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Images of Loss in Tennessee William§le Glass Menageriérthur Miller's Death of a
SalesmanMarsha Norman’sight, Mother, and Paula Vogel'slow | Learned to Drive

by

DIPA JANARDANAN

Under the Direction of Matthew C. Roudané

ABSTRACT

This dissertation offers an analysis of the imaglesd in modern American
drama at three levels: the loss of physical spacepfgssychological space, and loss of
moral space. The playwrights and plays examined areeBsee Williams'§he Glass
Menagerig(1945), Arthur Miller’'sDeath of a Salesmgi1949),Marsha Norman’ight,
Mother(1983), and Paula Vogellsow | Learned to Driv€1998). This study is the first
scholarly work to discuss the theme of loss with tlspseific playwrights and works.
This dissertation argues that loss is a central tropgentieth-century American drama.

The purpose of this dissertation is to analyze howrttage of loss is modified
and transformed in each playwright’'s work leading theseges to reveal an emotional
truth that transcends the plight of particular indidts or families and casting a universal
appeal to a diverse audience. Chapters examine speeifieirelated to the theme of
loss. As part of the critical methodology, the livepele of performance has been
acknowledged. This study analyzes how Williams, Miller,riNan, and Vogel modify

and transform the image of loss by focusing on the miytheoAmerican dream, illusion



versus reality, empowerment, and the complexity ofdmunelationships. Although these
plays are meant first and foremost to be appreciatéteater, that is to say “live
performance,” this study deals with these plays as drdratis, as written texts. The
audience observing the “live” spectacle and the read&edeit are both challenged to
define their “own space.” Williams, Miller, Norman, a¥dgel, modify and transform
the image of loss to reveal a common humanity thadtonly a force in their work, but
also a strong presence in the works of American drateas diverse as Eugene O’Neill
and Adrienne Kennedy. From domestic drama to the dramaiad samd political

criticism, Williams, Miller, Norman, and Vogel alongttva medley of American
playwrights, have taken the genre of American drama foackseat status (secondary to

the novel and poem) into the forefront of recognized Acaerliterature.

INDEX WORDS: Images of loss, Loss of physical spaassiof psychological
space, Loss of moral space, Contemporary American ¢rama
Twentieth-century American drama, Myth of the Ameniceieam,
Complexity of human relationships, Reality, Illusion,
Empowerment
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Chapter One: Introduction
[T]lime is short and it doesn’t return again. It is slipping away while | write this and while
you read it, and the monosyllable of the clock is Loss, loss, loss, unless you devote your
heart to its opposition.

Tennessee Williams, “The Catastrophe of Success”

Scholars, critics, and theatergoers contend that modern American drama is
characterized by a sense of loss. C.W.E. Bigsby and Matth@&wu@ané were among
the first to recognize the theme of loss in modern American drama at three major levels:
loss of physical space, loss of psychological space, and loss of moral space. While there
is an enormous amount of scholarship on this “sense of loss” in the works of American
playwrights ranging from Eugene O’Neill to Adrienne Kennedy, this dissertation focuses
on four specific playwrights and one play by each. The playwrights and plays that are
examined are Tennessee Williamslse Glass Menagerid945), Arthur Miller’'sDeath
of a Salesmaf(il949),Marsha Norman’sight, Mother(1983), and Paula Vogelldow |
Learned to Drivg1998). The focus of this dissertation is to analyze how the image of
loss is modified and transformed in each work by each playwright to reveal a quality that
transcends the plight of the particular individual or family examined in these plays.

While the primary emphasis of my study is an informed reading of these four
plays, | also use appropriate interviews with the playwrights and initial theater reviews as
well as the extant scholarship and major critical statements on these writers. Indeed, with
such canonical writers as Tennessee Williams and Arthur Miller, | am selective regarding

the scholarship but with the newer playwrights, especially Paula Vogel, where



considerably less scholarship is available, | bring to bear mainly my own critical
faculties.

As part of my critical methodology, | not only carefully analyze these four
particular plays, Williams’§ he Glass Menageridiller's Death of a Salesman,
Norman’s‘night, Mother, and Vogel'sHow | Learned to Drivéoy focusing on the theme
of loss, but also enter into a larger cultural debate vis a vis the ongoing narrative history
of American drama since World War Il to the present. One chapter is devoted to each
play in order to explore the significant themes related to loss. As part of my critical
methodology | acknowledge the live spectacle of performance. Indeed, while these plays
are meant first and foremost to be appreciated as theater, that is to say “live
performance” my study deals primarily with these plays as drama, that is, as written
texts.

The significant themes of each play are explored because they form the subtext
and add layers of meaning to my primary focus--loss of physical space, loss of
psychological space, and finally loss of moral space. | contend that the primary themes in
the works of Williams, Miller, Norman, and Vogel work in the areas of text and
performance, creating the multi-dimensional texture that is necessary to “strip the layers
and get to the marrow”--in hopes of coming to a better understanding of self. As George
states inWho’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? “when you get down to the bone, you haven't
got all the way, yet. There’s something inside the bone . . . the marrow”. . . and that’s
what you gotta get at” in hopes of getting a better understanding of self (Albée 213)

The loss of physical space is a perceived dilemma for Tdviemagerie



However, as he gains a better understanding of self, he realizes that the freedom he
craves was not going to be what he what he has imagined. As Bigsby observes:
The Glass Menageris not narrated by a confident voice. Tom is as lost
in the supposed present as he had been in the recalled past. Imagining that
the suffocation of his spirit, the warping of his ideals, and the stultification
of his aspirations were a product of his physical environment, he had
broken free. But his freedom, like that invoked by Miller’s Linda at the
end ofDeath of a Salesmais an ironic one. The space which he needed
was not a physical one after all. Like Albee’s Jerrylhie Zoo Storyhe
comes to realize that all his retreat from human relationships has won him
is ‘solitary free passage Cfitical Introduction 47-48)
As Tom travels back to the painful memories of his past, he has to come to terms with the
fact that he can never escape the guilt he feels for abandoning his mother and sister. He
also realizes that no matter how much physical distance he maintains, his memories will
always haunt him. The freedom he imagined is no freedom at all--he is trapped. Tom’s
love for his sister and mother is greater than the perceived freedom of physical space he
thought he needed. Hence he realizes that no matter where he travels, he will always be
imprisoned by his loss.
If The GlasdMenageriewere simply about the Wingfields’ inability to accept
reality or the trauma that results from a series of abandonments, then it simply would not
be one of the most studied and recognized works of the American literary canon. By the
same token, iDeath of a Salesmamere merely about the deterioration of a salesman in

pursuit of the “American dream,” or if it were a play merely about capitalism, or even



Marxist philosophy, then | doubt the play would be considered one of the most performed
and widely read works of literature in the world. Likewise, if one were to assume that
Marsha Norman’sight, Motherwere merely a play about suicide or a dysfunctional
mother-daughter relationship, could it be so critically acclaimed, have won the Pulitzer
Prize for drama, and have the power to elicit extreme feminist and sexist readings? Some
of these debates are whether Norman is giving a voice to the “voiceless™*femate
performance, whether Jessie’s weight is the source of her fiaadywhether or not
‘night, Motheris universal enough to be granted canon status. In a similar fashion, if
Paula Vogel'How | Learned to Drivevere simply about pedophilia and a dysfunctional
victim-victimizer relationship, could audiences feel empathy for the oppressor? Is this
play about pedophilia (a term mentioned only once in a stage direction) or is it about the
complexity of human relationships? These are the types of questions that are explored by
analyzing the image of loss in each of these plays.

While a few critics including Bigsby aRlbudané have focused on the theme of
loss, most narrative histories of American drama and most individual studies of these
plays and playwrights have focused on other subjects, issues, and themes. As Delma
Presley observes in the first reviewldfe Glass Menageri@hicago TribuneDecember
27, 1944), Tennessee Williams’s goal was to gain a better understanding of “people and
how they tick” (9). Williams himself states in his production notes that his goal in writing
The Glass Menageras to present nothing less than the “truth, life, or reality” (7).
Indeed, as Presley and other critics contend, some of the fundamental aspects of
Williams’s play include, first, that this “memory play,” as the author classified it, uses

lighting, music, screens and other devices to show the audience how past events can



affect the present. Second, set during the Depression with America on the brink of war,
the play examines the various ways family members cope with social and personal forces
of change. FinallyThe Glass Menageriexamines the universal conflict that arises when
individuals must choose between self-fulfillment and family commitment. My primary
aim is to examine the image of loss as it permeates the Wingfield household on the
physical and psychological levels and gain a better understanding of the transcendent
core of this work that is considered by many as a “masterpiece” of American literature.
As Williams states in his essay “The Catastrophe of SucCeshjth is included
as an introduction to the play, “the monosyllable of the clock is Loss, loss, loss, unless
you devote your heart to its opposition” (17). While a host of compelling themes emerges
in this play ranging from sociopolitical views to the myth of the American dream, as
Roger B. Stein arguesThe Glass Menageris built upon more than the poignant plot of
illusion and frustration in the lives of little people. Williams has given the drama further
significance by deepening the losses of individuals and pointing to social and even
spiritual catastrophe” The Glass Menagerie Revisited”14). The importance of the social
background of the play can be noted in the beginning of the play when Tom states, “The
huge middle class of America was matriculating in the school for the blind . . . In Spain
there was a revolution . . . Here there was only shouting and confuSlma'Qlass
Menagerie23). Throughout the play, Williams reminds us that the dire economic
situation of the Wingfields is a reflection of the social crisis America was facing.
Williams draws upon the fact that America was on the brink of war and going through the
Depression to convey the effect of past events on the present. Moreover, social forces

greatly impact the lives of the Wingfields and others as America’s youth depart on ships



to join the war effort. Just as Tom struggles to come to terms with his guilt of abandoning
his mother and sister by going back in time to a painful memory, America poises itself to
do battle with formidable enemies as well. Indeed, many themes emerge in Williams’s
play and although many scholars and critics have made compelling arguments as to the
relevance and poignancy of these themes, the purpose of this dissertation is to explore a
theme that few have identified and none have developed extensively.

Henry Popkin suggests that Miller attempts to focus on “hidden evil and social
responsibility” inDeath of a Salesmg(qtd. in Downer 218). Popkin, according to
Downer, argues that the primary focus of “each [Miller] play is the tension between little
people and big issues, and each play confirms our belief that little people cannot live up
to big standards” (219). If this is the case, then is the dilemma of the “little” person less
significant? Can there not be a transcendent quality that arises out of this dilemma that
reveals a “human” condition? If so, is this not a significant issue? Another question that
has been critically debated is what product is Willy Loman selling? Would Willy
Loman'’s plight be any less significant if we knew the answer? Miller himself has
responded that “l [Miller] have and had not the slightest interest in the selling profession.
... Willy was selling himself” (qtd. in Downer 230). Other debated issues are Loman’s
need to be “well liked,” and his inability to distinguish reality from fantasy. Along the
same line, Susan Abbotson argues that Miller’s focizegth of a Salesman was
“twofold: Firstly, Miller wanted to write a social drama confronting the problems of an
ordinary man in a conscienceless, capitalistic social system. Secondly, he wanted that
same play to be a modern tragedy that adopted older theories to allow for a common man

as tragic protagonist” (66). Abbotson elucidates this theme by arguing that society’s



interpretation of the “American Dream” and equating it to success at any cost is central to
Miller’s play. While this idea is a valid and compelling forc&smesman, my study will
focus on the universally transcendent aspect of Willy Loman’s struggle with identity and
self-worth, which takes this theme beyond the purely “American” dilemma. Also, | shall
examine the theme of loss in this play to reveal a universal truth that even if Loman is
considered a “common” or “ordinary” man, his true predicament reaches far beyond any
societal boundaries. By the same token, some scholars and critics have focused on
Miller’'s poetic language ibeath of a Salesman to reiterate the theme of Willy Loman’s
struggle to chase the elusive American dream. Stephen A. Marino points out that
“Metaphors of sports and trees--expressed by images and symbols of boxing, burning,
diamonds, nature, fighting, air, and smells--extend through the entire play” (29). Indeed,
although Marino makes a strong argument for the “incredible poetic power” (29) of
Miller’s language in his plays, his analysis focuses more on Willy Loman’s desire for
financial success in capitalistic America. The focus of my study is different. What is it
aboutDeath of a Salesman that stirs audiences from America to Russia in believing that
the play is about their public and private struggles? This study shall examine the role of
the image of loss in the destruction of the American dream. Or is it truly a universal
dilemma? What makes an individual believe that he is more “valuable” to his family dead
than alive?

Williams and Miller struggle to reconcile past and present in their plays. Williams
himself refers to “Nostalgia” as the “first condition of the plsehagerie9). However,
as Bigsby comments, “it is a nostalgia for the past which he could not entirely convince

himself had ever existedCfitical Introduction2,45). The characters denagerieand



Salesman are caught in a “temporal and spatial void” (Bi@sitizal Introduction?2,
45). The inability to relate to the reality of their present environment imprisons them in
“distorted memories of the past or wistful dreams of a redemptive future” (45). Tom’s
refusal to deal with reality makes him abandon his mother and sister. No amount of
escapism in the form of movies, alcohol, and cigarettes can prevent the inevitable. Even
S0, his physical departure from his surroundings provides no comfort from the guilt laden
prison of his mind. Similarly, Amanda, as a result of a series of abandonments, retreats
into a past that is both myth and reality. Her mythic Blue Mountain provides an illusion
that comforts her from the harsh realities of her present situation. She must work menial
jobs in order to provide for her family; she must care for a daughter who is physically and
emotionally incapable of caring for herself, and she has to live with the inevitability of
her son’s departure. Indeed, Laura is the most isolated of the three Wingfields. Her forays
into the real world, punctuated by her brief attendance at Rubicam’s Business College,
and her even briefer encounter with Jim, the gentleman caller, cause her to retreat further
into her illusory world of glass figurines. In the case of Miller's Loman family, the tragic
element is that they do not realize that the security and contentment they desire are
commodities that cannot be purchased. As a result, Willy Loman does not realize that he
has placed the highest value on what is no more than a myth and illusion. Willy equates
success to being well-liked and personally attractive. His dreams of a better future
become powerful fantasies that make it impossible for him to distinguish illusion from
reality.

Another recurring theme in Williams’s work is the pressure of “time,” which for

the protagonists “prompts the lies and evasions which themselves become the basics for



misunderstandings and despair” (Bloom 91). Williams challenges us to confront the
concepts of reality and illusion from the first scene to the last. For Williams, anything

that is nostalgically remembered exists “outside” of time and is therefore immune to the
ravages of time. Therefore, as Tom struggles with his painful memories of a particular
period of his life, Williams invites the audience to confront its own concepts of truth,
reality, illusion and ultimately to come to terms with the human need to control some
aspect of individual destiny. By the same token, time and space are essential elements in
Miller’'s Death of a Salesman. Certainly the theater and stage allow these components to
come together as past and present co-exist in Willy Loman’s mind as he vacillates
between reality and illusion, ultimately succumbing to his own twisted notions of love,
respect, and the American dream.

This dissertation shall explore how these playwrights modify and transform the
image of loss in each play to highlight the “human” condition. Are certain illusions and
fantasies necessary to sustain “self”? How are these plays so readily translatable to
cultures that are not mystified by the American dream and have no concept of the door-
to-door salesman? What does the myth of the American dream, which has been
inculcated into the American psyche, deem as most valuable? Is the ability to pay off a
mortgage at the expense of an individual’s life the realization of the distorted version of
success? Although the image of loss permeates the works of Williams and Miller, a
possibility of transcendence of the human spirit comes from this loss. Williams’s
protagonists attempt to rely upon “individual integrity” to “deflect apparent social
determinisms”; however, these characters are constantly challenged and unable to

overcome the “Power of those determinisms” (Big€rtical Introduction2, 30).
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Similarly, in Miller’s play the characters are only able to act upon the conflict of self and
society within their imaginative minds. Even so, whether real or perceived, there is a
level of transcendence, an area between reality and illusion, which makes this part of the
human condition.

In addition to the themes that comprise the subtexts of Williams’s and Miller’s
plays, this study shall examine the significant themes related to loss in Marsha Norman’s
‘night, Motherand Paula Vogel'slow | Learned to DriveAlthough we know in the first
few lines of'night, Motherthat Jessie is planning on committing suicide and as a final act
will take control of her own destiny, Norman’s unique use of dialogue reveals the
complexity of the mother-daughter relationship and, on a more transcendent level, the
“emotional truths” (BigsbyContemporary210) that can be revealed in outwardly banal
conversation. As Bigsby observes, “For somewhere beneath the apparent banalities of
conversations which seem no more than ways of passing the time, of filling the silence,
are emotional truths which bruise the language and expose hidden tensions and anxieties”
(210). Norman also explores the tensions of mother-daughter relationships. As explained
by Bigsby: “Norman herself recalls that her own mother ‘had a very serious code about
what you could and could not say. You particularly could not say anything that was in the
least angry or that had any conflict in it at all.” In a sense, then, her plays, in addressing
those very topics--anger and conflict--themselves represent a release from the silence and
denial which she herself experience@bftemporan217). In‘night, MotherThelma
fights to preserve Jessie’s life and Jessie struggles to control her own fate. When Thelma,
Jessie’s mother, cries out to her daughter that suicide is not necessary, Jessie replies that

the whole point is having a “choice”: “No, | don’'t. That’'s what | like about it” (Norman
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27)". Ironically, this struggle results in a connection between mother and daughter that
emerges as the universally transcendent feature of Norman’s play.

Norman’s‘night, Mother cannot be minimized as a play merely about suicide,
simply a mother-daughter drama, or only about lost opportunities. Both women have
suffered losses in their lives ranging from loveless marriages, death of a spouse, and
estrangement from a son, and Jessie has the added burden of a disease--epilepsy that
controls her life. Nevertheless, a transcendent quality emerges when Jessie, who has been
unable to control any part of her own life, has found a permanent solution, and, in one of
the most significant scenes of the play, states:

And | can’t do anything . . . about my life, to change it, make it better,
make me feel better about it. Like it better, make it work. But | can stop it.
Shut it down, turn it off like the radio when there’s nothing on | want to
listen to. It’s all that | really have that belongs to me and I'm going to say
what happens to it. So, let’s just have a good time. (Norman 36)
Jessie meticulously orchestrates her suicide as a final act of total control--something she
had never possessed in her life. There is no desperation in her actions, only a controlled,
deliberate, execution of a well thought-out plan to free herself from a meaningless
existence.

The image of loss is heightened by Norman'’s use of real tirmggint, Mother.

Just as Tennessee Williams was concerned with the loss of tirhe BlassMenagerie
and Arthur Miller made us aware of the last twenty-four hours of Willy Loman’s life in
Death of a Salesman, Norman’s play begins in present time from the moment the

audience sits in their seats and the first line is uttered on stage. Jessie is aware of the
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passing of time; however, instead of waiting for death, she has decided to assume control
of future time by killing herself.

Some feminist critics have argued that Normamight, Motherwas a statement
about the status of women in society. Linda Kintz argues, for instance, that “Norman’s
‘night, Motherstages the space of women’s worthless domestic work and its aesthetic
invisibility, initially foregrounding the special or organizational role of architecture in a
set representing an isolated middle-class or lower middle-class house in the United
States” The Subject’s Traged?07). Indeed domestic items are noted and mentioned
throughout the play; however, they are used to charge each scene with the importance of
“trivial” details similar to the domestic details that gave life and meaning to an absent
woman in Susan Glaspell&ifles® The towels Jessie gathers at the beginning of the play
are items required for the ritual that she has initiated and plans to execute. Kintz seems to
suggest that because domestic items and consumer products are mentioned throughout
the play, Norman is somehow drawing attention to the meaningless domestic work of
women and thereby marginalizing the role of women in society. Kintz also appears to
suggest that “this offers a clue to Jessie’s and Thelma’s separate but connected
dilemmas” (BigsbyContemporan239). Although Kintz makes an interesting argument,
the domestic scene plays a secondary role to the intensity of the drama taking place.
Jessie’s desire to take control of her own destiny has little to do with a marginal role. In
fact, the image of loss emerges as a vehicle by which Norman empowers Jessie to choose
her own fate, “It’s all that | really have that belongs to me and I’'m going to say what
happens to it” (Normamight, Mother36). This image is deeply embedded in Norman’s

‘night, Motheron many levels. Bigsby explains that, “her death is a response to loss. It is
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not the loss of her father, her husband or son, howe@erittmporarn237) As Jessie

states in one of the most important scenes in the play:
| am what became of your child. | found an old baby picture of me. And it
was somebody else, not me. . . . That's who | started out and this is who is
left. That's what this is about. It's somebody | lost, all right, it's my own
self. Who | never was. Or who | was and never got there. Somebody |
waited for and never came. And never will . . . I'm what was worth waiting
for and | didn’t make it. (Norman 76)

Some feminist critics argue thaight, Motheris about defeat. They claim that the play

is about a woman who does not like what her life has become, so, instead of trying to

change it, decides to simply end her life. Interestingly Norman’s own words contradict

this argument: “by my own definitions of these wordsight, Motheris] a play of nearly

total triumph. Jessie is able to get what she needs . . . | think that the question the play

asks is, ‘What does it take to survive? What does it take to save your life?” Now Jessie’s

answer is ‘It takes killing myself.” (Betsko 339-40). Norman goes on to suggest that

survival for Thelma, the mother, consists of relying on the details of day-to-day life. For

Jessie this type of life offers no meaning. The loss that permeates this play--physical and

psychological, ironically results in empowerment. Thus, Jessie’s final act is one that she

controls--something decisive, final and her own. This freedom of choice was something

Jessie did not feel she possessed in her life. By the same token, the realization that she

could end her life and release herself from her meaningless situation gave her purpose

and meaning. And the empowerment she feels emerges as the transcendent feature of

Norman’s play.
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Jenny Spencer observes in regardsigght, Motherthat, “it has been argued that
the play self-consciously addresses a female audience in focusing on issues of female
identity and autonomy, particularly on the processes which women need both to identify
with and detach themselves from their mothers in order to acquire a ‘normal’ gendered
identity” (qtd. in Clive Bloom 155). Although Spencer makes a compelling argument for
the protagonist, Jessie, to develop her unique identity, this study will examine the mother-
daughter relationship to see how the image of loss is transformed to attain a transcendent
universal quality. By the same token, Darryl Grantley argues that Norman brings forth
the “barrenness of the family’s emotional life” but goes on to observe, “Far more
important is the candid discussion between Jessie and her mother of the life of the family
during Jessie’s childhood and subsequently an analysis convincingly provoked by the
crisis in which the two women find themselves” (155). Grantley observes that “because
of the limitations of the protagonists,” Thelma and Jessie cannot effectively communicate
their true emotions and pain. Is this merely a mother-daughter predicament? Is this
“tragedy of the ordinary” a dilemma that transcends this particular relationship? What
transcendent quality can possibly emerge from the trivial discussions of day-to-day life?
These are the types of questions that | examine in this dissertation by analyzing the theme
of loss in each work.

The image of loss is modified and transformed in each a playigint, Mother;
the one element that most critics agree upon is that, as Grantley observes, “Jessie’s
suicide is . . . presented as a positive choice freely and rationally arrived at, and also as
the right of an individual to make a fundamental decision about her life” (157). The

transcendent quality of Jessie’s actions can be noted in a very poignant scene in the play
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when she tells her mother that she “can get off [the bus] right now if | want to, because if
| ride fifty more years and get off the bus, it's the same place when | step down to it”
(32). Thus, the image of loss is modified in this play andkcaslané argues, “For Jessie,
progression of the self ceases to be a viable reality, except in the all important context of
seizing control of the final 90 minutes of her life with the confidence and resolution of an
executioner. As she tells her mother early in the play, ‘When ever | feel like it, | can get
off [the bus]. As soon as I've had enough, it's my stop. I've had enough’ (qtd. in
American Drama Since 196(B0).

In view of the significance of the mother-daughter relationship, it is ironic that
many feminist critics found Norman’sight, Mother, as Bigsby observes, “as
capitulating to stereotype and hence being rewarded for its conservatisatérh
American Drama 1945-1990, 318). Indeed, the image of loss is transformed in this play
and results in affirmation of identity. As Bigsby explains, “The main thrust of the
feminist assault grew out of rejection of Norman’s suggestion that identity could be
affirmed through its ultimate denial’ (318). The mother-daughter relationship is one of
the most mysterious and complex relationships in any culture. One aspect of the
complexity of Thelma and Jessie’s relationship can be noted in Norman’s own words,
“She [JessiejvantsMama to live, and to live free of the guilt that Mama might have felt
had Jessie just left her a note. . . . The play exists because Jessie wants something for
Mama” (Betsko 328). This dissertation focuses on the complexity of this relationship and
on the transcendent core that emerges from examining the image of loss in this play.

Marsha Norman and Paula Vogel are more contemporary playwrights than

Tennessee Williams and Arthur Miller, and their impact on American drama has occurred
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only within the past two decades, yet many compelling themes that have been debated by
critics and scholars have surfaced in regard to their work, ranging from feminist readings
and mother-daughter relationships to suicide and pedophilia. Many of these themes are
essential in grounding these playwrights within a larger cultural framework; however, by
exploring the image of loss in Normarrsght, Motherand Paula Vogel'slow |

Learned to Driveemotional truths shall be revealed that transcend the themes of suicide,
mother-daughter relationships, and pedophilia and give us a better understanding of the
complexity of human relationships.

Just as Norman transforms and modifies the image of losgit, Motherto
give Jessie the authority to control her own destiny and ultimately affirm her identity, so
Paula Vogel modifies this theme to enable her protagonist, Li’l Biowv | Learned to
Drive to take control of her own identity and thus places her in the “driver’s seat.” Thus,
Vogel establishes the complexity of human relationships to be the transcendent core of
her play.

In contrast to Williams, Miller, and Norman, the image of loss takes the form of a
“lourney” in Paula Vogel'dHow | Learned to DriveAs Bigsby explains, in Edward
Albee’'sThe Zoo Story‘Jerry tells the resistant Peter that sometimes it is necessary to go
a long way out of your way in order to come back correctly. That is the nature of the
journey on which Vogel takes her audienc€dfitemporar290). Indeed, Norman has a
distinct opinion on the nature of theater as well. When asked if she thought that theater is
“political” and “dangerous,” she responded: “Highly political . . . Highly dangerous . . .

At 8'0’clock we go in as disparate, individual people. Two hours later we come out as a

community that took a journey together. You get elected by dividing and confusing
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people. Theater does the opposite--it forges a community, where there wasn’t one before”
(qtd. in BigsbyContemporarn?90). Vogel admits that she deals with subjects that are
considered “taboo but prevalent in the culture” (Bigsby 290). As Bigsby argues, Vogel's
politics are more inclusive than exclusive, even child abuse turning out to be, in her
words, ‘greyer’ than most would be prepared to acknowledge” (289). By her own
admission, Vogel wants tséduce (Bigsby 289) the audience and take them on a “ride
they wouldn't ordinarily take, or don’'t even know they are taking, then they might see
highly charged political issues in a new and unexpected way” (qtd. in Bigsby 289).
Vogel'sHow | Learned to Drives about an unconsummated relationship between
Li’l Bit (the niece) and Peck (the uncle); however, this only serves as the vehicle that
drives the play. As Vogel herself states, “Critics’ . . . have said that this is a play about
pedophilia, but I think the relationship between the two characters is more complex than
that” (gtd. in BigsbyContemporary320). Vogel transports us on an introspective journey
that challenges our notions of the familiar and the “norm” with the taboo topic of
pedophilia, which, in fact, is mentioned only once in the play and that too, in a production
note. Vogel challenges us to examine our ideas of self, society, and boundaries to reveal
emotional truths that we have to define for ourselves, that transcend social, cultural, and
political realms. When Vogel was asked if she had consciously thought of pedophilia
while writing her play, she responded: “I didn’t have it in my mind at all . . . I think |
wanted this play to suspend those kinds of judgment as long as possible” (Bigsby 319).
Vogel argues that her idea was “to create a man who was, in a way, a love object to a
woman as subject. | wanted the arrows to reverse themselves in the course of the play”

(319). In Vogel'sHow | Learned to Driveit would have been easy for the “taboo” topic
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with which she confronts audiences to overshadow the “journey.” In contrast, Vogel
depicts Peck as offering Li’l Bit “an understanding that no one else in her family cares to
do and ultimately, warns her against himself, thus surrendering the one thing that holds
him back from despair . . . As Vogel observed, ‘I see him as teaching her ego formation,
as giving her the tools to grow up and reject him and destroy him.”” (qtd. in Bigsby
Contemporaryd21).

Vogel takes the image of loss to another level in this play. Peck does seduce and
damage Li'l Bit; however, Vogel leaves us with a keen sense of ambiguity. She takes the
audience into an exploratory analysis of “power” and seduction. It is not simply the
journey of the victimizer and victim. The physical, emotional and psychological loss is
experienced by the uncle and niece. There is even a transference of power from Peck to
Li'l Bit. She becomes his “lifeline.” As Bigsby argues, “She [Vogel] takes her audience
to places they have not been, exposes them to experiences which threaten their
composure, moral assurance and, ultimately, therefore, innoc&mete(mporary323).

Uncle Peck and L'l bit take turns in the “driver’s seat” on their emotional journey. Vogel
exposes the damage Peck inflicts on his niece; however, the emotional journey, which
both have embarked upon, appears to be more significant and is echoed throughout the
text with phrases such as “good defensive driving involves mental and physical
preparation”. . . and “are you prepared?” (Vogel3Bjgsby argues that “She [Li'l Bit]
responds to his [Uncle Peck] evident need as he in turn offers her understanding. He
exploits her youth and innocence, damages her, but also, in his own terms, seeks her
consent and will not transgress the terms of that consent . . . nothing he does justifies his

actions but his own vulnerabilities are rea@ofptemporanB24). Although the catalyst in
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this play is the taboo topic of pedophilia, a transcendent aspect that emerges at the end of
the play as Li'l Bit sits securely in the “driver’s seat” makes it apparent that the journey
of the uncle, niece and audience is Vogel's primary focus. The loss has been transformed
into empowerment as noted in the last scene, when “as Li’l Bit drives off in her car . . .
she looks in her rear-view mirror and smiles at the spirit of Peck who sits behind her. She
is now in charge of the car” (Vogel 59).
The significance of Vogel'slow | Learned to Drivgjoes beyond the victim-
victimizer layer of the drama. Vogel refuses to reduce the protagonist, L'l Bit to the
status of victim, or to make her oppressor Uncle Peck a mere villain. In spite of the
serious situation, Vogel avoids simply condemning the oppressor and forces us to look at
the humanity that binds these two individuals. L'l Bit does not demonize the man who
took advantage of her. In contrast, she looks back at his actions with a certain amount of
empathy and forgiveness. Ultimately, she sees Uncle Peck as a man who had to deal with
his own demons. Vogel also uses the image of loss, portrayed in the journey of Peck and
Li'l Bit, to elucidate her concept of the essence of theater. Bigsby explains Vogel's
themes in relation to her outlook on the real role of the theater:
The essence of the theatre . . . is that it leads the audience beyond the
boundaries of the given, that it allows the imagination to define its own
space. This is not an abstract space, however. Her figures are earthed in
emotional truths. They are responsive to needs which transcend the
strategies they devise to handle them. Fear of death, desertion, a

quixotically demanding sexuality, make their situation familiar, even if
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that familiarity is placed under strain. In other words, the universal is

plainly not entirely evacuated from these plays. (296)
Text and performance are critical aspects of any piece of dramatic literature. The
audience observing the “live” spectacle and the reader of the text are both challenged to
define their “own space.” Once defined, this knowledge takes the audience on a journey--
even if it is only for a transcendent moment--to a place they may not have gone before.

The purpose of this dissertation is to explore the theme of loss in four unique

works by four diverse American playwrights in a manner that has not been done before.
In so doing, | acknowledge the “live spark” of theater performance. Williams, Miller,
Norman, and Vogel transform and modify the image of loss in each work to reveal the
human condition that speaks to American as well as international audiences. The loss of
hope, the loss of innocence, the myth of the American dream, the complexity of human
relationships, reality, illusion, and empowerment are elements that transcend the plight of
the individuals and families analyzed in these four American plays by these particular
American playwrights. My task is to peel away the layers of these works and reveal the

“‘common humanity” that is the “essence of theatre.”
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Notes to Chapter One

! References to “text” in this dissertation refer to the written dialogue of the characters of
each play and the stage directions and production notes provided by the playwrights.
References to “performance” include but are not limited to the element of “live
performance” of actors on stage. While the primary analysis of this dissertation shall
focus on the written text (drama), specific aspects of live performance (theater) shall be
incorporated to elucidate the theme of loss in each work.

2 All subsequent references to Edward Alba#iso’s Afraid of Virginia Woolfare from

the Plume 1997 edition.

® As Norman states, “I know that in general I'm regularly attacked by women who say,
‘She’s making us look bad.’ Or ‘Because she’s a woman, she should be doing this or that’
(Savran Interview 190). Also see Jeanie Forte’s article “Realism, Narrative. And the
Feminist Playwright, Jenny Spencer’s “Normanmight, Mother Psycho-Drama of

Female Identity” and Louis K. Greiff's “Fathers, Daughters, and Spiritual Sisters: Marsha
Norman’s‘night, Motherand Tennessee Williamsihe Glass Menagerie

* For instance, John Simon, itew York Magazindescribed Jessie as “fat, unattractive,
and epileptic” (gtd. in DolaReminist Spectati30), and other male critics referred to
Jessie as “heavy set, slow moving and morose” (30). Jill Dolan clarifies for us that
Norman did not have Jessie’s weight in mind when considering Kathy Bates for the role.
By the same token, Jessie’s weight is not even an issue in the textual aspect of the play.
In fact, the dialogue between Jessie and Thelma alludes to Jessie being thin when Thelma
states, “You never liked eating at all, did you? Any of it! What have you been living on

all these years, toothpastgiight, Mother53). Dolan also points out that when it comes
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to body size, female characters in plays have been scrutinized more than male
performers.

® William W. Demastes in “Jessie and Thelma Revisited: Marsha Norman’s Conceptual
Challenge irinight, Mothef comments, “Doefight, Motherrise to a universal level
sufficiently to grant it canon status. Which canon? Should the play qualify to enter into a
new and growing feminist canon, especially given the concern that it betrays feminism by
presenting defeated women and by using an ideologically repressive form of
expressionism--realism? What is the universality we are seeking? Is it gender-specific,
and if so, are mother-daughter relationships less ‘universal’ (less consequential,
somehow) than the father-son relationships that dominate the canon?” (110).

® Tennessee Williams’s essay “The Catastrophe of Success” was written three years after
the opening ofhe Glass Menagerignd was first published ifhe New York Timeas

1948. It is now included in The New Directions 1®thtion ofThe Glass Menagerie

The play brought Williams critical acclaim, financial security, sudden prominence, new
opportunities, and access to a wider audience. However, Williams called the aftermath of
fame a “catastrophe.” “The Catastrophe of Success” chronicles the impact of sudden
fame and wealth on a struggling young writer. The New Directions edition also contains
Williams’s own production notes. All quotes frofhe Glass Menageriare from this

edition and hereafter will be cited in-text as parenthetical references

” All quotes fromtnight, Motherare from the Hill and Wang 1983 edition and hereafter

will be cited in-text as parenthetical references

8 Susan Glaspell's pla¥rifles, was written in 1916. Although it takes place long before

the modern women's movement beggnifles reveals, through Glaspell's use of formal
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literary conventions, the role that women are expected to play in society, and the harm
that it brings not only the women, but the men as well. Perhaps the single most important
theme inTrifles is the difference between men and women. The two sexes are
distinguished by the roles they play in society, their physicality, their methods of
communication, and their powers of observation.

® All quotes fromHow | Learned to Drivare from the Dramatists Play Service Inc. 1997

edition and hereafter will be cited in-text as parenthetical references.



24

Chapter Two: Tennessee William3ke Glass Menagerie

The theme of loss permeates Tennessee WilliahtesGlass Menageriéndeed,
the fact that it is a “memory’pblay based on Tom Wingfield's recollection of a pdrhis
life that he has never been able to reconcile ompessats the stage for the “loss” that will
serve as the driving force of the play. As Bigsby observes

It is true the apartment is both literally and metaptadhy a trap which
Tom and his mother, at least, wish to escape . . [Wiliams’s]
characters are . . . the victims of fate (Laurajimé (Amanda), and of a
prosaic and destructive reality. (“Enterifge Glass Menagerie34)
The more Tom tries to free himself from the ties thiat him to his mother Amanda and
sister Laura he realizes that the freedom he cravesvier going to be what he had
imagined. As Tom gains a better understanding of sektdlezes that he can never
escape his real dilemma — loss of psychological spNenatter where Tom travels in
his attempt to escape his predicament, he cannot freelhinesn the guilt he feels for
abandoning his familyThe Glass Menageris not merely a story of a tragic series of
abandonments that leaves a family emotionally bankngptis it only a story of a family
destroyed by its inability to accept reality. It istarg in which the image of loss is a
device by which Williams is able to get to the “marrdwf a universal truth--the human
condition of an individual’s inability to escape a psylolgical loss of space no matter
how much physical distance is attained. Thus, as Biggbipies, “[H]e [Tom] comes to
realize that all his retreat from human relationshigs won him is ‘solitary free

passage.” (“Celebration of a Certain Courage,” 93-94m8dove for his mother and
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sister is the root cause of his guilt. Thus, memory besams eternal prison as he
struggles to reconcile his past and present.

As the theme of loss permeates the Wingfield househladdenhanced by the
innovative techniques Williams employs, such as screestage, music, and lighting to
blend text and performance, illusion and reality. In addito these innovative
production techniques, Williams also employs a creattigealy technique by making
Tom Wingfield both narrator and character in the pllays giving him poetic license to
try to come to terms with the psychological loss thalhe genesis of the play. In
Williams’s original script a screen device was used tjept images and titles on the
stage. As Williams states in his production notes, “hdbregret the omission of this
device from the original Broadway production. The extra@mipower of Miss Taylor’s
performance made it suitable to have the utmost sirplicithe physical production”
(Menagerie8). To be sure, such works as Eugene O’Néilllse Hairy Apé(1922),
Elmer Rice’sThe Adding Machin&1923), and Sophie TreadwelRgachinaf (1928)
radicalized the earlier American stage. Still, trehtaecal innovations that Williams
employed inThe Glass Menageriat the time of performance (1945), were dramatic
innovations, radical breakthroughs in mainstream theklidact, these innovations,
seldom, if ever, had been seen by Broadway audiencé$\llliams, and later, Arthur
Miller, in Death of a Salesmg1949), made use of them. Williams used these devices to
strengthen the emotions presented on stage that migbhé fiolly articulated by language
or performance. Another device applied by Williams “to gimeotional emphasis to
suitable passagesiignagerie9) is music. Williams used the tune, “The Glass

Menagerie,* throughout the performance to connect Tom, the martatpast and
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present. After all, as Williams mentions, “nostalgia is the first condition of the play”
(9). The dance hall music (popular dance tunes from the 182Qs)afts in to the
Wingfield apartment and can be heard in specific insgatiweughout the play brings
poignancy to the fact that Laura will never be a pathaf world. By the same token, the
phonograph and old records (left behind by the absent fathee)a lyrical and haunting
quality to the fragility of Laura’s world. Although Laupdays the records repeatedly for
comfort, the delicate music along with the emphasiberworld of glass remind us of
the delicacy of family life and the Wingfield's inabjlito escape their past. Certainly
Williams also made use of innovative lighting techniqudsritay emphasis to the
unwritten emotions of his characters. As Roudané exglawilliams reinforced his
language . . . by refining what he termed his ‘plasticttbédahe use of lights, music,
sets, and any other forms of nonverbal expressiomitiald complement the textual
version of the play’The Cambridge Companion to Tennessee Willi@m¥he poetic
quality of Williams’s language and his use of innovativenrthaic techniques help to
transcend the individual plight of Tom Wingfield by removthg barriers between the
audience and the stage to transport us to the leved@mihanon humanity. At the
beginning of the play the audience is faced with a foatvle wall. However, as Tom
gives his opening commentary, we are given a voyeuristiogy into the fragile world
of the Wingfields as the walls suddenly become trangpare

The theme of loss permeates the play from the opemag df dialogue in which
Tom Wingfield mentions, “that the time period of thaylwas the thirties, when the
huge middle class of America was matriculating in astfor the blind” (23). Thus, the

social significance of the play contributes to therieef loss. The fact that America was
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on the brink of war and going through the Depression capeignantly how past
events can affect the present. By the same tokeia| $oices greatly impact the lives of
the Wingfields and others as the youth of America degaghips to join the war effort.
Just as Tom struggles to exorcise the demons of his §altamdoning his mother and
sister by going back in time to the painful memory, Acepoises itself to do battle with
formidable enemies as well. To further heighten theoapthere of loss, Tom refers to his
long absent father as “a telephone man who fethwe Wwith long distances” (23).
Another visual feature that enhances the impact ofdogsis family takes place when
Tom first appears on stage and is dressed in a merchkmtssuniform as he faces the
audience while making his commentary and then “strofissacto the fire escape,”
foreshadowing his departure at the end of the pNégn@gerie22). Consequently, within
the first few lines of the play, Williams, by emplagi innovative dramatic techniques
and poetic language, conveys the social, personal, andhticasignificance of past
events to the present situation.

Tom, as narrator, gives us “truth in the guise okibn” (Menagerie22). He does
this by giving us his recollection of a certain time peiio his life. Through the use of
poetic license to present truth, Williams is able tardessly alternate between illusion
and reality. By the same token, Williams uses the intdd@ss to play within the
dynamics of illusion versus reality to allow eachrelater to create his own individual
reality. In effect, truth is made more bearable leyuke of illusion and the theme of loss
becomes a universal truth. For example, Tom’s percelilechma of loss of physical
space results in his retreat from the relationshiphbahost treasured and, as a result, is

not the freedom that he imagined. Tom’s escape fromHysical environment results in
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a psychological loss of space, and, as he states iof éhe most poignant scenes in the
play,
| didn’t go to the moon, | went much further--for tingethe longest
distance between two places . . . | descended theddtdps fire escape
for a last time and followed, from then on, in myhiats footsteps,
attempting to find in motion what was lost in spacel.would have
stopped, but | was pursued by something . . . Oh, Laura, LUduea to
leave you behind me, but | am more faithful than | interdebe!
(Menageriel14-115)
Although Tom physically abandons his mother and sistes heable to escape his
psychological burden. Tom, Amanda, and Laura are inektyidmked to the past, and
are unable to escape the psychological losses eachff®d. Consequently, they are
powerless to deal with the harsh realities of a ogetnt and bewildering present.
Ironically, inThe Glass Menagerine fire escape provides no escape at all. In
scene one we find that the apartment “is entered lvg @dcape, a structure whose name
is a touch of accidental poetic truth . . . the feeape is what we see--that is the landing
of it and steps descending from iMénagerie21). The structure cannot provide escape
from the fire of guilt that burns in Tom'’s heart.dnother scene, Laura trips on the fire
escape on her way to the grocery store, dramatizingnéiectual attempts to escape her
illusory world (Menagerie47). In addition to the visual quality of the fire gsedooming
in front of the audience, a “blown-up photograph” (22) efébhsent father hangs in the
living room of the lower middle-class tenement of thedfields and represents the

embodiment of loss, the collapse of moral nerve asplomsibility, and serves as a
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constant reminder of the crippling past they cannot ese@ape. Ironically, the fate of the
characters is established in the first scene of the plae harder the Wingfields try to
overcome their unfortunate circumstances and takend staeality, the further they are
pushed into the world of illusion

Since the abandonment of his father, Tom has beenithargrcaretaker and
breadwinner for his family. Although his job at the sh@ethouse stifles his creative
aspirations as it deadens his will to live, and his magh@rhstant complaints,
accusations and “Rise and ShinMgnagerie41) wake-up calls make him wish he really
were dead, Tom valiantly tries to forget his miserableuonstances and attempts to
forestall his inevitable departure by inoculating himselhvhits narcotics--going to the
movies, drinking alcohol, and smoking cigarettes. Certaiidyn understands his
mother’s anxiety to keep the family intact and improerteconomic situation;
however, her desperation causes her to chatter incgssastllting in constant
arguments with her son while fragile Laura watcheplbssly. Amanda fears that Tom
will leave his job at the shoe warehouse to pursue hisrdread abandon her and Laura
just as her husband had done. Consequently, Tom’s despesatiaces as his dreams of
being a writer are squashed by the realities of being faccewrk to support his mother
and sister. By the same token, the helplessness Anfigldaat her inability to prevent
Tom'’s inevitable departure causes her to berate him abosttaspects of his life.
Amanda’s love and concern for her son are superseded Iganef losing him.
Similarly, Tom’s anger at having to give up his dreams inraxeare for his mother and
helpless sister surfaces, but it is temporarily restchby the guilt he feels at the thought

of abandoning them and following in his father’s footstep®rie of the most powerful
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scenes of the play, Tom’s growing frustration at highrar’s lack of concern for his
hopeless predicament causes him to strongly rebuke hiemo
Listen! You think I'm crazy about th@arehous@ You think I'm in love
with the Continental Shoemakers? You think | want tondgety-five
yearsdown there in thateelotex interior!'With fluorescent--tubedlook!
I'd rather somebody picked up a crowbar and battered guirains—than
go back mornings! go! Every time you come in yelling that Goddamn
“Rise and Shine!” “Rise and Shinel'say to myself, “Howucky dead
people are!” “But | get up. go! For fifty-six dollars a month | give up all
that | dream of doing and beimger! And you say selfself’'sall | ever
think of. Why, listen, if self is what | thought of, mettI'd be where he
is--GONE! [He points to his father’s pictueAs far as the system of
transportation reachedVienagerie4l)
Unfortunately, no amount of alcohol, cigarettes, oapsm in the form of movies can
prevent Tom from his fate. Ironically, Tennessee Wilkés explanation for his career as
a dramatist that “he was creating imaginary worlds which | [Williams] can retreat
from the real world because . . . I've never made amy &f adjustment to the real
world” (Lewis Funke 106) can be observed in Tom Wingfeldability to cope with
reality and his ultimate abandonment of his mother astdrsi
The loss suffered by Amanda Wingfield is both physiadl psychological. In the
opening scene we are told that she has been abandonedhogiband who “gave up his
job with the telephone company and skipped the light faatast of town” Menagerie

23). As a result of a series of abandonments, Amandat®into a distant past that is as
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much myth as it is reality. As Bigsby observes, “Risr[Tom’s] Mother, Amanda, the
past represents her youth, before time worked its dehealy. Memory has become
myth, a story to be endlessly repeated as a protectiamsageesent decline. She wants
nothing more than to freeze time; and in this she miaaegion whose myths of past
grace and romantic fiction mask a sense of present tg€ayering The Glass
Menagerie” 38). Indeed, Amanda is a survivor; however, she is aldartave only by
clinging to a mythical past--an illusion necessary to dathl the harshness of her present
reality. Amanda’s forays into the past allow her togenarily forget the misery of a life
she had never envisioned for herself. The pain of beingdalb@d by a man that she
loved and the burden of having to care for a daughter fragii@nd and body in a time
period (1930’s) when single-motherhood was a much greatdeb both socially and
economically than in 2007. There were very few optionsdapder. Bigsby argues,

“that it is Amanda who bears the greatest burden, tab@ndoned and left to watch over
her daughter. Though querulous and puritanical, she is alloweents of touching
vulnerability when she exposes the nature of her own dtitering 42): “I've never
told you [Tom] but I loved your father . . .Menagerie50).

Although the loss that Amanda suffers is great, lmength to persevere and her
optimism and even her attempt to face reality candvedwhen she states “ in these
trying times we live in, all we have to cling to is--eather” (Menagerie49), and
“Life’s not easy, it calls for--Spartan endurance!” (3@nically, even though Amanda
bears the greatest burden as a result of her lossgess, tte one who makes the greatest
effort to deal with the harsh realities of the presEot example, although Amanda

pushes Tom to continue working in the shoe warehouse)sshevarks hard at two
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menial and depressing jobs in an attempt to improve henfandite economic
situation--one selling magazine subscriptions and the d#monstrating brassieres at
Famous Barr. As Bigsby explains, “and though she [Amaswisthins herself with
memories and fantasies of a reassuring future, shecisdfdéo an acknowledgement of
her situation, as Tom is not”’Ehtering 42). We must also keep in mind that the time of
the play is during the Great Depression and America th@brink of World War II. As
Roger B. Stein explains, “The note of social realisms throughout the drama, fixing
the lives of individuals against the larger canvas” (“Cabaste without Violence” 14).
The Wingfield’s dire economic situation mirrors tleitmany Americans at that time
who were faced with the harsh realities of an uneeftaure. Through losses Amanda
has gained an understanding of her present predicamerdugftlshe needs the mythic
qguality of her “gentlemen callers” in Blue Mountain, Amaa is the only character in the
play who shoulders the responsibility of the gravityerf family’s situation. She is
aware of the physical and emotional limitations offregile daughter and she
understands that her son may abandon the family isaime manner as her husband.
Thus, she pays tuition to send Laura to Rubicam’s busineg€ab obtain a practical
degree that would enable her to obtain employment and diamgga

The universal truth that emerges as the image of loasepges the life of
Amanda Wingdfield is her genuine concern for the welhgef her children and hope for
a better life for them. Tennessee Williams himsdtftfeat Amanda was a central figure
in the play, “the mother’s valor is at the corelTbke Glass Menagerje. . . he explains,
“She’s confused, pathetic, even stupid, but everything ha® dpat all right. She fights to

make it that way in the only way she knows how” (JEgans Interview 14). Certainly
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the temporary loss of hope Amanda suffers when shiegedhat Laura will not be going
back to business college is overshadowed by her genuintifdar daughter’s future
and can be noted in one of the most poignant scartbes play:
So what are we going to do the rest of our lives? Stayehand watch the
parades go by? Amuse ourselves with the glass menaggiag?
Eternally play those worn-out phonograph records yahefdeft as a
painful reminder of him? We won'’t have a business cafwgeive given
up that because it gave us nervous indigestion . . . Whedt but
dependency all our lives. | know so well what becomasaifarried
women who aren’t prepared to occupy a position. I've seeh pitiful
cases in the South--barely tolerated spinsters liupan the grudging
patronage of sister’s husband or brother’s wife! Stuckyawaome little
mousetrap of a room--encouraged by one in-law to visit anolittle
birdlike women without any nest--eating the crust of tityrall their life.
(Menagerie34)
Amanda’s genuine concern for Laura’s future comes thraugts scene. Despite all the
mythic talk of the many gentlemen callers in Blue Mouméand the need to keep up the
formalities and manners of the genteel south, a stpoggctive, maternal instinct keeps
Amanda grounded in reality and her “take charge” attitude fexss. In this situation,
Amanda must assume full responsibility for her fragdeghter’s well-being and must
ensure Laura has a secure future. As a result, Amandaadblegger in hopelessness. If
her daughter will not pursue a degree at Rubicam’s Busir@kg€, then it is time to

move to the next plan of action befitting the universallmar-daughter plight--marriage.
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This tenacity can be noted when Amanda states to lla@@oignant scene, “Of course
some girlsdo marry (Menagerie34). After making this statement, she does everything
in her power to find a gentleman caller for her deliciteghter.

The mother-daughter relationship in any culture is comglag relationship
between Amanda and Laura is no exception. This is a mdthgghter relationship that is
hindered by the effects of loss, abandonment, and guilts lstitl filled with love,
genuine affection, and concern. Similarly, in Marsloarian’snight, Mother,love and
concern are the motivational factors that compel Thalgo to great lengths to prolong
and prevent her daughter Jessie’s inevitable suicideai@lgrboth mother-daughter
relationships are complex and have specific featuresnmmon such as physical
handicaps suffered by both daughters, moments whemazttier-daughter pair connect
at some level, and genuine love and concern; howewemaist significant and
distinguishing aspect that sets the two relationshipg aptrat Norman establishes
Jessie’s empowerment as the focal poinhight Mother, whereas Williams’s Laura is
powerless to escape her world of glass. Certainlyala¢ionships between Amanda and
Laura and Thelma and Jessie have universal appeal becdahsaature of their
complexity. Another feature that adds to the complexity sets the pair apart is that in
Menagerie it has been established that the majority of thetaking will be the mother’s
responsibility and because of the daughter’s fragile rhanthphysical condition, she
will never be able to care for her mother in the futivevertheless, there are poignant
moments throughout the play in which Laura patiently msnher mother and
encourages her to speak of her Blue Mountain days. One saiciplexoccurs in scene

one:
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AMANDA. Why, | remember one Sunday afternoon in Blue Maum—

TOM. | know what's coming!

LAURA. Yes. But let her tell it.

TOM. Again?

LAURA. She loves to tell it.

AMANDA. One Sunday afternoon in Blue Mountain — your hast

received-seventeen!gentlemen callersMenagerie25-26)
Laura encourages Amanda’s stories and even flattersdteenwhen her mother asks if
they are to receive any gentlemen callers by exclaimiiimg,just not popular like you
were in Blue Mountain. . . ."Menagerie28). Therefore, although Laura may not be able
to physically take care of her mother in the futureppiesrs that she may be able to
provide some moral support. Similarly,‘mght, Mother, Jessie tries to make meticulous
plans to ensure her mother’s well-being even when shelager physically around to
care for her.

Although Amanda digresses into her Blue Mountain days amgslior a time
when her youth, beauty, and charm were much admiredndternal concern for the
future of her daughter brings her back to reality. Améangeacticality and love for
Laura can be noted in the manner by which she suppressesreoncerns about her
daughter dropping out of business college and with renewedisptiasks Laura,
“Haven'’t you ever liked some boy?Mgnagerie34). As Nancy B. Tischler observes,
“Her [Laura’s] mother is both Laura’s disease anddnace. It is Amanda’s forcefulness
that allows Laura to walk at all, but it is also Amarsdaxample that discourages Laura

from walking naturally” (“The Revelation of Quiet Thit36). The love and concern
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Amanda feels for her daughter makes Laura even moriéeftagexaggerating the nature
of her physical handicap. Amanda’s zeal in helping L&u@ercome the slight limp,
which is the result of an early childhood disease, drdyvs more attention to her
condition. Amanda’s well-meaning but often overpoweringd® overcome her “slight
disadvantagé’can be noted when she responds to Laura’s exclamation-*
crippled!” (Menagerie35) with the following: “Nonsense! Laura, I've told yoewver,
never to use that word. Why, You're not crippled, you jasteha little defect--hardly
noticeable, even! When people have some slight disaalya like that, they cultivate
other things to make up for it--develop charm--and vivacitg-&harm! That’s all you
have to do!” Menagerie36). Certainly Amanda’s overzealous manner contrastdystar
with the quiet demeanor of her daughter; however,dwr for Laura and her desperate
concern for her future come through in this scene. I faoanda’s desperation makes
her fragile and vulnerable at times. This vulnerabiliiges out of her impossible
predicament and her sense of her own mortality. Whé8reas regardless of the
hardships he faces, can still take care of himself, #ta&nows that her daughter is
completely dependent on her. Amanda fears that ifsshaable to secure Laura’s future,
she will fail as a mother. Considering the unique natutkeomother-daughter bond, it is
not difficult to believe the measures Amanda would takengure Laura’s security.
Ironically, although Amanda’s fear for her daughter’s fugn@unds her firmly in
reality, each attempt she makes to help her daughter osateefor her slight disability
results in Laura’s further retreat into her illusorgnd of glass figurines. In the same
scene Amanda turns to the “larger-than-life-size phofag(&enagerie23) of her

absent husband, as she does many times throughout than@asnds her discussion
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with her daughter by stating, “One thing your father had plefitwascharm!
(Menagerie36). In this particularly revealing scene, the image of issiramatized on
many levels. First, we are made aware of Laura’s aiteonsciousness of her physical
condition. Second, we see Amanda’s determination ttosethope in procuring a better
life for her daughter. Third, and by far the most poignarttie looming photo of the
absent father and husband who, by his absence, has disablaohily to such an extent
that each remaining member must retreat into his owrdvediillusion in order to
survive the harsh reality of his present situation. Tamigotics include movies and
alcohol, Amanda retreats into her world of Blue Moumtad gentlemen callers, and
Laura’s only outlets are her old phonograph records anddlicate world of glass
figurines. Ironically, the phonograph and records aresédiit by her father--once again
drawing prominence to the devastation his “love of lontpdie” (Menagerie23) has
caused his family.

The loss permeatinghe Glass Menageris heightened by the fact that Williams
gave much attention to stage directions, lighting, andanilibiese aspects can be
observed in the details Williams provides in the stagections preceding scene one:

The apartment faces an alley and is entered by a fire escape, aistruct
whose name is a touch of accidental poetic truth, for all of these huge
buildings are always burning with the slow and implacable fires of human
desperation. The fire escape is part of what we see--that igrtmg of

it and steps descending from it . . . The scene is memory anceifotbe
nonrealistic. Memory takes a lot of poetic license. It omitsestatails;

others are exaggerated, according to the emotional value of the aiticles
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touches, for memory is seated predominantly in the heart. Theoimiteri
therefore rather dim and poetic . . . At the rise of the curthim audience
is faced with the dark, grim rear wall of théingfield’s tenement
(Menagerie2l)
Just as Williams gave poetic license to Tom Wingfielthsd he could serve as narrator
and a character in the play, thus giving significancédédanguage and text of the play,
so he has given the performance aspect much import&sé¢toudané observes,
Williams “was aware of the social dimensions of hisatre, an awareness that allowed
Laurette Taylor as Amanda, Eddie Dowlings as Tom, and Biaydon as Laura to move
--physically and symbolically--beyond the scripted textlo¢ Glass Menagerignd into
a broader collective social context.” (“Introductioitfie Cambridge Companion to
Tennessee Willian®). By combining innovative dramatic techniques with cadlefu
orchestrated language, Williams is able to convey thehd&dbss that imbues the life of
the Wingfields. The extensive stage directions from so@eeo the last scene convey
the misery of the Wingfields and the dim, dark and glostage reflects the pain and the
suffering felt by Tom. As Roudané observes, “Williaregebrates language. His is a
poetic language that makes the word flesh, createduaimglstage ambience, that
becomes the visible means to performance grace” (dlotton,” The Cambridge
Companion to Tennessee Williag)s Indeed, as Roudané explains, “Stage symbol,
scenic image, body language were to assume importast roles accentuating the
conflicts that the characters themselves were aatioigl to audiences through their

language” (3). Thus, by the creative and unique use of langualjan is able to give
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the audience, as Tom states in the first scengh“inithe pleasant guise of illusion”
(Menagerie22).

The loss of psychological space is the human diletaaWilliams captures in
The Glass Menageridom’s refusal to deal with reality makes him abandoriansly;
however, his inability to escape the guilt he feels ahdbning his family is the universal
truth that he can never reconcile in his tortured nmithttleniably, the extensive stage
directions throughout the play remind us that this i®gydb be performed. Nonetheless,
Williams’s stage directions possess a poetic qualitycapture the humanity that is
contained within those vast hive-like conglomeratiawiscellular living--units that
flower as warty growths in overcrowded urban centers of loweddlaipopulation”
(Williams, Menagerie21). We are reminded that the events we see before froar
Tom’s memory, hence they are selective and Willianesgostep further by suggesting
that since memory “omits some detail” (21) it may novéey reliable. To be sure, the
audience and reader are challenged to form their own ogioio the reliability of Tom’s
memory. Nonetheless, Tom’s struggle to deal with a pamgful segment of his life
comes through the dialogue and stage directions. Consegusncknowledging his
dilemma we feel the plight of these people who aresighily and emotionally
imprisoned by “the huge buildings” that “are always burnirid whe slow and
implacable fires of human desperatioMdgnagerie21.) As Tom acts as both narrator
and a character in the play, we can feel the innendilias painful memories resurface
and are presented on stage in an attempt to come tovéman overwhelming sense of
guilt — of abandoning his beloved family. Thus, since “men®pgated predominantly

in the heart” (21) it is appropriate that the audienes s& stage a reflection of the guilt
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— ridden heart of the narrator. After all, as Delmasity observes in the first review of
The Glass Menageri&Villiam’s goal was to gain a better understanding of “peand
how they tick” (9)? This aspect can be noted when Presley observes:
The review that appeared after the first performané&hinago ofThe
Glass Menageri¢Chicago TribuneDecember 26, 1944) carried this
headline: ‘Fragile Drama Holds Theater in Tight Spdlhése words still
speak for most who experience the play for the finsétiThe tense
encounters and tender moments involving a mother, herhildven, and
a visitor are captivating. But there is more, and thg' plrst critic
realized this fact. Chicago’s Civic Theatre had introdubecauthor of ‘a
tough little play that knows people and how they tick.’ (8)
In fact, Williams himself states in his production notest his goal in writingrhe Glass
Menageriewas nothing less than “truth, life, or realit\Wl€¢nagerie7). That being so, the
universal truth that is distilled out of the emotiogsaffering of the Wingfield household
transcends their individual plight and becomes a ‘ngdh text and performancé By
the same token, Williams mentions in the production nibi&s‘nostalgia is the first
condition of the play” (9), consequently he challengesctincept of reality and illusion
from the first scene to the last. In other words, anytthat)is nostalgically remembered
exists “outside” of time and is therefore immune tordneages of time. Therefore, as
Tom struggles with his painful memories of a particulargaeof his life, Williams
challenges both reader and audience to confront tiveirconcepts of truth, reality,
illusion and ultimately to come to terms with the hmm&ed to control some aspect of

individual destiny.
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As Roger B. Stein observeg,He Glass Menagerigrojects not a series of violent
confrontations leading to catastrophe but a vision of yoneman beings who fail to
make contact, who are isolated from each other amd $aciety and are ultimately
abandoned in the universe” (136). IndeEde Glass Menageris one of the most
studied and recognized works of the American literary céoecause of its focus on the
plight of isolated and lonely human beings. As SusaAl®otson comments, Tennessee
Williams, focuses on the “disconnection between irdligis and their society” and by
contrast, his contemporary, Arthur Miller focuses dreftt connection” Masterpiece®).
Indeed, the charactersTime Glass Menagerigre isolated and disconnected from
society; however, in their individual illusory exist&s, each makes a connection. For
example, Tom, as narrator and character, makes usernbry to make his connections.
As Williams reminds us, memory is selective and noagbweliable. Nonetheless, Tom
is able to visit specific instances in his life that heldvance to him; therefore, he is able
to connect to his family and society in his imaginatiGartainly, since Tom works in a
shoe warehouse, he has exposure to other individualgveoythe only person Tom
mentions or brings home is Jim O’Conner, “an emisfiam the world of reality,”
(Menagerie23). Once again Williams exposes the disconnect ofaigacters when Tom
distinguishes Jim, the gentleman caller, from himgadf e rest of his family by
mentioning that Jim is, “from a world of reality thaé \WVingfields] were somehow set
apart from” (23). Williams makes us aware that the aypemory and therefore not
realistic; however, the pain that Tom experiencdseasarrates segments of his life is
infused with the pain of the individual family membensi as given potency and

meaning.
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Of course Amanda has to deal with the outside worldh@astends her D. A. R.
meetings and works in menial jobs outside the home. MenwAmanda’s connection to
society is maintained primarily in her imagination wiséie talks about her suitors in
Blue Mountain. Her illusory connection to a mythic @as the only time we see her
fully connected to society. Just as Tom’s memory casnam to society and his family,
so Amanda’s memories of her youth and popularity with mérer Blue Mountain days
makes us aware that Williams was more interesteakirstruggle of the Wingfields in
their quest to make a connection tone another thdreindbvious disconnect from
society at large. After all, Tom tells us in scene tmat, “memory is seated
predominantly in the heart” (21); therefore, guilt and Ergsvehicles that drive this play
as Tom comes to a better understanding of self andatkly an understanding that
indeed, his escape is a solitary confinement in the pasbrs own mind — a place that
he can never escape. Certainly, the most isolated mevhtiee Wingfield family is
Laura. Despite that, she also has a short-lived exptstine “world of reality” (23)
when she attends, albeit briefly, Rubicam’s Businede@®and later when she is
reintroduced to Jim O’Conner--a boy she had a crush biginschool. At any rate, due
to Laura’s frail mind and body, these connections areaddhort-lived, and she resorts
back to her illusory world of glass figurines and phonograpbnds. Certainly even Jim
O’Conner, the “emissary from a world of reality” Hasuble connecting to the real
world. His talents peaked in high school, and he habeer able to progress much in
the six years after graduation. Ironically, Jim makesomentary connection with Laura;
however, he is unable to emote these feelings. H&¥itligms confines him to his

“symbolic” representation--as Tom comments in Scene, Ore [Jim] is the long-
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delayed but always expected something that we live Mden@gerie23). By confining
Jim to the status of symbol, Williams brings focus torttie, illusory world of the
Wingfields as the struggle to connect to one another irr éod®irvive the harsh realities
of their individual predicaments. lllusion and reaking vital aspects of the world
Williams creates in this play, one feeding on the other symbiotic relationship and
begging the universal question--is illusion not a vital aispesurvival?

The physical and psychological losses that plague the Widdfousehold
translate to American and international audiencesceldime Glass Menageris one of
the most translated and performed plays in the worldreke Shaland observes:
“Probably the first true meeting of the American plaighit and a Soviet audience
occurred in 1967, twenty years after Williams had becfam®us all over the world. It
was the publication of an anthology of ten years dfigs’s plays, translated by Yakov
Bereznitsky, a movie and drama critichge Glass Menagerie and Nine Other Pidys
Shaland also explains that the 1969 staginthef Glass Menageriand the 1971 staging
of A Streetcar Named Desifenarked the beginning of his [Williams’s] true existense a
an integral part of Russian spiritual life. During theesgies and the first half of the
eighties, Tennessee Williams became a favorite Weplaywright, and also one of the
most frequently staged authors in the Soviet theatreT{t.image of loss translates to
the “public issues™ and “private tensions” (Roudaféblic 1) of many cultures.
Certainly, the universal truth distilled from the playnsktes beyond the St. Louis
tenement of the Wingfields to many diverse culturestlfir because of Williams’s
“ability to peer into the depths of human nature withauisive curiosity but with

understanding and compassion” and secondly, because dafgls concept of
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people’s eternal need for one another--a need strong etmogkrcome arrogance,
brutality, and egoism” (Shaland 7). Shaland captures ##nes of the Wingfield’s
predicament — the need for a genuine human connectaweVer, their dilemma goes
beyond that crisis and rests on the fact that oreglthve made that connection, they are
unable to sustain it. For example, although Tom and Amamu@ close many times
during the play to making a real connection, their irttlial insecurities and fears make
the connection impossible. This attempt and ensuingréaib connect can be seen in
scene four when Amanda states to Tom, “I've had to peat sgditary battle all these
years. But you're my right-hand bower! Don't fall dovelmn’t fail!” and Tom replies, “I
try, Mother” (Menagerie48). That being so, it is inevitable that their individaakieties
and disillusionments will not allow for the type ofrapassion, selflessness, and
unconditional love to surface that would sustain a reahection between mother and
son. Consequently, Tom and Amanda’s failed attempt atexbimg can be noted in the
stage direction that follows their discussion of Tom&atiable desire for going to the
movies for “adventure” (51). To this extent, the stageatlion announcesAmanda
looks baffled, then hurt. . Tom becomes hard and impatient agdbil). It is at this
point that the audience realizes that a genuine sudthumaan connection is impossible
between mother and son. As the image of loss permiagescene, we feel the time
slipping away. In fact, time is the enemy for mothas aon. Amanda has been
abandoned by her husband and has raised two children by .hdesetinly consolation is
her mythic Blue Mountain days which exist in her imago@atand therefore, outside the
ravages of time. As Bigsby observes, “For Tom, mersafdhe past are a distraction

from present failure for though situated in time theyteouagside of time” (“Entering”
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39). By the same token, Williams has stated that th& significant aspect of a play is
that it exists butsideof time,” and is & world without timé& (Where | Live50). That
being so, the theme of loss permeates this play ifotheof guilt, abandonment, and
ultimately, the futility of controlling the hands of lanHence, it is not difficult to fathom
the appeal oThe Glass Menageri® a variety of international audiences; for, ares¢he
not human emotions that are basic to all culturess@dsential transnationality continues
to engage audiences in the twenty-first century.

The Wingfields represent the devastation that can agban simple human
contact fails. By the same token, another aspetteofihiversal appeal for audiences
from America to India lies in the fact that Willignbrings forth the fragility of family
relations and the anguish individuals are faced with whey must choose between
personal fulfillment and family obligation. As Ward Mbraise observes in a review
(1945) ofThe Glass Menagerim theNew York Surthe play, “is fragile and poignant
... It is something to see, to cheer about, and togaer”qqtd. in R. Martin 10).
Consequently, the human condition of the Wingfieldsdiwament as they cling to their
myths, illusions, and dreams can be felt in both perdmaoa and text. Although Laura
blows out her candles, the last scene between matidedaughter holds a glimmer of
hope for them to have a closer and more honest redaimmrconsidering they have only
one another. This glimmer of hope is alluded to as Rumuse explains, “Tom is off to
his wanderings, to the moon and lesser distances wallingscis carefree and hard
drinking father did before him, and Amanda is holding Lalmae in her protecting
arms, frustrated but still not conceding defeat” (gtdR. Martin 21-22). Similarly, the

poetic quality of the stage directions for the closinghea@dds poignancy to the text:
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“Now that we cannot hear the mother’s speech, her silliness is gone@hdsdignity
and tragic beauty . . . Amanda’s gestures are graceful almost dan@aikbe comforts
her daughter (Menageriell4). The Wingfields’ predicament is universal in that this
plight of the individual who must choose between fgradmmitment and self-
fulfillment. Amanda suppresses her dreams and desiregplades them with a zealous
attention to governing the lives of her children. In faghanda, as a result of her early
losses, fervently tries to ensure the success of hidrehiwith her well-intentioned but
misguided attempts to care for them. Amanda’s desirdn&ar success as can be noted
when she exclaims to Tom, “I'll tell you what | wishfat on the moon. Success and
happiness for my precious childrenMénagerie58), prevents her from realizing the
damage she inflicts on them. As much as she loves heffem, she does not understand
his need to fulfill his dream of being a writer.

Amanda’s insecurities and fear of losing everything shashdear fuels her
battles with her son. Even so, there are momentwiplay in which Amanda and Tom
make an effort to communicate their feelings and dedi@sever, by expressing their
true feelings, the disparity between what is longed riorthe harshness of their real
situation is too much to bear for mother and son. Thiggle for communication can be
noted in one particularly poignant scene when Amandassta Tom: “I know your
ambitions do not lie in the warehouse, that like evedylio the whole wide world--
you’ve had to make sacrifices, . . . There’s so mamgthin my heart that | cannot
describe to you!Nlenagerie50). Similarly, Tom tries to connect with his mothada
responds by stating, “. . . You say there’s so much um f)@art that you can’t describe to

me. That'’s true of me, too. There’s so much in my hegeaih't describe tgou! (51).
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Tragically, mother and son are unable to make a reakoction. Amanda cannot
understand Tom'’s need for escapism--to the movies, andegoently, Tom’s
impatience with his mother resurfaces. This debacldearoted in a very revealing
stage direction that captures the essence of the nartbdeson’s unfortunate predicament:
“Amanda looks baffled, then hurt. As the familiar inquisition resumesp&oames hard
and impatient again. Amanda slips back into her querulous attitude towatd3im
Amanda’s inability to make a human connection with hercan also be noted in

the last and one of the most significant scenes gblene

That'’s right, now that you've had us make such foolsun$elves. The

effort, the preparations, all the expense! The new fop, the rug, the

clothes for Laura! All for what? To entertain sombestgirl’s fiancé! Go

to the movies, go! Don't think about us, a mother desearednmarried

sister who's crippled and has no job! Don't let anythimgififere with

your selfish pleasure! Just go, go, go--to the mo\{ghageriel13-114)
The image of loss powerfully dominates this final sceniehe Glass Menagerie
Amanda’s misery and frustration at her inability to conthe destiny of her family
impairs her ability to see the love and devotion herfsels for his mother that has,
indeed, prevented him from abandoning his family as his owarfatd done. She has
spent so much time worrying about her fragile daughtard,ahe is unable to see the
fragile emotional state of her son, Tom. Ironicafynanda’s ultimate fear of further
abandonment becomes a self-prophecy that unfolds imtles€ene--a scene that is
further heightened by one of the last stage directibtizeoplay in which she[Amanda]

glances a moment at the father’s pictuf®enageriel14).
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Certainly, Tom and Amanda, although prone to periodic escapith their
individual drug of choice--a mixture of alcohol, cigarettsd movies for Tom, and
mythic Blue Mountain for Amanda, have the ability to grotimeimselves firmly in
reality. By contrast, fragile Laura is never ablerti@inalize and live firmly within the
realm of reality. Although she is able to periodicallyface to the world of reality as
when she attempts to attend business college or wheallshieer mother about a boy she
liked in high school, Laura is not equipped to deal with #adittes of her present
situation. By retreating into her world of glass figusrand old phonograph records, she
is protected from the harshness of the effects of alvaneliot, loss, and economic
hardship that Amanda and Tom have to face. The dancariththe typewriter, symbols
of the real world as Bigsby explains are “outside her [&@liexperience” Nlodern
American Drama 1945-19933). As Bigsby observes, “Laura’s glass menagerie is
frozen. Time is suspended as it will continue to be swdgekfor her, as it has been
suspended for the woman on whom she was baaad who has spent a lifetime in a
mental hospital in recoil from the real . . . Vulakle, she chooses instead a world of
myth, symbolized by the glass unicorn. It is a faaigigecurity broken as easily as the
unicorn’s horn” Modern American Drama 1945-199B). In reality, Laura is mentally
and physically too fragile to cope with the harsh effeftthe loss that permeates the
play. She has been abandoned by her father, rejectithpthe gentleman caller, and
finally abandoned by her beloved brother, Tom. By the daken, Laura is incapable of
internalizing these factors, thus, she does not hasteabwith their effects.

The bonds that hold the Wingfields together are tenabbsst. Tom’s love for

his family prevents him from pursuing his dreams. Amandaisem for the future of
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her daughter causes her to alienate her son--her lif@ineontrast, Laura is so
emotionally fragile and removed from reality, thataher encounter with Jim, after she
finds out that he is engaged to be married, is desolateotésl in the stage directions,
“The holy candles on the altar of Laura’s face have been snuffed out.iFhdook of
almost infinite desolation(Menageriel08). She is unable to come to terms with the
emotions she feels. Still, as a final attempt to nagenuine connection, she [Laura]
gives the broken unicorn to Jim. After this final geswiraffection; however, as
mentioned in the revealing stage directiddhé rises unsteadibnd crouches beside the
Victrola to wind it up (109). Hence, we realize that she has retreated bdu tworld

of glass figurines and old phonograph records. In facipleneends with Laura blowing
out her candles and thereby severing her connectidwe teeal world. Indeed, although
the image of loss permeatése Glass Menageriieom the first to the last scene, it
appears that mother and daughter have ultimately madeiamgeawonnection, when, as
revealed at the end of her mother’s speeshe[Laura] lifts her head to smile at her
motheft (114).

Although Laura blows out her candles in the last scmo¢her and daughter have
made a connection. The extinguishing of the candlessasdies the beginning of a new
start for Amanda and Laura--one in which a stronger asdoeen formed that
transcends the fragility of Laura’s world of glass, tmegt cannot be shattered by outside
forces. As the last few stage directions indicagw that we cannot hear the mother’s
speech, her silliness is gone and she has dignity and tragic be@ui®) The stage
directions also comment thatirhanda’s gestures are slow agihceful, almost

dancelike, as she comforts her daugh(@d4). This description is a stark contrast to
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earlier ones describing Amanda as “absurd,” “grim,”(29) andly“dgabbling old--witch”
(Menagerie42). The significance of this last stage direction Hiattexl the interest of
scholars and critics regarding Williams’s unconventidineatrical techniques in relation
to the thematical aspects of his play. For examplaja®en Nelson argues that
Williams, “[. . .] in relegating this scene [last metkdaughter scene] to background
silence while Tom makes a self-conscious statemenit aloifting like a dead leaf . . . he
has substituted a painfully pretentious narration foatvdould have been an intense and
luminous moment between the two women” (93). On théraon Williams, with his
detailed and poetic stage directions focuses the audieatbersion by the use of
soundproof glass to the compassiongestures’of Amanda as she makes@imnforting
speech to Laura” (Menagerigl4). Consequently, by making use of innovative
techniques such as sound proof walls and translucent angaransscenery, Williams
was able to elucidate the “truth” about the charad¢temugh “illusion.” Indeed, as Jo
Mielzner, Williams’s set designer, explains,
My use of translucent and transparent scenic interits was not just
another trick. It was a true reflection of the corpenary playwright’s
interest in--and at times obsession with--the exgtion of the inner man.
Williams was writing not only a memory play but a ptyinfluences that
were not confined within the walls of a room. (qgtd. in <y

“Celebration” 96)

The stage directions for the final scene state tNatv‘that we cannot hear the mother’s
speech, her silliness is gone and she has dignity and tragic be@tys, Amanda’s

inner beauty and essence is revealed as she protects esdocdrer fragile daughter. In
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fact, the silent dialogue of mother and daughter is oleeofnost powerfully revealing
scenes of the play. Until this scene, Amanda’s vsichrill, domineering and is heard
beforeshe appears in a scene. In silence, the true compass$iennature is allowed to

surface and “silliness” is replaced with “dignity” anceduty.”

The “hope” that flickers at the end of the play isttAenanda and Laura have
come to some type of understanding of their “realitye’spite the candles being blown
out and Tom abandoning them, the loss felt by mother amghtier results in the
possibility of Amanda and Laura having a more honest andtieaélationship.

Amanda’s fear that Tom would follow in his father’s fstefps has been realized and now
her strength and compassion can be fully devoted tdeheghter. Similarly, although
Laura retreats to her glass world and old phonograph recelslso looks up from her
world of illusion and smiles at her mother. There imareptance in the gestures between
mother and daughter that suggests the possibility of argennderstanding of the

reality that they have only each other--and that magnioeigh. Although Jordan Y.

Miller states in his essay “The Three Halves of TeseedVilliams’s World,” “The

pitiful figure of Amanda, never to face any knowledgevbb or what she is, and Laura,
never able to rise above her fears to realize suclmtes is there” (59), there is no
sense of defeat in the descriptions of Amanda and Lauheiconclusion of the play. In
contrast, there is a sense of hope. As Bigsbhy obseasEnse of timelessness is given to
this last mother-daughter scene (“Celebration” 92). Ity fhe compassion of the mother
for her fragile daughter aslie lifts her head to smile at her moth@vlenageriel14)
reveals not only the timeless bond that has beerefbribut also a sense of hope for the

pair. After all, Williams himself suggests that lif@chieves its highest value and
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significance in the rare moments--they are scarcglgdr than that--when two lives are
confluent, when the walls of isolation momentarilylapse between two persons”
(Where | Live36-37). This rare moment is precisely what is capturehisrstlent scene
and is thus, the essence of theater. Williams attessthat it is the “continual rush of
time [. . .] that deprives our lives of so much dignibg aneaning, and it is perhaps, more
than anything else, trarest of timd. . .] that gives certain plays their feelings of depth
and significance” (“Timeless World” 129). This arrestiofe is what takes place The
Glass MenagerieThus, although Amanda and Laura have lost Tom, thet afrase,

captured momentarily provides mother and daughter a glimnierpaf.

Williams’s idea of the essence of theater, thisshmétime, is heightened by the

image of loss iMhe Glass Menagerié\s Williams comments,

In a play, time is arrested in the sense of being gedfi . . the audience
can sit back in a comforting dusk to watch a world whidlomded with
light and in which emotion and action have a dimenaiach dignity that
they would likewise have in real existence, if only thatgering intrusion
of time could be locked out. The great and only possilmlitman lies in
his power deliberately to choose certain moral valuestbghato live as
steadfastly as if he, too, like a character in a playevwmmured against

the corrupting rush of time. (“Timeless World” 129)

The images of loss that permeate this play and includabitent father, Tom’s escapism
into the world of movies, alcohol, cigarettes and poeftiting, Amanda’s mythic Blue

Mountain, Laura’s fragile world of glass and ultimatélpm’s abandonment of his
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mother and sister--all the noise of human dramaityesid illusion, converge in this
final silent mother-daughter scene. Ultimately, Amanas to face reality whereas Tom
cannot. Nonetheless, despite the weaknesses and fitles\Wingfields as they journey
between reality and illusion, there is a sense thigaat mother and daughter have

connected and, as a result, may have a better relaipons

Although the absent father never makes an appearancg@nstaepitomizes the
abandonment and loss the Wingfields can never escapgas&sder observes, “one of the
chief characters is sketched only by implication. Thieeiaof the Wingfield family
hovers over the scene, although he never appears stageat all’ (“Revelation” 36).
Since, as Williams mentions in the production noteBhef Glass Menageriénostalgia
is the first condition of the play” (22), it is appragde that & blown-up photograph of
the [absent] father hangs on the wall of {Méingfield] living room, to the left of the
archway (22). The stage directions capture the photograph’s signdeand at the
same time solidify Williams’s philosophy on the “unimgorte of the photographic in
art” (7): “It is the face of a very handsome young man in a doughboy’s First World Wa
cap. He is gallantly smiling, ineluctably smilirags if to say “I'll be smiling forever”

(22). His smile is frozen in time. It transcends theamy and devastation that his
permanent departure wreaked on his family. In fact, thingmimmutable photograph

of the handsome, absent father is the embodimenssfdnd a crippling past that his
family can never escape. Ironically, the photograikhk,the play itself, exists outside of
time. As Williams explains in his production notes “Bxare should know nowadays the
unimportance of the photographic in atlénagerie7). Undoubtedly, the absent father

is the “fifth character” (23) iThe Glass Menageri@and Amanda glances at his
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photograph in particularly poignant scenes throughoutlthye as if to seek his advice.
The play ends with Amanda glancing at her husband’soghaph, establishing the

devastating consequences of this abandonment as Tomdafdvis father’s footsteps.

Just as the absent father is established by Tom adtthehfaracter in the first
scene offhe Glass Menageridim, the gentleman caller, Tom announces, “is thé mos
realistic character in the play, being an emissamynfthe world of reality that we were
somehow set apart from” (23). In the same scene, Tosi@o® establish Jim’'s
significance by explaining,” “But since | have a poetsakness for symbols, | am using
this character also as a symbol; he is the long-delbyealways expected something
that we live for” (23). That being so, Jim also représéime myth of the American
dream®® Stein explains, The Glass Menageriis built upon more than the poignant plot
of illusion and frustration in the lives of little peopWilliams has deepened the losses of
individuals by pointing to social and even spiritual catgute” Menageriel36).

America is in the midst of the Depression and orbtiek of World War 1l. In fact,
Tennessee Williams opefiie Glass Menageriey commenting that “Their eyes had
failed them, or they had failed their eyes, and so W&rg having their fingers pressed
forcibly down on the fiery Braille alphabet of a dissag economy” (23), emphasizing
the fact many Americans, not just the Wingfields, eveapped in illusions and the reality
is “that the American dream itself is a sham andlarfai’ (qtd. in Stein 137). As a result,
these illusions create a version of the myth of theeAcan dream. Ironically, Amanda
and Jim are victims of this dream. For example, whem Tells his mother about the
grim conditions at the shoe warehouse, Amanda resp@ingsand you willsucceed!

(Menagerie49). The extent of her belief in this motto of the Aiwen dream can be
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observed in Williams’s stage directionhé notion makes her breathle$49).

Nevertheless, as Stein argues,

It is not Amanda, however, but Jim, the emissarynfreality, who is the
chief spokesman for the American dream. To Jim the wearge is not a
prison [as it is for Tom] but a rung on the ladder towaictsss . . . Jim is
the booster in the American tradition. He is awedhgyfortune made in
chewing gum and rhapsodizes on the theme of the futueriadgirogress
of America: “All that remains is for the industry totgiself underway!
Full steam-Knowledge--Zzzzzp! Money--Powé&Hhat’s the cycle

democracy is built on!” (137)

Although Jim enthusiastically promotes the rhetohe, teality of his situation is quite
different. Six years after graduating from high schoolde ot progressed beyond the
status of a shipping clerk in a shoe warehouse. Even thbuongattempts to look to the
future, while the Wingfields are paralyzed by their paststccess is also a myth of the
past (high school), therefore, frozen in time, andutigre is as uncertain as that of the

Wingfields.

The social significance of the play can be noted whdlieWis in his essay
“Catastrophe of Success” observes, “The Cinderelly sayur favorite national myth,
the cornerstone of the film industry if not of the Denaxy itself” Menageriell).
Nonetheless, Williams’s characterization of Jim, glkatleman caller as not only an
“emissary from the world of reality” (23) but as “symb¢23)--“the long-delayed but

always expected something we wait for” (23) magnifies tfeeeof the loss endured by
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the Wingfields. In fact, Jim is the only “outside” ferthat albeit briefly, infiltrates the
illusory world of the Wingfields. However, Jim is natiriRe Charming and Laura is not
Cinderella. In fact, there is no glass slipper--onlyakén glass unicorn. Ironically, Jim,
the outsider, in his attempt to educate Laura on henseth, her “uniqueness,” captures
the essence of Williams’s philosophy in “The Catastragftfeuccess”: “[T]he only
somebody worth being is the solitary and unseen yotethisted from your first breath”
(Menageriel7). Jim is able to see Laura’s “difference” as a pastjwality; however, his
preoccupation with blindly internalizing the American dredaetoric, “you must be a go-
getter,” “if you try hard enough, you can succeed,” mo¢isdtim to get engaged to be
married and enroll in radio engineering and public speakagsek, but at the same time
makes him unable to cope with the feelings he has fofrtgde girl who has idealized
him since high school. Therefore, all he can stat&Y®, [Laura] make me feel sort of--I
don’'t know how to put it! I'm usually good at expressing tlsingut--this is something
that | don’t know how to say!"Mlenageriel05). By the same token, the shattered
unicorn symbolizes the shattering of the myth as vge#lading as a normalizing force. In
a poignant scene, Laura, after realizing that Jim hadexatally broken the unicorn’s
horn, tells him, “Now it is like all the other horses. Maybe it’'s a blessing in disguise”
(104). Jim, for all his All-American charm, is as caugptin the myth of the American

dream as Laura is in her world of glass figurines.

As the theme of loss imbues the Wingfield householthim Glass Menager,at
becomes apparent that time, certainly, is the eneilliimms’s world, and, “the
monosyllable of the clock is Loss, loss, loss, unle@ssdevote your heart to its

opposition” (WilliamsMenagerig 17). Certainly, Tennessee Williams was attempting to
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come to terms with a certain period of his life by “ieg” time in a work of art that is
recognized as one of the most translated and performesliplghe world. Nonetheless,
unlike the stage magician, who presents “illusion tlaatthe appearance of truth,” by
giving us “truth in the “pleasant guise of illusion,” (22)INEdms reveals a universal truth
of the human condition that, “Snatching the eternabdthe desperately fleeting is the
great magic trick of human existence” (“The Timelesg/of the Play,"Where | Live:
Selected Essay52). Hence, since art gives life dignity and beauty¢hanot be
corrupted by time, Tom Wingfield, as both narrator antaaacter in the play, looks to
the past to come to terms with the intense loss he fieeabandoning his family. In fact,
the past and memory is so critical to the eventslithiathe characters of this play that
Williams’s establishes, in his production notes, thastalgia . . . is the first condition of
the play” Menagerie9). By the same token, Williams, in the first scerstalelishes the
unreliability of memory by stating, “Memory takes addtpoetic license. It omits some
details; others are exaggerated . . . for memory tedgmedominantly in the heart” (21).
In fact, it is the basic human emotion of guilt thaihgs Tom back, albeit in “memory,”
to the St. Louis tenement apartment that he had shatledhiwimother and sister (the
family he had abandoned), the very prison from whichdwk“escaped,” to come to
terms with his pain. Memory allows Tom to observe pafthis life that now exist
outside of time, so therefore are not susceptible toavemges of time. Certainly, as
Bigsby explains, “His[Williams’s] protagonist--victimseanot, finally, destroyed by
capitalism, political corruption, or a new brutaligoat by life’s own internal tensions--
that sacrifice of the spiritual to the material whistthe motor force of history and . . .

the root of the tragic.”A Critical Introduction toTwentieth — Century American Drama
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Vol. 2 12). After all, although Williams began his career asliical**

writer, his
primary focus was an “obsessive interest in humanrgffgMenageriel6) and to gain a
better understanding of “people and how they tick” (PyeBlee Glass Menagerie: An
American Memory9). Contrary to Nelson’s view that, “The underlying ékin The
Glass Menagerigs that there is very little, if any, reason fairlig,” (“The Play is
Memory” 94), as the silent scene between mother andhtierugxemplifies, there is a
reason to live, and that reason is as Williams comsrduat although, “Everywhere the
people seem to be waiting for the new cataclysm toestnkm . . . the people want to

survive, they want to keep on living through it, whatevenaty be” Where | Live:

Selected Essay34).

The theme of loss infiltrates the world of the Wintftein The Glass Menagerie
Tennessee Williams uses this theme not only to conerrtastwith a painful part of his
own life, but to distill a larger truth of the humamndition that although life is fragile, as
are the attempts that human beings make to establistuangeconnection, the real
strength lies in the resiliency of the human spiriits quest to survive. Thus, Williams
states that, “[T]he monosyllable of the clock is Ldsss, lossunless you devote your
heart to its oppositich(Menageriel7) [italics mine]; this takes place in the final silen
scene and in Tom’s closing speech, reinforcing the iddarttividual choice is still
involved and can make a difference. Tom’s guilt makes howr his past actions;
Amanda gains grace and dignity as she comforts her daughtkefragile Laura is able to
look up and smile at her mother. Loss can result in #Bongemore significant — in other
words, although time can be the enemy, it can alsavallcertain compassion to surface.

Although the rapid motion of time hurls human beingstigh their daily lives filled
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with pain, suffering and grief, it can also heal, nurtumd awaken us to greater truths.
Ironically, Williams, by capturing time in a work of adpens our minds to the beauty of
life despite its imperfections. Indeed, there is hopafdeeper compassion to surface
that is strong enough to resist the ravaging forcesnef. tUltimately, the essence of
theater lies in its ability to “freeze” time on stadg@wever briefly--so that we can
glimpse a part of humanity that reflects our own felaopes, anxieties and desires. By
filtering out the noise of everyday life, drama hasahdity to transport us to a self-
reflective moment that we may have never experiendeerwise. Therefore, as Bigsby
observes, The Glass Menagerieas a deceptive simplicityCfitical Vol. 2 40).

Williams uses the image of loss as a vehicle to dikglluniversal truths that are revealed
as illusions accede to reality--the reality of theigbdf the human being to survive.
Undeniably this is an idea so complex that Williams hifmederred to it as arhystery

(qtd. in Bigsby 52).
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Notes to Chapter Two

! As Delma Presley explains, “[. . .] this ‘memoryyplas the author preferred to classify
it, effectively uses lighting, music, screens, and otheicde to reveal how past events
can forcefully affect the present”(10). Williams hinfssthtes in his production notes to
the play, “Being a ‘memory playThe Glass Menageriean be presented with unusual
freedom of convention (7).”

Z In Edward Albee’8Vho'’s Afraid of Virginia WoolfGeorge uses the term “marrow” as a
metaphor for coming to terms with reality (213). As Bigshplains inA Critical
Introduction to Twentieth — Century American Drama: Williams, Mikdbee Vol. 2

“The process of the play is a slow and relentlespmtig of illusions, a steady move
towards the moment when their myth will collapsé®bwn weight, when George and
Martha [the principal characters of the play] will b# ko confront reality without

benefit of their fantasies or the protective articehaiss which has been their main
defence (266).”

3 Eugene O'Neill (1888-1953) is considered to be one of the gteteerican
playwrights. He is the only American dramatist evehnawe received the Nobel Prize for
Literature (1936). O'Neill challenged the conventional lolauies of the drama of his
time and thereby paved the way for modern AmericarttheAmong O'Neill's best-
known plays arénna Christing1922),Desire Under the EImEL924),Mourning
Becomes Electr§l931),The Ice Man Comet{l1946) and_ong Days Journey into Night
(1956). O'Neill's plays range in style from satire to tdggd hey often depict people who

have no hope of controlling their destinies.
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* The Hairy Apeshowcases O'Neill's social concerns and his beliettiatapitalist
system persecuted the working man. However, he felthibatocialist movement did not
have all the answers either. The industrial environngeptasented as dehumanizing.
The character Yank has also been interpreted as refagenf the human condition--
alienated from nature by his isolated consciousness, uttatihel belonging in any
social group or environment.

® Elmer Rice (1892-1967) is an American playwright whos fitay,On Trial (1914),
was the first American stage production to employ thehblack technique of the screen.
His first major contribution to the theatre, howeweas the expressionistithe Adding
Machine(1923), which satirized the growing standardization of mahe machine age
through the life and death of the book-keeper, Mr. Zero.

® Sophie Treadwell (1885-1970) was a journalist, playwright, list\and feminist. She
was considered to be one of the most innovative writetise twentieth century. The
major themes Treadwell explored included the socialstat women, personal and
ethnic identity in America, and America’s core valued ds international role. As a
journalist, Treadwell was probably the first Americamman to be a war correspondent.
Machinalis based on the real-life trial of Ruth Snyder for the mucddrer husband.
During the spring of 1927, Treadwell attended the notorioalsafiRuth Snyder and her
lover, Judd Gray. Although she did not officially coves thal as a reporter, her time
spent in the courtroom served as the catalydttechinal a powerful expressionist
drama from the 1920s about the dependent status of womermnicraasingly
mechanized societachinalis a play in nine episodes, first produced in 1928 and

published in 1929.
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" As Williams mentions in his production notes, “A singgeurring tune, “The Glass
Menagerie,” is used to give emotional emphasis to suisdsages. This tune is like
circus music, not when you are on the grounds or imtineediate vicinity of the parade,
but when you are at some distance and very likely thinkf something else. It seems
under those circumstances to continue almost internyirzatal it weaves in and out of
your consciousness; then it is the lightest, mostakelimusic in the world and perhaps
the saddest. It expresses the surface vivacity of lifie tve underlying strain of
immutable and inexpressible sorrowi¢nagerie9).

8 The disadvantage refers to Laura’s one leg being Blighorter than the other, thus
causing a slight limp--the result of an early childhdatase. Refer tbhe Glass
Menagerie(36). Williams himself has stated, “I have always bewme interested in
creating a character that contains something crippledik tiearly all of us have some
kind of defect, anyway, and | suppose | have found it esidentify with the
characters who verge upon hysteria, who were frightehéf#, who were desperate to
reach out to another person” (Devdonversations with Tennessee Williabi®).

® The first review ofThe Glass Menageri@ppeared in th€hicago TribuneDecember
27, 1944. As Delma Presley explains TThé Glass Menagerie: An American Membry,
“As he [Williams] wrote in the production notes, Walihs’s goal was to present nothing
less than ‘truth, life, or reality” (9). Presley goas to observe that, “What he [Williams]
took most seriously was his belief that he could not dépithh upon the stage if he were
not, first, true to himself. Good drama, surely even adid®, he explains, involves an
‘obsessive interest in human affairs, plus a cedaount of compassion and moral

conviction™ (11).
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19 As Roudané observes, [Williams] “A connoisseur ofiiseal and a celebrant of the
magical textures of the human body live on a stag#iaWis nonetheless was foremost
attracted to the word itself. Indeed, of all the creatorms which Williams indulged in —
poetry, short fiction, memoirs, letters, his productiotes, and stage directions — it is his
use of language that most animates his stafj@@ Cambridge Companion to Tennessee
Williams 2).

1 Bigsby explains “The theatre is the most public of drstfers the opportunity of
acting out the anxieties and fears which are born inghélict between private needs
and public values”Critical Introduction Vol. 21). See RoudanéRublic Issues, Private
TensionsRoudané explains, “Indeed the volcanic confluence of pigdues and private
tensions informs all of contemporary American dramathadter, giving the genre its
particular ambivalence and intensity” (4).

2 The character, Laura is modeled after TennesseeaWidiown sister, Rose. As noted
by Lyle Leverich in the biographifjom: The Unknown Tennessee Williatif®r Tom
[Tennessee Williams], the fear of madness intermixitd shame and guilt, would elicit
a transmuted love and devotion for his sister that atitg would exclude all else. Very
often Rose used the expression, ‘It’s tragic--it’s juagic’ to describe whatever it was
that disturbed her. And now the harsh, pitiful readifyseeing her confined within Saint
Vincent’'s sanitarium, and of realizing how tragic indeed Itie had become, was fully
and lastingly impressed upon her brother”(212)

13 Jim O’Connor is devoted to goals of professional achievgmnd attaining personal
success (American dream--Work hard and you can achieve rglytHowever, six years

after finishing high school, he works as a shipping clekk sttoe warehouse. As
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Benjamin Nelson explains, “On the surface Jim is thengoman most likely to succeed.
He has made the right connections, he is engagedwaatisg for the inevitable thrust
that will catapult him to success. He radiates confidamcehis conversation is sprinkled
with references to the marvelous opportunities whichtatlvai‘go-getter’ [the main
emphasis of the American dream]. But Jim is notlaisatonfident as he would have
Laura believe. Beneath the bravado and good-hearted blilistes, afraid that
democracy--the good old U. S. A--may leave him behind” (“Pla is Memory” 88).

14 As Bigsby explains, “Tennessee Williams and Arthur Milleho dominated the
American theater for nearly a decade and a half, bagarbtheir careers as political
playwrights. Formed by the 1930’s, they responded to theoeworand social realities
of the age. Though their first works appeared on Broadw#yei 1940s, they had both
been writing for more than a decade, and in the caserofessee Williams those early
works were actually staged by a radical theater compa8i iouis” (Critical

Introduction Vol. 21).
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Chapter Three: Arthur Miller'®eath of a Salesman

The theme of loss pervades Arthur MilleDgath of a Salesmgust as it does
Tennessee Williams$he Glass Menageri&Villy Loman is the embodiment of the loss
of physical space, psychological space and moral spacasjtisé “blown-up
photograph” Menagerie22) of the absent father that hangs in the living roothef
tenement of the Wingfields represents the embodiwielnss, the collapse of moral
nerve and responsibility. However, there are two ragapects that distinguish the loss
exemplified in Miller'sSalesmarirom Williams’s Menagerie First, the title itself
forecasts the ultimate loss that serves as the drfoirce of the play. Second, whereas
loss and guilt make Tom Wingfield return, albeit in memaowoya painful part of his life
to come to terms with his past actions, Willy Lomarcsuabs to the effects of loss that
results in a downward spiral that is played out inléisé twenty-four hours of his life,
resulting in the ultimate destruction of mind, body, apilit.

ThoughDeath of a Salesmas regarded by scholars, critics, and theatergoers as
the quintessentiaAmerican drama, it is also one of the most tranglatel performed
plays in the world. As Roudané comments, “[T]he plap &ranscends its own borders,
its American heritage and claims to American essasiial . . The play continues to
engage audiences on an international level, not onlyjuseaatraverses intercultural
borders, but also because it brings audiences back tdgks ef prehistory itself”
(“CelebratingSalesmah25). Certainly, the plight of the Lomans in their pursi the
American drearis replete with the quantifying myths of “if only” and “weust” — “If
only we could pay off the mortgage;” “We must keep up withdbneses;” “We simply

must have that new refrigerator, then we will be happysperous, and content.” In the
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case of the Lomans, the tragic element is that deeryot realize that the security and
contentment they desire are commodities that cannptitidhased. So it is no surprise
that Willy Loman does not realize that he has attad great worth to the mythical and
illusory. As A. D. Choudhuri observes, “Dreams of adrefiiture slowly take the shape
of wishful fantasies, so much so that the sharpnesseafonflict between illusion and
reality, between Loman’s little dreams and the impeas@orces of society, seem to be
apparently lost in comprehensive images of extraordinagtiqtorce” (70). In fact,

Willy Loman is completely oblivious to the social éass that control his life because he,
indeed, equates success and happiness to being “well-likeédparsonally attractive”
(Salesmars3)’. Consequently, these are the values he “lovingly” giteno pass on to
his sons. Undoubtedly, Willy’s value system is poignarglyealed when he states to his
sons:

Bernard can get the best marks in school, y’ undersharidyhen he gets out in
the business world, y’ understand, you are going to beifhestahead of him. That’s
why | thank Almighty God you're both built like Adonisé®ecause the man who makes
an appearance in the business world, the man who cpeaemal interest, is the man
who gets ahead. Be liked and you will never want. You nadéor instance. | never have
to wait in line to see a buyer. “Willy Loman is her@Hat’s all they have to know, and |
go right through. $alesmarg3)

By the same token, Willy never nurtures genuine values asidove, affection,
family relations and, in fact, replaces them with stipial qualities such as “making
connections” and “appearances are everything.” Therdi@mspns are also encouraged

to believe the same myths as their father. Hencemitikes that have become the real



67

world for Willy become an endless source of frustraamd hopelessness for his sons
because they are products of illusion. Undeniably, Witlyan’s blind faith in his
superficial vision of the American dream leads to hsd@sychological decline as he is
unable to accept the disparity between the mythic drearhiarown life.
Certainly, since Arthur Miller and Tennessee Williamgdewriting in the

1930s, the Depression, as C. W. E. Bigsby comments,

shaped the writing of both playwrights . . . the sen$@samises turned

to dust, of the individual suddenly severed from a world lbdtseemed

secure, underlies much of their work. . . .The shock kvbath writers

express seems to derive from their sense of the fsagflthe social

world, the thinness of the membrane that separatesmscfiaos. That

conviction was shaped by the events of a decade that hattpagconomic

debacle and ended with war in Europdo@ern 1945-200069)
Moreover, although Williams’s and Miller’s charactées/e similarities such as
difficulty in distinguishing reality from illusion, andlzelief in a mythic version of the
American dream, some of Williams’s character§te Glass Menagerieave the
capacity of grounding themselves in reality and therafmtaining some sense of self.
For example, in the final silent sceneMenagerie Amanda gains dignity and beauty as
she comforts her daughter, and thus also gains a seredé bf sontrast, Miller's Willy
Loman, by placing ultimate value in the superficial aspetthe American dream and
by believing, as Choudhuri comments, “that all the valudbiteys in life — honour,
recognition, dignity, sense of importance, peace of miatepurchasable

commodities,”(71) ultimately, sacrifices his own lifehopes of obtaining these qualities.
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Since Willy’s dilemma cannot be resolved “outsideimigt,” in contrast to Tom and
Amanda Wingdfield, he literally is left with no “selflfonically, as much as he longed for
security for his family, he dies not knowing that Lindada the last payment on their
house. In the poignant last scene of the play, Liadahe pays her last respects to Willy
states, “I made the last payment on the house todmayl dear. And there’ll be nobody
home. . . We're free. . . We're free. . . We'reefre. Galesmari39). The last scene
exemplifies the core of Miller’s work, that, as Bigstlyserves, “[T]he essence of
Miller’s [. . .] drama is that private and public dially inseparable [. . .] There is no
action without consequence and no consequence that camtagned within the self, no
self outside the community which gives it both context m@aning.” Critical
Introduction Vol. 2136). That being so, as Linda mourns the loss of her hdsk¥itiy,
her understanding of the man is limited. What does yté of the American dream,
which has been inculcated into the American psyche, @semost valuable? Is the
ability to pay off a mortgage at the expense of an iddaf’s life the realization of the
distorted version of success? Certainly Miller doesahsblve Willy Loman of his
individual responsibility in the creation of his dilemnkowever, the private and social
forces exist in such symbiosis that, Willy, like mosMiller’s characters, is caught in a
philosophic debate, giving his work a quality that transcendalsoaltural, and political
boundaries. As Roudané explains,

Death of a Salesmamany critics suggest, is a critique of a capitalist

society that brutalizes the unsuccessful. While dwopolitical textures

of the play are present, howevBeath of a Salesmagmains its power

from additional sources. What allows the play to tranddtself, to go
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well beyond the level of an oversimplified social @sit concerns the

fundamental practicalnd metaphysical question, what does it mean to be

fulfilled in one’s existence? This question holds the tkethe play’s

greatness, its philosophic largenegsnérican Drama Since 196093)
On one hand, Willy Loman can never be fulfilled beeals is a metaphor for what can
happen to an individual when he substitutes a myth, ssiah for reality. Certainly the
sociopolitical views that are alluded to throughout thg fdam one dimension of
Miller’'s work. On the other hand, the essence of thg dbes not rest on whether or not
a Marxisf or Universalist reading is a closer reading of Miller’s intent in thlay. The
real significance can be noted in Miller's own wortidyis play [Salesmahseems to
have shown that most of the world shares somethingdgsitoithe plight of the Lomans”
(qtd. in “Birthday” 22). What happens to an individual wiadidyes in a myth that has
become the doctrine for his life, who believes thatriealization of this dream/myth is to
be had at any cost? This is the predicament of Willy &imnillusion has become his
reality. Whereas Tom Wingfield ime Glass Menagerierought us “truth in the pleasant
disguise of illusion,” Menagerie22) Willy Loman has substituted the myth of the
American dream for his reality. Willy has succumbedhis mmyth with such certainty,
that as Bigsby comments, “[. . .] he [Willy] remaitigsioned . . . in his conviction that
his death can win what his life cannotDgath of a Salesmant01).

Miller's Death of a Salesmaltke Williams’s The Glass Menagerijds a

“memory” play. Just as Tom Wingfield attempts to reclencertain events of his past,
Willy Loman tries to find that moment in his past thatswhe catalyst to the downward

spiral that leads him to believe that he would be naahgable to his family dead than
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alive. SinceSalesmarcatalogs the events of the last twenty-four houM/idlfy Loman’s

life, as Susan C. W. Abbotson explains, it was Migafan,

[T]o write a play without transitions, where the dialogueuld flow from
one scene to the next without any apparent breaksabhstf using a
chronological order, in which single events followedfrmm one another,
he [Miller] wanted to create a form which displayed gast and present
as if they were both occurring at the same timehisway, he would be
able to transmit to the audience exactly what wasggomin the mind of
his protagonist; indeed, an early title for the play Was Insideof His

Head (“Tragedy” 35-36)

Text, performance, reality and illusion converge in #s few scenes of the play when
Biff makes a final attempt to make a genuine connectioln g father and implores him
[Willy] to “take that phony dream and burn it before sdmreg happens”$alesman

133). Biff's earnest attempt to connect with his fathed his own need for validation as
a son can be noted in a particularly revealing scemBiff cries, “Pop, I'm nothing!
I’m nothing, Pop. Can’t you understand that? There’spit@ & it any more. I'm just
what | am, that’s all’ $alesmari33). However, Willy is so immersed in his desire to
fulfill the American dream for his son, he imagineff'Bitears as validation for the love
he feels for his father. The extent of Willy’s depagtinto his mythic realm can be
observed in the final scenes when Willy’s dead brotBen, appears as an emissary from
the world of illusion to guide him through his final act — eviech Willy perceives to be

a victory, as can be observed when he [Willy] sho@#, ‘Biff! He cried! Cried to me.
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That Boy — that boy is going to be magnificent!” (133)nB&courages Willy to carry

out his mission by stating, “Yes, outstanding, withrityghousand behind him” (133).

Willy is incapable of internalizing the shortcomingshesf son Biff because by
doing so, would be to forfeit his dream. Willy’s distorteations of what it takes to
succeed, his inability to accept or understand Linda’s geromesfor him, and his
unwillingness to understand the need of his sons to be lovazhditionally, make Willy
view the world in a one—dimensional, success at arty g@sner. Just as Laura
Wingfield’s illusory world of glass figurines becomes heality, Willy Loman’s
determination not to, “[G]o out the way he came infhbmed with his one-dimensional
view of “a man has got to add up to something” (125) in one cespekes him as ill-
equipped as Laura to deal with reality. On the other harltl; Wakes a conscious
decision to fulfill his dream at any cost--thus resultimdnis final act. Willy Loman’s
retreat from reality is so extensive that he litgralleates an alternate reality to stay true
to his distorted dream of success for his sons basgeeosonal attractiveness” and
being “well-liked.” Certainly at times Willy demonstratadrief understanding of Biff's
personal crisis when hednfidentially, desperat€ly{92) comments to Bernard, “You
were his friend, his boyhood friend. There’'s somethingWtdanderstand about it. His
[Biff's] life ended after that Ebbets Field game. Frdra aige of seventeen nothing good
ever happened to him” (92). However, Willy refuses to aghadge his role in his son’s
inability to acquire success after high school. For examyghen Bernard asks, “What
happened in Boston, Willy?” (94), Willy, instead of confessibgut The Woman,

“angrily” states, “Nothing” (94), once again reinforcing thet fdat he [Willy] has a
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choice and chooses to remain silent, spiraling asefiges, evasions and illusions that

eventually become his reality.

Willy Loman loves his wife and sons; however, his ingptb accept reality with
its imperfections makes him create a reality in his miad ¢annot be realized in “life.”
Willy’s life is based on lies, exaggerations, and avoidahonically, it is Happy, Willy’s
womanizing younger son, who to a great extent is unaclauget by Willy, who
crystallizes Willy’'s philosophy by attempting to follow lns father’s footsteps, and,
who, like Willy, is unable to ever tell the truth. Bitin the other hand, attempts to follow
his passion for working outdoors by herding cattle and wgrkimfarms; however, he is
never content because he knows that he is not ifugfitis father’'s dream of succeeding
in the business world. Biff's need for validation and apaléwom his father always
brings him home. In fact, Biff's predicament can be ole in a very poignant and

revealing scene when he states to his younger brotheryHapp

There’s nothing more inspiring or — beautiful than tightsof a mare and
a new colt . . . And whenever spring comes to wherm, llauddenly get
the feeling, my God, I'm not getting anywhere! . . . Wihat hell am |
doing, playing around with horses, twenty-eight dollarseakd/I'm thirty-
four years old, | oughta be makin my future. That's wheome running
home. And now | get here, and | don’t know what to dithwiyself. I've
always made a point of not wasting my life, and evieng i come back
here | know that all I've done is to waste my life [} I’'m not in business,

| just--I'm like a boy. Galesmar23)
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Willy has inculcated his son, Biff, with the myth of tAenerican dream with such
conviction, that Biff feels he is a failure unless becgeds in business. Certainly Willy
evades the “truth” that he, himself, is a medioctessaan at best. Moreover, Willy is
unable to accept genuine love and affection from his wé&eaccepts gratification from
The Woman, and lies and exaggerates his sales figureswof@iand sons. Therefore,
the “truth” is too closely aligned with reality for Wi Loman. By the same token,
carpentry--working with his hands, is too “natural”’ for Wilgs a result, he is unable to
acknowledge it as a valid or significant profession. YNidlso captivated by the “making
it in the business world” (something that does not ctimfem naturally) mantra that he
is unable to comprehend the lonely demise of Dave Smaglethe salesman who was
still selling when he was eighty-four years old. Willgistorted ideas of success can be
observed in a significant scene when he attempts to plersi@vard Wagner, his boss,
to give him a sales position in New York so that he waowoldhave to travel, by telling

Howard about Dave Singleman:

[. . .] and without ever leaving his room, at the ageigtitg-four, he made
his living. And when | saw that, | realized that sgjlimas the greatest
career a man could want . . . when he died — and bydlgehevdied the
death of a salesman, in his green velvet slippers iartleker of the New
York, New Haven and Hartford, going into Boston — wherdied,

hundreds of salesmen and buyers were at his fun8edégmardl)

These are the illusions and myths that have becomg Mdilnan’s reality and the legacy
he has inculcated in his sons. Undoubtedly, Willy adnid@ge Singleman’s ability to

command power without even leaving his room. As Irving Jacobsmments, “The
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nature and extent of his [Dave Singleman’s] prominera® succinctly illustrated in his
ability to sit in a hotel room and make his living by phas@nfortably attired in the
luxury of green velvet slippers. This image has had aideaigle in Loman’s life: “And
when | saw that, | realized that selling was the getat@reer a man could want” (250).
Jacobson also points out that, “Singleman achieved@ess that presented him [Willy]
with a world of loyalty, aid, and love (250). IronicalWilly is given loyalty, aid and
love by his wife, sons, and friend, Charley, but, henable to accept, internalize, or
reciprocate these qualities. However, Willy pleads Wwithboss, Howard Wagner, to
recognize, as Jacobson explains, “quasi-familiaritiébarpast--‘1 was with the firm
when your father used to carry you here in his arms*-but the reality that ‘business is

business’ and not a family makes his appeal irrelevatd’ (g “Family Dreams” 252).

Willy’s obsession with the superficial “social” worlif the sales profession that
imbues itself with a pseudo-familial atmosphere in ordditlitquotas, encourage sales
and increase profits, prevents him from making a genuinesction with family and
friends who care for him. For example, Willy’s sinedriend and neighbor, Charley,
who has treated the Lomans as family, elicits nothimgcontempt and ridicule from
Willy. Throughout the play Willy refers to Charley and Bbn, Bernard, in derogatory
terms. When Charley tries to help Willy take his mintiha$ troubles by playing cards,
Willy shows no respect for him and calls him “ignoraii§alesmam2) and when
Charley offers Willy a job so that he would not haweravel, Willy responds, “What the
hell are you offering me a job for? . . . | got a ggud. . . What do you keep comin’ in
here for?” (43). Similarly, Willy is incapable of ackndging Bernard’s kindness and

friendship. He thinks of Charley and Bernard as averagelgpbecause they are loving,
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kind, and generous. Ironically, they are grounded in reaiitythe pursuit of the real
American dream that promotes hard work, family loyalegpect, and humility. These
are the qualities that Willy is unable to appreciatetarnalize because he is entrenched
with superficial notions of being “well-liked” and the e® possess “personal
attractiveness.” Consequently, Willy has no tools himgt genuine to pass on to his sons
that will instill the qualities needed to pursue the reakAoan dream. In contrast,
Charley has been able to provide valuable tools to Bethatanable him to have a
successful law career, yet, allow him to remain h@mnlolyal, and family-oriented.
What's more, Willy, in a revealing scene comments tar@y, “A man who can’t handle
tools is not a man. You're disgusting34dlesmar4); however, Charley and his son,
Bernard, quietly live out the American dream while Wgiyes up his own life believing

in the mythologized version of the same dream.

The disparity between Willy and Charley’s lives culnm@sain a poignant scene
when Willy, having been fired from his job, goes to Chasleffice to seek assistance

and finds out the extent of Bernard’s professional esgc

CHARLEY. an arm on Bernard’s shouldeHow do you like this kid?

Gonna argue a case in front of the Supreme Court.

BERNARD. protesting:Pop!

WILLY. genuinely shocked, pained, and hapig! The Supreme

Court!

BERNARD. | gotta run. 'By, Dad!
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CHARLEY. Knock 'em dead, Bernard!

WILLY. as Charley takes out his walleThe Supreme Court! And he

didn’t even mention it!

CHARLEY. counting out money on his deske don’'t have to — he’s

gonna do it.

WILLY. And you never told him what to do, did you? Yowaetook

any interest in him.

CHARLEY. My salvation is that | never took any intgren anything.
There’s some money — fifty dollars. | got an accounitasitle. Galesman

95-96)

This dialogue makes it clear that Charley leads hidblfédoing” and not by dreaming
and mythologizing. He creates a successful businesalltnats him to stay close to his
family without the hardships of constant travel, suckvdl/ and his family have to
endure. Even so, Charley always shows his affectome, land support for the Lomans,
thus he is called “Uncle Charley.” Out of love and regp€barley offers Willy a job
many times and Willy, filled with false pride, vainglouis notions, and a mythologized
view of the world, always refuses. That being so, whalty states to Charley that he
[Charley], “. . .never took any interest in him [Bermtigf95), the truth is that Charley
takes the ultimate interest in his son by leading by gl@nCertainly Charley works
hard and builds a successful business while maintainindgjdngy and retaining a

compassion for others. Therefore, it is not surprisihngmCharley, in response to



77

Willy’s surprise that Bernard had not mentioned that he going to argue a case before
the Supreme Court, states, “He [Bernard] don’'t havdéds-gonna do it” (95). In fact,
Charley shows great compassion and respect for Willyffieyimg him a job, once again,
even before Willy tells him he has just been fired lmyddrd Wagner. Still, Willy is
unable to acknowledge or accept anything genuine that, irgnieaduld allow him to
make an honest living; however, he accepts a weeklynstiphich allows him to keep
his mythic illusions alive.

Similar to the absent father in WilliamsIfie Glass Menageri&Villy epitomizes
physical, psychological and moral loss. Although Willaide to understand that Charley
has always been a friend, the disparity between therggeand superficial is too great
for any change or accommodation to take place. Charkehdémome successful by
working hard; however, he values and measures succasiifierent manner than Willy.
Certainly both men desire success for their sons; howebarley is able to set a
positive example by establishing his own business and sh@@impgassion to his
neighbors, whereas Willy’s superficial definition oicsess - being well-liked, personally
attractive, and being recognized in many places, sets lhmmskhis sons up for failure.
The ideology that Willy instills in his sons at an gagje, that the greatest success and
achievements in life are based on a popularity consesha aspect of the myth of the
American dream. However, Willy succumbs to this myththwitich intensity that he is
willing to die for it so that his son, Biff, will reale how popular his father was by
viewing the masses that show up for his funeral. In dtieeomost poignant scenes in the
play in which Willy speaks with his dead brother, Ben,see that illusion has

completely replaced reality for Willy Loman:
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Ben, that funeral will be massive! They’ll come frdsaine,
Massachusetts, Vermont, New Hampshire! . . .that bthye thunder-
struck, Ben, because he never realized--1 am knowrte’ll see it with
his eyes once and for all. He'll see what | am, Beashh for a shock,
that boy! Galesmari26)

Despite the fact that Willy has a one-dimensionalwof success, there is a child-
like innocence about him that makes him appear somewhat abtimes. For example,
Willy is genuinely shocked that Howard Wagner could dlmasly fire him when he,
Willy Loman had been responsible for naming him as a ddidieniably, the social
environment of the sales world becomes a family envirohfoeWilly. He looks for
love, approval, dignity, and validation from outsidects, while he is unable to accept
the love and compassion of his wife, sons and friend,|&haCertainly Charley tries to
help Willy to become more grounded in reality, but to vailaln a particularly revealing
scene, Charley tells his friend, “Willy, when're you mito realize that them things
don’t mean anything? You named him Howard, but you can’ttsal The only thing
you got in this world is what you can sell. And the funnpghs that you're a salesman,
and you don’t know that” (97). Willy responds to Charleyndastrating his child-like
innocence, yet at the same time epitomizing his falla¢gence to his elusive dream:
“I've always tried to think otherwise, | guess. | alwagh that if a man was impressive,
and well-liked, that nothing . . .” (97). Moreover, althougany scholars and critics
either attempt to oversimplify or overcomplicate tharacter of Willy Loman, clearly,
his innocence mixed with his single-mindedness add fuel t@othgoing debate. As

Miller explains to an actor playing the Willy Loman cheter in the Beijing production
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of Salesmaro help him understand the complex nature of the radet@ make sure that
Willy is not portrayed in a satiric manner, “People vane able to accept their frustrated
lives do not change conditions, do they? So my [Millgs@int is that you must look
behind his [Willy’s] ludicrousness to what he is actuatipnftonting, and that is as
serious a business as anyone can imagine. There isligynobfact, in Willy's struggle.
Maybe it comes from his refusal ever to relent, to gpe(Salesman in Beijing7).

Certainly Willy’s innocence, vulnerability and absolute @@imce to a dream
prevent him from being analyzed as merely a victim, dreaondool. After all, what is it
about Willy Loman that stirs the hearts of diveradiances in China, Japan, India, South
Africa, Korea, Russia, Mexico and Austrdliand many other countries, to make them
believe that they are viewing scenes from their ovivape lives? Brooks Atkinson’s
review ofDeath of a Salesmaraptures the play’s appeal to diverse audiences: “Mr..]
Miller does not blame Willy, his sons, his boss, ordyetem, and he draws no moral
conclusions. In the space of one somber evening in gagrénhe has caught the life and
death of a traveling salesman and told it tenderly wik@ent respect for Willy’s dignity
as a man” (qtd. in Hurrell 54). Atkinson points out tidter, in All My Sonswhich he
states “was a first-rate piece of work,” (qtd. in Hlir64) argued a moral point and
reached a conclusion; in contrast, Atkinson commebtsath of a Salesmaas a creative
work of art in which the form is so completely blendath the theme that you are
scarcely aware of the writing. You accept it as alekoplay, acting, directing and scene
designing fused into a unit of expression” (qtd. in Hurrell'bd e sure, the fact that
Miller refused to draw strict moral conclusions out o$thork has allowed a

transcendent quality, a universal truth to resonate fhenplight of the Lomans to touch
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the core of audiences in America and all over world. Mbed review®Death of a
Salesmairnaselicited since its premiere on February 10, 1949, at the Mordkeater in
New York City, have added further dimensions to the intenal fascination with this
play. As Eleanor Clark for theartisan Reviewveomments,
These are, notably, a superb performance by Lee J. Gdhke aalesman,
a beautifully flexible and elegant stylization of a drBaooklyn house by
Jo Mielziner, . . . however, it becomes necessaguastion just what it is
that gives the play its brilliant down-in-the-moutifeet . . .The play, with
its hodge-podge of dated materials and facile new onest tsagedy at
all but an ambitious piece of confusionism, such asynadher sphere
would probably be called a hoax, and which has been putsaayqaurely
technical skills not unlike those of a magician or ambat (gtd. in
Hurrell 61)
Indeed, the “hodge-podge” materials Clark refers to are mhaie Tennessee Williams
and Arthur Miller the dramatic successes who forevangkd the face of American
drama. Certainly Miller has acknowledged thafalesmarhe wanted “to do a play
without any transitions at all, dialogue that would siriphp from bone to bone of a
skeleton that would not for an instant cease being added trganism as strictly
economic as a leaf, as trim as an afitinebends131). Consequently, Williams and
Miller were able to combine poetic language with innovat@ehniques ranging from
lighting and music to transparent walls so that charactauld, “enter or leave a room by
‘stepping through’ a wall onto the forestag&alesmari2) in order to bring past and

present, reality and illusion together on stage atah@gime, techniques that had never
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been viewed by mainstream dramatic theater audiences b8&mna fact, Williams and
Miller were literary magicians; otherwise, how cotheir work have impacted American
and international audiences to such an extent th&padané observes, “Williams and
Miller validated the aesthetic quality of the Americtage . . . we may say the American
Theatrical Renaissance commences during an increditilg feme, framed byl'he

Glass MenageriandDeath of a Salesman . [and] shows no signs of diminishing”
(Public Issues, Private TensioB%. Certainly the questions left unanswered by Williams
and Miller give bothMenagerieandSalesmaran appeal that transcends social, economic
and cultural boundaries.

The image of loss pervadBgath of a Salesman a manner that has elicited
critical debates from scholars, critics, and theategsiace its 1949 premiere. As Harold
Bloom observes, “The crucial question might be: vdeaitt Loman into his internalized
exile? The form of that exile is unappeasable yearninge siacsuccess and no
popularity could gratify so ceaseless a need. Poor Lonsamtgsly wants to sell
himself, and so nothing could suffice for him to buy himbaltk” (“Introduction”

Major Literary Characters: Willy LomarB). Bloom makes a valid observation; however,
Willy Loman also yearns to sell his idea of the Aroan dream to his sons, especially
Biff. Willy’s life is the commodity that he is wilhg to sacrifice in order to make his

myth a reality. In fact, what is significant in Wil§ decision to give up his own life is

that he whole-heartedly believes that he will berggvinis son, Biff a chance at success
with the twenty-thousand dollar insurance money. Asudhari observes, “It [the play]
began with dreams and longings of the human heart araittaen comes down on

shattered dreams; the longings are still there, but sidalbystand the hard facts of
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reality” (69). Certainly Willy Loman was a dreamer am@sned for success and
recognition. However, Willy’s distorted views of succdese and a blind devotion to a
myth make him unable to accept or understand genuine affegiiditionally, Willy’'s
inability to accommodate the reality of his life makies tlisparity between reality and
illusion too great and eventually makes genuine communichgbveen himself and his
family impossible. For example, when his sons meetatianrestaurant, Biff tries to
connect with his father by telling the truth; even\atlly is unable to accept any aspect
of reality. In a significant scene at the restaurBift,tells Willy, “Who was it Pop? Who
ever said | was a salesman with Oliver? . . . | veagna salesman for Bill Oliver. . . .
Let's hold on to the facts tonight, Pop. We're not gdim get anywhere bullin’ around. |
was a shipping clerk"Salesmari06). Willy responds to Biff's attempts to tell the truth
by establishing the fact that reality, has indeed, besmyfireplaced with illusion, “The
gist of it is that | haven't got a story left in myatk Biff. So don’t give me a lecture
about facts and aspects. | am not interest8dlgsmari07). In fact, Willy is unable to
accept reality. Myths, lies and exaggeration are theewaork of Willy’s illusory world.
That being so, truth and reality simply have no pladas fragile existence. Willy’s need
to actualize his dream of success for his sons at ahgcobined with his belief that “A
man can’t go out the way he came in,” (125) . . . anchda has got to add up to
something”(125) make him as fragile as Laura Wingfield caugher illusory and
breakable glass world. Any attempt Biff makes to conframfather with the truth
threatens Willy's illusion.

Willy Loman’s need to be admired, loved and respectedsgdn Biff propels

much of the action dDeath of a Salesmais psychological and moral loss pervades the
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Loman household, Willy’s deterioration can be obsernduais inability to make a
genuine connection with Biff because he himself is scdisected with reality. To be
sure, Biff and Happy love their father, but are unableatesfy his need for “success in
business.” So they are reduced to lying, exaggerating, and wantphecause as Biff
tells his mother, Linda, “I just can't take hold, Mongdn’t take hold of some kind of
life” (Salesmarb4). This comment reinforces the personal and socebinect these
brothers face after being raised to believe that there destined for success because
they were attractive and well-liked. So much emphasisplead on superficial aspects
of the myth of the American dream by their fathed aa little attention was given to
important qualities such as hard work, dedication, loyaltg, compassion, that Biff and
Happy are unable to dedicate themselves to any particulaspian, relationship, or
path in life. Hence, they are relegated to a life @rgang for something better, like their
father, but they are missing the tools necessary to\actheir goals. Even so, Biff, in
the final scene, comes to an understanding of his fatblegist, and, therefore, a better
understanding of his own situation when he states, “Yowlsamething, Charley,
there’s more of him [Willy] in that front stoop thamall the sales he ever made . . . He
had all the wrong dreams. All, all, wrong. . . . Heeréknew who he was'Salesman
138). In contrast, his brother, Happy, is angered, asdlge slirections indicate, that he
was, ‘almost ready to fight Biffby Biff's comments as he shouts, “Don’t say that! And a
more confident, self-assured, protective Biff states tydusmger brother, “Why don't
you come with me, Happy? . . . | know who | am, kid” (138)this final scene, Biff
makes a connection with his father that he was nettabthare when Willy was alive.

He has a better understanding of the devastation that®by blindly following a
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“wrong” dream; therefore, he becomes more confidedisoovering and following his
own path. On the other hand, Happy, in his attempttptstie to his father’s
mythologized dream, has little understanding of his fatine understands himself even
less. Ironically, his lack of understanding makes him follewhe same misguided
footsteps of his father. This lack of understanding coiomls when he states, “I'm going
to show you and everybody else that Willy Loman diddietin vain. He had a good
dream. It's the only dream you can have--to come onther--one man. He fought it out
here, and this is where I'm gonna win it for hingalesmari 39).

Biff's need to connect with his father transcendsuraltboundaries, and can be
noted in the question posed to Miller by the Chinese atagmg Biff in the Beijing
production ofSalesmanand in Miller’s response. The actor asks Miller, “WisaBiff's
need, what is the burden that only his father can help hioad?” Miller responds, “I
explain once again that this is a love story; thatyafinam home he [Biff] sometimes
feels a painfully unrequited love for his father, a savfssomething unfinished between
them bringing feelings of guilt"Salesman in Beijin@9). The unconditional love that
Biff requires from Willy, his need to be accepted, ancet®ive his father’s blessings
before he can go forth with his own dreams, is a ureversed that makes the father-son
relationship of Willy and Biff transcend cultural boundayiand touches the core of
individuals in countries in which the profession of tlangesalesman does not even
exist. That the story appeals to many diverse cultures comésvitien a Chinese actor
states to Miller that he understands the plight of &id Willy: “[T]hat it is very

Chinese” (79).
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Just as Biff and Happy loved their father, Linda not doned Willy, but
dedicated her life to caring for him. In fact, upon kmayhis plan, Linda dedicates her
life to keeping him alive. By the same token, Linda isdeaed with not only keeping
Willy alive, but to do so without compromising his dignitynda’s love for Willy and
her dedication can be observed when she states {¢¥aff you can't just come to see
me, because | love him [Willy]. He’s the dearest nmathe world to me, and | won't
have anyone making him feel unwanted and low and bluezither he’s your father and
you pay him that respect, or else you’re not to come hérew he’s not easy to get
along with--nobody knows that better than me--but.”.(55). Although Linda loves her
sons, Biff and Happy, her love for Willy and her deswrg@rotect him from harm makes
her take a stand with Biff. By doing so, she clarifiest her loyalty, love and dedication,
especially after discovering Willy’s attempts at suicae firmly with her husband. In
fact, as Bigsby observes,

Miller has said oDeath of a Salesmahat love was in a race for Willy’s
soul. In the case of Biff, whose love/hate for his éatl at the heart of his
own confused identity, this is an accurate enough acajuncrucial
struggle. In the case of Linda that love is without sutzstalt is a kind of
background noise, diffused and unfocused. It is real enougipriésent

in the gentleness and practicality which she bringetadiationship with
Willy. But it could never win any race to redeem him becaise
fundamental failure of understanding that Miller seeorfeel is

inseparable from the feminine sensibilit@rigical Vol. 2 147)
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In one respect, Linda understands that Willy adores eff there are unresolved issues
with father and son. On the other hand, Linda is incapshlederstanding Willy’'s
passion for fulfilling his mythologized dream of succatany cost. Therefore, as she is
unable to understand the intensity of his quest, her lodeladication are inadequate to
prevent Willy from fulfilling his fatal vision. Certaig) as Irving Jacobson comments,
“Critics have attacked her [Linda] as ‘profoundly ursiaictory’ as a character, ‘not in
the least sexually interesting,” and a symbol of thsh-payment fixation.” But given
Loman’s inability to accept disagreement from his sam8harley, it is hard to suppose
that he would tolerate a less acquiescent wife” (257hotigh Jacobson makes some
valid observations, Linda Loman is a complex chardeatard with a delicate situation.
Indeed, Linda’s love and concern for Willy’s declining tieampel her to treat him as a
child in order to protect him, and at the same time, prdwemfrom noticing the extent to
which Willy has succumbed to his illusory world. None#iss| in her attempts to help
Willy, she sometimes enables him to live out his myth&rBince she discovers the
rubber pipe in the basement, she makes it her missisanve Willy. However, the reality
is that no one can save Willy from fulfilling his fataission. To be sure, Linda’s love
and concern for her husband can be observed in one mbi$tesignificant scenes of the
play when she states to Biff:
| don't say he’s a great man. Willy Loman never madet of money. His
name was never in the paper. He's not the finest ctarthat ever lived.
But he’s a human being, and a terrible thing is happening toSom
attention must be paid. He’s not to be allowed toirfiédi his grave like an

old dog. Attention, attention must be finally paid to sugeeson . . . He
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drives seven hundred miles, and when he gets there aons him

anymore, no one welcomes him. And what goes through asmand

driving seven hundred miles home without having earned & t&hy

shouldn’t he talk to himself? Why? When he has to go &rl€hand

borrow fifty dollars a week to pretend to me that it's pay? How long

can that go on? (57)
Clearly, Linda, upon discovering the rubber pipe, had makitask at hand. How can she
prevent her husband from committing suicide? She hadwe & plan and carry it forth--
the clock was ticking. Thus, she convinces her sont@&ifltove back home in hopes that
they could work as a team to “help” Willy. Ironicallyinda is also caught up in the lies,
fabrications, and exaggerations that imbue the Lomareholgs She reminds Willy how
well-liked he is, she allows Biff to believe that imade such an impression on Bill Oliver
in the past, that he will remember him, she even a&ll@¥illy to believe that his boss,
Howard Wagner, will allow him to be a member of the fsomeday. Ironically,
although Linda is grounded in reality--paying the bills, mendiegking and insurance
premiums, she encourages Willy’s illusions and mythss€guently, Linda’s role and
complexity has been debated by many critics. When tlyeppéamiered in 1949, most
critics viewed Linda’s representation in a positive marsaeh as a nurturing wife and
good mother; however, during the sixties, with the oisthe new feminist movement,
with its emphasis on the role of women and the presiwad notions of the institution of
marriage in society, critics began questioning Linda’s ipawilly’s illusions and
eventual demise. As Brenda Murphy and Susan C. W. Abbobsame, “Linda has

even been described by Charlotte Epstein as prodding Wilis doom” (6).
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Certainly there are as many opinions by scholars atidscregarding the
significance of each of the characterSafesmaras there are opinions of the play itself.
However, regardless of whether or not Linda is consil@n interesting, important, or
even marginalized character, her love for her husbantiendesire to keep him alive
and her appeal that, “Attention, attention must bdlfinzaid to such a person,”
combined with a belief that Willy’'s exhaustion is winadkes him fantasize, and if he
could just not have to travel anymore, then perhaps éwegytvill be fine, make her an
integral aspect of the plight of the Lomans.

As Roudané explains, “Even Linda, who knows that ‘onlysttelowness of the
water’ (59) saved Willy from suicide the year befoneg ghat Willy has ‘been trying to
kill himself' (58) recently, contributes to the truthugion matrix. If Linda casts herself
as supportive wife, she is also a complex figure who @agentral role within the family
dynamics” (‘Death’ 70). In fact, Linda knows Willy’s fragile state frothe beginning of
the play. However, she feels that she must keep hevikdge of the rubber pipe from
Willy to keep his dignity in tact. Whether or not we agneth Linda’s tactics, the
significance of her actions lay in the fact that abeed out of love and respect for her
husband. Her insistence that Willy should ask his bosa jolb in New York so that he
would not have to travel adds credibility to the noticat he really believed that Willy's
main problem was exhaustion.

The importance of the Linda role became an issubliiber when he directed the
production oDeath of a Salesman Beijing, China. Miller comments,

When | directedsalesmarin China | had Linda ‘in action.” She’s not just

sitting around. She’s the one who knows from the beggaof the play
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that Willy’s trying to kill himself. She’s got the vitatformation all the
time. Linda sustains the illusion because that'sotiig way Willy can be
sustained. At the same time any cure or change is inyb®as Willy.
Ironically, she’s helping to guarantee that Willy willee recover from
his illusion. She has to support it; she has no altemagiven his nature
and hers. (gtd. in Rouda@dnversations370)
Consequently, by explaining the role of Linda, via translei@ Chinese actress who did
not speak a word of English, Miller was able to view aftéct on the significance of
Linda as a key figure in the play. She is not a passdigidual waiting for the inevitable
to take place. Hence, after finding the rubber pipe, Liadpeared for action to protect
Willy from his most formidable enemy, himself. Ironigalshe is forced to keep Willy's
myths alive because she believes that by doing so shepsigenim alive. Certainly
Linda loved Willy; however as Bigsby observes, “Heinfla’s] almost complete failure
to understand Willy, as opposed to sympathise with and admir, is thus finally a sign
of the inadequacy of that love. It is not strong enooginake demands, to wrestle Willy
away from his illusions”odern 1945-2000107). Although Bigsby makes a valid
point, if Linda believed that she was keeping him alive hgihim something to live for
by sustaining his illusions, then, is that not an act ofigpgenlove? Or, perhaps Willy
Loman’s illusions were too powerful for any love to pertetr8y the same token,
whether or not we believe in the adequacy of Linda’s lior Willy, the significant
aspect is that Linda loved Willy to the best of herighiHer genuine shock and lack of
understanding of Willy’s final deed, make it apparent thatla believed that if she

could just keep Willy alive long enough, he would finally stigiing to kill himself, and
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then everything would once again be right in their wdddr disbelief and lack of
understanding of the magnitude of Willy’s mythic dream caoltserved in the final
scene of the play when she cries out to her dead hdish&hy did you do it? | search
and search and | search, and | can’t understand it, Withade the last payment on the
house today. Today, dear. And there’ll be nobody homereVftee and clear.”
(Salesmari39).

As the theme of loss permeates the lives of the Lopiiaissmodified and
transformed to incorporate the tragic consequences ikatvénen truth and reality are
replaced by lies, exaggerations, denial, myths, and illasiwhen the real American
dream is replaced by a distorted myth. This is the pbfthe Lomans in Miller’s play
and the universal plight of all the Lomans in the wogieting Death of a Salesmats
perennial appeal and making it a drama that is as critidathated in 2007 as it was
when it premiered on February 10, 1949, at the Morosco Thedtiew York City.
Ironically, althoughSalesmans considered the quintessential American drama, as
Brenda Murphy comments, “[S]ince its premiere, therer®ver been a time when
Death of a Salesmamas not being performed somewhere in the wollditi¢r: Death of
a Salesmar’0). Hence, what is it about this play that elicitsraech international
attention? What is it about the plight of the Lomdret speaks to audiences who have, at
best, only a basic understanding of American cultudepgnhaps even less understanding
of the traveling salesman profession? The internatemagal of this play is the universal
truth that arises out of Willy’s plight and the Lonsapredicament, and is revealed in

Miller’s response to a particular question when he prod&egesmann Beijing. Miller
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was asked by the Chinese actors how they could make thenptayAmerican, to which
Miller responded,
The way to make this play most American is to makeoist Chinese. The
alternative is what? — you will try to imitate filmsy have seen, correct? .
. . But those films are already imitations, so yall lve imitating an
imitation. Or maybe you will observe how | behave anitlata me. But
this play cannot work at all — it can easily be a stsa— if it approached
in the spirit of cultural mimicry. | can tell you nawat one of my main
motives in coming here is to try to show you tthegtre is only one
humanity[italics mine]. That our cultures and languages set up cogfus
sets of signals and these prevent us from communicaticigharing one
another’s thoughts and sensations, but that at the ieepés where this
play lives we are joined in a unity that is perhaps bickig(Salesmarn
Beijing 5)
The transcendent core of Miller&lesmans comprised of the father-son relationship of
Willy and Biff, Linda’s sustaining Willy’s illusions outfgespect and the need to keep
him alive, Willy’s belief in a dream that he his willing tlie for, and the catastrophic
consequences that arise out of a family’s inability tmm@minicate because lies, evasions,
myths and illusions have replaced truth and reality @saally silent language that,
indeed, is a silent killer. Certainly the Lomans’ inapito evade rather than
communicate transcends cultural boundaries. That beindifler’s belief that there is
“only one humanity” is the core of the play’s perenm&tinational appeal. The Lomans’

saga translates readily to many diverse cultures, becaaidiller explains, all of
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humanity is unified at “the deeper level’ wh&alesmarilives.” In fact, the Chinese
production was successful because of Miller’s abilitgtap into the psyche of all human
beings; as he explains, “Audiences viewing the play faoound the world, . . . find
themselves on similar familial borders, similar proi@sal thresholds, and similar
psychological precipices.” (qtd. in Roudané “CelebraSadgsmayi 22).
Along with China, India has also embraced the varioudymtions of several
Miller plays. However, as Rajinder Paul observes,
Of all Miller’s plays that have been performed inileAll My SonsAfter
the Fall, Incident at VichyView from a Bridge--Death of a Salesntzas
been the most popular both as Theatre and in book #lmost everyone
who has been connected with theatre after the partfiondia and
Pakistan (an arbitrary but undeniable watershed for moddran drama)
has seen or read this play. Hardly anyone | know isseggdeement about
its claim to being a modern classic of world drama.22)%-
The enormous popularity &alesmann India is no small feat considering India has over
fourteen major languages with theatrical performastaged in each language. This
aspect, combined with fact that popular dramas are soggttaged in more than
language makeSalesman’popularity even more significarioreover, another feature
that separates India from many other countries ischelh state in India has its own
unique culture which includes language, customs and food. |ndidé is so culturally
diverse that, although a majority of Indians are Hiradonost every major religion is also
represented in this country. Yet another unique featureddd Ia that patriarchal and

matriarchal cultures co-exist in India adding anotheregision to a country rich in
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theater and arts ranging from ancient Sanskrit dramésasutheMahabharatd and
Ramayanato Kathakalt’ in Kerala to the trendy Bollywoddof Mumbai. Despite these
diverse factorsSalesmarmwas a success in India in English and regional language
productions. As Paul observes, “The achievement oMl that he is the first truly
tragic writer not to use the classic model of tragedyWilsy Loman is a nondescript,
unattractive little man who is nevertheless a greagfi¢ figure. Of the four or five great
American dramatists--O’Neill, Williams, Wilder, and sisy Albee--Miller is far and
away the greatest in this respect” (Paul 24). Willy Lomaeed for love and respect
from his son, Biff and his inexhaustible desire to seedns succeed speak directly to
modern and ancient Indian beliefs. India, a countrgr&lmodern conveniences and
technology co-exist with ancient customs and practisele land of Maya? which
represents illusion. That being so, a point whereidluand reality meet is very familiar
to an Indian audience as is the notion of getting @&bettderstanding of “self.” As
Hinduism is as much a philosophy as a religion, it is woven theocultural framework
of India. The basic tenets of Hindu philosophy statettieself is not an entity
completely separate from the universe. Therefore,mailgiath is one that goes toward
enlightenment. Lies, evasions, myths, and illusions makaelieve that Maya (illusion--
fleeting reality) is the real world. Therefore, adlWiloes not understand himself, he
feels at odds with his natural environment, always strivangHat which does not come
naturally and is lost to Maya--the illusory world. WWeamore, the English and Bengali
productions oSalesmamwere the most successful in India. As Asim Chakray#nty
Bengali producer who produced it in 1964 and enjoyed over 150 parioces observes,

“Death of a Salesmaa unique in one respect, that everyone, somehow,vgbene,
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finds himself identified; and therein lies the succegt®play”’ (qtd. in Paul 25).
Regardless of wheth&alesmaris produced in English or one of the other major Indian
languages such as Hintlor Bengalt®, as Paul comments, “[O]f all American dramatists,
modern or not, Miller is the best known in India, arsllbeath of a Salesmahe most
popular play” (Paul 26).
Although it may be too late for the Lomans to gain a ricmelerstanding of the
need for a value base that goes beyond the mateddhat accepts human life as a
priceless commodity, perhaps it is not too late forathience to supply the element
missing in Willy Loman’s life, to give value to what \lyiwas really selling--himself.
Hence, Miller draws the audience towards a Reader-Regpaorutiny of his play. In
fact, the essence 8alesman’sappeal to diverse audiences from various cultures is
indicative of the importance of text and performanceéhimwork. As Miller states,
[B]y showing what happens where there are no valugdedst, assume
that the audience will be compelled and propelled towandr@ intense
quest for the values that are missing. | am assumingyalthat we have a
kind of civilized sharing of what we would like to see wcwithin us and
within the world. | think that drama, at least mine,a$ 0 much an attack
but an exposition of ‘the want.” This kind of drama t@ndone only if the
audience is constantly trying to supply what is missingl. (qtGelb 32)
Indeed, Miller’'squintessentiajitalics mine] American drama resonates with
American and international audiences alike. Perhapsrdilwords upon producing the
play in China in 1983 best sum up the universal transcendenbt®alesmarhat

makes it as poignant in 2007 as was in 1949 when it premieidelw York: “I theorize
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a universality of human emotions; | hope that the procludtere [in Beijing] of this very
American play will simply assert the idea of a siniglananity once again'Salesman in
Beijing 44). Without a doubt, the theme of loss permeatesdhen household and ends
with the ultimate loss, the loss of life. Howewelis Willy's twenty-four hour journey
that captures the past and present, illusion and redlggm and distorted myth that
seizes the hearts and minds of the audience as WillpHase his ultimate, most
formidable enemy, himself. It is at this moment, assee a certain familiarity reflected
in Willy's plight, that we realize the essence ofldt’s theater, a common humanity
which, indeed, transcends cultures, languages, sociopbliiews and leaves an
indelible mark on all those who witness the physicalchsipgical and moral
disintegration of a man who “had the wrong dreamrfageriel38). Although it may
be too late for Willy and the Lomans, just as it was late for Williams’s Tom and the
Wingfields, our acknowledgement of their plight, of tHess, even if only for a moment,

is the transcendent core and thus, the essence ofrtheate
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Notes to Chapter Three

! As Matthew C. Roudané comments, “A play concerning thst public of American
myths,Death of a Salesmdays bare the private individual's sensibility, a seliigib
neutralized by those very myths. In an era where mamylas question precisely what
constitutes American essentialism, most theatergaireegard Salesmahas the
quintessential American play” (“CelebratiSglesmah 25).

2 The American dream as an ideal represents the nibiory working hard and having
goals, one could fulfill one’s dreams. However, Willgrhan equates the American
dream only with material success and superficial aspectsas “physical attractiveness”
and “making contacts.” The American dream defined by Mifis the largely
unacknowledged screen in front of which all Americartingiplays itself out--the screen
of the perfectibility of man . . . People elsewheraltenaccept, to a far greater degree
anyway, that the conditions of life are hostile to rsgretensions. The American idea is
different in the sense that we think that if we cautdly touch it, live by it, there’s a
natural order in favor of us; and that the object abadglife is to get connected with that
live and abundant order” (gtd. in Rouda@énversations36).

3 All quotes fromDeath of a Salesmaare from the Penguin Books 1949 edition and
hereafter will be cited in-text as parenthetical refees.

* ReadingDeath of a Salesmarmom the point of a Marxist results in the idea thiiter
uses his play as a vehicle to demonstrate the effeatsldnging capitalist society. In
Understanding Death of a Salesm&rtenda Murphy and Susan C. W. Abbotson explain,
“The question oBalesmais social statement has been a major issue in thatel®ver

the play for fifty years. Miller has been criticizeak fpresenting Willy's failure as the
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inevitable end of a man who has finally broken under thespres of an economic
system that he is fatally incapable of understandingj).(Murphy and Abbotson go on
to say that Miller responded to this type of criticismcynmenting, “a play cannot be
equated with a political philosophy” (xvi).

® Roudané explainsDreath of a Salesmathe universalists counter, seems beyond
philosophical limits or gendered subjectivity, and thus ilag o which all — social
constructionists, Jungians, Marxists, postculturalists sarmh--react,” (Roudané
“CelebratingSalesmah 24).

® Refer to Susan C. W. AbbottsoStdent Companion to Arthur Mill&). Also see
Rajinder Paul, Death of a Salesman in Indial’he Merrill Studies in Death of a
Salesman

" As Miller observes, “Parallels exist in the playlwChinese society, | have reason to
think, assuming that people want to rise in the world evieeye. And if there aren't as
yet traveling salesmen in this country [China], | conjecthat the idea of such a man is
easily enough grasped from the text itself. In any dhsesalesman motif is in some
great part metaphorical; we must all sell ourselvesyinoa the world of a persona that
perhaps we only wish we possessegtilésman in Beijing4).

8 “The Mahabharatais one of the three major Sanskrit epics of ancietia]rthe others
being theRamayanandSivarahasyaWith more than 74,000 verses, long prose
passages, and some 1.8 million words in total, it is argulblipngest epic poem in the
world. Taken together with the Harivamsa, the Mahaltadras a total length of more
than 90,000 verses. It is of imnmense religious and philosdphipartance in India and

Nepal, a major text of Hinduism. Its discussion of hamgaals (artha or wealth, kama or
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pleasure, dharma or duty/harmony, and moksha or libejatikas place within a long-
standing mythological tradition, attempting to expldne telationship of the individual to
society and the world (the nature of the 'Self') andabkings of karma. In its final
form, it was completed by the first century, withaentral core Bharata (consisting of
24,000 verses) dating back to the 6th century BCE.”

“Mahabharata.' Wikipedig The Free Encyclopedi28 Mar 2007, 12:33 UTC.
Wikimedia Foundation, Inc. 28 Mar 2007
<http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Mahabharat&id=118499536>.

For more detailed information on Indian theater raniogh Sanskrit drama to the
ancient Indian epics refer to Rachel Van M. Baunmer ZJames R. BrandonZanskrit
Drama in PerformanceBalwant Gargi'd~olk Theatre in IndiaandTheatre in India
Farley P. Richmond, Darius L. Swann, and Phillip B. Harilndian Theatre: Traditions
of Performanceand Bonnie C. WadeRerforming Arts in India: Essays on Music,
Dance, and Drama

® “The Ramayands an ancient Sanskrit epic attributed to the poemikiland is an
important part of the Hindu canon. The naR@myanas a tatpurusa compound Réma
andayana “going, advancing,” translating to "the travels of RaflaeRamayana
consists of 24,000 verses in seven cantos and tellsoityeo$ta prince, Rama of
Ayodhya, whose wife Sita is abducted by the demon Rakélagaf Lanka, Ravana. In
its current form, th&/almiki Ramayanas dated variously from 500 BCE to 100 BCE. As
with most traditional epics, since it has gone throaiddng process of interpolations and
redactions, it is impossible to date it accurately. Raenayanéhad an important

influence on later Sanskrit poetry, primarily throughastablishment of the Sloka meter.
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But, like its epic cousiMahabharata theRamayanas not just an ordinary story. It
contains the teachings of ancient Hindu sages and présenighrough allegory in
narrative and the interspersion of the philosophical amdiévotional. The characters of
Rama, Sita, Lakshmana, Bharata, Hanuman and Ravanall@heof the piece) are all
fundamental to the cultural consciousness of India @rthe most important literary
works on ancient India, tHeamayanaas had a profound impact on art and culture in
the Indian subcontinent and Southeast Asia. The stidRama also inspired a large
amount of latter-day literature in various languages, netaimong which are the works
of the sixteenth century Hindi poet Tulsidas and the Tpogt Kambar of the 13th
century.”

“Ramayana.'Wikipedig The Free Encyclopedi26 Mar 2007, 16:27 UTC. Wikimedia
Foundation, Inc. 28 Mar 2007
<http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Ramayana&gdidi18029105>.

For more specifics on Indian drama and the ancienatnelpics refer to Rachel Van M.
Baumer and James R. Brando8anskrit Drama irPerformance, Balwant Gargiolk
Theatre in IndisandTheatre in IndiaFarley P. Richmond, Darius L. Swann, and Phillip
B. Zarilli's Indian Theatre: Traditions of Performancand Bonnie C. Wade’s
Performing Arts in India: Essays on Music, Dance, and Drama

10 «“kathakali is a form of Indian dance drama. It oried in the Indian state of Kerala
during the 17th century. The name Kathakali derives frenMalayalam words "katha"
(meaning story) and "kali" (meaning play). Kathakali origgobfrom Ramanattom
(“Raman”= the hindu god, Sri Rama; “attom’= enactment”) Kridhnanattom

("Krishnan"= the hindu god, Krishna; “attom’= enactment). ¢tigthas it that Raja
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(ruler) of Kottarakkara (a province in Kerala) sculptednBaattom when the Zamorin
(then ruler of Kozhikode, another province in Kerald)ised to allow a performance of
Krishnanattom in the former’s palace. Subsequently,agath Thampuran (ruler of
Kottayam, another province in Kerala) composed seydags on Mahabharatha thereby
making these distinct from stories based on Ramana@omsequently, Kathakali was
born. But it also incorporated several outside elemeviigh is thought to have
contributed to its popularity. In particular, the in@eg use of Malayalam, which is the
local language (albeit as a mix of Sanskrit and Malayatafied Manipravaalam) made
it more popular among the masses. During its evolutiathdkali also imbibed elements
from folk and martial arts which existed at the tim&arala. Characters with vividly
painted faces and elaborate costumes re-enact stamesife Hindu epicdylahabharata
andRamayanaKathakali is traditionally performed in the Hindu tdeydout nowadays
may also be seen in theatre performances.”

“Kathakali.” Wikipedig The FreeEncyclopedia28 Mar 2007, 00:20 UTC. Wikimedia
Foundation, Inc. 28 Mar 2007
<http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Kathakali&alet118399431>.

For more detailed information on Kathakali, refer to lghB. Zarill’'s Indian Theatre:
Traditions of Performanceand Balwant Gargi'&olk Theatre in IndiaandTheatre in
India.

1 “Bollywood is the informal name given to the populaniibai-based (formerly known

as Bombay) Hindustani language film industry in India.
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“Bollywood.” Wikipedig The Free Encyclopedi28 Mar 2007, 09:30 UTC. Wikimedia
Foundation, Inc. 28 Mar 2007
<http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Bollywood&adti118477995>.

For more information on India’s Bollywood refer tojd®wini Ganti'sBollywood: A
Guidebook to Popular Hindi CinemBlew York: Routledge, 2004.

12«“Maya in Hinduism, is a term describing many things. Mayt#é phenomenal world
of separate objects and people, which creates for samiuion that it is the only
reality. For the mystics this manifestation is réai it is a fleeting reality; it is a mistake,
although a natural one, to believe that maya repreadntsddamental reality. Each
person, each physical object, from the perspective ofigtes like a brief, disturbed
drop of water from an unbounded ocean. The goal of enfigigat is to understand this
—more precisely, to experience this: to see intuititieét the distinction between the
self and the universe is a false dichotomy. The digindietween consciousness and
physical matter, between mind and body, is the resahafmenlightened perspective.”
“Maya (illusion).” Wikipedig The Free Encyclopedid 0 Apr 2007, 02:27 UTC.
Wikimedia Foundation, Inc. 1 May 2007
<http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Maya %28oNn%29&0ldid=121585838>.
For more detailed information on the concept of maydimtduism consult Ruth Reyna’s
book, The Concept of Maya from the Vedas to tH& @éntury

13 “Hinduism is a religion that originated on the Ind&@rbcontinent. With its foundations
in the Vedic, it has no known founder, being itsetbaglomerate of diverse beliefs and
traditions. It is considered the world's “oldest extafigion,” and has approximately a

billion adherents, of whom about 890 million live in ladilacing it as the world's third
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largest religion after Christianity and Islam. Otheuwtries with large Hindu populations
include Nepal, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, Indonesia and Malaysl. Hinduism provides a
vast body of scriptures. Divided as revealed and remembededexeloped over
millennia, these scriptures expound on a broad of randeoldgy, philosophy and
mythology, providing spiritual insights and guidance ongitaetice of dharma (religious
living). Among such texts, Hindus revere ¥edasand theUpanishadsand consider
these as being among the foremost in authority, impogtand antiquity. Other major
scriptures include the Tantras and the sectarian AgdheRuranasand the epic
MahabharataandRamayanaTheBhagavad Gitaa treatise excerpted from the
Mahabharata, is widely considered a summary of the spiritual teaghof thevedas’
“Hinduism.” Wikipedig The Free Encyclopedi&8 Mar 2007, 13:40 UTC. Wikimedia
Foundation, Inc. 28 Mar 2007
<http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Hinduism&olditiE8510512>. For more
specific information on Hinduism refer to Jeaneane @vlér’'s book,Hinduism: Beliefs
andPractices, and Pratima Bowe3'se Hindu Religious Tradition: A Philosophical
Approach Also see Robert S. Ellwood and Gregory D. Alléd® Encyclopedia of
World Religions159-162.

4 Hindi is one of the official languages of India.dtlso informally considered to be the
national language of India.

15 Bengali is the language spoken in the state of West Bdnda and in the country of
Bangladesh.

18 Reader-response theory deals with the relationship batreader and text, text and

reader. The focal point is the different ways in whaateader participates in reading a
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text and the different perspectives that arise inaesp to the text. Essentially, reader-
response theory gives importance to the reader’s cattnibto the text. For a more
complete analysis of reader-response theory, refdidoael J. Hoffman and Patrick D.
Murphy’s Essentials of the Theory of Fictiamd Todd F. Davis and Kenneth Womack’s

Formalist Criticism and Reader-Response Theory
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Chapter Four: Marsha Normarigght, Mother

The theme of loss permeates Marsha Normarght, Mother. In fact, in the first
few lines of the play we know that Jessie is planningammitting suicide. However,
although Jessie’s suicide, like that of Miller’s Willpman, is the ultimate loss, death,
Norman’s focal point in this play is Jessie’s empowartrio control her own destiny.
Therefore, unlike the desperation felt by Willy to prowéiis son, Biff, that he is
“known,” and that his son will realize this fact basa his “funeral will be
massive’Salesmari26), Jessie, meticulously orchestrates her own suasidefinal act
of total control--something she had never possessed lifehéfhere is no desperation in
her actions, only a controlled, deliberate, executionwékhthought-out plan to free
herself from a meaningless existence. Moreover, tagénof loss is heightened by the
mother-daughter relationship inight, Motheras Thelma fights to preserve Jessie’s life
and Jessie struggles to control her own fate. Ironictdlly struggle results in a
connection between mother and daughter that was pesgsible until this moment. The
helplessness Thelma feels in attempting to prevessiels suicide, the anticipation of the
final shot by the audience as events unfold onstage itimesgland the revelation of the
deep psychological loss felt by Jessie--impelling her tbhem misery and take control of
her fate are the driving forces of this play.

Tennessee Williams was concerned with the loss & imithe GlasdMenagerie
and Arthur Miller made us aware of the last twenty-foours of Willy Loman’s life in
Death of a SalesmalNorman’s play begins in present time from the mortigat

audience sits in their seats and the first line igedten stage. By the same token, as
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Linda Kintz argues, “The passage of time in this plag wrery stark sense means loss, as
it does in everyone’s life, as aging leads to ded&h3). Indeed, Jessie is aware of the
passing of time; however, instead of waiting until agel$eto death, she has decided to
assume control of her own destiny by killing herself. fele¢s she has waited long
enough and states, “I'm what was worth waiting for adalih’t make it” (night, Mother
76)". For Jessie, death is, “just a matter of where kdembe” (74). However, the
significant aspect is that she has chosen this parntieuéning to end her life. Ironically,
she gains control over her own life by taking contravben and how she will die. As
Norman mentions in the stage directions at the begirofitige play, Jessie has, “a sense
of purpose, but is clearly aware of the time passing mbime moment’(‘night, Mother

1). To further illustrate the significance of time instplay, Norman clarifies,The time

is the present, with the action beginning about 8:15 [pm]. Clocks onstabe kitthen
andon a table in the living room should run throughout the performance and beevisibl
to the audience. There will be no intermissipB). As Robert Brustein observes,
“Scrupulously realisti¢night, Mother. . . not only measures its own time . . . but also the
time of the audience . . . the clocks on the stageajigshe same hour as the watches on
the wrists of the spectators . . . . it gives thg pitee density and compression of an
explosive device, and accounts in part for its remorsglewer” (159). Norman uses the
element of time in this play to reveal Thelma and &ésslisparate views of life and
survival. By the same token, we are constantly reminddéiaeafirgency behind Thelma’s
frantic actions to keep her daughter alive, and Jessiei®aess of each passing moment
as she attempts to keep her composure and adhere toe¢dealscthe has devised for the

intimate evening she has planned for herself and her matheh includes filling candy
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jars and pill bottles, ordering groceries, discussing pafsssues, giving manicures, fine
tuning funeral arrangements and committing suicide.
Physical and psychological loss permeabgght, Motheras the audience is
drawn into the banal conversation of mother and daughitere is an utter sense of loss
for Thelma, a mother who is forced to watch her clliéksie, methodically prepare for
her own suicide, knowing that there is nothing shedmato prevent it. The enormity of
this helpless predicament comes forth in a partigufaignant scene when Thelma
exclaims to her daughter, “You're gone already, aremit?1'm looking right through
you! | can't stop you because you're already gone!” (X&.at this point that Thelma
realizes that Jessie is lost to her--that no mathext she tries to do to prolong her
daughter’s life, or prevent her from killing herself, thevitable will happen. The
sadness, loss, and emotional bankruptcy Thelma feétssagalization sweeps over her
is evident in the following stage direction that precetiessgoignant scene:
Mama is nearly unconscious from the emotional development of these last
few moments. She sits down at the kitchen table, hurt and angry and
desperately afraid. But she looks almost numb. She is so far beyond what
is known as pain that she is virtually unreachable and JESSIE knows this,
and talks quietly, watching for signs of recovéhyight, Mother79)
By the same token, the image of loss in Norman’s @laytensified by abandonment,
loss of a spouse, loss of a father, estrangement flanother and son, and a physical
disability--many of the problems faced by Williams’s Laurdhe Glass Menagerid-or
instance, Laura was abandoned by her father and left nigH'@ blown-up photograph

of the father” Menagerie22), an old phonograph and records belonging to her father,
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and a postcard that states, “Hello-goodbye!” (23). As L@uisff comments, “Through
such symbols, this invisible father comes to represenspirit’s desire for freedom and
escape--imagination’s urge to say ‘Hello-goodbye’ to themromises of daily life*
(224). Jessie’s father dies leaving her with animals maabe pipe cleaners and
memories of a “Big old faded blue man in the chéimight, Mother47). Be that as it
may, we know that Jessie had the luxury of the knowleuigfeher father loved her and
she had a chance to form a bond with him.

Although both daughters suffer physical ailments (Lauraip bnd Jessie’s
epilepsy), and they both keep the memory of theirefathlive, a significant difference
between Laura and Jessie is that Jessie has lived ieatheorld. She has survived a
failed marriage to a man she still loves, she isaagid from her rebellious, delinquent,
teenage son, she has been employed, albeit brietlgeireal world, and even her
beloved dog, King, was run over by a tractor. In conttasira’s contact with the outside
world consists of a few forays to Rubicam’s Businesde@eland a brief encounter with
Jim O’Connor, the gentleman caller--a boy she had & @mnsn high school, who as a
man, crushes her hopes of a life beyond the world ajlass menagerie. Nonetheless,
Laura has her illusory world to live within, a protectioom the harsh realities of the
outside world, whereas Jessie decides she is reatigifdife to be over, and compares
her decision to disembarking from a bus, “because evddatkie] ride fifty more years
and get off then, it's the same place when | step dowin Whenever | feel like it, | can
get off. As soon as I've had enough, it's my stop. hael enough” (33). As Jenny
Spencer comments, “We do not leave the theatre askigglassie commits suicide . . .

Not only depressed, she feels betrayed and abandoned. @rfastexplains: ‘I’'m tired.
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I’'m hurt. I'm sad. | feel used” piight, Mother28] (“Norman’s‘night, Mothet' 367).
Jessie is in control of her own destiny. She decidasstie no longer wants to live. In
contrast, Laura is simply incapable of making decisionfidoself and is confined to a
life of complete dependency. Moreover, the relatigndiielma has with Jessie is
symbiotic. They both have the ability to care for anether. In contrast, Amanda will
have to care for her emotionally and physically disabeyhter, Laura with little hope
of the roles ever being reversed.

Certainly the mother-daughter relationship is one of thst momplicated, yet
little understood relationships, as elucidated by Williamsisanda and Laura and
Norman’s Thelma and Jessie. Nonetheless, althoughedf$ §aiggests, “Laura
Wingfield’s and Jessie Cates’ families and life-sitoiagi are, indeed, alike” (225), the
single point of connection that takes place for eactheredaughter pair, however brief
in duration, is the transcendent element that unifiels platys. The elements of text and
performance come together as we witness this pointrofestion in both dramas.
Indeed, the silent scene between mother and daughtaat af &Villiams’'sThe Glass
Menageriecaptures a transformed Amanda, who is now described esfigirand
dignified as she comforts her daughter, and is a fafreny Tom’s earlier description of
her as an “ugly-babbling old witchMenagerie42). By the same token, Laura looks up
at her mother at the end of her speech and smilasatmd) a connection between the
two that is much stronger than at any other point in B ®imilarly, although we are
drawn in real time ifnight, Motherinto the horrific situation that unfolds onstage as a
mother is forced to ready herself for the suicideesfdaughter, we also become privy to

the banal discussions between Thelma and Jessigrdthtally give way to specific



109

instances in Jessie’s life that are wrought with painsafigéring and then moments of
clarity in which she decides that she has nothing to liveA®ishe states, “l would
wonder, sometimes, what would keep me here, what migivobdé staying for, and you
know what it was? It was maybe if there was somethieglly liked, like maybe if |
really liked rice pudding or cornflakes for breakfastamsthing, that might be enough”
(‘night, Mother77).

Consequently, Jessie decides to exercise completektohthe last few hours of
her life as she has made a “choice” to end it. Irolyicd Jessie assumes complete
control over her own destiny by her choice, she remeavery ounce of maternal power
from Thelma who has no choice but to unwillingly semgeher accomplice by accepting
the inevitable. The cruelty of this act is mitigated bysi#s explanation that the only
alternative would have been to leave a note. She did st tew do that because, as she
states to her mother in a very significant scenenty told you so | could explain it, so
you wouldn’t blame yourself, so you wouldn’t feel bad. Theasn’t anything you could
say to change my mind. | didn’t want you to save mestlyanted you to know™*rfight,
Mother74). The fact is until Jessie makes the decision tdhendfe, other people have
governed it. Even though Thelma genuinely cares for hggtdar, just as Williams'’s
Amanda cares for Laura, her attempts of protecting Jalssidhave disastrous results.
For example, we find out that Thelma has kept Jessj@ispsy a secret from her for
years. Moreover, she introduces Jessie to Cecil,rawham Jessie loves but ends up
abandoning her because “I [Jessie] didn’t know how to holbdim” (57). Even so,

Jessie’s love for her mother prompts her to takes stegssure her mother’s well being
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when she is no longer there to take care of her. Héinealetailed lists of everything that
must be done before she takes her final exit.

‘night, Mothersparkles in performance. As Jenny Spencer observesyrl{iae
success ofright, Motherrests on the peculiar power of the play in perforreanavorks
for audiences, when it does work, on a number oldextbe naturalistic illusion so
carefully maintained that the play, like unmediated erpeke itself, appears open to
multiple interpretations®Spencer contends that most males respond differésaty t
females to Norman’s play. She uses her own personalnes@s a segue to her theory:

Like most of the audience, | knew the play ended wiiticide. But being
armed against an indulgently emotional response did no¢mireve from
having one. What | experienced as almost overwhelminghfuda
however, was viewed with utter indifference by the otlisFwgensitive
men in my company. . . It appeared that for most ahtfreales] the play
seemed too limited in focus, too predictable in effectiture their
interest completely. A subsequent survey of reviewsaled a similar
disparity of reaction, although not entirely along lihes of gender. John
Simorf and Frank Richapplauded Norman'’s ability to weave an
existential experience out of the most homely of neterBut Stanley
Kauffmar? and Richard Gilmahenvied the ‘rapture’ of others, finding
Norman’s play blatantly contrived on the one hand w@herly boring on
the other. Gilman, in particular, captures the predomimahe attitude |

witnessed with this comment: ‘When the shot soundedshit startled,
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dismayed, or much moved; it was all ‘sort of sad, tsdrlugubrious.’

(“Psycho-drama” 364)
Given the fact that the primary focus of Norman’sypkkes place within the mother-
daughter dynamic, most of the dialogue captures the bamatisations of day-to-day
life and domestic activities, and considering that any ammatching the play is either a
mother or a daughter, it is not surprising that males amales will respond differently
to 'night, Mother Even so, we must not overlook the significance efaimpowerment
Jessie feels when for the first time in her lifee $s able to take complete control of her
destiny and thereby decides that she whole-heartedly waeatgl her life. By giving too
much emphasis to gender-based responses, and, irorticatigny feminist critics who
view Norman’s play as a tale of defeat, it is easyw&rlook the primary focus of the
play, which is, as Norman herself explains, “a plapedrly total triumph. Jessie is able
to get what she feels she needs.” (Betsko 339).

In response to the comment that suicide cannot bedsyesl survival, Norman
explains, “[B]y Jessie’s definition of survival, it i&s Jessie says, ‘My life is all | really
have that belongs to me, and I’'m going to say what hepimeit.’ . . . Jessie has taken an
action on her own behalf that for her is the finat t&f all that she has been. That’s how |
see it” (Betsko 339). The empowerment Jessie feeletigihg her own fate comes
through in the dialogue she has with her mother, whicthe surface appears banal, but
conveys not only emotional truths but the new found demnite that has been instilled in
her by her choice. The decisiveness of Jessie’s respoidelma’s, “You don’'t know
what dead is like(‘night, Mother18), when she retorts, “Dead is everybody and

everything | ever knew, gone. Dead is dead quiet” (18), bfowss to the importance of
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text and performance in this play. In fact, Norman, ¢lérgs stated that the first line
Jessie states Inight, Mother, “We got any old towels,” (6), “was a ritual piece, that
Jessie was coming in to celebrate this requiem magsshk has these stacks of towels:
here are the witnesses, the household objects. Shesdoras though she is the altar
boy” (Savran “Interview” 186). Hence, from Jessie’stfiew lines we know that she is
in control of the conversation and of her own life.

Just as Susan GlaspelTdfles (1916) explored gender relationships, power
between the sexes, the nature of truth, and ultignételpower of the “trivial” details of
day-to-day life, Norman explores the power of dialoghe-gower of the seemingly
banal conversation to bring forth emotional truthsaAssult, it is not surprising that the
plight of Thelma and Jessie transcends national amgralboundaries and has appealed
to many international audiences. As Norman observes,

'night, Motheris done all over the world . . . Curiously enough, mykwo
has always been popular in Eastern Europe. But this aedaught the
Mediterranean crowd. What strikes you as you watahat foreign
country, in another language, is that the play seerosrttain this other
culture. In Italy you get enormous ‘Mama mia’ mamasl e Jessies are
always Ariels, little sprites. In Scandinavian courstiités quite the
opposite. The mothers are really small, like the adanan who lived in
the shoe, and the daughters are Valkyries, toweringtbegse little
Mamas. In the Latin American countries Mama and Jésslelike

sisters. The great thing about watching the play in @ndéimguage,

particularly one you don’t understand, is that you gall it. . You're so
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aware of what you can expect from an audience, you kwieat the trip is
like, you know what the scenery is like. So, if people’dgasp at the
right time you think, ‘Gee, something happened.’ (Salmarheir Own
Words188)
Loneliness, isolation, and loss are transnational teeMereover, Thelma’s emotional
struggle to prevent her daughter from committing suici@epbght that certainly has no
national boundaries. Moreover, the complexity of tleghar-daughter relationship is
clearly one that transcends international boundatiisough many critics have brought
forth gender specific responses to the play, the theaterthy transcend all social,
political and economic boundaries is one of empowerwieah individual to take
control of her own destiny. This final act is done vatith deliberation and tenacity that
Jessie is able to convey to her own mother, althoughmBheemains reluctant, that it is
the only solution for her dilemma--she has simply éadugh--it was time to get of that
“hot,” “bumpy,” “crowded,” bus ‘hight, Mother33). Jessie’s new found power,
confidence and determination is evident in a particulagaling scene when she
responds to Thelma’s appeal to not give up, and her plea#yataould “have more talks
like tonight” (75), and she [Thelma] would “pay more atim@mmit (75) by stating,
I’m not giving up! This is the other thing I'm trying . . . shwill work.
That’s why | picked it . . . No, Mama! We wouldn’t lemnore talks like
tonight, because it’s this next part that’'s made thisgadtso good,
Mama. No, Mama. This is how | have my say. To Dawsahlaoretta and
the Red Chinese and epilepsy and Ricky and Cecil and yaumé&nAnd

hope. | say no! Just let me go easy, Mama. (75)
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The dialogue between mother and daughter reveals thétion Jessie has in her choice
to end her life. She is not giving up. She has decided teesstlf free from a
meaningless existence. In fact, she even statedthdias wondered about, “what might
be worth staying for” (77), and found that she did notdikgthing, and therefore made a
conscious decision to end it all. As Norman explainkessie has taken an action on her
own behalf that for her is the final test of allttkhe has been . . . |think the question the
play asks is, ‘What does it take to survive? What doedké to save your life?’” Now
Jessie’s answer is ‘It takes killing myself.” (Betsko 339-¥@hether or not we are
satisfied with this definition of survival is not signdict. What is important is that we
recognize that ending her life is Jessie’s definitibsusvival. As Jessie states, “My life

is all I really have that belongs to me, and I'm gomgay what happens to thight,
Mother 36).

Certainly Jessie’s definition of survival clashes wittelfma’s maternal instinct to
protect her daughter. Ironically, in this case, Thelmatiagutile task of trying to protect
Jessie from herself. In a significant scene tha thet stage for one of the most revealing
scenes of the play, the anguish Thelma feels surfalbes she cries out to Jessie, “How
can | let you go?” (76). Jessie in return states, “Youbegrause you have to. It's what
you've always done” (76). In response, Thelma exclaiiisy are my child!” (76).

Jessie has basically lost herself. Consequently,erobthe most important scenes in the
play, Jessie’s dilemma is elucidated when in respan3@elma’s pleading, she states,
| am what became of your child. | found an old baby pictin@e. And it
was somebody else, not me. It was somebody pinkandhio never

heard of sick or lonely, somebody who cried and got fed raached up
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and got held and kicked but didn’t hurt anybody, and slept exesrshe
wanted to, just by closing her eyes . . .That’s whortesieout and this is
who is left. That’s what this is about. It's somebaddiyst, all right, it's my
own self. Who | never was. Or who | tried to be bexer got there.
Somebody | waited for who never came. And never &dl, see, it
doesn’t matter what else happens in this world or inhibise, even. I'm
what was worth waiting for and I didn’t make it. Me. who might have
made a difference to me . . . I’'m not going to showsoephere’s no
reason to stay, except to keep you company, and thatret reason
enough because I'm not . . . very good company. Afmigght, Mother
76)
Jessie wants her mother to understand why she cannatliyang. She also wants
Thelma to understand that she is not the same ertibywas born from her mother. She
no longer identifies with her life. In other wordesgdie no longer recognizes herself.
Therefore, regardless of what happens around her, shebie aoadentify with or make
any connection to her surroundings. Hence, she has ne ckesslf. Jessie also wants her
mother to understand that the act she is about to cosisaimething exclusively her
own. It isherdecision. Jessie’s decision is something that her mo#reot control.
Jessie also emphasizes the fact that she has praapdg around thus far to keep her
mother company. Nonetheless, she also acknowledgeshéha not very good company.
Moreover the stage directions inform us that, “Ther@iself-pity” (76) in Jessie’s
voice. She is very self-assured and calm, and very muobntrol of the situation. In

response to Jessie’s complete composure, Thelma reesghé she has “gone already”
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(‘'night, Mother78); her daughter no longer exists, and there is absohaéiyng she can
do to prevent her from carrying out the final part oftitesal. As horrifying a realization
as it is for Thelma, that her child no longer belotagker, it is in these last few scenes
that mother and daughter make a real connection. Thelsenade a connection with
Jessie that was simply not possible before. It ih@se final moments that we realize that
the banal conversation from the beginning of the playhbdsa distinct purpose.

Jessie has orchestrated an elaborate ritual compfisedyhousehold activities,
a strict schedule, and carefully chosen words to bioguce to a life that she has
spiritually already left. She made sure that the ritv@lld only involve mother and
daughter by clarifying to Thelma in the first few scenes,ttT his is private. Dawson is
not invited . . . | don’t want anybody else over hdiest you [Thelma] and me [Jessie]”
(‘night, Motherl7). Norman'’s stage directions remind us of the powermanaitability
of Jessie’s plan. We are told that her voiceRsr and quiet (17). As Sally Browder
observes, “The power of the playght, Motherlies in its relentless movement toward
the final gunshot. No matter how much we do not wanetee it will come, we are
forced to share with the mother a growing realizati@ the evening will end with
Jessie’s death” (109) The control Jessie assumeslmrerening is intensified by her
threats to kill herself sooner if Thelma tries tanfgrin outside forces to prevent Jessie
from carrying out her elaborate plan.

Undeniably, Jessie has systematically exercised conqueteol of every aspect
of her life within the ninety minutes of the play. By tlzene token, she has exorcised all
her demons as well. As Sally Browder explains, “[W]hen [Jessie’s] life is compressed

within the boundaries of that evening, what emerges e aours of honesty and
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intensity that burst like a meteoric glimpse of winag mother-daughter relationship is
and what it might have been” (110). Jessie has conerwstwith specific aspects of her
life by asking her mother questions she has never beernaatticulate until she made a
decision to take control of her own destiny. Ironicallih@ugh Jessie herself admits,
albeit at her mother’s insistence, that she has hadilep#pseizures for an entire year
because of the medication, it is precisely the glaritthought that she has regained that
enables her to understand the utter meaninglessnesslitd.h€hus, she is able to
methodically construct and orchestrate a plan thatdvendble her to free herself from
her life. As Browder points out, “When Jessie choasaside, she not only defines the
boundaries of her existence, she draws the boundarigediemother and daughter as
well. She makes a choice that is not her mothedgceh (110). In fact, choice equals
power in this play. Jess@hoosedo not be like her mother in accepting whatever life has
to offer. She is not content with choosing betweenawball or a Hershey bar. The
endless array of candy bowls, that are a stapl&€Hetma, cannot “sweeten” (Browder
110) Jessie’s life.

Just as the “trivial details” played a major role in&u&laspell’sTrifles,
Norman’s‘night, Mothergives significance to the emotional truths that carelbealed
in seemingly banal conversation between mother and daudtdwever, a major
distinction between the two plays is that Jessie doeplay a marginalized role as
Minnie Wright does in Glaspell’s play. [Frifles, Minnie Wright is physically
nonexistent on stage and spiritually nonexistent imeariage. She has been
marginalized by a patriarchal society that considers@man’s feelings and situations to

be domestic “trifles.” Moreover, the two other fensaie the play, Mrs. Hale and Mrs.
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Peters, are the only ones who give validity to Minnexstence by acknowledging
Minnie Wright had once lived as spirited and lively Minnaster. In essence, Minnie’s
situation can be viewed as a “living death.” Another $igant difference between
Minnie Wright and Jessie Cates is that Minnie physically spiritually had no voice in
the play and in her life. In contrast, Jessie Catesrdins the dialogue and stage of
‘night, Mother Text and performance come together in Norman’s folavoke a
tragically triumphant, and powerful Jessie Cates hdmdecided to take over the reins of
her life.

‘night, Motherelicited a wide range of responses from scholars aticsc
ranging from gender-based responses to rebukes from fenriticst for casting Jessie
Cates as a marginalized female who decides to kill iénséead of standing up for her
rights. As Jill Dolan observes,

The production history dhight, Motheris an excellent case study of the
gender-biased politics of reception, since it is ondefirst plays written
by a woman and addressing women'’s concerns to gain widespread
attention, critical acclaim, and economic successNfight, Mother
opened on Broadway in 1983, it provoked a media responsdzpdlar
around gender differences. On the one hand, powerful NealeY ork
critics such as Frank Rich and Mel Gus&owriting for theNew York
Times struggled to reconcile Norman’s gender--and her female
characters--with their desire to inscribe the plag the predominantly
male canon of good drama. On the other hand, the fampiiss was split

between claiming--or disclaiming--Norman as the vanguattesf own
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separate canon, and applauding her elevation into thendothmale

realm. (“Feminism and the Canon” 19)
Norman intentionally leaves out a physical descriptibdessie and states in her
production notes, “Under no circumstances should thargkits dressing make a
judgment about the intelligence or taste of Jessierastima” (night, Mother20) She
also informs us that, “It [the set] should simply irad& that they are specific real people
who happen to live in a particular part of the count®)’ Despite that, male critics’
responses were geared towards Jessie’s physical appéatziaa observes that the
male critics, “proceeded to construct their own listezfsons for why Jessie decided to
commit suicide. First among these, according to critscer weight” (“Feminism” 30).
For instance, John Simon, Mew York Magazindescribed Jessie as “fat, unattractive,
and epileptic” (qtd. in Dolan 30), and other male critefemred to Jessie as “heavy set,
slow moving and morose” (30). Dolan clarifies for us thatman did not have Jessie’s
weight in mind when considering Kathy Bates for the rBlethe same token, Jessie’s
weight is not even an issue in the textual aspedteoplay. Hence, Dolan brings forth the
importance of scrutinizing text as well as theatricafqgrarance in analyzing a play. As
Dolan points out, “Although the fatal, tragic flaw iroiMnan’s text is epilepsy, the
production’s received flaw, which provides the cause ofeJesdemise, is fat” (30). In
fact, the dialogue between Jessie and Thelma alludkEsste being thin when Thelma
states, “You never liked eating at all, did you? Any b¥\that have you been living on
all these years, toothpastgiight, Mother53). Dolan also points out that when it comes
to body size, female characters in plays have beetirszed more than male

performers. For example, Lee J. Cobb, who played Wdlman, “set the standard”
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(Dolan “Feminism and the Canon” 32) in the original 1948d8lway production of
Miller’'s Death of a Salesmaiolan observes, “Cobb was a big man, but reviewers do
not refer to him as overweight or unattractive. ladtghey recall his massive size as a
mark of authority” (32). By the same token, when Dustirffidan played Willy Loman

in the 1984Salesmanevival, Dolan points out, “the conception of the chtgawas
changed to accommodate the actor” (32); in contrasgrbDsthates, “[ijrinight Mother,

the performer’s appearance was collapsed into the reneytithe character” (32). Dolan
makes a valid point that society is much more crigtsut how women should look in
“social and performance roles” (32). Body size does notribmite to Willy Loman’s
failure, and, as Dolan states, “The man matters mharethe body. This is opposite of
the reception to Kathy Bates in the role of Jessie”.(33)

Norman’s‘night, Motherhas elicited many responses from critics and scholars
from a variety of disciplines and theoretical perspestivn one particularly intriguing
perspective, Dolan compar@sght, Motherto Death of a Salesmain that both Jessie
Cates and Willy Loman have been denied the mythic Amerteam and both end their
lives in an attempt to change their situations. Dolatirdjuishes Willy’s plight from that
of Jessie by arguing that Willy leaves a monetary ‘@gtj#o his family, whereas
“Jessie’s death leaves no similar legacy to her mathd in effect wipes out even the
heritage of regeneration Thelma might have left ablaer death” (“Feminism and the
Canon” 32). While Dolan makes an interesting compariseshould keep in mind that
Willy Loman actively pursued his distorted idea of theekitan dream. He placed the
highest value on nothing more than a myth and an illugiba Lomans do not realize

that the security and contentment they desire are matncalities that can be purchased.
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Even if he pursued the wrong dream, what is significatitas Willy believed that he was
worth more dead than alive. Ultimately the lines ofitygand illusion blur for Willy as
his wistful fantasies take over. Illusion becomes rg&ir him. In contrast, Jessie Cates
does not actively pursue the mythic American dream. {yldass pervades her life and
she perceives that her own life is meaningless; howstierdoes not confuse reality with
illusion. In fact, she takes inventory of her life asieboses to gain control of her own
destiny. Thus, Jessie actively plans out her own derldgugh on the one hand, it
would appear as though both Willy and Jessie have been dbeaigd/thic American
dream, on the other hand, since Willy believed he hachbioeéd his “wrong dream,” and
Jessie succeeded in her goal, perhaps they were not desmegthicdream after all.

Just as Tennessee William3ke Glass Menageriand Arthur Miller'sDeath of
a Salesmanin text and performance, reveal emotional trutlhs titanscend social,
political, and national boundaries, Norman, as Leslieekalyserves, “Dramatizes the
personal crises of ordinary people struggling to havdf ase be a self” (255). Kane
highlights the fact that Norman’s characters are placécritical situations” (255) where
they are “forced” (255) to make a choice. Jessie Cates ot want to merely exist. She
knows that each day will be a mirror image of the rmext as she states to Thelma, “I'm
just not having a very good time and | don’t have any res&sthink it’ll get anything
but worse”(‘night, Mother28). That being so, she has made a choice, she hasupome
with a plan to permanently end her misery. As Demastpkins, “But though partly an
act of despair, the suicide is finally less an actuofender or even violent rebellion than
it is a considered act of control on Jessie’s paken by a composed, thinking being”

(Beyond Naturalisni51). Her ability to choose to end her life gives hemaesef self.
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Ironically, for Jessie, to go on living, when she hassen to kill herself, would be to
lose her sense of self again. Norman uses the imagesoih this play as a vehicle to
explore what it means to survive. As Kane observaglit, Motherfaces the issues of
bonding, separation, and self with uncompromising hong264).

Jessie understands her limitations, and although her gpiefinally under
control, she has thought over her options and decided,| can’t do anything either,
about my life, to change it, make it better, make reélfetter about it. Like it better,
make it work. But | can stop it. Shut it down, turoff’ (‘night, Mother36). Language
and gestures are critical in each scene as Thelmdadn@svent Jessie from carrying out
her plan. Yet, Jessie takes charge of the conversatiher life. In a very critical scene
in the play, there is a truce (37) between mother andtdar and everbtief near-
smile$ (37) Norman uses extensive stage directions in thisesiwefocus our attention to
the significance of the body language of the two woasetext and performance come
together onstage to reveal emotional truths. The t&helma feels at the thought of
losing her daughter is masked by banal conversation andzetidlehavior. As the
preparation of cocoa and caramel apples, begins, werneded, thatJessie, who has
been in constant motion since the beginning, now seems conter(Bi).sBy the same
token, Jessiealmly gets answers to questions she has thus far not beeto aoleulate
to her mother. Moreover, Thelma, in her desperation tlopgahe evening, creates
elaborate tales about her friend, Agnes and even sdindnly told you about it because
| thought | might get a laugh out of you for once evanwasn't the truth, Jessie” (41).
Hence, Norman uses text and performance as tools tola&iedhe life and death struggle

taking place as the clocks on stage mercilessly keepdick
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Some critics point out that too much emphasis has ¢@en to the physical loss
of life in ‘night, Mother As Demastes points out, “The physical loss of hifeived in
Jessie’s suicide has perhaps been overemphasized byngarites. Taking Weales'$
lead in his analysis of Jessie’s epilepsy, one shookl more abstractly at the suicide
being an act of a woman choosing, in one final gestoiteke control of her destiny,
especially in the light of the fact that she hasaalyespiritually lost her life”Beyond
Naturalism151). Indeed, the physical loss is something that we knowaki place
from the first few lines of dialogue uttered onstage; énav, the depth of Jessie’s
psychological malaise reveals itself as the dialogwemsities and mother and daughter
verbally duel to preserve her own sense of the ternvitgit’ Nonetheless, Jessie
manages to lead her mother through a maze of emohahare brought forth amid
discussions of trivial details, ranging from the comarad sentimental to emotionally
explosive truths, never losing sight of her ultimatalgself preservation. Norman,
through her use of dialogue, conveys Jessie’s intendsé\@entual disappointment in the
outside world, and Thelma's contentment with triviplesss of day-to-day life. When
Thelma asks Jessie what she is sad about, Jessiedgsfion, everything from you and
me to Red Chind® (30). Moreover, Jessie shows her disappointment invuerlife and
in the outside world when she tells her mother, “Uréee paper. | don't like how things
are. And they're not any better out there than tmeyirahere” (30). In contrast, Thelma
shows her lack of interest of things outside her hotnen she states to Jessie, “Why do
you have to know so much about things, Jessie? Thereisgutitat muclto things that |
could ever see” (44). Jessie’s understanding of her metl@itations comes forth when

she immediately responds, “That you could deély you mean” (44).
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Jessie understands her mother’s limited interests,tent siware of her mother’s
need to prevent her from ending her life; therefore Ba@ges the course of the
conversation. Yet, she has a script in place antiedsde to execute. Ironically, by
changing the nature of the dialogue from the trivial toeymersonal matters, a genuine
bonding takes place between mother and daughter, oneathatver taken place before.
As the topics lead from trivial issues to more poignatmbspective subjects such as
Thelma’s relationship with her husband and Jessie’s fistiapilepsy, to Jessie’s
broken relationship with her husband, Cecil, and herreggtraent from her delinquent
son, Ricky, we see a connection between the two wodassie controls and guides the
dialogue with her mother to reveal truths about tiegslthat have never surfaced
before. There is a calm resignation that comes farta particularly poignant scene
when, in response to her mother’s proclamation dhalldifferent things that Jessie
could do with her life, Jessie states to her mothery“Kimow | couldn’t work. | can’t do
anything. I've never been around people my whole life exatph | went to the
hospital. | could have a seizure anytime. What good wojdtl do? The kind of job |
could get would make me feel wors&iight, Mother35). And when her mother
responds, “It's what you think is true! (35), Jessie espliThat’s right. It's what | think
is true” (36). Norman reminds us in the stage directiondéssie is, Struck by the
clarity of that (36), indicating that Jessie is not only in contrbher life at this point,
but she is more confident in the decision she has nadéher words, truth is whahe
thinks it is. It is a liberating realization for a womaho has been told what to do, what
to feel, and what to think by other people for a majoritiiey life. In fact, because her

mother kept so much from her as she was growing up, shaatayiven the opportunity
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to make decisions regarding many aspects of her lifeeXample, Jessie grew up
thinking that she just fell down a lot because her matbeer told her she had epilepsy.
As Jessie tells Thelma, “[t]hat was mine to know, Mamot yours” (70).

Although Jessie voices her opinions, she does not ditgetine her mother for
her over-protective ways. Jessie’s newly-discovered autgnenergized by the choice
she has made to end her life, empowers her to confsus with her mother without
passing judgment. As Robert Brustein points out,

She [Jessie] is full of recrimination, particularlyoaut Thelma’s failure to
inform her fully about her epileptic condition, but unakath the
bitterness and complaint lies a curious form of symbilotre. Her suicide
is perhaps meant partly to punish her mother, but is® @lmeans of
reaching out to her, and in the agony of their parting tthevelops a
deeper understanding between the two women than theyeeaeridhave
achieved in life. (160)
As in most mother-daughter relationships, Thelma andelsisare a love-hate bond.
Although Jessie does not agree with many of her motpassdecisions, she feels
genuine love for her. Even though the outside worlddieegopointed both women, they
find some level of mutual comfort in each other’s compaigt, for Jessie, it simply is
not enough. As much as Jessie loves her mother, shdedperately wants her to
understand her pain. Nonetheless, Jessie also want®ohegr to have a comfortable life
after she is gone. In fact, in a revealing scene&éslis her mother that she will “have to
be more selfish from now on,” relating to Thelma heive should conduct herself at her

funeral and when she is no longer around (81). Normaajestirections inform us that
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Jessie sits with her mother as she speaks, indicatiogd and genuine affection. Even
though this bond is not sufficient to prevent Jessie kiling herself, it is genuine and
transcends the life and death struggle we see onstageoWgreur recognition of the
insufficiency of this bond to prevent Jessie from takiagown life establishes the fact
that Jessie’s primary goal in initiating conversatiothviier mother on that particular
evening was to inform Thelma of her decision, and to preparér a life without her--
something she would not be able to do by just leaving a des$sie is no longer content
to merely exist in a life that, in her opinion, haschance of improving. Consequently,
upon making her decision, she takes an active roleampig her destiny. Like Li'l Bit,
in the final scene of Paula Vogel®ow | Learned to DriveJessie is in the driver’'s seat.
Jessie does not blame her mother for her misery andJuginas Li’l Bit
acknowledges her complicity in the relationship she h#sReck, Jessie is aware of her
own complicity in her relationship with Thelma. As Brder observes, “Jessie’s isolation
and exclusive reliance upon her mother as sole compargansafficient to provide her
with a sense of self, to provide her with a sengaoafer, a sense of meaning in life:
‘What if you are all | have and you are not enough?” (1E2En so, if Thelma, as an
overly protective mother is to blame for Jessie’s glenito return home and live with
her, Jessie acknowledges that, “[i]f it was a mistakee made it together’h{ght, Mother
28). Moreover, Jessie’s final action is so esserdi@ktr definition of survival, that it is
impossible to assign fault or blame completely to iif@elThe distinction would be
easier to delineate if Thelma intentionally inflictedrpand suffering upon her daughter.
On the contrary, Thelma’s anguish when she realip@smiserable her daughter had

been for such a long time, can be noted when sheimscia the final scene, “I didn't
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know! | was here with you all the time. How could | kngau were so all alone!” (88).
This is the moment in the play when physical and psyghcdl loss transcends the
mother-daughter dynamic, and Norman articulates thdin@ss and isolation that
crosses all social, political and cultural boundarid®lfa has to come to terms with the
fact that her daughter had been unhappy for such a longandeas her own mother,
living under the same roof, she never even realizedelessisery. Ironically, Thelma,
being Jessie’s mother, in her protector and nurturercalenever realize the
empowerment her daughter felt at methodically takingrobof her own life. Without a
doubt, Jessie’s unhappiness stemmed from no particular, &uwyrather, was a
cumulative decline. Even so, Jessie’s misery istm®ptimary focus of this play. The
single aspect dhight, Motherthat reveals itself as the driving force is the that Jessie
Cates, from the moment the play begins, and untileee that fatal shot, is in complete
control of every aspect of her life. Within the ninetyates of real time, we witness a
woman coming to terms with her life and deciding thatothlg way for her tesurviveis
to complete a task that she has pioneered and executeslaiitiprecision, a task that
finally gives meaning to her life, something that she hasmit awaited to complete.
Thelma has a different outlook on survival. She haesedfthrough a loveless
marriage, she has been Jessie’s primary caretakeshaneven feels somehow
responsible for Jessie’s epilepsy. However, shedwmgmned herself to survive by
focusing on the subtle aspects of daily existence--phdisetadriends, visits with
family, and an unending supply of sweets. Jessie’s regporlhelma’s “Do you think
I've had a good time?iiight, Mother33) reveals her understanding of the disparity in

Thelma’s outlook on life and her own: “I think you're fisehappy, yeah. You have
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things you like to do . . . Like crochet” (33). The facléssie has already analyzed her
past and present and decides that her future will be bgdltasame. She even
acknowledges that she might have stuck around if she had $mmething she really
liked--but she did not find anything. Indeed, the pursuitshalgt Thelma to survive are
simply insufficient for Jessie. As Browder points out,
[. . .] Thelma is left to wonder what she could havealwrong,
just as she has wondered all her life how she could &lgered the
reality of her daughter’s epilepsy or failed marriagamy other
experience in life she could not have controlled. iitaéd helpless
guestioning mirrors our own disturbing questions. How could it
have been possible for Jessie to feel a sense ofpatiaei in her
life of good things to come rather than the certaintfadire and
deprivation? Confronted with such a small universe anditetim
set of options, how could she have developed a stronggeno
sense of self to survive? (113)
Browder brings forth some valid, introspective questi@gmarding the mother’s role in
the creation of identity and self in her daughter; haxelessie’s sense of self is so
dependent upon her newly-discovered sense of autonoatyetiardless of any role
Thelma has played in the creation of self in Jessiel®lopment, these ninety minutes
are about Jessie’s role in taking charge of herJdssie has contemplated ending her life
for the past ten years. Despite the disappointmentsahéaced, and the havoc epilepsy
has wreaked in her life, Jessie’s final act is validatbself. Norman herself has stated

that the main questidnight, Motherasks is, “What does it take to survive? What does it
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take to save your life? Now Jessie’s answer is “It3dding myself.” Mama’s answer is
“It takes cocoa and marshmallows and doilies andth&uideand Agnes and the birds
and trips to the grocery.” Jessie feels, “No, I'm goiithat’s not enough” (Betsko 340).
The subtle aspects of daily life sustain Thelma. espe personal disappointments she
has suffered, Thelma wants to live. In contrastotiig way Jessie can survive is by

killing herself. Jessie has an identity separate frerntother, and as Thelma, in a final
frantic attempt to prevent the inevitable screamsssid Please!” (89) and a shot is
heard, which, Norman reminds us in the stage directisosinds like Nb(89), we

realize that Jessie is in control. Her final, defiactt reveals the sense of self that she was
not able to articulate or display in life.

Norman’s‘night, Motherhas elicited much praise and also created controversy
since its March 1983 Broadway debut. As Linda Kintz obsefiregrpretations of this
ostensibly simple play have been varied and the comjglexat those interpretations are
not easily resolved” (“In the Shadow” 198). Certainlinight, Motheris cloaked with an
outer simplicity--a mother and daughter conversing atlonotestic and personal matters;
however, Norman, by insisting in the stage directions tite clocks onstage run
throughout the performance and be visible to the audiamceby introducing Jessie’s
impending suicide within the first few lines of dialoguenieds us that the drama that is
about to take place may be more complex than we imagmss, it is not surprising that
the interpretations would be varied and equally compéhxether or not we agree with
the praise or criticism this play has received, onaquaarly flattering review captures
the power of text and performance and the transnatappedal of an authentic voice that

comes to life onstage. As Brustein relates,
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Nothing reinforces one’s faith in the power and importasfce
theater more than the emergence of an authentic and saliver
playwright--not a woman playwright, mind you, not a regib
playwright, not an ethnic playwright, but one who spdaak$e
concerns and experiences of all humankind . . . Marsienah is
the genuine article--an American writer with the cgerto look
unflinchingly into the black holes from which we normallyrt
our faces. (162)
Regardless of which theoretical orientation we chaosambrace, the dialogue that has
been elicited in classrooms, literary circles, aradatia, establishes the fact that
Norman’s‘night, Motheris clearly not just a story about an unhappy middle-agmtdan
who decides to kill herself because she is miserablenélorby the use of a simple stage
setting, candid, yet probing dialogue, and very specifigestirections, has placed
emphasis on the text of the play and the body langafgtyeo individuals, a mother and
daughter, as they carry on a conversation, that detpaeatward simplicity, exposes
aspects of their past that have directly and indiyestpacted their present choices. The
emotional truths that are revealed transcend any thkaryve may assign to define
Jessie’s dilemma. By the same token, the life anchd#aiggle that takes place allows
truths to be exposed and articulated. We know fromitseféw lines of dialogue that
Jessie intends to kill herself. Despite that knowledgehe clocks on the stage indicate
the passing of time, we are still caught up in the digddgetween the two individuals.
Although Norman does use the backdrop of the mother-daugmamity in

‘night, Mother, and despite the significance of this dynamic in elugcidahe thematic



131

focus of the play, would the hidden tensions and anxigi@sare exposed be any less
relevant if the dynamic represented father and daughteother and son? Are we so
preoccupied with gender identity and theories of suitatitieria for canon inclusion or
exclusion that we divert our attention from the tést drives this play? Norman exposes
themes innight, Motherthat are applicable to any human being who has everedffe
abandonment, isolation, insecurity, loneliness, and degmiKorman observes, “People
are just out there wildly and desperately alone, gryinfigure out where they are from,
who they are, does anybody matter” (Savran “Intervi#@0). By the same token,
although we hear the inevitable shot signaling Jessietsryiand Thelma’s defeat, and
we realize that time has run out, Thelma and Jessibe midst of their struggle, have
made a genuine, loving connection - one they were unabhake before this fatal
evening.

Norman’s‘night Motherfocuses on an individual who, through her newly
acquired autonomy, acknowledges that the only way fotchienprove her life is by
ending it. However, she gains this autonomy by making aidedio carry out this final,
fatal act. The fact that she kills herself is nosigsificant as the autonomy she has
attained. Moreover, the impact of Jessie’s decisionasrmother does not lessen the
significance of the main issue at hand, which is Jaesdédinition of survival--whashe
needs to fulfillher life. Norman does not ask us to accept Jessie’s choeeen agree
with it. However, as Anne Marie Drew observes, “Vda avish for Jessie that her life
view were different . . . We can grieve that only intbemas she free, but Norman’s
work moves us to an inexorable conclusion. In deatisidé€ates finds life . . . Given

that some of us do not find ourselves in either lifeeathd, Jessie’'s end is no small
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triumph” (94). Hence, the image of loss is transfaraad modified in the life and death
struggle of Thelma and Jessie in Normanight, Mother, and is used to convey the
emotional truths, that, as in Williamslhe Glass Menageriéiller's Death of a
Salesmanand Paula Vogel'slow | Learned to Drivetranscend the realm of
abandonment, suicide, and incest to portray a commonrtityntlaat is transnational, and
captures the essence of theateks Norman asserts, “In the theater, we have the yuxur

of fighting one monster at a time” (Betsko 333).
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Notes to Chapter Four

L All quotes fromtnight, Motherare from the Hill and Wang 1983 edition and hereafter
will be cited in-text as parenthetical references

2 See Louis Greiff's article “Fathers, Daughters, anditBjpirSisters” Marsha Norman’s
‘night, Motherand Tennessee Williamsihe Glass Menagerie

% Spencer contends in “Normarisght , Mother Psycho-drama of Female Identity,” that
“male and female audience members ‘read,” comprehendgeapdnd to the play in
ways fundamentally different. While universal themedexdth and desire, of human
dignity and human pain, of hope and existential despam@ressible to all, these seem
but ‘secondary elaborations’ of the primary drama tr@nen may cathartically
experience in Norman'’s play” (364).

* John Simon is a Serbian-American author and litethegter, and film critic. Simon
was theater critic dlew Yorkmagazine for more than 36 years from October 1968 until
May 2005. Since June 2005 Simon has reviewed theater for Be&yghews.com. He
also contributes a monthly essayTtoe Weekly Standard

® Frank Rich served from 1980 to 1993 as the chief drama drifih@New York Times
and is now an op-ed columnist at the paper as wedrasrswriter forThe New York
Times Magazine

® Stanley Kauffmann has been active in criticism sit@88. At that time he became the
film critic of The New Republiayith which journal he has been associated ever since,
except for an eight-month period in 1966 when he was exclyshetheater critic of
The New York Time#n addition to his film reviews, he has written gg&anumber of

book reviews foiThe New Republidrom 1969 to 1979 he served as both film and
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theater critic for this magazine; and earlier, from 1968365, he served as well as the
drama critic for WNET-TV in New York. He continuesfédm critic for The New
Republicbut wrote theater criticism for ti&aturday Revievor five years, from 1979 to
1985. He has contributed reviews and articles to many oitnerals, among them
Horizon, Commentary, Salmagundi, Yale Review, Kenyon Reaneiwhe American
Scholar

" Richard Gilman (1923-1996) was one of the leading dramatenarii critics of the
second half of the 20th century. He was a professoeatdle School of Drama for 31
years and the author of five books of criticism and enaie Gilman died of lung cancer
at the age of 83. Mr. Gilman along with Eric Bentleg &vobert Brustein was considered
to be one of a breed of philosopher-critics, who canpdminence in the 1950s and
'60s. They identified in modern drama the elements ofadigbn, alienation and
absurdity that had long been associated with other fofrag and literature.

8 Mel Gussow (1933-2005) was an influential American theatiic who wrote forNew
York Timedor thirty-five years.

® Dolan states that “[ijn a clear example of recepfitiered through gender biases, the
male critics’ responses to Jessie were based almostmhjifon her physical appearance
onstage, which substantially altered their receptich®@play. They collapsed performer
Kathy Bates’ appearance into the character’s” (“Femmhi30).

19 Gerald Weales observes, “The restrictions impiicher epilepsy, in the response to it
rather than the disease itself, reflects a soaetiynited possibilities, mandatory roles . .

.. [It] is another example of the way in which te@somen are creatures of not-so-great
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expectations, caught in a social and psychological hatbgives them very little room to
maneuver” (“Really ‘Going On™ 370).

" Demastes points out, “The phrase “Red China” is contpadraught with meaning, a
perfect example of the approach to language that Norakas in her playwriting”
(Beyond Naturalism51). He also mentions, “Though ‘Red China’ seems logically
absurd in relation to the more personal complaintssilsabund it (and as a result draws
a laugh from the audience), it shows Jessie’s awssdhat in international affairs, as in
all things, she has no control. And it is additionaiyngicant in helping expand the
context of the play beyond the confines of the mothasisse and daughter’s life” (151).
Additionally, Weales, in reference to Jessie’s cominod “Red China” states, “The
sense of helplessness that most of us feel in faeeeits in the world at large provides a
macrocosmic malaise for the smaller space of theiplavhich Jessie and her mother
have few choices about what to make of their liveRedlly ‘going On™ 370).

12 Kintz explores the various interpretationsrifht, Motherand states, “It has been
described as a ‘kitchen drama’ that deals with the laraerns of mother and daughter,
making it different from the weightier ‘domestic drahvahich also deals with fathers
and sons in the domestic space and is particularly loilarxist critics, who trace

the rise of the bourgeois individual and the construaiadhe notion of privacy, often
overlooking that it idis privacy. But feminists critics have also claimed tkeygor
various interpretations, some insisting that it is mtgssential middle-class liberal drama
that has no political edge, others interpreting it pritpérom the space of the daughter

and finding the mother trivial and absurd, yet others argythe daughter doubly
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punishes the mother both by killing herself, but prior to, iy setting up a second
chance for the mother to save her” (“In the Shadow” 199).

13 The importance of language and Norman'’s view of thatémere very closely related
as when she states, “l want to give the characteral@inance at getting through to the
audience. To do that, | had to get rid of all the thingsdtwod in the way, like locale,
accents, dialect . . . What | want to present ighiatrical equivalent ddnce upon a
Time. . . which lifts you up off the stage and sends you baokyourself for the

reference points” (Betsko 337).
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Chapter Five: Paula Vogeldow | Learned to Drive

Paula Vogel takes the image of loss to another leugbin | Learned to Drive
Vogel transports us on an introspective journey thatextgs our notions of the familiar
and the “norm” with the taboo topic of pedophilia, whighfact, is only mentioned once
in the play and that, too, in a production note. Yetaweeliterally driven out of our
comfort zone to take part in a journey that is asesgdloratory as it is revealing. The
Pulitzer Prize-winningHow | Learned to Drivavas first produced in February, 1997, by
Vineyard Theatres in New York City. In this provocatared emotionally charged play,
Vogel challenges us to examine our ideas of self, so@atyboundaries to reveal
emotional truths that we have to define for ourselves,tthnscend social, cultural, and
political realms. Moreover, just as Normafright, Motherand Miller'sDeath of a
Salesmarare not merely stories about individuals who committide, Vogel'sHow |
Learned to Drivecannot simply be viewed as a story about the exploitspsEdophile.
Vogel begindHow | Learned to Drivevith images of one-room revival churches, a
porno-drive-in, and boarded up motels. These are the inlagsmake up the scenery of
Li'l Bit's life as the play opens with her at seveeh years of age stating, “I am very old,
very cynical of the world, and | know it allDfive 9).> However, by presenting each
scene non-chronologically, we are left to sorttbatpuzzle pieces that comprise the
complex relationship of niece and uncle. Without absolvingl&Peck of wrong doing
and instead of vilifying him, Vogel's play examines the caxpy of human
relationships by challenging us to draw our own conclusidhs.physical, emotional

and psychological loss is experienced by the uncle and. Méeare forced to switch
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gears, accelerate, brake, and use caution as Vogel comisthesd performance to
elucidate the journey of Li’'l Bit and Uncle Peck. As wnahd niece navigate dangerous
terrain, Vogel simultaneously challenges us to confradtexamine our own tensions,
anxieties, and preconceived notions of a full range of stgbjecluding the role of victim
and victimizer, family dynamics, empowerment and, evegieness, as lines are
blurred and the terrain constantly changes.

Vogel's play was influenced by her fascination with VaidiNebokov'sLolita?
(1955), which, as Bigsby relates, “is also scarcely abouseaand whose moral
ambivalence and account of shifting patterns of power andioussiess appealed to
Vogel, whose own work has always shown a bias indawbthe oblique, the tangential,
the ambivalent” Contemporary319). Bigsby also points out that Vogel hoped to attain
Nabokov's “neutrality” (319) when dealing with similar sultjewatter. As Bigsby
explains, Vogel wondered if it were possible for a wommaapproach this controversial
subject matter with “a neutrality which she felt w&ely to inspire hostile reviews, more
especially when the morality of child abuse was seldatobthe news and political
correctness threatened to inhibit those who wished tometsing more than echo an
understandable indignation” (319). Ironically, despiteféioe that the play opened in
Belgium amidst a high-profile pedophile scandal, and imtdlee of a public dispute
regarding the ethics of the film adaptation of Adriamé&g Lolita, and because of
Vogel's dramatic innovativeness, the play did not tacstile reviews. As Vogel relates,
“In this time of political correctness . . . you hdaeego against the grain. If the audience

don’'t embrace both sides of an issue, there can beahpolitical dialogue . . . In my
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sense of political, you can never be politically cotrdo be political means to open up
dialogue, not to be ‘correct™ (qtd. in Bigsi@§ontemporary319).

Vogel's focus on text and performance allows us to viewelsionship of uncle
and niece from the vantage point of Li’'l Bit's memoBy. scattering the chronology, by
using the Greek chorus to represent various charactend_iiloBit’s past, and by
showing us consequences before we see actions, waed fo reserve our judgment
until the end of the performance. By making the characteme certain actions that
would have otherwise resulted in our indignation, Vogabie to draw attention to the
personal crisis of niece and uncle as they exploradbaces of a very complex
relationship. As Ann Linden points out, “By combining the f@nwith the unfamiliar
and identification with alienation, Vogel encouragesdpectators to consider the issues
she explores in a new, more critical light” (“Sedudihg Audience” 234). Vogel uses
ambiguity as a device to make us acknowledge the wide rdmgeodions experienced
by both niece and uncle as lines are drawn and crosseelyasotine to terms with
feelings ranging from affection and desire to disgust agéra Moreover, Vogel's use of
ambiguity forces us to examine our own reactions to stgrieal notions of victim-
victimizer roles in society. Can we actually fathdma hiece’s complicity in the
relationship? Vogel also turns the table on us by makingact to ambiguous
boundaries that are dictated by society.

Indeed, we are given no conclusive answers in this playeder, in Linda
Loman’s words, “Attention, attention must be finallig’ (Miller Salesmarb6) to a
wide range of possibilities. Although Peck gives in to idatiable desire for his niece at

times, he never forces himself upon her. As Bigsby pant,
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[T]hough Vogel is not going so far as simply to accordate this
particular relationship to the norm, neither is sheteot to allow moral
absolutes to prevent her examination of those driv&e &l despair and
need, those who allow the intensity of that needke them beyond the
frontiers of the acceptable . . . it is his [Peck’shmey that she allows to
travel with her on her journey, not that of those tlveho degraded her
in less obvious ways, not that of relatives who offdrer contempt rather
than the tainted but faithful love of a man who diedalby surrendering
what was not his, finally, to claimCfntemporaryd29)
Vogel challenges us with the ambiguous dynamics of thasioekship. On the one hand,
by making use of the omnipresent vdicéthe driver’s education instructor and by
strategically including the classical device of the Grdeks, we are drawn to the abuse
that is being inflicted on a young girl by her lustful dDn the other hand, the calm,
gentle, compassionate dialogue of Peck as he shows geaftection for his niece while
listening to her and offering sage advice, makes us defirmufgelves the extent of the
boundaries that have been crossed. Indeed, as we maveri®scene to the next, we
are exposed to an overly sexed, dysfunctional famgiete with a grandfather who
lustfully chases a grandmother around the kitchen and ygdegtades his
granddaughter, a grandmother who on the one hand, dissessegenly with family
members, and at the same time discourages her daugnesdeaking honestly to Li'l
Bit about the same subject, a mother who “once oukdraregiment of British officers
on a good-will visit to Washington!'Ofrive 21), and an aunt (Peck’s wife), who

encourages Peck to comfort his niece, knowing he is “so wa@bdhem when they get
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to be this age’Drive 15), and at the same time blames her niece for “bongpitier]
husband until it doesn’t suit her anymore” (45). Even sbBltis extended family
celebrates holidays together, shows affection irr th&n way and even excuses the
flaws of other family members as can be noted whdrBliti'asks Peck if the grandfather
has hurt his feelings, and, he responds, “Oh, no--it doksrttme. Family is family”
(46).

Vogel provokes us to see the emotional truths thatesssated within the
tragically flawed relationships of this bawdy, dysfuncéibfamily, who despite their
crude behavior, are also able to laugh at themselvegdeeland display insecurities.
By the same token, Vogel feels strongly about thefestaly plays in larger social
contexts. In a candid interview, when Vogel was cornédmwith the issue that European
critics feel that American drama does not achieve gesathecause American
playwrights are more concerned with family issuebeaathan larger global concerns,
Vogel responds, “Rubbish . . . British critics ofterothirthat complaint at me, but Pirter
and David Harealso deal with families. It's important that the fnbe put in social
context, that there is a world beyond. The familyagr the structure at the heart of
most drama because the family, after all, reflestsaimmunity’s values and the politics
of their time” (Holmberg). Hence, we are encouragedke & introspective journey
that involves shifting emotional gears and braking oftenwy@navigate through the
hazardous and tricky terrain of family life. We arsoalured into confronting our own
fears and anxieties while we observe Li'l Bit cruiske, and shift gears as she comes to

terms with her childhood memories.
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Vogel transforms and modifies the image of loss inplay to not only challenge
our notions of family life, but to dare us to confront ouagleegarding exploitation,
female identity, and universal truths. When askédbiv | Learned to Drivés political,
Vogel, responds,

A lot of people are trying to turn this into a drama alsuindividual
family. To me it is not. It is a way of looking omacroscopic level at
how this culture sexualizes children. How we are taugah axtremely
young age to look at female bodies. One of the tag litriad in my head
when | was writing this play was, it takes a wholeag# to molest a
child. Jon Benét Rams&was not a fluke. When we Americans saw the
video tape of her at the beauty contest when she wasafshall went up
our collective spines. At what age are we sexualizingchildren in a
consumer culture to sell blue jeans and underwear®henever there is
confusion or double, triple, and quadruple standards, thia¢ isealm of
theatre. Drama lives in paradoxes and contradictior@n{berg)
Vogel indeed seduces her audience. She draws us into theegaynpf the relationship
of Peck and L'l Bit by building up a particular scene, arsl as we think we have
enough information to understand what we are witnessingrgvéhrown into a scene
from the past that makes us question our reaction to aopeescene. There are no
comfort zones in Vogel's play. From the first sceméhe last, we are on a roller-coaster
ride of images, ambiguity, humor, and contradictiond, arst when we think we know
what emotional response we feel towards the relatipredhuncle and niece, the roller-

coaster suddenly shifts gears and goes backwards. By invokirged@t Ramsey, Vogel
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asks us to focus on the overtly sexual images of theyéae old girl as her dolled-up
image became a part of our daily lives for many yeaus vall continue to represent an
aspect of American culture that uses sexy images tewsaWthing from cars and
handbags to furniture and ice cream. As horrified as/ere that Jon Benét was found
dead in her own home, we cannot deny America’s obsesdtibrihe blonde-haired,
blue-eyed, fully made-up doll-like image who teased and talrgadty pageant officials
as she sang and danced wearing sexy outfits. This imageyise, was juxtaposed with
images of the Ramseys (Jon Benét’s parents) astibieslty implored us to help them
bring to justice the individual(s) who perpetrated the dwasncrime. Who could commit
such an act? Then, quite suddenly, as the glamorous pifdteslipsticked, rouged, and
sexily-clad Jon Benét flashed before televisions, newspaper magazines, we were
forced to change gears and brace ourselves to absdstetieng news--Jon Benét's
mother was being questioned, her handwriting was being &uhlZould an individual
who is considered to be the primary caretaker, nurtaner protector of her child,
commit such an act? This mystery has not been sadwebperhaps never will be.
Regardless, our endless fascination with Jon Benédinces. Vogel asks us to come to
terms with these types of images. What does it saytakimerican culture? As Bigsby
comments, How | Learned to Driveindeed, is surely in part about an America which
struggles to sustain notions of innocence, spiritual cormed family values while
flooding its consciousness with sexual titillatiorgreeerleader culture of prepubescent
beauty pageants, eroticized movies and advertisemenbgagh sex were a language in
which it is necessary to become fluent as soon aslpe’s(Contemporary320). Hence,

Vogel's focus on language and performance, infused withtiotext ambiguity,
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challenges us to define our own space as we go alond.WiBit and Peck on their
journey.

Vogel also asks us to define for ourselves the emottoundds, the common
humanity that reveals itself as we process the adiotay, overtly sexual, and often
confusing images that are part of our daily lives. What happieswe are faced with
this bombardment of mixed messages? Do we just casakéyour children to the
playground, or to soccer practice, have a nice family djraret then tuck them in their
beds and tell them everything will be just fine? Whataaeeptable boundaries? How do
we individually and collectively define our boundaries? #hese just media created
images? Or, is there something larger going on? What shauitink of a song that
calmly echoes, “She was too young to fall in love, lwds too young to know” (Sam
Cooke “Only Sixteen”), or “My eyes adored ya. Though lerdaid a hand on you”
(Franki Valli “My Eyes Adored You”). As Vogel includes rer stage directionsahy
Sam Cooke will do(31). Vogel uses music in the play as part of her semuteéchnique.
As Linden explains, “If Vogel can seduce spectatorsempathizing with both Peck and
Li’l bit, they can no longer easily deny the contraidics between representations that
promote Peck’s desire and public discourse that condemns ibissd¢tSeducing” 250).
For Vogel, this empathy is a critical element becaasehe states, “we’re trained to be
pedophiles in this culture; look at the messages we’reviegelt’s all around us” (qtd.
in Linden “Seducing” 250). Vogel elucidates the pervasivenesesétmessages with
the music and images that permeate the play. Her produaties suggest using sixties
music ‘fife with pedophilish (?) reference: “Little Surfer Girl,” tH&'ou’re Sixteen”

genre hits; “Come Back When You Grow Up, Gi{f). Just as Tennessee Williams
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utilizes music and an onstage screemhe Glass Menageri® enhance specific themes
and to provide commentary on what is going on in the Magel makes use of music
and a slide montage to emphasize the significance ofrcet@nes in her drama. For
example, in the production notes for the scene etiilbe Photo Shoot” (in which Peck
takes nude photos of Li’l Bit), Vogel mentions th@hfoughout the shoot, there can be a
slide montage of actual shots of the actor playing Li’l bit — intespeémwith other

models a la Playboy, Calvin Klein and Victoriana/Lewis Carroll's dligddell' (Drive

41). Indeed music plays a significant role in Vogel's dravilaen asked about the role of
music in her plays, Vogel comments, “Music containsldisiinal message that | will
never be able to accomplish with words because wondsg/alinvolve the cognitive.
Music speaks directly to the emotions” (Holmberg). Hgnogel uses music to
punctuate specific nuances of Li’l Bit’s journey as sha@laes her own identity and
comes to terms with her relationship with her uncle.

As Li'l Bit's memories reflect on her past, she ctghe anguish she felt as a
well-endowed young girl who had to suffer through the atmg and degrading
remarks of both family and friends as they joked abeubheasts as though they were
common property of which they had ownership. AlthoughRitls body is eroticized in
the play in the manner in which her family degrades Imet jmthe way the children at
school tease her, and, ultimately, when Peck photogragsh¥ tgel infuses humor into
specific scenes to meter the young girl's pain. Hence Mgsgs humor to bring into
focus the difficulty many young women in America fasethey deal with issues of
female identity and selfhood as they are bombardedsgithal innuendo, overly sexual

media images, and a society that that promotes tleetiflgd female while at the same
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time promoting family values. As Dolan points out, “Vég&ry, insightful humor
captures the pain and awkward pleasure of growing into soealeness and
understanding. Vogel's play is about forgiveness and faablyut the instability of
sexuality, about the unpredictable ways in which we ledro we are, how we desire,
and how our growth is built on loss” (“Performand&8). Li’l Bit’s own grandfather
makes degrading comments such as, “If L'l Bit gets anydyigge’re gonna haveta buy
her a wheelbarrow to carry in front of her” (13) and ‘&%/Hoes she [Li'l Bit] need a
college degree for? She’s got all the credentials sh&tl o@ her chest” (14).
Consequently, the humiliating remarks from family relyag her breasts make the well-
endowed, self conscious young girl even more insecure abobbdy. Vogel tempers
the anguish Li'l Bit feels at being objectified by clasdes and family members because
of her large breasts by inserting humor with the cap#owalk Down Mammary
Lane,” Drive 35), and Mary Jane joké®y the same token, humor is used throughout
the play to elucidate the complexity of human relatigps For example, Vogel reels us
into a particularly poignant scene by making the Greak@) as L'l Bit's mother,
advise Li’l Bit how to avoid getting drunk with the captioh Mother’'s Guide to Social
Drinking” (18). Vogel inserts humor into this emotionatlyarged scene, where despite
her mother’s advice to not order drinks “with Voodoo or Vixethe title or sexual
positions in the name like Dead Man Screw or the Missgmot only does the young
woman get drunk while her uncle continues ordering drinkedorbut we are informed
that Li’l Bit was probably conceived when her motheswaunk.

When asked about the function of humor in her playgéfeaomments, “For me

combining sadness and comedy heightens both. The @olb$itones makes both more



147

extreme . . . comedy dismantles any protective cogéfiHolmberg). Vogel mentions
that the technique of combining comedy and terror allbwsatidience to let down their
guard. As she explains, “It [comedy] doesn’t diffuse theoteit diffuses the guarding
against the terror” (Holmberg). The comedy and pain carobed when Li'l Bit states,
“sometimes | feel like these alien forces, thesenwainds of flesh have grafted
themselves onto my chest, and they're using me until theypropagate’ and take over
the world and they’ll just keep growing, with a mind ofitlevn until | collapse under
their weight and they suck all the nourishment out plady and | finally just waste
away while they get bigger and bigger” (39). We are remindééroénguish in a stage
direction: ‘Li’l Bit's trying to joke but feels on the verge of t€a(38-39). Hence, Vogel
brings forth the issue of female identity as Li'l Bitugygles with body image issues, an
awakening sexuality, and the deep and mixed feelings she hasnfam she considers a
father figure on the one hand and an object of love ancedasthe other. As Vogel
explains, “for me, Peck is the object of female desinel, Li’l Bit is the desiring object”
(GreenWomen Whd38). The extent of Li’l Bit’s struggle can be noted wveay
revealing scene when she meets Peck in a hotel roofenkdasks her to lie down on
the bed with him so that they can hold one anothek e stage direction informs us:
“Li’l Bit-- half wanting to run, half wanting to get it over with, hakinting to be held by
him” (Drive 52). Although Li'l Bit is ultimately able to reject Peaklearly it is a difficult
choice. As Vogel contends, she sees Li'l Bit as a “sorvirather than a victim (qtd. in
GreenéNomen Whd 38).

Ironically, Peck is the only family member who makesfaet beautiful and

desirable, and he praises her intelligence. On the awk Reck, for his own pleasure
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objectifies his niece’s body when he asks her to pmshkim. On the other hand, he also
makes her feel confident and attractive. He encouragds kerwell in school, and even
though he scares her by sending a series of gifts womentory, anticipating their next
meeting, his concern and compassion for Li'l Bit areugee. Vogel uses ambiguity,
throughout the play to give more emphasis to reactichRltis and ours) than on the
action itself. Additionally, the miming actions, althoutley draw attention to the abuse,
also make us focus more on the ambiguity of what is bgtiaking place. Consequently,
when asked if she intended to focus on the fact thatande greatly harmed by people
who love us, Vogel retorts,
| would reverse that. | would say that we can receivatdoze from the
people who harm us . . . We are now living in a cultdingatimization,
and great harm can be inflicted by well-intentionedapets, social
workers, and talk show hosts who encourage people to dvibéim
identity as victim. Without denying or forgetting the origipain, |
wanted to write about the great gifts that can also sidarthat box of
abuse. My play dramatizes the gifts we receive frloenpeople who hurt
us ... She [Li'l bit] received the gift of how to sive. (Holmberg)
Indeed, Vogel does not condemn or condone abudewnl Learned to Drive
She acknowledges that it exists in society. For Vdgelrelationship of Li'l Bit and
Peck typifies the paradox, ambiguity, confusion and comtiads that make up
American society and ultimately, the human condjtemd therefore is the realm of the
theater. Although she does not condone the abuse Pecksiofti his niece, Vogel is

more interested in focusing on how Li'l Bit deals witle tsituation. In other words, Li'l
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Bit confronts her fears, anxieties, and pain, thetingisecurely in the driver’s seat, the
position of power, she drives away. In fact, Peck shus/genuine love for his niece by
not only teaching her how to “drive like a man” (35) witmtidence but he also teaches
her “to think what the other guy is going to do beforelbes it” (35). Hence, he supplied
her with the tools she needed to reject him and ultiymaiedtroy him. As Li’l Bit
narrates, upon rejecting Peck’s proposal of marridgeVver saw him again. | stayed
away from Christmas and Thanksgiving for years afe®). Consequently, Peck begins
his accelerated decline. He not only gives up his nieclesks his will to live. As Li'l

Bit relates, “It took my uncle seven years to drink hifngeteath. First he lost his job,
then his wife, and finally his driver’s license. He eettied to his house, and had his
bottles delivered” (55).

Vogel's broken chronology, ambiguous presentation of aatatpic, all
heightened by her strategic use of text and perform&atalisplays America’s
obsession with its car culture and its motto--powpeed, and freedom makidew |
Leaned to Drivanuch more than the story of an uncle who selfishitg$ advantage of
his young, impressionable niece. As Vogel relates, “Tag is a reverse syllogism. It
constantly pulls the rug out from under our emotioeaponses by going back earlier and
earlier in time” (Holmberg). We are left with grey asehat we have to define for
ourselves. Vogel presents events onstage and steps kastkttee audience how they
feel about the issue. For example, Vogel begins tnelpl L'l Bit announcing,
“Sometimes to tell a secret, you first have to tea@sson” (9). In this scene we see a
seventeen-year old girl “parking off a dark lane witharied man on an early summer

night” (9). The girl and the older man are referred thia8it and Peck and only at the
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end of the first scene Li'l Bit refers to this oldearried man as Uncle Peck. Thus, we
listen to this man and young girl converse in very familones, we hear the girl tell the
man not to cross the line as he enjoys the intoxicatimga of her hair. We also hear the
girl give the man permission to fondle and kiss heabts. Then, quite jarringly, we hear
the girl exclaim, “Uncle Peck--we’ve got to go. I've goaduation rehearsal at school
tomorrow morning. And you should get on home to Aunt M&ty?). Suddenly, our
emotions scatter while we try to process the ficens of Vogel's provocative play.
Hence, Vogel combines text and performanddamv | Learned to Driveo catapult us
through a wide range of emotions, but provides enough ambiguityake us brake and
accelerate as we are encouraged to go along as passengesstomultuous journey.
America is a car-obsessed country replete with its owture, language and
music. Vogel refers to this obsession/love affair tigtwout the play with rhetoric,
images, and music. As Vogel mentions in a production thateprecedes a section
entitled “The Initiation into a Boy’s First Loveln the following section, it would be nice
to have slides of erotic photographs of women and cars: women posed over the hood,;
women draped along the sideboards; women with water hoses spraying the cédoe and t
actresses playing Li’l Bit with a Bel Air or any 1950s car one cadh for the finalé
(32). The scene begins with Peck stating to Li'l Bit, @0tirse, my favorite car will
always be the '56 Bel Air Sports Coupe. Chevy sold more #Bifisthe 56!--a V-8 with
Corvette option, 225 horsepower; went from zero toysimites per hour in 8.9 seconds”
(Drive 32). In Vogel's play it is imperative that Li'l Bit m@nly learn how to handle an
automobile with expertise, but more importantly, shene&ow to navigate through the

rocky terrain of her life in order to become a se#ftmed, confident adult. Although
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driving lessons allowed Vogel to create a journey onstggel draws our attention
through text and performance to the significance of thecleehself as an American
cultural icon. As Vogel explains, “I did a lot of resgl@on cars in the sixties, and the
symbolism is so blatant. The car designs had long, hdingadlights and huge tail fins”
(GreeneWomen Who Write Play438). From the time Henry Fdrblled out the first
Model-T in Detroit, Michigan, Americans have had a la¥ir with the automobile.
Just like Ford’s success, the American car came togepréhe American dream--
freedom, movement, mobility, independence, prosperity and ssicce

After World War 11 (1939-1945), Americans took their shiny camd moved into
the suburbs. In the Fifties, along with the booming eoon the American car culture
came into full swing with institutions such as the drivenovie theater and drive-thru
fast food restaurants. Nonetheless, the cars theessbécame more personalized and
represented everything from power and status--CadillackiaodIns, to a carefree way
of life--cruising and convertibles. Cars represented freedithout a doubt, the endless
miles of American highways and interstates contributeiti¢ power and allure of the
automobile. Every decade is associated with a partistytée of vehicle and
immortalized in song. The Fifties were represented Inyexibles and hot rods and
songs such as “No Particular Place to Go” (Chuck Befir@Bet Around” (Beach Boys),
“Hitch Hike”(Nova Local), and of course “Drive My CafThe Beatles). On the more
tragic side, there were songs associated with teenabermet an early demise in
driving accidents such as “Tell Laura | Love Her” (Ridkglance) and “Leader of the
Pack” (Shangri-Las). Jan and Dean’s “Dead Man’s Curyereseented the sixties along

with the Volkswagen vans/microbuses resplendent witbgoegns and the seventies
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were ushered in with the muscle cars. Although sinceitiigies, more fuel efficient
Japanese cars have vied for dominance on the Americawdayg, without a doubt, only
American cars have been immortalized in song.

From “Mustang Sally” by Wilson Pickett and “Little Deu€®upe” by The Beach
Boys to Prince’s “Little Red Corvette,” America’ss#ssion with its car culture is
reflected in the popular music, movies and magazinedlolog the airwaves, movie
theaters, bookstores and libraries of every American Additionally, the lyrics of the
songs reflect some of the tensions, anxieties and fieavalent in American society. As
Wilson Pickett croons, “You've been riding all over towsoh, guess you gotta put your
flat feet on the ground, Ride, Sally, ride”, in “Musgafally,” we are reminded of a girl
who is going a little too fast and needs to slow down. Sipjlehe lyrics of Prince’s
1983 song “Little Red Corvette” communicate more aboutlsax the car itself. The
song makes references to “a pocket full of horses, isbggcondoms) and I felt a little
ill when | saw the pictures of all the jockeys thadl h@en there before me.” However,
the overall connection to the red corvette is thagiHen the song is too fast for him.
Sexual innuendo is also a part of Bruce Springsteen’s pogputay “Pink Cadillac” as he
croons, “My love is bigger than a Honda, yeah, it’'s bighgan a Subaru.” Along with
sexual overtones, alcohol is another theme connéetsaime car culture songs, as in the
seventies band known as Commander Cody and his Logttlamen, in the popular
country song “Hot Rod Lincoln.” One famous line statdsy ‘bappy said, ‘Son, you're
gonna drive me to drinkin,’ if you don’t stop driving th#dt Rod Lincoln.”

For Vogel, music is a crucial element in her playangl with the “subliminal

messages” (Holmberg) it conveys, music can also be gehdeséd/ogel clarifies, “It
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[music] has messages about being a man and being a wdthan.you listen to the
Beach Boys what comes back is a code of the 1960s. Kruglidico music brings back an
entire culture of the seventies. So | used music ttogéie culture of the 60s. Music is a
time capsule” (HolmbergHow | Learned to Driveombines the mystery and allure of
the American car culture with the provocative appéahwsic to elucidate the grey areas
of human relationships that transcend black and white tlefisi Thus, Vogel is able to
dramatize loss in this play in a very unigue manner. Veggllistic devices--music,
montages, miming actions of the characters, and thepo@seaint voice of the driving
instructor, combined with her strategic use of ambiguitgttens the complexity of the
relationship of uncle and niece, and it also brings @oign to Peck’s loss of self and
Li'l Bit's loss of innocence. Nevertheless, Vogel makes confront our own demons
regarding the events that take place on stage.

Vogel brings to focus many aspects of American cultuk¢éow | Learned to
Drive. Combining humor, terror, and comedyHow | Learned to DriveVogel does not
provide comfort or reassurance for her audience. As fogets out, “To me a play
doesn't need to make me feel good. It can be a view @fdhd that is so upsetting that
when | leave the theatre, | want to say no to peat, | will not allow that to happen in
my life” (Holmberg). By introducing a taboo topic as b&ibgel is able to examine the
intricate nature of family dynamics, human need, aidial norms that transcend a
purely American dilemma. The universal appeal of this [sldlge fact that every culture
has its taboos. By the same token, the keen sense mfuatylbhat is infused in each

scene forces us to examine our own responses, anceimcesslefine our own
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customized space. In other words, the highways and backm@gdise American;
however, the journey is clearly universal.

Vogel, as Bigsby observes, “is interested in the psydyadd both individuals
[Peck and Li'l Bit], in their separate, and, occasibnahutual needs, in the nature of
love, destructive and healing, in the resilience and degidetermine actions”
(Modern American Drama 1945-200016). Without condoning Peck’s abuse of his
niece, Vogel delves into the psyche of both the abarsgabused without the labels of
victim and victimizer. As Vogel herself comments, “tdghe word victim . . . It's a buzz
word people use these days. We’'re all victims just byeidf being alive” (qtd. in
BigsbyContemporanB27). Although Peck does take advantage of his niece, he is also
the only family member that listens to her and shosvggenuine affection. Ironically,
Li'l Bit, before the first instance of abuse takes plaa the face of her mother’s
concerns of her uncle paying too much attention to herdpleadefense of Peck: “He
listens to me when | talk. And--and he talks to me. Hehesme about things. Mama--
he knows an awful lot” (VogdDrive 56). To be sure, Vogel does not exonerate Peck’s
abuse of his niece; however, she does not label Peckadsiaer. Vogel presents the
very complex relationship of Uncle and niece from Bill's perspective. The complexity
of this relationship, elucidated by the pain, anxiety, igmeand confusion that are
experienced by Li'l Bit and Uncle Peck in their searahldoe, meaning, and
understanding reveals a common humanity that makes usnexaor own attitudes
toward family, sexuality, power, and abuse. As Bigsbpments, “Vogel reveals the
vulnerability of the child but also the pathos of the nEme young Li'l Bit draws lines

which he [Peck] is obliged to respect. The audience do likeansl suddenly find
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themselves on the wrong side of that line, forced tongder the reactions to the earlier
scenes, forced, too, to ask questions about the widenxtaftiis drama”
(Contemporaryd25). Consequently, as we see a shift of power from Pdak Bit as

she literally becomes higison d étre Just as Jessie was empowered to take control of
her life in Norman’snight, Mother, Li'l Bit, navigates through the cruelties and selfish
desires of her uncle as he educates her to ultimatelctakeo! of her own destiny.
Moreover, the complexity is heightened by the fact éthhough Li’l Bit genuinely cares
for her uncle, there are specific instances when stidetewhere the line will be drawn
and forbids her uncle to cross it: “We can meet onceekwBut only in public. You've
got to let me--draw the line. And once it's drawn, you migross it” Orive 47).

The driving lesson is the primary metaphor witHiow | Learned to DriveThe
driving metaphors punctuate points of physical, sexual, andi@ml maturation as Li'l
Bit navigates through rocky terrain, becomes aware ofildpots, and eventually gains
mastery of her vehicle and control of her own bodyldedMoreover, the broken
chronology Vogel employs heightens the tension obtft®n as it unfolds on stage as
Li'l Bit is presented as a seventeen year-old at tiggnbéng of the play, then later as an
eleven year-old, then as gdwky and quiét(Drive 29) fifteen year-old, and, finally, she
appears onstage as a thirty-five year-old confident wofaesing us to suspend
judgment about what is being presented until the lasesteiner review of the April 1,
1997 New York performance éfow | Learned to DrivelJill Dolan observes, “Vogel's
choice to remember Li'l Bit and Peck's relationship homweologically illustrates its
complexity, and allows the playwright to build sympatbyd& man who might otherwise

be despised and dismissed as a child molester” (“Perfmahd 27). Indeed, the non-



156

linear presentation allows us to view the evolving relatigmin different stages as Li'l
Bit becomes emotionally attached to the only famignmber who does not degrade or
humiliate her as her body develops before her seffimoealized. The broken
chronology also compels us to evaluate our feelingsutd Peck and re-evaluate our
feelings regarding social and cultural taboos and “norAws Bigsby explains,
The nature of the modern family, the fact of sexuaigpeace, the
existence of AIDS, paedophilia, may register in her [\Yepe/ork but
they are not hesubject[italics mine]. They constitute, she has explained,
the atmosphere that her characters breathe. Theyaoauses she fights,
facts which she challenges, or banners she seeks to Weeseare the
context within which her characters exist, in seafdb\e, in search of
meaning . . . Vogel's is a comedy often generated op&iof anxiety and
confusion . . . There is a drive towards understandinasie too easily
contained within the shorthand of moral disapprobatiGon{emporary
297)
Although we are introduced to a dysfunctional family #énatally doles out nicknames
to family members based on genitalia, an uncle who cléenbgses the line,” and a
young woman who cannot be labeled merely a victim, neestll privy to a relationship
that, although exploitative on one level, is comprisedenuine compassion and love as
well. Vogel coerces us to look at individuals, who aterofabeled by societal definitions
as abuser, victimizer, or villains and blurs the linea sthade of grey that literally pulls
us out of complacency and compels us to look at thesple as human beings who are

damaged, yet, are also capable of suffering from paislife@ss and despair and at the
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same time have the ability to love, understand and nutiow can we feel sympathy

for a pedophile? What constitutes “crossing the line?’sélae the questions Vogel asks
us to answer as we are transported on our journeyalSt@sks us to look at the
arbitrary means by which society determines what caossita crime--statutory rape at
seventeen, but legal at eighteen years of age. Thistasgmought forth in a revealing
scene when Li'l Bit's grandmother comments, “It iegal, what Daddy and | did! | was
fourteen and in those days, fourteen was a grown-up wo(Deive 26).

By using the driving lesson, and journey as metaphors, lti¢8lores her own
sexuality and eventually gains control of her own bdttywever, this education has a
price. Although Peck teaches his niece to drive with denfte, he robs her of her self-
identity and confidence in her own body. As Ann Pellegangues, “Both the fire in Li'l
Bit's head and the bodily sensation that she saysatéel only while driving connect
her to her uncle across time and across boundarids ahtl death . . . She cannot escape
her past; this is her burden and her gift” (482). Indeet as#Villiams’s Tom Wingfield
is haunted by his past, the ghost of Uncle Peck rideg alidh Li’l Bit on her journey
through life. However, the significant difference betwd@®m’s predicament and that of
Li'l Bit is that she actually welcomes her uncle’soghto travel with her, thereby
embracing her past, with all the lessons she has beesdfto learn, to accompany her on
her journey forward. In contrast, Tom’s past preventsfnom successfully moving
forward. Moreover, unlike Williams’s fragile Laura, whasvemotionally disabled by
life’s misfortunes, and ultimately by her gentlemaneralive see Li'l Bit in the driver’s
seat of her car and her life, with the welcomed memdher uncle firmly taking a back

seat.
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Vogel reminds us that we see Peck as more than an ddmcserse we are seeing
him through the eyes of his niece. Li'l Bit does notBeek as a villain; therefore, we
are, at the very least, allowed to acknowledge his plnmemories drive the play, and
she, although damaged by her uncle’s abuse, ultimatelywésrgim and feels genuine
affection for him as well. In a particularly poignatene, as she has a better
understanding of the events of her life, she wondersyw‘bhat I'm old enough, there are
some questions | would have liked to have asked him. Who @id/@u, Uncle Peck?
How old were you? Were you eleven®rive 55). The complexity of this relationship as
it is revealed in a scattered chronological mannengalaith the fact that the scenes that
contain abuse are all mimed heightens the intensiyadh scene. As Bigsby points out,
“She [Vogel] also instructs that the sexual intimaewsch Peck enacts should be
performed in mime, against a background of sacred musistanding effect that takes
the edge off the shock and adds a ritualistic elemenirthiits instinctual responses”
(Modern American Drama, 1945-200416). Vogel wants us to acknowledge the full
range of emotions felt by both characters. Hencesaleed music and miming actions
challenge us to devote our attention to the emotionseoihtdividuals on the stage and
deflects Peck’s actions. By utilizing innovative techniquabsabare-minimal stage
setting, Vogel draws our attention to the common humadfitincle and niece. We are
given an opportunity to view Peck’s strengths and weaknassas wrestles with his
own demons. Thus, we are allowed to see the plightafiag, compassionate human
being who, although he understands that his love fariéee has, indeed, crossed the
line, is so weakened, damaged and destroyed by his uncontrokenle, that to give it

up literally kills him. We find out that, as flawed asifehe is still able to concede his
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power, and indeed, equip his niece with the power to navagstéerrain--as he teaches
his niece to “learn to think what the other guy is going to dorbéne does it” (Vogel
35).

As the theme of loss is transformed and modified ig&lfs play, we are
confronted with emotional truths, and we are forcegrémpple with our own demons as
we travel alongside Peck and Li'l Bit as they journaptigh the pain, loneliness, and
heartache of a love affair, that although is neverwmnsated, and as forbidden as it may
be, is still indeed a story of love, and, ultimatelgceptance and forgiveness. As Vogel
comments, “Whether we call it forgiveness or understagndhere comes a moment
when the past has to be processed, and we have to fincceotng. There are two
forgivenesses in the play. One forgiveness for Paakthe most crucial forgiveness
would be Li'l Bit's forgiving Li’l Bit. Li’l Bit as an adult looking and understanding her
complicity . . .” (Holmberg).

As we travel along with uncle and niece, we are chgdldrio view the full range
of emotions experienced by these two individuals. Eaehesceveals an added
dimension of complexity. After all, we are viewing tarious stages of a young girl's
emotional and physical development, but at the samewsrare also witnessing the
various stages of a love affair, albeit a forbiddenftawled one, but a love affair
nonetheless. Moreover, we are equally challenged to atdpdmd observe Peck, with all
his flaws and imperfections, not only as the person dras Li'l Bit, but also as the
man she loves. As Bigsby points out, “what is strikirhbdut Vogel's characters, “is less
their remoteness from our experience than the farnyliaf the dilemma of those who

reach out for what consolations they can find, whoagsjie to make sense of a world that
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seems to deny them what they need mdStntemporan289-90). Indeed, Li’l Bit's
family focuses more on her physical assets ratheritbamtelligence. In contrast,
although Peck takes advantage of his niece, he also ackiyaslaer intelligence as well
as her beauty. By the same token, throughout her farenggiars, Li’l Bit accepts Peck’s
compliments, advice, and affection, and at the sanme provides him the understanding,
affection and physical gratification he desires. Consdtyeatthough Peck’s abuse
impacts Li'l Bit's life, it does not prevent her frooonfronting her situation and
ultimately moving on. In a particularly poignant scereeare informed that Li'l bit lost a
scholarship and was kicked out of a prominent school. Walsodold that she resorted
to alcohol, she took “a string of dead-end day jobs thbt'tdast very long” (16), and
even contemplated suicide. However, despite all the tiaat resulted directly or
indirectly from Peck’s abuse, Li’l Bit tells us thewen in her darkest moment, when “just
one notch of the steering wheel would be all it waake, and yet some . . . reflex took
over. My hands on the wheel in the nine and three ckgbmsition--1 never so much as
got a ticket. He [Peck] taught me well” (16-17). Hence, aloitly the abuse, Peck also
provided Li'l Bit with survival skills. And, ultimately, himved her enough to let her go.
Regardless of how we view Peck, Vogel urges us to put asid@ctim--victimizer
lenses, and challenges us to acknowledge him as the bfiakestl, yet compassionate
and understanding human being who is ultimately consumédskmywn demons. Thus,
by portraying the complex relationship of uncle and nieceagestvogel holds out a
mirror and challenges us to see, even for a split-settencommon humanity that may

be reflected back.
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Just as Williams used memory as a devicéha Glass Menageri® help Tom
Wingfield come to terms with specific events in his psstyogel presents the real life
lessons and driving lessons that Li’l Bit received intithads of her uncle as she recalls
scenes from her childhood. As a woman in her thjribe revisits her past without
regrets or feeling like a victim. As Bigsby points out, “$erns that her own life
consists of everything that has happened to her anda leme or regret is no life at
all” (ContemporanB27). With an omnipresent driver’s education instructor'seoi
announcing instructions and foretelling the hidden dangerédfratiead ranging from
“Safety first — You and Driver Education” (Vogel 9), “Dmyg in First Gear” (13),
“Vehicle Failure” (22) to “Good defensive driving involves mertadl physical
preparation. Are you prepared?” (35), “Implied Consent” (449l “Driving in Today’s
World” (58). Each announcement, made throughout the plagdintes a new life lesson
that Li’l Bit receives from her uncle. Vogel addresseswblatile issues of temptation,
curiosity, and sexual abuse in family life. Along witle two main characters, Vogel uses
the classic Greek chorl® add a traditional flare. The story, set mostly &1860s,
moves episodically in flashback and flash-forward, shgwii'l Bit from the age of
eleven to forty-something. Her remembered life scemen frome, school, and
automobile is populated with other characters all playettht®e actors whom Vogel
identifies as Male Greek Chorus, Female Greek Chords]eenage Greek Chorus. This
device connects an otherwise contemporary American diatha ancient classical
theater, connecting Li'l Bit's personal experiencasdoce universal issues.

Vogel's dramatic technique combines classical elementsankieen sense of

ambiguity to capture nuances of sexual awakening and thesitytef sexual
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deprivation. Her dramatic style completely abandonsaimodgments for more complex
insights into the cultural taboos so prevalent in ouretgpcAs Li’l Bit states in one of the
most significant scenes of the play, in which shelesen years old, and recalls the first
time Peck abused her, “That was the last day | livedyitodly. | retreated above the
neck, and I've lived inside the ‘fire’ in my head ever sin&s). Even so, Vogel
ultimately portrays Li'l Bit as an empowered womanhatihe courage to go beyond the
abuse she has suffered. As Vogel argues, “I had no sbhiara movie-of-the-week drama
about child-molesting . . . it seems to me that one tliagdets left out when we’re
talking about trauma is the victim’s responsibility tokdbe experience squarely in the
eye and then to move on. That’s the journey | wardextdft here” (gtd. in
Contemporary American Playwrigh828). Just as Norman’s Jessie took responsibility
for her own life, albeit in death, Li'l bit accepts pessibility for hers without vilifying
her uncle. In fact, as Bigsby observes, “She now drieesWwn car, accepts her own
memories, implicitly confesses to her own collusiatknowledges her necessary
cruelty in abandoning a man whose decline and death sledyh@ade inevitable” (327).
Even Peck never makes excuses for his behavior and acoemitete responsibility for
his actions. And, as Bigsby elucidates, Peck breaks maral enadt social rules, but
never those devised by Li'l BitModern American Drama 1945-200018). Although
exploitation, seduction, power, vulnerability and sélfisss are aspects of Li’l Bit's life
journey, acceptance, forgiveness, compassion and atetiyn complete empowerment,
are what we find that she has internalized as shegite driver's seat, smiles at the
image of her uncle in the back seat, and maintains eexpbntrol of her car and the

direction of her own life.
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10 «

The language of American culture includes terms sucha@sking up,™ “friends

N nl2

with benefits,** “booty-call,”? and “boot-up.*® Internet pornography has made access
to an already thriving industry even easier. We now haleision news programs with
specials entitled “How to Catch a Predator” in which veorover the age of consent,
with the aid of law enforcement, pose as thirteen péhgirls, and entice men online in
chat rooms with promiscuous comments and offer to meet grivately. However,
when the men show up, they are met by police officetissacamera crew in place to
capture every image and sound bite, then, the unsuspectmgvime finally realize that
they have been lured in by the bait, are hand-cuffedakmhtin to be further
investigated and possibly prosecuted. The men that show udenaiarried men,
doctors, lawyers, judges, military officers, truck driversllege students, and clergymen.
All this takes place in front of us on our televisiotssguring primetime viewing while
we sit down to have dinner with our families. Is thisigh-tech method for catching a
possible pedophile, or, is it a way of promoting the problBegardless of how we feel
about the issue, we are left with more ambiguity thawans. This is the nature of
Vogel'sHow | Learned to DriveRegardless of how we feel about the relationship of
Peck and L'l Bit, as Bigsby comments, “For Vogel, thes more, far more, to this
relationship than can adequately be summed up in a wordtemtdiby any of the
characters and not in her mind when she wrotéMiidern, 1945-200@18).

The theme of loss is taken to another level in Vodédss | Learned to Drive
Vogel challenges notions of self and society as sheésses on an introspective journey--

one in which we learn more about ourselves than wéelotiaracters onstage. Without a

doubt, American society has a difficult time definimgeptable cultural or social
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“norms.” Historically, America is the land that mamymigrants sought in order to
escape persecution. It is the land of opportunity whereangoursue the American
dream. But first, we need to define the dream. Can iub®mized to accommodate the
dysfunctional family comprised of a drunken mother, essted grandfather and lustful,
yet compassionate uncle? This is the realm of thdaisethe realm of the American
dramatist. This is Vogel's realm. As Bigsby points dbgr her, [Vogel] theatre is an
authentic dialogue with a culture and with the histortheftre itself (‘Every time you
read a play there is a sense in which you are talkingisbo#le’). At a time when cinema
seeks to isolate the present moment, to determine, thisuglvn techniques, how it is
read, resisting the dialogic, theatre offers itseldaenuine conversation with self and
society alike” Contemporan292). Indeed, Vogel's use of the classic Greek Chorus,
mimed actions, broken chronology, music, driving termiggland, of course, the
omnipresent voice, allows enough ambiguity to surfacertefas to suspend our
judgments about the actions taking place onstage. Hewoggl Yot only draws us into
the dialogue taking place before us, but challenges us foipaie and contribute our
response. However, by presenting a controversial sudoelcteeling us in with creative
dramatic techniques, we are allowed to put aside our pregedceieas and thereby
participate in the authentic dialogue of uncle and nied&ey journey into areas that
confront the complexity of human need. Although Vogelenelenies Peck’s culpability,
we are also presented with two individuals who feehalied and excluded from the rest
of society and draw comfort from one another. Withaernonizing her oppressor, L'l
Bit is able to confront and come to terms with heatiehship to Peck. Ironically, her

uncle teaches her to stay five steps ahead of the otlsampand thereby empowers her
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to ultimately discard him. However, although she drivesyawahe driver’s seat, she
feels empathy for the man who had to deal with his owrodepand, she not only
forgives him, but carries his memory along on her joyfoevard into the next phase of
her life. Although Vogel uses American car culture @a@kdrop forHow | Learned to
Drive, she unites the audience with concerns and emotiuthstthat forge a global
community with one device--the taboo topic. She bainassteps away. What we are
left with is a grey area. Nothing is as clear as our praconceived ideas about a
particular topic. We have no comfort zones. We asedl@hged to identify our own
boundaries, family dynamics, and relationships. This isitieersal dilemma. Although
Vogel's characters embark on an emotional journeyrg@iejourney is experienced by
her audience. Thus, as we leave the theater, weeaee quite the same as when we first

came in.
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Notes to Chapter Five

L All quotes fromHow | Learned to Drivare from the Dramatists Play Service Inc. 1997
edition and hereafter will be cited in-text as pareimthéreferences

2 Vadimir Nabokov (1899-1977), Russian novelist, poet, angiigescholar is
considered to be one of the major, most original progersin the twentieth-century.
One of his most famous works is the notellita (1955). The novel was first written in
English and published in 1955 in Paris. It was later taa@g|by the author into Russian
and published in 1967 in New York. The novel is both intéwnatly famous for its
innovative style and infamous for its controversial scibjéhe book's narrator and
protagonist Humbert becomes sexually obsessed with a tyedreold girl named
Dolores Haze. After its publication, the novel attdimeclassic status, becoming one of
the best known and most controversial examples ofttetarcentury literature. The
name “Lolita” has also entered pop culture to des@ibexually precocious young girl.
The novel has been adapted to film twice, once in 1962dne§t Kubrick starring
James Mason as Humbert, and again in 1997 by Adrian Lymagtaeremy Irons.

% In Vogel's production notes she states, “[t]hroughoutstét there are bold-faced
titles. In production these should be spoken in a neutied (the type of voice that
driver education films employ). In the New York prodantthese titles were assigned to
various members of the Greek Chorus and were done live” (6).

* Harold Pinter (1930 - ) is an English playwright, sowester, poet, actor, director,
author, and political activist. Pinter received the &ld®rize for Literature in December
2005. He achieved international success as one of thecomplex post-World War 11

dramatists. Harold Pinter's plays are noted for tngsr of silence to increase tension,
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understatement, and cryptic small talk. His themesiatdade erotic fantasy, obsession
and jealousy, family hatred and mental disturbance.

® David Hare (1947 - ), an English dramatist and directas knighted in 1998 and is a
Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature. David Hando arrived on the playwriting
scene in 1968, is a dedicated social commentator. His,pfagpite of occasional
excursions into the Third World, offer a richly compreheagortrait of contemporary
Britain and its institutions.

®“Jon Benét Patricia Ramsey (August 6, 1990 — December 26, M@86 six-year-old
girl found murdered in the basement of her parents' homeulder, Colorado, nearly
eight hours after she was reported missing. The caseattemtion throughout the United
States when no suspect was charged and suspicions tuppeskiiole family

involvement. The tantalizing clues of the case inspitederous books and articles that
attempt to solve the mystery. Many details of the ,castuding her parents' wealth, her
apparently violent death, and the fact that JonBenéfrbgdently been entered in beauty
contests, enhanced public interest in the case. .se. §ggeculation by experts, media and
the parents has supported different theories. For ailmeg the local police supported
the theory that her mother injured her child in a fitagfe after the girl had wet her bed
on the same night, and then proceeded to kill her aritrage or to cover-up the original
injury. Another theory was that John Ramsey had bearaig abusing his daughter and
murdered her as a cover.” Because of contradictory evadangrand jury was not able to
indict the Ramseys or anyone else for Jon Benét’s murder

“Jon Benét RamseyWikipedia, The Free Encyclopedih Jun 2007, 01:43 UTC.

Wikimedia Foundation, Inc. 1 Jun 2007
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<http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=JonBen%C3%A%nRey&oldid=13498338
6>

’ Li’l Bit relates to the Female Greek Chorus that f&feds like a “walking Mary Jane
joke” (37). Her female classmates, represented by thaleggreek Chorus, have not
heard of Mary Jane jokes, so Li'l Bit provides an exanfilittle Mary Jane is walking
through the woods, when all of a sudden this man who wagtehind a tregpimps

out, rips open Mary Jane’s blouse, apldingeshis hands on her breasts. And Little Mary
Jane just laughed and laughed because she knew her moneyheashoes” (37).

8 Although Henry Ford did not invent the automobile or treeambly line system, he
revolutionized the assembly line so that cars could baéusex that were more affordable
to the masses. More than 15 million Model-T cars weik between 1909 and 1927.
Indeed, Ford’'s endeavors had a huge social and economictiopthe twentieth

century.

® In tragic plays of ancient Greece, the chorus offereariety of background and
summary information to help the audience follow thegranince, commented on main
themes, and showed how an ideal audience might retiet thrama as it was presented.
They also represented the general populace of any partgtoly. In many ancient
Greek plays, the chorus expressed to the audience whatatheharacters could not say,
such as their fears or secrets. The Greek chorus heakkoin unison to help explain the
play as there were only one to three actors on stagenere already playing several

parts each.
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19 Hooking up has come to define sexual relationships for nfitstlay’s teenagers and
young women. It can mean anything from kissing and touchingaicsex or intercourse.
Vagueness is its trademark.

" The phrase “friends with benefits” was popularizethinmid-1990s by the singer
Alanis Morissette ‘s song “Head Over Feet.” The int#rthis type of casual relationship
can vary: sometimes to relieve sexual frustratiomsather times simply as a friendship
or part-time relationship, which includes sexual activihew wished.

2 The phrase “booty call” originated in a comedic roaitity comedian Bill Bellamy in
the early 1990s. It is used by persons of either gender, andatiamgities, to request
sexual favors by calling an acquaintance that may ormoape romantically linked to
the caller.

13To boot (as a verb; also “to boot up”) a computer is to loaop@rating system into
the computer's main memory or random access memory jRAMvever it also refers

to putting on a condom.
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Chapter 6: Conclusion

Despite their vast differences, Tennessee WilliamtukMiller, Marsha
Norman, and Paula Vogel share a unity in their visioanobverriding sense of loss,
which becomes a significant image on the American stag&Villiams relates in “The
Catastrophe of Success,” “[T]ime is short and it doaiirn again. It is slipping away
while | write this and while you read it, and the monadyl# of the clock is Loss, loss,
loss, unless you devote your heart to its oppositiMenageriel7). Indeed, the image of
loss is modified and transformed by these playwrightst®comes a metaphor for the
decline of the physical, psychological, and moral Jdlese playwrights also use the
image of loss to convey, as C. W. E. Bigsby relatid® Slow fading of a vision but in
doing so they implicitly make a case for the possibditghange and indeed see in the
theatre itself a principal agent of transformatio@ti{ical Introduction 2 14). The myth
of the American dream, illusion versus reality, empaomet, and the complexity of
human relationships--this is the realm of the Amerahamatist. Williams, Miller,
Norman, and Vogel, modify and transform the image of togeveal a common
humanity that is not only a force in their work, buélso evident in the works of
American dramatists as diverse as Eugene O’Neill anceAde Kennedy. Moreover, by
harnessing the theater’s ability to capture the “publiceisof a nation and the private
anxieties of its citizens” (RoudaWémerican9) on stage, these dramatists, in text and
performance have been able to use the theme of Idssifothe layers and get to the
marrow”--in hopes of coming to a better understanding I6{Atbee 213).
Consequently, these playwrights challenge the audientavel beyond the boundaries

of the given and to define their own space. From domdsdima to the drama of social
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and political criticism, Williams, Miller, Norman, driVogel along with many other
diverse American playwrights have taken the genr&nodérican drama from backseat
status (secondary to the novel and poem) into thertoredf recognized American
literature?

The disillusionment and unrest that characterized ligatpf the Wingfields in
Williams’s The Glass MenagerigndMiller's Loman family inDeath of a Salesmamas
indeed a reflection of the radical social and econam@mnges of the 1940s brought on by
the Depression and World War Il. As interest in Sigchireud’$ psychology emerged
and America faced social, moral and religious crisa#iiaiis and Miller responded to
the nation’s growing anxieties and tensions in their worksnessee Williams employs
innovative dramatic techniques such as screens onstage, andsitreative lighting to
blend text and performance, illusion and reality to punctingesychological loss
suffered by Tom Wingfield as the result of abandoning hishyarand beloved sister.
Williams uses these devices to strengthen the emotiessmted on stage that might not
be fully articulated by language or performance. Predeagea memory play, Williams
also makes use of an innovative literary technique by rgakim both narrator and
character in the play. Thus, Williams gives Tom poltEnse to try to come to terms
with the psychological loss that is the driving forcelwf play.

Ironically, just as the fire escape that looms imfrof the audience ifihe Glass
Menagerieprovides no escape at all for the Wingfields, the “blayrphotograph” (22)
of the absent father that hangs in their living roomedasts the inevitability of Tom'’s
departure at the end of the play. It also serves asialwvieminder of the Wingfield’s

inability to escape their crippling past. Although Tom tt@@oculate himself from his
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physically and psychologically oppressive surroundings by dargn&lcohol, smoking
cigarettes, writing poetry, and watching endless hoursatihees and double-features,
he cannot prevent his destiny. The harder he tries toglissim himself from his father
and his legacy of abandonment, the closer he aligns Hitadat fate.

Indeed the Wingfields are as much victims of social anti@wic injustices as
they are of the illusions they create to survivehash realities of their lives. By the
same token, except for physically and emotionally feagdura, they are not helpless
individuals who sacrifice reality for the world of illasi. As a matter of fact, Amanda is
presented ultimately as a survivor. Consequently, Wiliaffhe Glass Menagerie
transcends the plight of the Wingfield family and capguhe essence of a common
humanity. The loss of physical and psychological spaicelé&ed a human dilemma.
Tom'’s realization that he cannot escape his guilt, Ataaforays into mythic Blue
Mountain, and Laura’s physical and emotional fragilityoreate with diverse audiences
from America to Russia. Although Tom’s memory drivesylay, Amanda has the
greatest burden to bear. She has been abandoned by herdhastthshe must care for
fragile Laura. Amanda’s digressions into her past ahewto temporarily forget the
misery of her present situation. However, she managesitk menial jobs to care for
her family. On top of that, she perseveres and makiem attempts to deal with the
realities of the present. In contrast, Tom refusesct®ept reality and abandons his mother
and sister. Ironically, a genuine connection is achievemdither and daughter in the
silent final scene, whereas Tom is unable to make aeycwnnection because of the

weight of his guilt.
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The theme of loss permeates Arthur MilldDsath of a Salesmguast as it does
Tennessee Williams$he Glass Menageri&Villy Loman is the embodiment of the loss
of physical space, psychological space, and moral sp#beugh the American dream,
as an ideal, represents the notion that hard work atwgsgbals can result in the
fulfillment of one’s dreams, Willy Loman equates theadrican dream only with
material success and superficial aspects such as “phgii@ativeness” and “making
contacts.” As a result, Willy Loman does not reatizat he has placed the highest value
on nothing more than a myth and illusion. Ironicallysehare the values he “lovingly”
attempts to pass on to his sons. By the same tokery, NéMer nurtures genuine values
such as love, affection, family relations and, irt,fagplaces them with superficial
gualities such as “making connections” and “appearancesvargthing.” Therefore, his
sons are also encouraged to believe the same mythgrdattier. The myths that have
become the real world for Willy become an endless@®of frustration and
hopelessness for his sons because they are produlisiohi Willy Loman’s blind faith
in his superficial vision of the American dream leads sor&pid psychological decline as
he is unable to accept the disparity between the mgitbem and his own life.

Although Williams’s and Miller’s characters have sianilies such as difficulty in
distinguishing reality from illusion, and a belief in gtinc version of the American
dream, some of Williams’s charactersTine Glass Menagerieave the capacity of
grounding themselves in reality and therefore maintairomgessense of self. For
example, in the final silent sceneNtenagerie¢ Amanda gains dignity and beauty as she
comforts her daughter, and thus also gains a sense.dhsatintrast, Miller’'s Willy

Loman, by placing ultimate value in the superficial aspetthe American dream and



174

by believing that the most valuable things in life are pasable commodities,

ultimately, sacrifices his own life in hopes of ohiag these qualities. So, since Willy’s
dilemma cannot be resolved “outside of time,” in casitta Tom and Amanda
Wingfield, he literally is left with no “self.” Ironially, as much as he longed for security
for his family, he dies not knowing that Linda made l#s payment on their house.

Willy, like most of Miller’s characters, is caughtanphilosophic debate, giving
his work a quality that transcends social, cultural, @aidical boundaries. What happens
to an individual who believes in a myth that has bextime doctrine for his life, that the
realization of this dream/myth is to be had at anyZd#&is is the predicament of Willy
Loman. lllusion has become his reality. Whereas Toimg¥éld in The Glass Menagerie
brought us “truth in the pleasant disguise of illusidivyenagerie22) Willy Loman has
substituted the myth of the American dream for histsealiom can never rid himself of
the guilt he feels for abandoning his family; therefoeetrhvels back to that painful
period of his life by recalling specific moments in his mimén attempt to come to
terms with his loss. Willy Loman loves his wife and samowever, his inability to accept
reality with its imperfections makes him create aitg#l his mind that cannot be
realized in “life.” Willy’s life is based on lies, eggerations, and avoidance.

Willy is unable to accept genuine love and affection flosnwife, yet accepts
gratification from The Woman, and lies and exaggeratesdies figures to his wife and
sons. Therefore, the “truth” is too closely alignethweality for Willy Loman. By the
same token, carpentry--working with his hands, is too “aditfwr Willy, as a result, he
is unable to acknowledge it as a valid or significant msia. Willy's obsession with

the superficial “social” world of the sales professibat imbues itself with a pseudo-
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familial atmosphere in order to fill quotas, encouragessalnd increase profits, prevents
him from making a genuine connection with family and fdewho care for him. The
ideology that Willy instills in his sons at an eartyeathat the greatest success and
achievements in life are based on a popularity consesha aspect of the myth of the
American dream. However, Willy has succumbed to this mwwtih such intensity that he
is willing to die for it.

Despite the fact that Willy has a one-dimensionalwof success, there is a child-
like innocence about him that makes him appear somewha abtimes. The social
environment of the sales world becomes a family envirohfoeWilly. He looks for
love, approval, dignity, and validation from outsidects, while he is unable to accept
the love and compassion of his wife, sons and friend,|€hatiowever, Willy’'s
innocence, vulnerability, and absolute adherence to a dyearant him from being
analyzed as merely a victim, dreamer, or fool. Aftervéhat is it about Willy Loman that
stirs the hearts of diverse audiences in China, Japdia, ISouth Africa, Korea, Russia,
Mexico and Australid and many other countries, to make them believe thatattee
viewing scenes from their own private lives? Arthur Milllkee Tennessee Williams
combined poetic language with innovative techniques ranging lightng and music to
transparent walls so that characters could, “entexamel a room by ‘stepping through’ a
wall onto the forestage’Salesmari2) in order to bring past and present, reality and
illusion together on stage at the same time, technidna¢$ad never been viewed by
mainstream dramatic theater audiences before. Certhelyuestions left unanswered by
Williams and Miller give botiMenagerieandSalesmaran appeal that transcends social,

economic, and cultural boundaries.
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The image of loss permeat@sath of a Salesman a manner that has elicited
critical debates from scholars, critics, and theatagysiace its 1949 premiere. Willy's
life is the commodity that he is willing to sacrificeorder to make his myth a reality. In
fact, Willy whole-heartedly believes that he will wing his son, Biff a chance at
success with the twenty-thousand dollar insurance moreyai@ly Willy Loman was a
dreamer and yearned for success and recognition. How#ilsr's distorted views of
success, love, and a blind devotion to a myth, make himleit@ accept or understand
genuine affection. Moreover, Willy’s inability to accormdate the reality of his life
makes the disparity between reality and illusion too gardteventually makes genuine
communication between himself and his family impossiblély\& need to be admired,
loved, and respected by his son, Biff propels much of theracf Death of a Salesman
However, Willy is unable make a genuine connection withli&cause he himself is so
disconnected with reality. There is a transcendenttgualihe relationship of father and
son. Biff requires Willy’s unconditional love and acaapte. He also yearns for his
father’s blessings before he can go forth with his oveaushs. Indeed Biff's desire for
validation is a universal need that makes the fatheredationship of Willy and Biff
transcend cultural boundaries, and touches the coreigiduadls in countries in which
the profession of traveling salesman does not even‘exist.

As the theme of loss permeates the lives of the Lopiiaissnodified and
transformed to incorporate the tragic consequences ikatvenen truth and reality are
replaced by lies, exaggerations, denial, myths, and illasiwhen the real American
dream is replaced by a distorted myth. Arthur Millé®ath of a Salesmas imbued

with a sense of loss and ends in ultimate loss, d&atim so, although it may be too late
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for the Lomans to gain a richer understanding of the feea value base that goes
beyond the material and that accepts human lifepae@ess commodity, perhaps it is
not too late for the audience to supply the elementimgiss Willy Loman’s life, to give
value to what Willy was really selling--himself. Willytsventy-four hour journey
captures the past and present, illusion and reality, daeandistorted myth and seizes
the hearts and minds of the audience as Willy has &Hecultimate, most formidable
enemy, himself. It is at this moment, as we seetaiogfamiliarity reflected in Willy's
plight, that we realize the essence of Miller's theaa common humanity which, indeed,
transcends cultures, languages, and sociopolitical views.

In Marsha Norman'sight, Mother, the image of loss is transformed and
modified to portray the life and death struggle that tak@se on stage in real time as
Thelma tries to prevent Jessie from committing suiait Jessie tries to gain control of
her own life by ending it. This battle between mothed daughter allows truths to be
exposed and articulated for the first time. Ironicallgelma and Jessie, in the midst of
their struggle, make a genuine, loving connection--onewesg unable to forge before
this fatal evening. We know from the first few lines @fldgue that Jessie intends to Kill
herself. Even so, the single aspectnadht, Motherthat reveals itself as the driving force
is the fact that Jessie Cates, from the momenplehebegins, and until we hear that fatal
shot, is in complete control of every aspect ofliier Within the ninety minutes of real
time, we witness a woman coming to terms with herdifd deciding that the only way
for her tosurviveis to complete a task that gives meaning to her lifsidésno longer
content to merely exist in a life that she feelsdf@agshance of improving. Consequently,

upon making her decision, she takes an active roleamplg her destiny.
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Jessie has contemplated ending her life for the paset's. Despite the
disappointments she has faced, and the havoc epilepsydased in her life, Jessie’s
final act is validation of self. Imight, Mother, Marsha Norman explores the power of
dialogue--the power of the seemingly banal conversatidming forth emotional truths.
Hence, the plight of Thelma and Jessie transcen@maaand cultural boundaries and
has appealed to many international audiences becau$iedssgisolation, and loss are
transnational themes. Moreover, Thelma’s emotistralggle to prevent her daughter
from committing suicide is a plight that certainly masnational boundaries. Just as
Tennessee Williams$he Glass Menageriand Arthur Miller’'sDeath of a Salesmam
text and performance, reveal emotional truths thast@nd social, political, and national
boundaries, Norman, as Leslie Kane observes, “dra@sdtiie personal crises of ordinary
people struggling to have a self and be a self” (255).

The image of loss is clearly taken to a whole newllevPaula Vogel'sHow |
Learned to DriveVogel's play challenges us to examine our ideas ofsmiiety, and
boundaries to reveal emotional truths that we have toed&dr ourselves, that transcend
social, cultural, and political realms. Moreover, jastNorman’snight, Motherand
Miller’s Death of a Salesmaare not merely stories about individuals who commit
suicide, Vogel'fHow | Learned to Driveannot simply be viewed as a story about the
exploits of a pedophile. By presenting each scene namnolugically, Vogel invites us
to discern the complex relationship of niece and unclehduitabsolving Uncle Peck of
wrong doing and instead of vilifying him, Vogel's play explbthe complexity of human
relationships by challenging us to draw our own conclusidhs.physical, emotional,

and psychological loss is experienced by the uncle and asettey each take turns in
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the “driver’s seat.” Vogel combines text and performaoncduminate the journey of Li'l
Bit and Uncle Peck. As uncle and niece navigate dangerouss t&fogel invites the
audience members to confront and examine their own tensanxieties, and
preconceived notions of a full range of subjects incigdhe role of victim and
victimizer, family dynamics, empowerment, and forgivenes

Vogel's focus on text and performance allows us to viewelsionship of uncle
and niece from Li’l Bit’s point of view. By scatteringe chronology, by using the Greek
chorus to represent various characters from Li’l Bigst, and by showing us
consequences before we see actions, we are forcesetog@ur reaction until the end of
the performance. Vogel uses ambiguity as a device to rakaudience acknowledge
the wide range of emotions experienced by both niecearid as they come to terms
with sentiments ranging from affection and desire tgudis and anger. Moreover,
Vogel's use of ambiguity forces us to examine our own i@a&to stereotypical notions
of victim-victimizer roles in society. Can we actudifithom the niece’s complicity in the
relationship? Vogel also turns the table on us by makingact to ambiguous
boundaries that are dictated by society. Indeed, we aga giv conclusive answers in
this play.

Vogel does not condemn or condone abuddéow | Learned to DriveShe
acknowledges that it exists in society. For Vogel, dtationship of Li’l Bit and Peck
typifies the paradox, ambiguity, confusion, and contrazhstthat make up American
society and ultimately, the human condition, anddfoge is the realm of the theater.
How | Learned to Driveombines the mystery and allure of the American chuie

with the provocative appeal of music to elucidate thg greas of human relationships
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that transcend black and white definitions. Vogel challsribe audience to look at
individuals, who are often labeled by societal defingi@as abuser, victimizer, or villains
and compels us to look at these people as human beingarevidamaged, yet, are also
capable of suffering from pain, loneliness, and despair i ®ame time have the
ability to love, understand, and nurture. Although she doesandone the abuse Peck
inflicts on his niece, Vogel is more interested in faegon how Li'l Bit handles the
situation. Thus, Li'l Bit is portrayed as a survivor @&tlhan just a victim. She confronts
her fears, anxieties, and pain, then, takes contraolifa and charts her own course by
sitting in the driver’s seat with her uncle’s memoryesain the backseat.

The purpose of this study was to explore the theme sfitour unique works
by four diverse American playwrights in a manner tlzs hot been done before.
Tennessee Williams, Arthur Miller, Marsha Norman, aadI® Vogel, modify and
transform the image of loss in each work examinetlisidissertation to reveal a
common humanity that is not only a force in their kydut is also evident in the works
of many American dramatists. Another goal of this stwdyg to elucidate the major
themes related to the image of loss such as the mykle &merican dream, illusion
versus reality, empowerment, and the complexity ofdmunelationships to reveal the
“‘common humanity” that is the “essence of theatr&dve also acknowledged the “live
spark” of theater performance. Text and performancer#igataspects of any piece of
dramatic literature. The audience observing the “liveScspcle and the reader of the text
are both invited to define their “own space.” Once defitieid,knowledge takes the
audience on a journey--even if it is only for a transiest moment--to a place they may

not have gone before. Although there are a varietyays in which to interpret each of
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the works presented in this study, this dissertation le@eanique way in which to
interpret not only these works but many of the works¢batprise twentieth-century
American drama today. This study is the first scholadyk to discuss the theme of loss

with these four playwrights and these specific works.
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Notes to Chapter Six

! As Roudané relates, “American drama continues to strdggies identity and sense of
aesthetic and ethical purpose. Still, thanks to the pramge work of Eugene O’Neill,
Susan Glaspell, and, among others, Gertrude Stein in the 48@04930s, and the
achievements of Tennessee Williams, Arthur Miller, d&drtmany contemporaries after
World War Il, American drama has moved, in text andqrenéince, toward the center of
a national literature. American drama now influencésydamental understanding of
what constitutes “American” literature, expanding anihances our notions of canon”
(American Drama Since 19&B5).

2 Sigmund Freud (1856-1939), was an Austrian physician who rewuigibideas on
how the human mind works. Freud established the theatytitonscious motives
control much behavior. Freud’s theories have influencadyndiverse disciplines
including psychology, psychiatry, philosophy, sociology, antbtogy, art, and literature
(Marxist and feminist theories and literary criticism).

"Sigmund Freud.Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedial Jun 2007, 16:06 UTC.
Wikimedia Foundation, Inc. 16 Aug 2007
<http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Sigmund_ Freott8d=139691699>.

% Refer to Susan C. W. Abbottsd®t¢dent Companion to Arthur Mill&). Also see
Rajinder Paul Death of a Salesman in Indialhe Merrill Studies in Death of a
Salesman

* As Miller observes, “Parallels exist in the playwChinese society, | have reason to
think, assuming that people want to rise in the world evieeye. And if there aren't as

yet traveling salesmen in this country [China], | conjecthas the idea of such a man is
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easily enough grasped from the text itself. In any dasesalesman motif is in some
great part metaphorical; we must all sell ourselvesyinoa the world of a persona that

perhaps we only wish we possessegtilésman in Beijing4).
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