the matter, This sea
voyage was the first of many for Rugene, and it became for

him an escape from the authority of the land, On the ocean

“C.)

waves, far out of aight of land , Tugene could really live
for the first time in his young life., Zdumund Tyrone ex=
plains the ecstatic feeling that 0'Nelll felt on the ocean

in this passage from Long Dey's Journey Into Night:

I lay on the bowsprit, facing astern with

the water foaming int@ spune under me, the

masts with every sall white of the moonlight,

teweriuu high aaovo me, I became drunk wilth

the beauty ana the singipg rhythm of it, and

for a moment laat mjaalf ~-getually lost my
life, I was aat free! I dissolved in the sea,
became vhite salls and flying spray, became
peauty and rhythm, became moonlight and the ship

ﬂnd the high dim-starred sky! I “belongzed,

without naut or future, wlthin peace and unity

and a wild Joy, within @antbing greater than

my own 1life, or the 1life of Man, to Life itselfi,.

And then in Anna ristie, 0'Welll puts into the mouth of

murke the meaning the sea had for himg

The sea 1ls the only life for a man with
puts In him isn't afrald of hls own shadow! 'Tis
only on the sea he's free, and him roving the
Tace of the world, seeling all things, and not
giving a damn for saving up money, or stealing
from his friends, or any of the black tricks
that a landlubber'd waste his life O g g

On the sea, Tugene felt this sense of freedom, which

gave him something to belong to outslide of hils own dark
aoul, Tut physlcally, he was unable to withstand the

-1

nard labor and poor food aboard ship, and often was forced



to recunerate for months on land untl
Thege so~called "rest stops” always
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n of the world.
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here, It 1s de-
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this way:
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It's the Yo Chance
The "md of the Line

Rathakeller! Ton't
calm iw t e atmosphere”

~ the lw harbor. No one
al ou they're going
is no farther they can go.

It was here, in the year 1911,

reached the low ebb of hias life, but

The bumse

a true sense of belonging.

have mentioned hefore, were his real

people he defended in his plays,

O0'eill's death~wish stems from

i

the-#riests., Yis life~slckness vwag

of two of his friends, a

James Tinlater Byth, his roommate at

Driscoll at Jimmy-the-Priest's

hoth signed aboard a shlp together.

man wlth 2 red beard,

a good one, The sea and the dirty,
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next,
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that

was by profession s
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Tugene O'ﬁélll
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the rubb of Jimmy-

heipghtened by the sulcide

seanan stoker named Driscoll, and

Jimmy's. Tugene met

in the middle of 1911, and

Driscoll, a huge Irish=
ship's fireman and

atoke~hole of the



‘epltome of a man who "helonged,

ahip were his 1life, the things to which he belonged., O'Welll

or his gsirength and for his dedleation

;)
S5 204, H

admired him tremendously
+o the gsea. It was Driscoll vho nmade 1t poasible for him

10 feel at home on ithe water, To hilm, Driscoll was th

8]

But his falth in the sea,

end in the abillty truly t¢ ”b@lon%; wag shattered one day

when he learmed that Drilscoll had killed himself by plunging
off his ship in a thiek fog. This event had a profound

effect, not only on plays in which Driscoll himself appears

(The 'airy Ape as Yank and 3,8, Glencairn, under hils own

rmmm& but in many other plays as well, 0'lleill's love for

/ . .
the sea was partially shattered (in Anna Christie the sea

L

is referred to as "that ole davil, sea"), and fog became
for him the gymbol for the sub-conscious barrier that kept
people fronm bhelonging.

Jimmy Byth was James C'ilelll's press agent, when Fugene

&
L
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first met him and reached the low point of his 1life at the
same time and in the same place as did 0''elll., In fact,

in 1911, Jimmy's life exactly paralleled O'Neill's. Ue had
turned 1o drink because, as he told it, he had found his
wife in bed with a staff officer. Tugene always suspected
that this was jJust an excuse which Jimmy used to justify
himgelfe-that i1t was Jimmy's drinking that had broken up the
mafriage.la (This idea has a prominent place in The Iceman
Cometh, as we shall see later). Together, Jimmy and Tugene
would drink Jimmy-the-Priest's dry and then stumble upstalrs

to thelr room to sleep 1t off, so that they could start
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in again the next night. Jimmy achieved the nickname of
”Jimmvaomorrmw” hecause every night he was drunk he would
swear that tomorrow he would reform, Bul he never did reform,
and eventually he did not even have the strength to talk

of "tomorrow!, e realized that his case of life-sickness
could be cured only by death, and one day he leaped from

a fire-~egcape outside his bedroom window to the pavenment
below,

Jimmy's sulcide made “ugene's life-sickness even more
unbearahle, but the final blow and the one which helped to
fashion his morbidness and his discolored outlook on life,
was very shortly to come, Iiis wﬁf@, Kethleen Jenkina, now
with a son by him, began to give up all hope of his return
and filed for o divorce. 'er lawyers were able to persuade
0"elll to set up legitimate grounds for divorce, which
in Yew York State had to be eye-~witness proof of adultery

On December 29, 1911, O'Welll entered a house of prostitution

s’

t11th three witnesses, The Tollowing passage, quoted from
Doris Alexander's blography of Tugene 0'Neill, is enough
to explain why this degrading display made him a victinm

of the death-wish and mives us an understanding as to the

peasimisy toward 1life that breeds throughout his plays,

Tugene had been with prostitutes many times,
but now he was illed with horror. Degradation
before witneesses appalled him, Always the
progtitute had symbolized for him the destruction
of love, and now the symbol became unendurably
real, Te wmight have been the husband of a fine
cirl, living like Papa and Mama in affectionate



companlionship, but he had destroyed that
nosqihﬂhit and now the spectacle of Fugene
0'Nelll in baé with a parlor house pig--to be
witnessed and sworn 1o by Warren, Mulleﬁ and
Archibald-- zeemed to eplitomize his whole l1ife.
Vhen he left the place, he was slek with
self~loathing, and in the days that followed his
ckness grewv, i brooded on the senseless waste
nis life had been, lle kepit thinking of the

scene with the prostitute and of Jimmy J"t;'ﬁ
plunge from the {ire escapeo The 1imapge of deathe-

negce--annihilation becane inﬂrna singly alluring.

Pinally he acted, He went oult and dbought
vercnal tablets, and 1n the zame grimy room from
nich the last cough of the lunger next door had
neen heard before he was carried off to the morgue,
in the same grimy room from which Jimmy Byth had
Rurled himself to the sidewall, Fuzene swallowed
all of the tablets in the bottle, lay down, and
sank into- bllvimn,lQ

[ &
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0'Nelll, of course, Aid not die, then, in the real
sense of the work, But for the “ost of his life death
dwelt within his soul and pounded at him for release.
Death would always fascinate him because he had been so close
to 1it, It would always be the final answer, the final ’
stop, in his search for peace, Although he would search
for peace and a sense of belonging in the other ways I
have mentioned (specifically the belief in eternal life,

mother-love, and illusion by dream and drunkenness), he

nreoccupatlion with death as a final

f

would always keep h

e

escape from the life-gickness which continued in him,

Only one more thing about his 1life need now bhe =aid.

f b
While at Jimmy~the-Priests, he pleked up tuberculosis, and

-

on Christmas Cve, 1912, he entered Gaylord

oy

Farm Saniltarium
for a six-month veriod, His tuberculosis was important to
his development as @ playwright, according to Ir, Philip

Welssman of the santtarium,
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According to Dr. Veissman, 0'Neill's enforced
inactivity as a result of tuberculosis pre-
vented him--and protected him--from acting out
in 1life his unconsecidus reactions to these
drives /the drives that brought 0'Nelll to his
low moral ebb_7, and impelled him 10 express
them in his plays. o,

aAnd so it is to the plays themselves which we now must

turn to see how 0'Neill handled the problems that were

gnawing away at his life--probleme that were persistent

throughout his career as a playwright,

In the two years after he was released from Gaylord
Farm, Tugene 0'Neill wrote a great deal which gives us
an inkling to his death-wlsh, bﬁ; which deserves little
mention because of its lack of merit. "he first thing of
interest which he wrote was not a play, but rather a
poem entitled "The Lay of the Singer's Fall", which
appeared in the New London Telegraph on November 27, 1912,
It was actually vwritten just before he went to the san| -
toriun, It dealt with the story of a singer "born in a
land of gold" whose singing gave jJoy to the people around
him., But then he 1s attacked by the Devil of Doubt who
"breathed his poison in every pore" of the young singer.
The Devil sets about to destroy the singer's faith in three
ways., TFirst, he tells him that “the truth of truths 1is
there 1s no truth" and destroys the singer's faith in what
is true. 3econd, he ruins love by saying that "the greatest
of loves is merely lust."” And finally he destroys the

singer's falth in the divine kingdom of God by saying
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Danvneis
"there is nothing sure after death, but death,” And 0'Nelll
ends the poem with these lines from the lips of the singer:
When Truth and Love and God are dead
Tt is time, full time, to die!"
And the Devil in triumph, chuckled low,
"There 1s always suicide,
It's the only logical thing I know,"
--And the life of the singer dled.,;
Tt is certainly true that at this time in his life, 0'Neill
nad lost his faith in all three: truth, love, and religion,
and the presence of death to replace them appears even in
~is earliest work,
0'eill's first play of any consequence (and I am using
that term loosely) was Fog, whiéﬁ was written late in 1913,
It 1s important, I think, for three reasons: (1) It contains
for the first time the dark, brooding, poetlc character
that appears in most of his later plays, a counterpart of
the playwright himself., (2) The symbol of fog as a vell
of man's despair is first introduced. ind (3) important
for our own purpose, it contains a statement concerning the
blessing of death. 7Tle story revolves around four people--
two men, a mother and her child--trapped in a life-boat in
the fog., The Poet represents the brooding figure of 0'Neill,
the dreamer, the man of thought; he 1is described in the
stage directions as haviné a face "oval with big dark eyes
and a black moustache and black hair pushed back from his

oy
e perfect description of 0'Neill him-

righ forehead"
gself. The Poet is the father of such characters as ohert

Mayo, Juan Ponce de Leon, Dion Anthony, Reuben Light, Orin
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¥annon, Tbhen Cabot, and Edmund Tyrone, Opposed to nim is the
Pusinessman, who founded a race of materialists which
include Andrew Mayo, Captaln Bartlett, Brutus Jones, Billy
Brown, lMarco Polo, and the 'arford family. It is the
dreamers~--the chapracters who represent 0'Velll himself=-
that are searching to belong and who have the sub-conscious
death=-wigh,

The symbol of fog is, as I have mentloned before, a very
important one in O'Neill's plays, and 1is, in fact, the only
persistent plece of gynbolism that O'Nelll used., It re-
presents the unknown, the myétérious, the hand of fate in
1ife and serves to hide man fro% his life source--the need
to belonz. As we analyze 0'Velll's plays, we should be
conscious of how the playwright uses the fog image, and
remember that the presence of fog gilves rise to incurable
life=-sickness and that 1ts absence, in scenes where 1t well
belongs, 1s a sign of hope.

Tinally, Fog is Important because of 1ts outlook on
death. As the play opens only two men's voices can be
heard; they cannot be distingulshed because of the thickness
of the fog, The first volce turns out to be that of the
Business Man! the second, that of the Poet., Trom their
conversation, we learn that the child is dead.

ond Volce-- (After a long pausa} S0 you think the

child's death was a terrible thing?

1at Voice=- (In astonishment) Of dourse., Wry? Don't

you?

2nd Volce=~~ No,
1st Volce==- Put you saild Just a minute ago that--
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2nd Voice=~ I was thinking of the grief and despailr
of the mother, But death was kind to the chilld,

It saved him many a long year of sordid drudg;ery.z3

This 1is certainly not an affirmative outlook on 1life, and
we shall seldom see anything but a negative attitude toward
1ife on the part of 0'Neilll., I believe that he truly felt
the chlld was better off dead, so that 1t would not have to
experience the gruesome apparitions of life as 0'Neill had
done, The dead child stands for a spiritual triumph over
faﬁejgh its erying, which is unheard by the Poet and the
Jusinessman, sumnmons help and thereby saves their lives.
The foz 1ifts because death has triumphed over fate.
owever, the'germ" of the death-wish, and all that is
sest about 0'Neill's writing, appear in his first play ever

to be produced, Bound Fast for Cardiff. O'teill himself

sald that "in it can be seen, or felt, the germ of the
apirit, life-attitude, eta.,, of all my more important future

n2s

work. The story is a simple one: the seaman, Yank, has
had a bad fall and is dylng from internal injuries aboard
the Pritish tramp steamer Glencairn., If the ship could
reach Cavdiff in time, Yank could receive the medical
treatment e needs and his life could undoubtedly be saved.
fut there is too much sea, too much fop between the Glen=
cairn and port, Yank, a strong man of action, must there=-
forerbe sacrificeé before the hand of fate, The 1lmportant

thing to notice is Yank's attitude toward his impending

death, ‘e 1s qulte naturally scared; he does not understand



-

20

death. And yet at the same time he 1s resigned to it and
feels that perhaps 1t 1s the best solutlion to the problems

of his life. In his youth  he enjoyed the life of the

»

sea, the hard work for little pay, poor food, drunken

hrawls}and cheap women., loreover, the sea was uidGcubtadly
an esc&b& for him=-an escape from the reallties of life
which he did not want to face. But in time, these realities
caught up with him on the very decks of the Clencalrn.  His
pipe dream-~the illusion which makes life worthwhile for

him==hag now changed., He tells his friend Driscoll:

It must be great to stay on dry land all
your llfe and have a farm with a house of your
ovn with cows and pigs and chickens, 'way in
the middle of the land where yuh'd never snmell
the sea or see a shlp, It must be great to have
a wife, and kigds to play with at night after
supper when your worik was done, It must be great
to have a home of your own, Drisc . . . . I dunno,
thls last year has seemed rotten, and I've had
e hunch I'd gult=-with you, of course--and we'd
save our coln, and go to Canada or Argentina
or some place and git a farm, Jjust a small one,

ust enough. to live on, I never told yuh this,
cause I thought you'd laugh at me. ng

This change of heart toward the sea parallels C'lelll's

own, In Playwrights of the New American Theatre, Thomas

Nickinson zives an ansver to a sallors ambivalence toward

o

the sea:

The sailor is by nature a man who "yearns
neyond the sky=line where the stirange roads
go down.," The sea 1s his means of escape;
but before he ever reaches the sea escape
is in his blood. Tsacape 1s the key to hils
character and to his sins., And so he dreams
no less while on the sea than while on the land,



On the sea he dreams of far harbors, and the
strange chances that will bring fortune into

his lap; he dreams of booze and of women, Nothing
is more clear than that in these characters that
dream "beyond the horizon'" we have the key to

the greatest strength and the greatest weakness

of humen nature, 1its most sublime victories, its
most degraded defeats. o

N

wa can see here the inference that man's dreams are never
wholly satisfying to him., VYhen one has achieved his dream,
“he must dream further 1n order to keep an illusion to

strive for. Yank's dreams have reached the realm of the

impossible., Since he 1s a sallor through and through, he

will never be able to have the farm he desires. It is "not

/

in the cardsf” a0 to spealk, The'problem iz that he realizes

the futility of his dream, but clings to 1t because he

sees no other alternative; he is left clutching at a straw,

¥

at what 0'Neill called "hopeless hope,", ‘e had this to

say about the lmportance of clinging to dreams:

« » o Any victory vwe win is never the one ve

dream of winning., The toint is that life ltself

1s nothing. It 1s the dream that keeps us fighting,
willing=-~loving! Achlevement, in the narrow sense
of possesslion, is a stale finale. The dreams that
can be completely realized are not worth dreanming.
The higher the dream, the more impossible it is to
realize 1t fully. 59

Ag Yank lles dying, he sees the alternative to his
futile dream=--his own extinction from life. ILike 0'Neill
~imgelf, Yank has no religion and therefore no anticipation

of a 1life to come in heaven or hell., He simply says: "I

ain't never had religiog} hut I know whatever it is what
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ole - .
comes after it can't be no worser'n this," <7 Yank begins

S

to realize that death cannot be any worse than the life he
has led, and s0 he resigns himself to it., He begins to
feel that the fog which shrouds the shlp is seeping into
his cabin, infesting his very soul--the foz whlich bars him
from achleving his dreams.

As he diez, Yank seema to have a vision of what death

{8 e mutters to Iriscoll that he sees "a pretty lady

50

1

dressed in black,"” This 1s the first of many attempts
on the part of 0'Neill to depict in is plays what perhaps
death is like., 7These <Zeplctiions are always optimistic,

4
alwayse a more cheery pleture than he paints of life., I
feel that O0'Nelll was trylng to reconcile some fear of death
he undoubtedly had. 4t the time of his sulicide, hls drunken
condition was undoubtedly such that he was not always in
complete control of himself. A sub=consciocus deslire for
death would, still, of course, nave to be present, zince
even drunken people will not act violently against thelr
inner nature. But when writing plays, O0'Neill was always
sober; he would never touch a drop of liguor until a play
was completed., At such times, I would imagine that the
fear of death was omni-present in 0'¥elll's mind, That he
wags a man whogse soul breathed death and whose mind bred
fear-- that there was a conflict in him between death and
the fear of it--is, to me, certainly evident in his plays,

and we shall see more examples as we move along,
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When Yank dles, the fog lifts, The barrier which stood
hetween Yant and his happinese ig 1lifted, '1s death seems

to have glven a meaning to life, As Doris Falk puts 1it,

. , . %1
"death provides an enlightenment of l1life." - Death

provides a solution for the problems of life. Ve are led
to feel at the end of the play that Yank has achleved
peace, Fas 0O'Welll? lot yet, for he has a long journey

of searching in front of him until all hils fear 1g lost,

{9

until he can achleve ultimate peace., Bound =

e

st for Cardlff

iz a blunt statement of 0'Neill's problem with a sound
solution at the end, We ghall see only a few occaslong in
0'Neill's plays where hevt&ckleg this probklem so postively
and et the same time realistically, until his last four
playe, written a2t a time when death was moving }ast
upron him. Then the answer was vital,‘the solution had to

he reached,

With only two exceptions, ©0'¥eill was never to deal
acain with the problems of life-slickness, disilluslonment,
and an acceptance of death as realistically as he had done

in Beound Tast for Cardiff, until his later plays. The two

s v

exceptlons, are Jeyond the Horlzon and Desire Under the Elms,

and even these, I feel, are not true expressions of 0'Neill's
death-wish, because they are at leest one step removed from
the events whleh the playwright himself lived throush, I
shall be able Lo explain this more clearly as we turn to

Beyond the “orizon, which is the next play in the 0O'Neill
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canon which we must examlne, ¥For here, as in 2ound ‘ast For

Cardiff, death once agaln proves to be an enlightenment

of life, an escape, a solutlon to the problem of life~sickness

and disillusionment.

Beyond the Horizon 1s essentially the story of Robert
Mayo, 2 young farm lad of twenty=-three, who would rather
read than work, and who has a passlionate deslre to learn

what 1s "beyond the horizon'. The setting of the play, as

0'Yeill originally planned 1t, was to alternate between the
interior of the farm house and the open flelds of the farm,

to give an effect first of isolation, then of freedom, and
80 on., BSecause of the aifficulty in changing sets, this
idea wag modified somewhat, The play, as we read it today,
opens on a road at sunset, Robert (who, iﬂcidentall§ 1s
described as looking like 0'Neill himself, with "a touch

of the poet about him expressed in hls high forehead and
wide, dark eyes" 72) is telling his brother Andrew of his
impending sea voyage that will satisfy his romantic notions
of what lies beyond the confines of the Mayo farm. Andrew
looks at the practical side of thls voyage and seez the

chances of hisg brother becoming a millionalre. But these

are not obert's reasons for going. Ha says:
L () o

Supposing I was to tell you that it's just Beauty
that's calling me, the heauty of the far off and
unknown, the mystery and gpell, of the Tast wrich
lures me in the books I've read, the need of
freedom of great wide spaces, the joy of wandering
on and on=-in cuest of the secret which is hidden
over there, beyond the horizon? %3
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Robert's desire for freedom sounds similar (although

diametrically opposed in objective) to Yank's longing to

5]

settle down, With Robert there seems t0o be no reason why

hi

o]

degire cannot be fulfilled; death 1is not hanging over
his head as it was hangling over Yank's., But, as happens

ih many of O'Neill's earlier plays, the hand of fate steps
in, nuth, who 4is bhetrothed to Andrew, tells iobert that

it 418 him she loves, She persuades him to stay, marry her,
and run the farm, 3ince he has always secretly ioved her,
he falls vicﬁim 1o her demands., Andrew, out of spite and
ghame, takes Robert's place and goes to sea, When we next
see the two brothers three years later, lobert has aged
greatly, It has alwaye interested and amused me to notilce
how quickly O'Neill's protagonists age in such a short
period of time, 0'¥elll himself did not age physically at
any such fantastic rate. PFPerhaps, inwardly e felt himself
getting old and slowly decaying, I feel this is probably
true: a lot went on inside of that man's body which 1is
revealed only through his plays. Anyway, Robert 1s leading
a2 1life of disillusionment; he is not cut out for farm=-work,
and Ruth is constantly critiecizing him for belng such a
weakling. They have a two=year-old daughter, who is the one
light of Robert's life., Andrew, on the other hand, has
prospered by his trip¥~not aesthffetically but financially,
Pe has great plans for running a large farm in Argentina.
In the third act, after five years have passed, Robert is

dying of tuberculosis, His daughter has already died; he



has nothing more to live for--no love, no dreams, Al the
end, the dying Robert staggers oul” of the farmhouse to greet
the rising sun, His last words to hls brother are:

You musn't fee

eel sorry for me. Don't you
ee I'm happy at la
de

e iu»-?rec~-;r@c! freed from the
farm--{ree L0 wander an and on=-eternally, . . .

It isn't the end, It's a free begimning--the

start of my voyage' I've won to my trip-- the

ight of release~~beyond the horizon!iﬂ

And he dles as the sun rises over the horizon. This is one

of the few endings of an 0'¥eill play in which the sun

rises or the fog 1lifts, This would tend to make us feel

that 0'Nelll 1s espousing sonme hgpe. Iut hope for what? Life
has been cruel to Hobert Maye; it has shattered 211l hils dreams.
For him, death 1s an escape, 2 blessing., V¥When he dles the

sun rises, Could 0'Nelll be saying that whatever comes

after death will be any better than what came before?
Certainly, 1t cannot be any worse. Put death here secems

to be 2 feeble escape, a poor reward for the wasted life
Robert has led. ‘e accepts death because 1t is upon him,
because he has no cholice in the matter, Death is not the
horizon he wishes to g0 beyond, but he 1s forced to accept

it and make the best of it, 'This play, therefore, does

not seem to me to deal poéitively with death as a solution

of life~sickness and disillusionment. Bound Fast for Cardlff

is more positlive than this. Yank at first expresses his
fear of death, but then accepts it as 2 solution to the
problems of life, VYhen he dies, he knows it is the answer

1

because he sees the '"pretty lady in black.” On the other
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rand, when Robert learns that he 1s abhout to dile, he 1is go
life-weary that he simply doesn't care: death 1s nelther

a golution nor a deterrent, Uls enthusiasm for achieving

his moal 1n death at the end of the play seems hollow 1@

me, We have seen thls same enthuslasm at the beginning of
the play, and we have gseen it snuffed out by the hand of
fate. 'hy, therefore, should we belleve hls hopes at the

end of the play will be fulfilled? The sun may rise, but

it soon must set again,

Reyond the Forizon 1s one of O'Neill's more contrived
works and for this reéson I do not feel 1t is an important
play in terms of the playwright”s inner thoughts and feelings.
The characters of Robert and Andrew, althoush counterparts
of G'leill and his brother, 80 not have that warm familiarity
as do the characters that 0'Nelll knew so well and wrote o

about 1in the Glencalrn plays and in The Iceman Cometh and

Long Dav's Journey Into Night, The structure of alternating

indoor and outdoor scenes 1ls definltely contrived and so
is the situatlon, It lacks the intimacy of those plays
which really deal wlith 0'Nelll's own problems and friends,

4y »

I could go ithrough each 0'Neill play in a similar
fashion, peinting out why I do or why I do not think that
it is important in terms of the playwright‘s search for
peace and death-wish, but this would be not only boring

but unnecessary--boring because some of 0'Weill's plays are,

and unnecessary because many of hls plays say the same thlngs
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in even worse ways., Many, I feel do not require lengthy
discussion, and I shall only point out as briefly as possible
their significance in the overall canon. “he rest of the

early plays (which I teke up through The Halry Ape), with

the exception of The Hairy Ape itself, I shall deal with

in this way. In the "middle period", we enter O'Neill's
period of far-flung experimentation. In this period there
are four plays in whieh death is embraced positively, al-

though not always realistically: The Iountain, Desire Under

the Ilms, Lazarus lLausghed, and Days ¥Without Fnd. His last four

plays also have this positive quality, but as I shall later
prove, they are also reallistic. Jt 1s this positive cuality
in 0'7elll's plays-~the feeling that despite the futility

of life, man is able to find some shred of peace-~that caused
Barrett Clark to call 0'Uelll an optimistic writer. Ue

says:

In Desire Under the Xlms, The Fountain, and
The Iceman Cometh, O0'ielll was again to envisage
the tragedy of futillity, the heartbresking failure
of man under the pressure of inexplicable forces,
yet triumphing not in spite of but because of the
obstacles that seem to be, but are not really,
tragle in a conventional and material sense. It
is for this reason that I have always considered
0'Neill at bottom an optimist, a yea-sayer. FHe
never leaves us feeling that 1life 1s not worth
living. If he were as pessimistlc as he is often
s2id to bhe, in the first place he would not have
gone to the trouble of trying to prove the futility
of existence, ’

35

I think ¥r. Clark has gone a lltule too far when he says

that 0'velll never leaves us feeling that 1ife is not worth

living., In his later plays, 1life seems pretty worthless.
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But yet there is that touch of optimism in Q0'tleill--an
optimism that goes a long way in proving my point-=that
death, whether feared, loved, or seen as the gateway to
another 1life, 1is a solution to the problem of life-suffering.
It may sound like a pessimiatic view to us--to find sunreme
happiness and fulfillment in self-oblivion--but to 0'leill,
who harbored a death-wish in his soul, it was undoubtedly,
although probably unconsciously, satisfying.

The Straw, written in 1918 and 1919, follows Beyond

the lorizon in order of composition, and is one of those

plays which show their characters finding momentary
satisfaction by clutching at "at?aw{-»at hope which is
in fact hopeless. One of the characters says of this
situation:

Isn't everything we know=-=-just that--when you

think of it?Y But there must be something back

of it--=gsome promige of fulfillment--somehovw=--

gomewhere~-=1in the aplrit of hope itself.36

This gives a good example of Mr. Clark's touch of

optimiem, It takes place in a tuberculosis sany torium,
modeled on the one.to which 0'Neill was committed. A
young newspaperman, named Stephan, leaves the san:tarium
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