
  
    EUGENE O’NEILL


    AMERICAN PLAYWRIGHT


    
      	Born in New York City in 1888.


      	Died in Boston, Massachusetts in 1953.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	The Hairy Ape (1922), play


          	Mourning Becomes Electra (1931), play cycle


          	The Iceman Cometh (1940, first performed 1946), play

        

      

    


    Eugene O’Neill, Nobel Laureate in Literature (1936) and four-time winner of the Pulitzer Prize for Drama (in 1920, 1922, 1928, and 1957), can be considered the forefather of modern American drama. Brought up by troubled Irish-immigrant parents, both of whom suffered from substance abuse, O’Neill’s course to playwriting was indirect, having dropped out of Princeton University and suffered from depression and alcoholism during years working at sea. After spending a year in a sanatorium in 1912 due to tuberculosis, O’Neill embarked on a career that lasted 30 years and produced some of the most recognisable titles in American drama.


    Despite suffering from ill health all his life, and indeed only having many of his most famous works published after his early death at the age of 65, Eugene O’Neill is credited with having introduced to American theatre the dramatic realism that marked the now-canonical works of Anton Chekhov (Russian playwright and short story writer, 1860-1904), Henrik Ibsen (Norwegian playwright and poet, 1828-1906), and August Strindberg (Swedish playwright and novelist, 1849-1912) in the late 19thcentury. O’Neill redefined the genre of tragedy by incorporating American vernacular in his dialogue and focusing on dissolute and outcast characters, which laid the groundwork for 20thcentury American behemoths like Arthur Miller (American playwright, 1915-2005) and Tennessee Williams (American playwright, 1911-1983) to emerge. O’Neill’s is a distinctly modern body of work that depicts the despair and disillusionment of characters whose attempts to create better lives for themselves are constantly thwarted by their bleak social reality. Ever relevant, Eugene O’Neill’s plays continue to be some of the most oft-produced across the United States and Europe.

  


  
    LONG DAY’S JOURNEY INTO NIGHT


    A SEMI-AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL FAMILY TRAGEDY


    
      	Genre: play (tragedy)


      	Reference edition: O’Neill, E. (1973) Long Day’s Journey into Night. New Haven: Yale University Press.


      	1st edition: 1956


      	Themes: family trauma, substance abuse, agency, disillusionment and the pains of reality

    


    Published posthumously by O’Neill’s widow, Carlotta, who received the manuscript of the play as an anniversary gift, Long Day’s Journey into Night is considered to be the playwright’s magnum opus. Depicting one turbulent day in the life of the Tyrone family (the ‘long day’s journey’), this “play of old sorrow” (p.7) was not originally intended for production, and its autobiographical nature is clear. Depicting a time directly preceding O’Neill’s stay in a sanatorium in order to recover from tuberculosis, the play covers the trials of a family whose matriarch’s relapse into morphine addiction brings to the surface a multitude of class, religious, intellectual and personal issues. O’Neill’s mother suffered from addiction as Mary Tyrone does, and his father and brother were similarly consumed with forms of alcoholism as James and Jamie are. Additionally, O’Neill’s father was once a famed actor accused of having ‘sold out’ his artistic promise for money made by one starring role – as James Tyrone laments of his life. Meanwhile, autobiographical details from O’Neill’s own life, such as his time spent at sea and experiences of writing for a local paper, are reflected in the character of Edmund.


    In spite of the autobiographical nature of its writing, Long Day’s Journey into Night remains a testament not just to modern tragedy but also to O’Neill’s craft as a playwright; the extended monologues which the playwright was credited with introducing to the American stage carry much of the dramatic and thematic weight of the play. Blending deftly lyrical dialogue with evocative theatrical imagery, O’Neill’s story of personal woe depicts a more universal struggle: a family’s differing beliefs regarding how a life can be spent trying to ‘better oneself’. The play ultimately poses the question of whether we are, as James quotes, “such stuff as dreams are made on” (p.131) or, as Edmund puts it, “such stuff as manure is made on” (ibid.), and O’Neill’s work stands as a humanist testament to the pain of seeking happiness in spite of life’s incredible setbacks.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    ACT 1: “8:30A.M. ON A DAY IN AUGUST, 1912”


    The play opens on the Tyrone family’s summer house, where Mary and James Tyrone have just finished breakfast. They await the arrival of their sons from the adjacent dining room and muse on the younger Edmund’s health. Tyrone assures his wife that Edmund’s “summer cold” (p.16) is not worth worrying about, and he implores Mary to keep up her health now that she has returned home (though it remains unclear where she has returned from). The boys in the adjacent room laugh, and Tyrone grumpily assumes they are picking on him. He further asserts that Mary would prefer Edmund regardless of what he did.


    When the boys join their parents, it is clear that Edmund is in poor health. Mary shies away from Jamie’s gaze, clearly feeling vulnerable to observation, but Jamie merely remarks how happy he is to see his mother in good health. Tyrone immediately begins demeaning Jamie for not having made much of his life, and Mary diverts the conversation to Edmund, who regales the group with a story about their family’s tenant, Shaughnessy, who boasted of having won a fight against Tyrone’s old friend, the millionaire Harker. Though amused by the story, Tyrone rails against Edmund for harbouring “socialist” (p.25) thoughts and at Jamie for not condemning Shaughnessy’s potentially harmful behaviour. Edmund retreats upstairs, unwilling to listen to his father admonish his brother, and Tyrone must quickly console Mary that, counter to what Jamie suggests, Edmund’s illness is nothing more severe than a cold. Though Mary is self-conscious that they can detect something the matter with her, she is distracted and overjoyed by her husband’s flattery.


    When she leaves, Tyrone and Jamie argue, the former suggesting it is better to leave Mary to her delusions, while Jamie asserts she must know that Edmund has a graver illness. Tyrone confesses that Edmund’s Doctor Hardy believes it could be tuberculosis, and Jamie condemns his father for having sought out Hardy, who is a mediocre doctor, simply because he is the cheapest to come by. Tyrone takes the opportunity to scorn his son for throwing his money away on dates and alcohol, saying his son has squandered a promising career on the stage in order to merely loaf about. He further accuses Jamie of being a poor influence on Edmund, whose weaker constitution was no match for a life on the stage or the “ways of rottenness” (p.34) to which Jamie has exposed him. Jamie defends his actions as giving Edmund an understanding of the world and further suggests that Edmund would do what he pleases, given his stubbornness. As Tyrone praises the work Edmund has done on the local paper, Jamie nearly snaps with jealousy, but resolves to always love his brother. The argument turns to mutual sympathy when Tyrone laments that Edmund’s illness has struck at a time when it might upset the delicate balance of health Mary has maintained.


    Though neither man names her illness despite Jamie’s insistence they be open about the subject, it is clear that Mary has previously suffered from substance abuse – specifically, morphine addiction – with Tyrone alluding to its origin, namely her illness following Edmund’s birth. Jamie claims to have been worried that morning, hearing his mother alone in the spare room where she used to retreat to, presumably to succumb to her addiction, but Tyrone defensively shoots down this concern. Mary enters, suspicious of the conversation, but Tyrone soothes her. As Jamie exits for the garden, he stings Mary unintentionally with a remark that his mother should be “careful” (p.43), particularly when it comes to worrying about Edmund.


    Edmund enters, and he and his mother discuss their social standing in the town. While Tyrone and Edmund do not seem to care that they are cut off from the rest of the town, Mary laments that she and her boys do not keep good company, if any at all, finally saying that she feels “so lonely” (p.45). Edmund asks that his mother take care of herself, and she flies into a rage, claiming that everyone has grown suspicious of her again and that they do not believe that she will stay well as she had “promised before” (p.48) that she would. The Act ends with Edmund attempting to soothe his mother’s fear that they are suspicious of her, but her calmness quickly degenerates into a “battle with herself” (p.49).


    ACT 2: “THE SAME, AROUND 12:45” AND “ABOUT A HALF HOUR LATER”


    Later that day, the light has faded into a haze as Edmund tries to calm his nerves by reading. Cathleen, the Tyrones’ maid, serves Edmund whiskey; he asks her to call the family down to dinner, and Cathleen mentions that Mary has been upstairs in the spare room, not taking a nap but rather resting with her eyes fixed on the ceiling. Jamie comes in from his work and, upon discovering that their mother has been upstairs unsupervised, tells Edmund that they had hidden the extent of Mary’s condition from him when he was a child. Jamie claims to know the patterns, but both boys attempt to remain positive when Mary arrives downstairs on time for lunch.


    Her eyes, however, appear brighter, and she has a “peculiar detachment” (p.58). Her tenderness towards Edmund causes him to delude himself into denying what an embittered Jamie now knows to be true: that their mother has succumbed to her addiction. The three avoid discussing this new revelation; Mary, suspecting that the boys have figured out that she has relapsed, avoids eye contact with either and berates Jamie for attacking Tyrone for his weakness, putting up a staunch defence for anyone with a weakness. Edmund tries to get a look at his mother’s eyes, but she avoids his gaze, as Jamie avoids hers. Mary laments Tyrone’s miserly ways when it comes to keeping house.


    Jamie confronts his mother. Mary asks why he stares at her, and Jamie replies “you know” (p.63), but this merely puts Mary on the path of denial. Edmund returns and is angered to find that Mary is attempting to defend herself against Jamie’s accusations. Mary exits to the kitchen to begin lunch as Tyrone enters. He drinks with the boys, chastising Jamie for taking too much, but he quickly senses the tension in the room, and his horror is confirmed when Mary reenters, speaking breathlessly first about the summer help then lamenting the fact that Tyrone never knew what a home was like. The boys head into lunch and Mary wilts under Tyrone’s gaze, saying he does not understand the situation. Tyrone angrily claims he was a fool for believing in Mary, and she in turn admonishes him for taking another drink, as he has a history of drinking to excess. The scene ends with Mary vacillating between pleading for Tyrone’s understanding and outright denying that anything is wrong.


    Scene Two opens directly after the family lunch. The men are all processing Mary’s relapse in different ways – Tyrone with resignation, Jamie with cynicism, and Edmund with clear heartbreak. All avoid watching her as she enters in the middle of another breathless rant about the summer help, saying she will not mind returning to hotels after the summer given that this summer home was never a home. She avoids discussing her addiction by lamenting the loss of her father’s home, a true home, and she turns to Edmund’s health at the memory of her father – who died of tuberculosis. Dr. Hardy calls at that moment, and it is clear his news regarding Edmund is bad, though Tyrone merely tells his son to meet the Doctor for his appointment that afternoon.


    Mary is visibly upset and launches into a tirade against doctors, and although she attempts to speak generally, it is clear she is drawing on her resentment over being made to take morphine by her doctor and then having to plead for more. Mary excuses herself upstairs under the pretence of fixing her hair, and Tyrone looks on helplessly while Jamie accuses her of going upstairs for “another shot in the arm!” (p.75).


    This stark speech causes Tyrone to lament Jamie’s “Broadway lingo” (p.76) and counter Edmund’s reading of Nietzsche, claiming that the only true faith is that of the Catholic Church. The boys accuse their father of not attending mass, and Tyrone says that he still prays every day. Edmund claims Nietzsche must be right and God must be dead if his father had prayed to God for their mother. Edmund heads upstairs to dress for his appointment, and, now alone, Tyrone confirms to Jamie that Edmund has tuberculosis. Jamie orders his father to send him to the best sanatorium, despite the cost, and Tyrone takes offense at Jamie’s ridicule of his alleged Old World Irish mentality. They relax as Tyrone encourages Jamie to keep up Edmund’s spirits when he accompanies him to the doctor.


    Mary arrives downstairs, her eyes again brighter and her manner more


    

    

    ACT 3: “THE SAME, AROUND 6:30 THAT EVENING”


    

    

    

    

    

    ACT 4: “THE SAME, AROUND MIDNIGHT”
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