Connections Between Modern American Drama and Contemporary Drama: Sociological and Metaphysical Correlations

Willy Loman’s “ghosts” pursue him in Death of a Salesman in much the same way that the specter of Catherine’s father haunts her insubstantial yet mathematically gifted psyche in Doubt and similar to the manner in which specters shadow each of the characters in Frozen: Rhona preoccupying Nancy, her dead lover reverberating within Agnetha’s consciousness, and his murder victims, especially Rhona, plaguing Ralph.

Similar connections between selections of modern drama by Arthur Miller, Eugene O’Neill, and Tennessee Williams and plays by contemporary dramatists emerge at first glance: the “lost” protagonist confronting apparitions from the past, the isolated individual seeking connection in a godless “wasteland” of modern technocracy, or the “Walter Mitty” dreamer following elusive and non-existent rainbows.  However, closer scrutiny of selected works of four contemporary playwrights (David Auburn, Byrony Lavery, Martin McDonagh, and John Patrick Shanley) offers evidence that as many divergences between these modern and contemporary dramatists exist as do associations.

The drama of Miller, O’Neill, and Williams portrays action and dialogue that reflects recurrent post World War II “American” themes: the dissolution of the American family, the failure of the American Dream, and the collapse of capitalism in American economics.  Contemporary drama is post “9/11” in character and reflects relevant, twenty-first century premises: society as violence-riddled, the lurking threat of terrorism and serial crime, the loss of faith in any deity or value-system, and the concept of totalitarianism masquerading as democracy.
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American drama between the two world wars deals, in a significant manner, with the enigma of the emerging American family, its vacillations and institutions, and its eventual collapse.  Miller injects into Death of a Salesman, The Crucible, and The Price the void that develops between father and son, between husband and wife, and between two brothers.  O’Neill is consistently obsessed in his plays with the destructiveness inherent in the Irish-American pseudo-aristocratic family, especially in Long Day’s Journey Into Night and Strange Interlude.  Williams emphasizes the disintegration of the American South by depicting characters like Amanda Wingfield in The Glass Menagerie and Blanche DuBois in A Streetcar Named Desire, women who attempt to arrange the particulars of harsh modern reality by retreating into a distant past of dead chivalry and non-existent “gentlemen callers.”  Each of these factors—the disintegration of family and the failure of the past—materializes in the plays by Auburn, Lavery, Shanley, and McDonagh, but the approach in the contemporary works utilizes twenty-first century tactics and methodologies to address those issues.  Elysa Gardner, reviewing Proof in USA Today, remarks: “What’s perhaps most striking about Auburn’s writing…is his sense of structure…Veering gracefully from past to present and from reflection to confrontation, the playwright traces the development of his characters and plot with a scientist’s preciseness and a poet’s lyricism.”  Indeed, the mathematical conundrums that materialize in Proof transform the play into more than a post-Miller tale depicting father versus daughter and sister versus sister psychological skirmishes; the 
mathematics persists as the seemingly untouchable and unfathomable construct under and behind which all of the play’s relationships evolve.  Such a portrayal of the distant, 
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almost naturalistic void of science hovering behind the machinations of characters is not new; James Joyce employs the same device in Ulysses as Stephen Dedalus and Leopold Bloom stand beneath the cold and unspeaking night sky and finally bond in wavering yet perceptible familial terms.  Much in the same way that Willy Loman sobs “Biff—he likes me!” while the crunch of capitalism and the encroaching tenements of modernism hover nearby, Catherine comes to terms with her relationship with her father and the reality of her own psyche while the reality of mathematics lingers in close proximity.  David Auburn recognizes the significance of the correlation between family and external construct; in an interview with Terence Smith after the awarding of the Pulitzer Prize in 2001, Auburn states: “Sure, I think in a way the play is dealing in a heightened way with emotions that a lot of people feel about their families—that I think everyone in some ways both worries and hopes to be like their family, to inherit traits they admire and also to avoid being in some ways—following in patterns that may be they don’t like as much.”  These “traits” and “patterns” that Auburn mentions involve more than Willy Loman’s adage of “being well-liked”; the skill in mathematics, coupled with artistic awareness and familial connection, makes Proof a play that represents a singular contemporary portrait of how the human and the scientific merge.







Just as the modern dramatic presentation of familial issues has evolved considerably in contemporary drama, the presence of violence in human experience has shifted, from the modern to the contemporary play, from allusion and distant incidence to inescapable and stark pervasiveness and to visible acts of brutality on the stage.  Both McDonagh’s The Pillowman and Lavery’s Frozen end with vicious actions—the shooting 
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of Katurian and Ralph hanging himself.  Especially since the events of September 11, 2001, the public has become almost anesthetized to the occurrence of hostility and carnage; from the “slasher” movies of the last two decades where characters like Michael Meyers, Jason Vorhees, and Freddy Krueger wreak brutal havoc to the constantly present evening news replete with reports of terrorist bombings, foreign civil disturbances, and ethnic cleansing, the contemporary reader and frequenter of plays are not surprised nor shocked by the occurrence of similar violence in drama.  The abortion of her unborn child by Nina Leeds in O’Neill’s Strange Interlude develops into the controlling act that both elucidates and destroys her life; to prevent the possibility of mental illness infecting her domestic life, she heeds Sam Evans’ mother’s warning and destroys the child that Sam has given her.  Her deed follows her for twenty-five years, and her affair with Ned Darrell, coupled with her wealth and affluence, cannot diminish the guilt that she carries because of that initial act.  Similarly, Abbie murders the child that Eben Cabot has given her in Desire Under the Elms, and the play ends with the two adulterers being taken to jail, either for the slaying of the infant or for the illicit relationship that they shared.  For 
O’Neill, “sin,” in a post-Puritanical sense, necessitates certain Old Testament consequences; desolation, recrimination, and punishment follow the “sinful” act in his plays.  For McDonagh, violence generates more indiscriminate violence or produces a contemporary psyche that utilizes that aggression in an ironically positive manner.  In The Pillowman, Katurian witnesses the childhood abuse of his brother Michal; that mistreatment has produced both Katurian, the writer of violent children’s stories, and Michal, the subsequent abuser and murderer.  The reader of the play is exposed in an 
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almost casual manner to Katurian’s sadistic tales (most especially the story of The Pillowman in Act Two) so that the result is not an aversion but an acceptance of the presence of violence in the social construct that forms the play.  The contemporary viewer of The Pillowman becomes sedated to the carnage, almost like the viewer of the Halloween and Friday the 13th  films realizes that the fourth or fifth slaying will occur in an almost expected manner; indeed, the viewer of McDonagh’s play is not surprised when Tupolski, shooting Katurian in the head before the promised “ten-count,” rationalizes his behavior to Ariel by asserting that he has “cleared up the case.”
Indiscriminate violence occurs again in Lavery’s Frozen, not only in the multiple murders of Rhona and other children that Ralph commits but also in the automobile accident that begins the play and whose circumstances are not fully explained until the play’s final pages; Agnetha’s initial response to her lover David’s death is extreme emotion in the play’s first scene, but then that sentiment becomes muted, “frozen,” as the play progresses.  Indeed, all of the characters respond to their particular situations with superficially emotionless stances: Nancy to her daughter’s disappearance and the news of her death, Agnetha as she probes Ralph’s motives, and Ralph with his chilling repetition of “hello” as he muses over the process of his abductions and murders.  The play itself is as “chilling” to watch performed as it is to read; each of the characters enters the minimally furnished stage and imparts a monologue or becomes involved in a conversation in an unpretentious and subdued manner.  Even when one of the characters becomes momentarily demonstrative, that expression is subsequently withdrawn, and the character lapses once again into the “frozen” stance.  Similarly, the violence in The 
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Pillowman occurs in the same indiscriminate and casual manner, with the characters performing their acts with almost “frozen” and conscienceless conduct.  In direct contrast, brutality in an O’Neill or Williams play is direct and cacophonous; Stanley Kowalski shouts, tosses a radio, strikes Stella, takes advantage of Blanche, and the audience is carried away with the din and action.  In Desire Under the Elms, Abbie, Eben, and Ephraim are consistently shouting at each other in their desire for assertion and control of the farm.  In the contemporary plays, clamor and exploit are masked by dialogic control.  

The lack of commotion in Frozen was a seemingly dramatic flaw that the reviewers immediately censured; in his 2004 review, Matthew Murray asserts that “something about the show…doesn’t feel particularly relevant or in the moment.  It’s as if we’re monitoring the characters in an observation room, not as if they’re living their lives in front of us.”  Murray seems to be missing the very purpose of Lavery’s suspension of the characters’ emotions in the play—to demonstrate how distant and casual violence has become to the onlooker of the twenty-first century.  Similarly, McDonagh’s Pillowman portrays its ferocity almost indifferently to exhibit the pervasive and inexorable presence of violence in contemporary society; as Ben Brantley articulates in his review of the play, “Mr. McDonagh is not preaching the power of stories to redeem or cleanse or to find a core of solid truth hidden among life’s illusions.  And he is certainly not exalting the teller of stories as a morally superior being.”  Basically, McDonagh, like Lavery, is expounding a tale that depicts the casual presence of violence in contemporary culture and the lack of response of the spectator of that brutality.    
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The societal construct that progresses routinely while violence and familial isolation persist is the subject of both modern and contemporary plays; in the modern work, the social composition in which the characters wrestle often materializes as a product of economic, post-war, and ethnic causes.  The social structure present in a contemporary play frequently defies categorization or definition.  In The Crucible, the Puritanical organization that permeates Salem operates by specific imperatives, and John Proctor (as well as Abigail) outwardly rejects those regulations throughout the play, even until his final grasping of his “name” as he walks to the gallows in the final scene.  The Price depicts two brothers whose lives have been altered inexorably by the social and economic constraints of the Depression.  Williams’ Blanche DuBois and Amanda Wingfield are haunted by their fidelity to a fading Southern chivalry, indistinct but still ostensibly present in their behavior.  Even O’Neill’s Ephraim and Eben Cabot in Desire Under the Elms pay homage to the rock-surrounded farm that prevails as metaphor for a construct of Old Testament justice.  However, the social construct in the selections of contemporary drama being considered in this paper is not so easily definable or classifiable.  In John Patrick Shanley’s Doubt, the reader/viewer is not readily aware if Sr. Aloysius’s suspicions are motivated by a more comprehensive institution (i.e., the Church) or by some indistinguishable personal intention.  The totalitarian regime that prompts the acidic behavior of Tupolski and Ariel in The Pillowman is never adequately clarified.  The mathematical construct that hovers in the background of Proof is imprecise and only partially explained.  Modern drama developed from a series of sociological and cultural events whose presence is discernible in some form within the confines of the 
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play; the contemporary play’s sources are not so simply traceable, possibly a symptom of the accumulation of varying and contradictory elements that comprise post September 11 civilization.  Indeed, the assertion here is not that the modern play is transparent in its sources and motivation while the contemporary play is not; however, often the enigma in a modern play can be traced to a singularly definable cultural or sociological event or symptom.  Nina Leeds’ twenty-five year “interlude” originates in the death of Gordon Shaw in World War I.  Willy Loman’s destructive behavior emanates from the particulars of the shortcomings of capitalism.  Amanda Wingfield and Blanche DuBois are trapped in a failed and deteriorating Southern regime whose walls are as flimsy as the veil that a Southern belle uses to cover her face.  C.W.E. Bigsby declares that Blanche “is self consciously her own playwright….The dramas which she enacts—southern belle, sensitive virgin, sensuous temptress, martyred daughter, wronged wife—are all carefully presented performances embedded in their own narrative contexts” (4).  Repeatedly, the character in a contemporary play is floating in a context that is derived from insubstantial and indefinite sources.  In other words, the modern play’s character may often be traced or defined within a discernible social construct while the contemporary play’s character operates within parameters that resist simplistic categorization.  Arthur Miller, in the canon of his several modern plays that followed the Second World War, recognized that American drama needed to address specific issues; he asserts: “Since the war began our most brilliant statesmen and writers have been trying…to frame a statement, a ‘name’ for this war.  They have not found it, and they will not find it, because they are looking for something new” (Echoes 35).  The attempt to demonstrate how the motivations of 
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specific characters are derived from certain social events emerges consistently in the works of Miller, O’Neill, and Williams.  The specific social events that stimulate the behavior of characters in the contemporary plays under consideration in this paper are not as readily definable.  One obvious reason for this inability of the contemporary play’s viewer to define the play’s motivations and sources is the fact that the psychological and cultural underpinnings of the contemporary play have not been fully cultivated or even explained.  If Willy Loman and Biff feel a sense of “impermanence,” characters like Agnetha in Frozen, Father Flynn in Doubt, Catherine in Proof, and Katurian in The Pillowman experience a sense of suspension and instability in both sociological and metaphysical terms.
In terms of the cosmological and elements that habitually comprise the composition of modern drama, the contemporary plays seem to lack any visible theological or metaphysical components.  Nina Leeds rails at “God the Father” in Strange Interlude while Ned Darrell makes obvious distinctions between human existence and unicellular life.  Ephraim Cabot laments that “God’s hard — not easy” while John Proctor declares that “God is dead.”  The Darwinian attributes of Stanley Kowalski in A Streetcar Named Desire do not reappear in any of the contemporary plays under consideration; Stanley’s posturing, shouting, and raw sexuality do not find their parallel in the behavior of McDonagh’s or Lavery’s characters.  Tupolski, Ariel, Michal, and Ralph express their violence in indiscriminate manners that do not reflect any more comprehensive metaphysical construct but rather emanate from imprecise personal and psychological motivations.  The question arises whether contemporary drama is still in 
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the state of development or whether its metaphysical and somewhat anomalous components are deliberate reflections of twenty-first century existence.  Whatever the case, the characters in modern drama find both their counterparts and their opposites in contemporary drama; obvious similarities exist between Stanley Kowalski and Ralph, between the beleaguered John Proctor and Katurian, between the vacillating Blanche DuBois and Sister Aloysius.       
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