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Eric Bentley
TRYING TO LIKE O'NEILL

IT wouLp BE nice to like O’Neill. He is the leading American
playwright; damn him, damn all; and damning all is a big
responsibility. It is tempting to damn all the rest and make of
O’Neill an exception. He is an exception in so many ways. He
has cared less for temporary publicity than for lasting and de-
served fame. When he was successful on Broadway he was not
sucked in by Broadway. The others have vanity; O’Neill has self-
respect. No dickering with the play doctors in Manhattan hotel
rooms. He had the guts to go away and the guts to stay away.
O’'Neill has always had the grownup writer’s concern for that
continuity and development which must take place quicetly and
from within. In a theatre which chiefly attracts idiots and crooks
he was a model of good sense and honor.

In 1946 he was raised to the American peerage: his picture
was on the cover of Time magazine. The national playwright
was interviewed by the nationalist press. It was his chance to talk
rot and be liked for it. It was his chance to spout optimistic
uplift and play the patriotic pundit. O’Neill said:

I'm going on the theory that the United States, instead of being the
most successful country in the world is the greatest failure . . . because
it was given everything more than any other country. Through moving
as rapidly as it has, it hasn’t acquired any real roots. Its main idea is
that everlasting game of trying to possess your own soul by the posses-
sion of something outside it too. . . .
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ERIC BENTLEY 477

Henry Luce possesses a good many things besides his own
soul. He possesses Life as well as Time, and in the former he
published an editorial complaining of the lack of inspiration to
be found in the national playwright. In The Iceman Cometh there
were no princes and heroes, only bums and drunks. This was
“democratic snobbism.” Henry Luce was evidently in favor of
something more aristocratic (the pin-up girls in his magazine
notwithstanding). Inevitably, though, what the aristocrats of
Time Inc. objected to in O’Neill was his greatest virtue: his ability
to stay close to the humbler forms of American life as he had
seen them. It is natural that his claim to be a national playwright
should rest chiefly on a critical and realistic attitude to American
life which they reject. Like the three great Irish playwrights,
O’Neill felt his “belonging” to his country so deeply that he took
its errors to heart and, although admittedly he wished his plays
to be universal, they all start at home; they are specifically a
criticism of American life. Marco Millions is only the bluntest of
his critical studies. Interest in the specifically American pattern
of living sustains his lightest work 44, Wilderness! New England
patterns are integral to Desire Under the Elms and Mourning
Becomes Electra, the latter being an attempt at an Oresteiz in
terms of American history, with the Civil War as an equivalent
of the Trojan War. The protagonist of The Iceman Cometh is
a product of Hoosier piety, a study much more deeply rooted in
American life than Arthur Miller’s of a salesman going to his
death. It would be nice to like O'Neill because the Luce maga-
zines dislike him—that is, because he is opposed to everything
they stand for.

Last autumn, when I was invited to direct the German-
language premiére of The Iceman, along with Kurt Hirschfeld,
I decided I should actually succeed in liking O’Neill. I reminded
myself that he had been honored with prefaces by Joseph Wood
Krutch and Lionel Trilling, that he had aroused enthusiasm in
the two hardest-to-please of the New York critics, Stark Young
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478 EUGENE O'NEILL

and George Jean Nathan, and so forth. I even had a personal
motive to aid and abet the pressure of pure reason. My own pub-
lished strictures on O’Neill had always been taken as a display
of gratuitous pugnacity, amusing or reprehensible according to
my reader’s viewpoint. Under a rain of dissent one begins to
doubt one’s opinions and to long for the joy that is not confined
to heaven when a sinner repenteth. Now it is a fallacy that drama
critics are strongly attached to their own opinions; actually they
would far rather be congratulated on having the flexibility to
change their minds. In short, I would have been glad to write
something in praise of O’Neill, and I actually did lecture—and
speak on the Swiss radio—as an O’Neillite. If this seems disin-
genuous, I can only plead that I spoke as a director, not as critic,
and that it is sometimes a great relief to do so. There is something
too godlike about criticism; it is a defiance of the injunction to
men: Judge not that ye be not judged; it is a strain. And if it
would be subhuman to give up the critical attitude for mere
liking and disliking, the directorial, interpretative attitude seems
a more mature and challenging alternative.

Both critic and director are aware of faults, but whereas it
is the critic’s job to point them out, it is the director’s job to cover
them up, if only by strongly bringing out a play’s merits. It is not
true that a director accepts a play with its faults on its head, that
he must follow the playwright even into what he believes to be
error. He cannot be a self-respecting interpreter without follow-
ing his own taste and judgment. Thus, Hirschfeld and I thought
we were doing our best by O'Neill in toning certain things down
and playing others full blast. Specifically, there seemed to us to
be in The Iceman Cometh a genuine and a non-genuine element,
the former, which we regarded as the core, being realistic, the
latter, which we took as inessential excrescence, being expression-
istic. I had seen what came of author-worshipping direction in
the Theatre Guild production, where all O'Neill’s faults were
presented to the public with careful reverence. In order to find
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ERIC BENTLEY 479

the essential—or at least the better—O’Neill we agreed to forego
much O’Neillism.

Our designer, Teo Otto, agreed. I told him of Robert Ed-
mond Jones’s Rembrandtesque lighting and of the way in which
Jones, in his sketches, tried to create the phantasmagoria of a
Strindberg dream play, but Otto, though we discussed various
sensational ways of setting the play—with slanting floors and
Caligari corridors or what not—agreed in the end that we were
taking O’Neill’s story more seriously if we tried simply to under-
line the sheer reality, the sheer banality and ugliness, of its locale.
Instead of darkness, and dim, soulfully colored lights, we used
a harsh white glare, suggesting unshaded electric bulbs in a bare
room. And the rooms were bare. On the walls Otto suggested
the texture of disintegrating plaster: a dripping faucet was their
only ornament. A naked girder closed the rooms in from above.
And, that this real setting be seen as setting and not as reality
itself, the stage was left open above the girder. While Hirschfeld
and I were busy avoiding the abstractness of expressionism, Otto
made sure that we did not go to the other extreme—a piddling
and illusion-mongering naturalism.

To get at the core of reality in The Iceman—which is also
its artistic, its dramatic core—you have to cut away the rotten
fruit of unreality around it. More plainly stated: you have to cut.
The play is far too long—not so much in asking that the audience
sit there so many hours as on sheer internal grounds. The main
story is meant to have suspense but we are suspended so long we
forget all about it. One can cut a good many of Larry’s speeches
since he is forever re-phrasing a pessimism which is by no means
hard to understand the first time. One can cut down the speeches
of Hugo since they are both too long and too pretentious. It is
such a pretentiousness, replete with obvious and unimaginative
symbolism, that constitutes the expressionism of the play. Hugo
is a literary conception—by Gorky out of Dostoevsky.

We cut about an hour out of the play. It wasn’t always easy.
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480 EUGENE O'NEILL

Not wishing to cut out whole characters we mutilated some till
they had, I'm afraid, no effective existence. But we didn’t forget
that some of the incidental details of The Iceman are among
O’Neill’s finest achievements. Nothing emerged more triumph-
antly from our shortened, crisper version than the comic elements.
With a dash of good humor O’Neill can do more than with all
his grandiloquent lugubriousness. Nothing struck my fancy more,
in our production, than the little comedy of the Boer general and
the English captain. O'Neill is also very good at a kind of homely
genre painting. Harry’s birthday party with its cake and candles
and the whores singing his late wife’s favorite song, “She Is the
Sunshine of Paradise Alley,” is extremely well done; and no other
American playwright could do it without becoming either too
sentimental or too sophisticated. We tried to build the scene up
into a great theatric image, and were assisted by a magnificent
character actor as Harry (Kurt Horwitz). It is no accident that
the character of Harry came out so well both in New York and
Zurich: the fact is that O’'Neill can draw such a man more
pointedly than he can his higher flying creations.

I am obviously a biased judge but I think Zurich was offered
a more dramatic evening than New York. The abridging of the
text did lay bare the main story and release its suspense. We can
see the action as presumably we were meant to see it. There is
Hickey, and there is Parritt. Both are pouring out their false con-
fessions and professions and holding back their essential secret.
Yet, inexorably, though against their conscious will, both are
seecking punishment. Their two stories are brought together
through Larry Slade whose destiny, in contrast to his intention,
is to extract the secret of both protagonists. Hickey’s secret ex-
plodes, and Larry at last gives Parritt what he wants: a death
sentence. The upshot of the whole action is that Larry is brought
from a posturing and oratorical pessimism to a real despair. Once
the diffuse speeches are trimmed and the minor characters re-
duced to truly minor proportions, Larry is revealed as the center
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ERIC BENTLEY 481

of the play, and the audience can watch the two stories being
played out before him.

A systematic underlining of all that is realistic in the play
did, as we hoped it would, bring the locale—Jimmy the Priest’s—
to successful theatrical realization, despite the deletion of much
of O'Neill’s detail. It gave body and definition to what otherwise
would have remained insubstantial and shapeless; the comedy
was sharpened, the sentiment purified. I will not say that pro-
duction realized the idea of the play which Hirschfeld, Otto, and
I entertained. In theatre there is always too much haste and
bungling for that. One can only say that the actuality did not fall
further short of the idea in this instance than in others.

And yet it was not a greater success with the public than the
New York production, and whereas the New York critics were
restrained by awe before the national playwright, the Swiss critics,
when they were bored, said so. My newly won liking for O’Neill
would perhaps have been unshaken by the general opinion—
except that in the end I couldn’t help sharing it.

I enjoyed the rehearsal period—unreservedly. I didn’t have
to conceal my reservations about O’'Neill out of tact. They ceased
to exist. They were lost in the routine, the tension, and the delight
of theatre work. I don’t mean to suggest that you could lose your-
self thus in any script, however bad; there are scripts that bear
down on a director with all the dead weight of their fatuity. But
in an O’Neill script there are problems, technical and intellectual,
and every one a challenge. I gladly threw myself headlong into
that mad joy of the theatre in which the world and its atomic
bombs recede and one’s own first night seems to be the goal
toward which creation strives.

The shock of the first night was the greater. It was not one
of those catastrophic first nights when on all faces you can see
expectancy fading into ennui or lack of expectancy freezing into
a smug I Told You So. But, theatrically speaking, mild approval
is little better. Theatrical art is a form of aggression. Like the
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482 EUGENE O'NEILL

internal combustion engine it proceeds by a series of explosions.
Since it is in the strictest sense the most shocking of the arts, it
has failed most utterly when no shock has been felt, and it has
failed in a large measure when the shock is mild. The Iceman
aroused mild interest, and I had to agree that The Iceman was
only mildly interesting. When I read the critics, who said about
my O'Neill production precisely what I as critic had said about
other O’Neill productions, my period of liking O’Neill was over.

Of course there were shortcomings which could not be
blamed on O’Neill. We were presenting him in German, and
in addition to the normal translation problems there were two
special ones: that of translating contrasting dialects and that of
reproducing the tone of American, semi-gangster, hardboiled
talk. There was little the translator could do about the dialects.
She wisely did not lay under contribution the various regions of
Germany or suggest foreign accents, and her idea of using a good
deal of Berlin slang had to be modified for our Swiss public.
One simply forewent many of O’Neill’s effects or tried to get
them by nonverbal means—and by that token one realized how
much O’Neill does in the original with the various forms of the
vernacular spoken in New York. One also realizes how much he
uses the peculiarly American institution of Tough Talk, now one
of the conventions of the American stage, a lingo which the
young playwright learns, just as at one time the young poet learnt
Milton’s poetic diction. In German there seems to be no real
equivalent of this lingo because there is no equivalent of the
psychology from which it springs and to which it caters. And
there is no teaching the actors how to speak their lines in the
hardboiled manner. Irony is lost, and the dialogue loses its salt.
This loss and that of dialect flavor were undoubtedly great defi-
ciencies. But not the greatest. I saw the production several times
and, in addition to the flaws for which we of the Schauspielhaus
were responsible, there stood out clearer each time the known,
if not notorious, faults of O’Neill. True, he is a man of the theatre
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ERIC BENTLEY 483

and, true, he is an eloquent writer composing, as his colleagues
on Broadway usually do not, under the hard compulsion of some-
thing he has to say. But his gifts are mutually frustrating. His
sense of theatrical form is frustrated by an eloquence that decays
into mere repetitious garrulousness. His eloquence is frustrated
by the extreme rigidity of the theatrical mold into which it is
poured—ijelly in an iron jar. Iron. Study, for example, the stage
directions of The Iceman, and you will see how carefully O’Neill
has drawn his ground plan. There everyone sits—a row of a dozen
and a half men. And as they sit, the plot progresses; as each new
stage is reached, the bell rings, and the curtain comes down. Jelly.
Within the tyrannically, mechanically rigid scenes, there is an
excessive amount of freedom. The order of speeches can be jug-
gled without loss, and almost any speech can be cut in half.

The eloquence might of course be regarded as clothing that
is necessary to cover a much too mechanical man. Certainly,
though we gained more by abridging the play than we lost, the
abridgement did call attention rather cruelly to the excessively
schematic character of the play. Everything is contrived, voulu,
drawn on the blackboard, thought out beforehand, imposed on
the material by the dead hand of calculation. We had started out
from the realization that the most lifeless schemata in this over-
schematic play are the expressionistic ones but we had been too
sanguine in hoping to conceal or cancel them. They are fore-
shadowed already in the table groupings of Act One (as specified
in O'Neill’s stage directions). They hold the last act in a death
grip. Larry and Parritt are on one side shouting their duet. Hickey
is in the center singing his solo. And at the right, arranged en

bloc, is everyone else, chanting their comments in what O’Neill
himself calls a “chorus.”

It would perhaps be churlish to press the point, were O'Neill’s
ambition in this last act not symptomatic both of his whole en-
deavor as a playwright and of the endeavor of many other serious
playwrights in our time. It is the ambition to transcend realism.
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484 EUGENE O'NEILL
O’Neill spoke of it nearly thirty years ago in a note on Strindberg:

It is only by means of some form of “super-naturalism” that we may
express in the theatre what we comprehend intuitively of that self-
obsession which is the particular discount we moderns have to pay for
the loan of life. The old naturalism—or realism if you will (I wish
to God some genius were gigantic enough to define clearly the separate-
ness of these terms once and for all!)—no longer applies. It represents
our fathers’ daring aspirations towards self-recognition by holding the
family kodak up to ill-nature. But to us their audacity is blague, we
have taken too many snapshots of each other in every graceless position.
We have endured too much from the banality of surfaces.

So far, so good. This is only a warning against that extreme and
narrow form of realism generally known as naturalism. Every-
one agrees. The mistake is only to talk as if it followed that one
must get away from realism altogether, a mistake repeated by
every poetaster who thinks he can rise above Ibsen by writing
flowerily (e.g. Christopher Fry as quoted and endorsed by Time
magazine). Wherever O'Neill tries to clarify his non-realistic
theory the only thing that is clear is lack of clarity. For example:

It was far from my idea in writing The Great God Brown that the
background pattern of conflicting tides in the soul of man should ever
overshadow and thus throw out of proportion the living drama of the
recognizable human beings. . . . I meant iz always to be mystically
within and behind them, giving them a significance beyond them-
selves, forcing itself through them to expression in mysterious words,
symbols, actions they do not themselves comprehend. And that is as
clearly as I wish an audience to comprehend 7z. It is Mystery—the mys-
tery any one man or woman can feel but not understand as the mean-
ing of any event—or accident—in any life on earth. And it is this mys-
tery which I want to realize in the theatre.

I have italicized the word ¢ to underline the shift in reference

({34

that takes place. The first two times “it” is “the background
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ERIC BENTLEY 485

pattern of conflicting tides in the soul of man.” The third time
“it” is just a blur, meaning nothing in particular, exemplifying
rather than clearing up the mystery which O’Neill finds im-
portant. An event can be mysterious, but how can its mystery be
its meaning? And how can we know that its mystery is its mean-
ing if we do “not understand” it? And what would constitute a

“realization” of such a phenomenon in the theatre?

In a letter to Thomas Hobson Quinn, O’Neill tries again.
He has been seeking to be a poet, he says,

and to see the transfiguring nobility of tragedy, in as near the Greek
sense as one can grasp it, in seemingly the most ignoble, debased lives.
And just here is where I am a most confirmed mystic too, for I'm al-
ways, always trying to interpret Life in terms of lives, never just lives
in terms of characters. I'm always acutely conscious of the Force behind
(Fate, God, our biological past creating our present, whatever one calls
it—Mpystery certainly) and of the one eternal tragedy of Man in his
glorious, self-destructive struggle to make the Force express him in-
stead of being, as an animal is, an infinitesimal incident in its expres-
sion. And my profound conviction is that this is the only subject worth
writing about and that it is possible—or can be—to develop [syntax?]
a tragic expression in terms of transfigured modern values and symbols
in the theatre which may to some degree bring home to members of a
modern audience their ennobling identity with the tragic figures on the
stage. Of course, this is very much of a dream, but where theatre is

concerned, one must have a dream and the Greek dream in tragedy is
the noblest ever!

I have italicized this time phrases where we expect O’Neill to
say something, where we even think for a moment that he Aas
said something. Reading them several times over, we find that
we could give them a meaning—but without any assurance that
it is O’Neill’s. What is interpreting “Life in terms of lives” and
what is “mystical” about it? What does it mean to be “expressed”
by a Force—as against being an incident in “its expression”?
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486 EUGENE O'NEILL

Isn’t O’Neill comforting himself with verbiage? For what con-
nection is there—beyond the external ones of Mourning Becomes
Electra—between his kind of drama and the Greek? How could
one be ennobled by identifying oneself with any of his characters?

It is no use wanting to get away from realism (or anything
else) unless you know what you want to get away zo. Raising a
dust of symbols and poeticisms is not to give artistic expression
to a sense of mystery. It is merely, in O’Neill’s case, to take your
eye off the object. (Cf. Ibsen: “To be a poet is chiefly to see.”)
It seems to me that O’Neill’s eye was off the object, and on Dra-
matic and Poetic Effects, when he composed the Hickey story.
Not being clearly seen, the man is unclearly presented to the
audience: O’Neill misleads them for several hours, then asks them
to reach back into their memory and re-interpret all Hickey’s
actions and attitudes from the beginning. Is Hickey the character
O’Neill needed as the man who tries to deprive the gang of their
illusions? He (as it turns out) is a maniac. But if the attempt
to disillude the gang is itself mad, it would have more dramatic
point made by a sane idealist (as in The Wild Duck.)

Does O'Neill find the meaning of his story by looking at the
people and the events themselves or by imposing it on them?
There are ideas in the play, and we have the impression that what
should be the real substance of it is mere (not always deft) con-
trivance to illustrate the ideas. The main ideas are two: first the
one we have touched on, that people may as well keep their
illusions; second, that one should not hate and punish but love
and forgive. The whole structure of the play is so inorganic, it
is hardly to be expected that the two ideas would be organically
related. The difficulty is in finding what relation they do have.
In a way the truth-illusion theme is a red herring, and, as in
Cosi ¢ (se vi pare), the author’s real interest is in the love-hate
theme. Pirandello, however, presents the red herring as a red
herring, relates his “false” theme to this real one. O’Neill is un-
clear because he fails to do so. A high official of the Theatre Guild
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ERIC BENTLEY 487

remarked: “the point is, you aren’t meant to understand.” In
Pirandello this is indeed the point of the Ponza / Frola story.
Pirandello makes the point, and in art a point has to be made
before it can be said to exist. For O’Neill it is merely a point he
might have made. As things are, it is his play, and not life, that
is unintelligible.

The Iceman, of course, has big intentions written all over it.
Most of O’Neill’s plays have big intentions written all over them.
He has written of

the death of an old God and the failure of science and materialism to
give any satisfying new one for the surviving primitive religious in-
stinct to find a meaning for life in, and to comfort its fears of death
with. It seems to me [he adds] anyone trying to do big work nowadays
must have this subject behind all the little subjects of his plays or
novels.

In other words, O’Neill’s intentions as a writer are no less vast
than Dostoevsky’s. The Iceman is his version of crime and punish-
ment. What is surprising is not that his achievements fall below
Dostoevsky’s but that critics—including some recent rehabilita-
tors—have taken the will for the deed and find O'Neill’s
“nobler conception” of theatre enough. “Conception” is patently a
euphemism for “intention” and they are applauding O’Neill for
strengthening the pavement of hell. In this they are not dis-
ingenuous; their own intentions are also good; they are simply
a party to a general gullibility. People believe what they are told,
and in our time a million units of human energy are spent on
the telling to every one rather than on examining what is told;
reason is swamped by propaganda and publicity. Hence it is that
an author’s professions and intentions, broadcast not only by him-
self but by an army of interested and even disinterested parties,
determine what people think his work is. The realm of false
culture thus created is not all on one level; brows here, as else-
where, may be low or high. No brows are higher indeed than
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488 EUGENE O'NEILL

those of the upper stratum of the subintelligentsia. They spend
their time seeking sublimities, works which provide the answers
to the crying questions of our time, impassioned appeals for
justice, daring indictments of tyranny, everything surefire. Seek
and you shall find: a writer like O’Neill does not give them the
optimism of an “American century” but he provides profundities
galore, and technical innovations, and (as he himself says) Mys-
tery. Now there is a large contingent of the subintelligentsia in
the theatre world. They are seen daily at the Algonquin and
nightly at Sardi’s. They don’t all like O’Neill, yet his “profound”
art is inconceivable without them. O’Neill doesn’t like zhem, but
he needs them, and could never have dedicated himself to “big
work” had their voices not been in his ears telling him he was
big. The man who could not be bribed by the Broadway tycoons
was seduced by the Broadway intelligentsia.

At one time he performed a historic function, that of helping
the American theatre to grow up. In all his plays an earnest
attempt is made to interpret life; this fact in itself places O’Neill
above his predecessors in American drama and beside his col-
leagues in the novel and poetry. He was a good playwright in-
sofar as he kept within the somewhat narrow range of his own
sensibility. When he stays close to a fairly simple reality and
when, by way of technique, he uses fairly simple forms of realism
or fairly simple patterns of melodrama, he can render the bite
and tang of reality or, alternatively, he can startle and stir us with
his effects. If he is never quite a poet, he is occasionally able—as
we have seen in The Iceman—to create the striking theatric
image.

But the more he attempts, the less he succeeds. Lazarus
Laughed and The Great God Brown and Days Without End are
inferior to The Emperor Jones and Anna Christie and Ah,
Wilderness! O’Neill has never learnt this lesson. The idea of “big
work” lured him out into territory where his sensibility is en-
tirely inoperative. Even his most ardent admirers have little to
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say in favor of Dynamo, the only play where he frontally assails
the problem of “the death of an old God and the failure of
science.” A hundred novelists have dealt more subtly with hidden
motives than O’Neill did in his famous essay in psychological
subtlety, Strange Interlude, a play which is equally inferior as
a study of upper-class Americans. Then there is his desire to re-
create ancient tragedy. Though no one is more conscious than
he that America is not an Athens, the “Greek dream”—the desire
to be an Aeschylus—has been his nightmare.

The classic and notorious problem about tragedy in modern
dress has been that the characters, not being over life-size but
rather below it, excite pity without admiration and therefore
without terror. Though O’Neill has talked of an “ennobling
identification” with protagonists, he has only once tried to do
anything about it: only in Mourning Becomes Electra are the
characters over life-size. Unhappily this is not because of the size

of their bones but, as it were, their inflation with gas, cultural
and psychological.

The cultural gas is the classic story. The use of classic stories
has been customary for so long, and has recently come into such
vogue again, that writers have forgotten their obligation to make
the stories their own. They figure that the Aeschylean names will
themselves establish the dignity and identity of the subject, while
they—the modern adaptors—get the credit and draw the royal-
ties. They are not necessarily conscious opportunists. They prob-
ably assume, with some psychologists and anthropologists, that
archetypal patterns of myth elicit profound responses of them-
selves, irrespective of presentation; if this were true the poet
would be unnecessary; it is a belief not to be discussed by a critic
since the very fact that he criticizes presupposes its falsity. If we
ask what difference it makes that Orin and Lavinia are versions
of Orestes and Electra the answer is that they thereby acquire an
artificial prestige. They have become more important without
any creative work on the author’s part. We now associate them
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with the time-honored and sublime. They are inflated with
cultural gas. It’s like finding out that your girl friend is the
daughter of a duke. If you are impressionable, you are impressed;
she will seem different from now on, clad in all your illusions
about nobility.

We are told that myth is useful because the audience knows
the plot already and can turn its attention to the how and why.
To this I would not protest that all adaptors, including O’Neill,
change the mythic plots, though this is true; what I have in mind
is, rather, that they do not always change them enough. Events
in their works have often no organic place there, they are fossil-
ized vestiges of the older version. We ask: why does this char-
acter do that? And the answer is: because his Greek prototype
did it. In Mourning Becomes Electra the myth makes it hard for
O’Neill to let his people have their own identity at all, yet to
the extent that they do have one, it is, naturally, a modern and
American identity, and this in turn makes their ancient and
Greek actions seem wildly improbable. Heaven knows that mur-
ders take place today as in ancient times; but the murders in
O’Neill are not given today’s reality.

Instead, the characters are blown up with psychological gas.
O’Neill has boasted his ignorance of Freud but such ignorance
is not enough. He should be ignorant also of the watered-down
Freudianism of Sardi’s and the Algonquin, the Freudianism of
all those who are ignorant of Freud, the Freudianism of the sub-
intelligentsia. It is through this Freudianism, and through it
alone, that O'Neill has made the effort, though a vain one, to
assimilate the myth to modern life. Now what is it that your
subintellectual knows about Freud ? That he “put everything down
to sex.” Precisely; and that is what O’Neill does with the myth.
Instead of reverent family feeling to unite an Orestes and an
Electra we have incest. Mourning Becomes Electra is all sex talk.
Sex talk—not sex lived and embodied but sex talked of and fin-
gered. The sex talk of the subintelligentsia. It is the only means
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by which some sort of eloquence and urgency gets into the play,
the source of what is meant to be its poetry. The Civil War never
gains the importance it might have had in this telling of the
story, it is flooded out by sex. “New England,” surely a cultural
conception with wider reference than this, stands only, in O’Neill,
for the puritanic (i.e. sexually repressive) attitude.

O'Neill is an acute case of what Lawrence called “sex in the
head.” Sex is almost the only idea he has—has insistently—and
it is for him only an idea. Looking back on what I wrote about
him a few years ago, I still maintain that O'Neill is no thinker.
He is so little a thinker, it is dangerous for him to think. To
prove this you have only to look at the fruits of his thinking; his

comparatively thoughtless plays are better. For a non-thinker he
thinks too much.

Almost as bad as sex in the head is tragedy in the head, for
tragedy too can decline into a doctrine and dwindle into an idea.
And when the thing is absent its “idea” is apt to go soft. Tragedy
is hard, but the idea of tragedy (“the tragic view of life,” “the
tragic sense of life” etc.) is seldom evoked without nostalgic
longing. And the most decadent longing is the longing for bar-

barism, nostalgie de la boue, such as is voiced by our tragedy-
loving poets:

Poetry is not a civilizer, rather the reverse, for great poetry appeals to
the most primitive instincts. . . . Tragedy has been regarded, ever since
Aristotle, as a moral agent, a purifier of the mind and emotions. But
the story of Medea is about a criminal adventurer and his gun-moll;
it is no more moral than the story of Frankie and Johnny; only more
ferocious. And so with the yet higher summits of Greek Tragedy, the
Agamemnon series and the Oedipus Rex; they all tell primitive horror
stories, and the conventional pious sentiments of the chorus are more
than balanced by the bad temper and wickedness, or folly, of the prin-
cipal characters. What makes them noble is the poetry; the poetry and
the beautiful shapes of the plays, and the extreme violence born of ex-
treme passion. . . . These are stories of disaster and death, and it is
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not in order to purge the mind of passions but because death and dis-
aster are exciting. People love disaster, if it does not touch them too
nearly—as we run to see a burning house or a motor crash. . . .

Aristotle’s view of tragedy is humane, this one—that of Robinson
Jeffers—is barbaric without the innocence of barbarism; it is neo-
barbaric, decadent. O'Neill is too simple and earnest to go all
the way with Jeffers. Puritanism and a rough-hewn honesty keep
him within the realm of the human. But Mourning Becomes
Electra does belong, so to speak, to the same world as Jeffers’
remarks, a world which titillates itself with tragedy in the head.
Your would-be tragedian despises realism, the problem play,
liberalism, politics in general, optimism, and what not. Hence
Mourning Becomes Electra is unrealistic, unsocial, illiberal, un-
political, and pessimistic. What of the Oresteia? It celebrates the
victory of law over arbitrary violence, of the community over the
individual. It is optimistic, political, social and with permissible
license might be called liberal and realistic as well. O tempora,
o mores! If one does not like O’Neill, it is not really he that one
dislikes: it is our age—of which like the rest of us he is more
the victim than the master.
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