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Preface

My personal history as a teacher, scholar, playwright, and writer, and the work of Sam Shepard have been intertwined for the past two decades. As with many of my generation (those born between 1970 and 1980), my first encounter with Shepard came via the cinema, namely his turn in 1983’s The Right Stuff. His portrayal of pilot Chuck Yeager crystallized traits that would forever be associated with Shepard and his persona. In the performance, Shepard rarely smiles, displaying a stoicism that seemingly reaches back to the frontier ethos of the nineteenth century. As an aging Post-Second World War jet-pilot, Shepard simultaneously embodied the future (the impending space race) as well as the past (the romanticized heroism of the cowboy). His performance as Yeager is imbued with a sense of hope often tied to pushing the limits of exploration; in turn, that hope is tempered by a haunted reverence for an age—an age of naïve simplicity—eclipsing before his eyes. In essence, Shepard as Yeager stands on the precipice of American history, teetering between the future and the past.

From 1983 onward, Shepard’s work seemingly stalked me (or I stalked it) through the cinemas, theaters, and bookstores of my adolescent stomping grounds of East Texas. As the preeminent playwright of the American stage and a Hollywood leading man, Shepard held a ubiquitous presence in American culture in the 1980s. This presence even reached into the small towns and proverbial “fly-over regions” of the United States. That said, Shepard’s family plays seemed to differentiate themselves from other work of the 1980s. These family plays ignited the stage with ferocity, madness, volatility, and crude eroticism as well as moments of tenderness. For many Americans, Shepard’s family cycle seemed simultaneously familiar (in its subject) and unfamiliar (in its operatic brutality). Though the work often fractured taboos and shocked audiences, these same audience members could appreciate the hope, beauty, and humor often hidden amid the grotesque violence and primal savagery.

Attending a high school theater festival in the early 1990s, I recall my fellow students atwitter after witnessing a haunting, vicious play that worked like a bizarre backwoods reinterpretation of Romeo and Juliet. Students spoke of the violence, the sexuality, and the profanity of the work and the resultant queasiness that swept through the audience. Yet, the imagery and dialogue haunted the teenage audience. The play was the subject of conversations for the entire next year among us drama students. Of course, this was a production of Shepard’s A Lie of the Mind. Its impact on my fellow students forever altered my belief in the emotional potentiality of live theater.

Also while in high school, I assisted in a minor way with a local college production of True West. When my teacher explained the premise, I was dumbfounded, yet intrigued. My assignment was to locate sound effects that could serve as the coyote yelps and howls that are heard throughout the play, signifying the encroaching wildness that sets upon Austin and Lee. The images from that production of True West still linger in my mind: toasters ejaculating bread, letter and number keys flying into the audience as a golf iron obliterates a typewriter, two grown men attempting to kill one another. For an adolescent thrilled by musical theater, punk rock music, comic books, horror movies, the Beats, true crime, and Tennessee Williams, Sam Shepard pointed toward a mode of writing and theater that was hypnotic, frightening, and thoroughly engaging.

That summer, I ran across Shepard’s Seven Plays. The collection features the author on the cover, staring at the reader with an expression that could be best described as a mixture of hate and contempt. The volume accompanied me to college (where I saw Fool for Love in a dorm basement) and it remained in my possession as I tried to write my own variations on Shepard’s early plays. Whenever I found myself unproductive, paralyzed by writer’s block, I would crack open a volume of Shepard for a reminder of the potentiality of theater: a giant lobster-man storming the stage in Cowboy Mouth; a character jumping through the upstage wall only to leave an “outline” of his body ala Looney Tunes in La Turista; a massive mechanical snake slithering through the desert in Operation Sidewinder; the strange, unknowable rituals conducted by damaged men in Buried Child and A Lie of the Mind.

As a secondary teacher, Shepard was always a playwright that I could foist upon my male students who resisted almost all things theater. I remember sending home The Tooth of Crime with a student. He returned the next day spellbound by the black leather, spike-studded throne and fascinated by how the relationship between Hoss and Crow paralleled the East Coast/West Coast rivalries of hip-hop culture at the time. Another student, this time an aspiring rock musician, took home True West and returned the next day with a stack of no less than four volumes of Shepard from the local bookstore.

Shepard’s work not only engages me as a scholar and teacher, but also reminds me—again and again—of the power of uniting the literary with the performative, the tender with the savage, the grotesque with the sublime. That said, Shepard and his work represent a unique presence in American theater. This is partially a result of the writer’s willingness to engage in a multitude of subjects and forms to further investigate dilemmas that are superficially American, but are in actuality tied to larger existential questions regarding identity, genealogy, and responsibility. Though Shepard’s cultural moment peaked more than two decades ago, Shepard remains a presence in American theater—and like Beckett and Williams in their autumnal years—continues to press the potentialities and possibilities of theater.



Introduction

During the 1960s and 1970s, Sam Shepard emerged as one of the most distinguished dramatists in American alternative theater. Born on November 5, 1943, Samuel Shepard Rogers III was a prototypical “military brat” of the mid-twentieth century, hauled to various Air Force bases around the globe until age twelve, when his father and family settled in Duarte, California. Bypassing a potential career in veterinary science, Shepard joined the touring repertory Bishop’s Company and in 1962 traveled east as a performer. Deciding to stay in New York City instead of returning to California, the young actor shed the “Rogers” portion of his name and recreated himself as a writer. He eventually carved out an identity as a rock ’n’ roll cowboy-playwright whose experimental works became staples of the Off-Off-Broadway movement. From his initial play Cowboys (1964) to his collaboration with Joseph Chaikin Savage/Love (1979), Shepard had no fewer than thirty-seven scripts produced in a fifteen year period. These were presented at an array of theaters, from the decidedly diminutive Theatre Genesis and Caffé Cino to the more esteemed cultural cathedrals of the Royal Court and Lincoln Center. These plays garnered Shepard numerous awards, multiple grants, and considerable acclaim as a distinctive voice in American theater. In all, between 1964 and 1979, Shepard earned seven Obie awards, two Rockefeller Foundation grants, two Guggenheim grants as well as fellowships, and awards from both Yale and Brandeis. In 1979, Shepard was awarded the Pulitzer Prize for Buried Child. With international recognition and prestige, Shepard’s renown as a dramatist increased by the close of the 1970s, but this only hinted at the popular and critical acclaim that would accrue in the subsequent decade.

It was during the 1980s that Shepard’s popular and critical success reached its apex. Shepard’s “cultural moment,” in which he achieved popular and critical success as an actor and playwright and transformed into a celebrity, spans from 1979’s Buried Child to 1985’s Lie of the Mind. From a combination of Shepard’s heightened profile as a film actor and his creation of more accessible plays in a “realist” vein, Shepard’s persona evolved from an alternative theater fixture to that of a mainstream, celebrity dramatist. In some respects, this transformation of Shepard from an alternative theater outlaw to a famous, popular dramatist parallels the taming, domestication, integration, and assimilation of various strains of the counterculture into mainstream American culture. The 1980s witnessed the premieres of the plays True West (1980), Fool for Love (1983), and A Lie of the Mind (1985), works that would become hailed as emblematic of Shepard’s vision of the American family. These plays would eventually be considered Shepard’s most lasting contributions to American drama and are entries in what I refer to as the family cycle. It was also during this decade that Shepard explored other forms of expression beyond the stage. He published a work of autobiographical tales and ramblings (1982’s Motel Chronicles), received an Academy Award nomination for his performance in The Right Stuff (1983), debuted as a film director, and witnessed Paris, Texas (which was adapted from Shepard’s writings) earn the Palm d’Or at the 1984 Cannes Film Festival. It was also during this decade that Shepard was admitted into the American Academy of Arts and Letters (1986), cementing his legacy as a writer recognized as significantly contributing to the canon of American literature.

In 1985, Shepard willingly took an absence from the theatrical world to pursue further opportunities in film. The result was his directorial debut Far North (1988), which humorously chronicles the Chekhovian aspects of a rural family in Minnesota. Though few recognized it at the time, Far North’s parody of patriarchal assumptions and privilege served as the beginning of a new cycle of work. Following this hiatus from theater, Shepard returned to the stage with States of Shock in 1991. The one-act play, written in the shadow of the Reagan/Bush conservatism of the 1980s and Gulf War I, trafficked in Beckettian imagery and seemingly inexplicable action and dialogue. The work resembled neither his earlier, more experimental plays nor his recent family cycle which had moved Shepard’s dominant aesthetic toward a variation on realism. With both Far North and States of Shock, Shepard signaled a transition into a phase in which he would experiment in form, subject, and media for the next two decades.

This later phase of Shepard’s work, which is the focus of this project, involves a variety of media (including short prose, plays, performances, and screenplays) and radically ebbs and shifts through a panoply of concerns and styles. This phase, beginning in 1988 and continuing to the present (2015), which I have termed Shepard’s Late Style, is distinctive for its mélange of media and forms, employed to further explore themes and concepts located in earlier cycles. The phase’s heterogeneous and eclectic quality stands apart from Shepard’s previous work, for this Late Style mediates and re-mediates, transgressing boundaries of genre and form, yet consistently reflects upon Shepard’s established corpus (a term that will be explicated later in this chapter). In essence, the Late Style features the shifting of the Shepard persona, the exploring of new forms, subjects, media, and aesthetics, and the returning to familiar dilemmas and crises, only to posit solutions regarding such dilemmas.

The focus of this project is what I refer to as the Late Style. There is, of course, a tradition of viewing an artist’s output in a chronological, evolutionary mode of progression. This view reached its cultural zenith in the nineteenth century, yet there has recently been a reinvigoration in the subfield of studies of spatsil, or late style. Two volumes that inform this subfield—as well as this project—are Late Thoughts: Reflections on Artists and Composers at Work (2006), a collection of essays edited by Karen Painter and Thomas Crow, and Edward Said’s posthumous volume On Late Style (2006).

Yet the Shepard corpus, which consists of the author and his persona as well as his writings, films, and performances, creates a highly intertwined, intertextual web that stretches across various media. In such a system of transmedial textualities, it is difficult to view the literary output of Shepard without considering the various other components of the persona that constantly inform the work. I do agree with Painter that the concept of a general “late style” that can be ascribed to artists is problematic, for it can lead to sweeping generalizations and reductionism. Specifically, for Painter, “The idea of lateness seemed a faulty construct—or, more precisely, the traits that were supposed to define a late style seemed spurious” (2006: 5).

The notion of a late style serves as a method to examine the specific elements that characterize a distinct style for Shepard in this latter period of his life and career. Traditionally, spatstil tied the produced artwork to the life of the artist. It was believed by many proponents of an artistic evolutionary style that the late period was characterized by the artist reflecting upon the self and the production of art. This is supposedly informed by the mental and physical decay brought on by the natural psychological and biological processes of the human body. This totalizing and essentializing theory of a late style or lateness is precisely that which Painter presses against and what I hope to resist in this project. Shepard’s Late Style is unique in its heterogeneity and does not neatly fall into the dynamics ascribed by spatsil scholars of the nineteenth century.

Toward the conclusion of his life, Edward Said wrote extensively about the late style of composers and writers. Fundamental to Said’s understanding and consideration of lateness is Theodore Adorno’s “Spatsil Beethovens” (1937). Adorno postulates that Beethoven’s late style is unique for it resists traditional assumptions regarding the later works of an artist. For Said, the late style is the “moment when the artist who is fully in command of his [sic] medium nevertheless abandons communication with the established social order of which he [sic] is a part and achieves a contradictory, alienated relationship with it. His late works constitute a form of exile” (2007: 8). This “exile” is characterized “not as harmony and resolution, but as intransigence, difficulty and unresolved contradiction” (Said 2007: 8). For Shepard, lateness has served as a sort of self-imposed “exile” that began with his hiatus from theater following A Lie of the Mind (1985) and has been characterized by his inability to ascend to the critical, artistic, and popular heights he attained during his cultural moment. Lateness, for Shepard, seems to be a move toward resolving and revisiting some lingering dilemmas, yet also a willingness to explore other aesthetics and media.

Said illustrates the dynamics of lateness for some artists through Ibsen,

whose final works, especially When the Dead Awaken, tear apart the career and the artist’s craft and reopen the question of meaning, success, and progress that the artist’s late period is supposed to move beyond. Far from resolution, then, Ibsen’s last plays suggest an angry and disturbed artist for whom the medium of drama provides an occasion to stir up more anxiety, tamper irrevocably with the possibility of closure, and leave the audience more perplexed and unsettled than before. (2007: 7)

Though Shepard’s late period cannot necessarily be viewed as tempestuous as Ibsen’s late works, Shepard’s Late Style has resisted the clichéd notions that an aged artist in their autumnal period will offer gentle reflection. Indeed, Shepard’s late work has—on occasion—left the “audience more perplexed and unsettled than before” (Said 2007: 7), yet it is more varied and eclectic and thus resists any particular assignation of mood (such as “angry and disturbed” for Ibsen).

The Late Style of Shepard involves a maturing of the Shepard persona, as well as an exploration of different media, subjects, and aesthetics and a willingness to pose solutions to dilemmas previously considered yet never resolved. This Late Style returns to familiar subjects and finds Shepard interrogating his own celebrity persona and position in American culture, reexamining notions of authenticity, ruminating on trauma and memory, interrogating imperialism, working in the mode of a political dramatist and reengaging with that most controversial of themes associated with his work: gender.

To analyze Shepard’s Late Style, it is necessary to introduce a number of theoretical approaches and terminology that will be used throughout this project. The term “corpus” indicates not only the Shepard persona, but also his body as a celebrity, as well as his numerous writings and endeavors. Shepard’s corpus is indeed a “body of work,” but unlike many other writers, Shepard’s “body of work” quite literally involves his “body” for Shepard is a performer of a “persona” as well as an actor in film, and on rare occasions, the theater. This manuscript analyzes Shepard’s Late Style corpus and argues that through various media, genres, and forms, Shepard is revisiting familiar tropes and seeking to propose solutions to dilemmas that have haunted his writings. To proceed, as noted previously, I recognize Shepard’s corpus as being uniquely transmedial and as such, this project will examine the dynamics of intertextuality within that corpus.

As noted, this late period is marked by Shepard moving beyond theatrical endeavors and exploring different media. Shepard had previously worked in music and published prose collections such as Hawk Moon (1973) and Motel Chronicles (1982), but this Late Style has Shepard pushing into other media, writing stories, plays, and screenplays, and working as a theater and film director as well as a motion-picture actor and stage performer. Across these various media, Shepard retains certain aspects of his preferred subjects and themes, as well as core elements of his persona. Indeed, the intertexuality of late Shepard is transmedial. According to media theorists Marsha Kinder and Henry Jenkins, the term “transmedia” can be understood to be a mode of storytelling that transcends one medium and develops on various platforms. This is usually exemplified by such properties as the Star Trek franchise in which the universe and narratives move back and forth across different media, be
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