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 Look at Eugene O’Neill here.  Won the Nobel Prize in 1936.  I’m amazed 

sometimes by the amazing statements that editors make.  “Eugene O’Neill, the nation’s 

first major playwright” — okay.  It’s hard it’s hard to think of anybody really major before 

O’Neill, certainly in the modern age — “the first to explore serious themes in the theater 

and to experiment with theatrical conventions” — more so than anybody else, 

particularly in some of the early plays, the early experimentation things that broke with 

traditional realism. 

 The play we have at hand, however, of course, is a realistic play.  Even though it 

is loaded with all kinds of Freudian psychology and symbolism and references, and this 

and that, it is nevertheless fourth wall theater.  It’s as if it’s a box and one side is taken 

off of it and you’re looking into it like a doll’s house.  It’s realistic theater.  But he did do a 

lot of experimentation. 

 The history of his family you know very well.  His father, James, was an actor 

who made a fortune and also ruined his career for any future acting playing the Count of 

Monte Cristo.  His mother was an Irish girl who fell in love with the actor and who 

became addicted to morphine.  His older brother, Jamie, was also an actor and an 

alcoholic.  And the only real difference between Eugene and Edmond is the name.  So 

the story that you have set forth in “Long Day’s Journey into Night” is pretty much 

Eugene O’Neill’s family background. 

 He went to Princeton for a little while but quit and went to sea.  It says he drifted 

and drank.  He also eloped.  He got that marriage annulled because he could prove that 

he was drunk.  But they both were drunk.  In fact, they woke up married and said how’d 
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that happen.  So they had to see about it. 

 Most of the time, when he came back after panning for gold in South America 

and being on a tramp steamer, he spent in Greenwich Village where he wrote plays.  He 

was one of the founders of the Provincetown Players in Provincetown, Massachusetts.  

Edna St. Vincent Millay was associated with them for awhile.  If you saw the movie 

“Reds” — oh, it’s about 20 years ago now — O’Neill was played by a man who plays 

everything: Jack Nicholson.  And he did a really good job with that. 

 “The Hairy Ape came out in 1922.  That’s one of the first big experiments.  That 

was revived on Broadway in, I believe, 2001 with Willam DeFoe in the leading part.  The 

language was rough, the language was tough, the language was not drawing-room 

stuff.  This was a seaman who talked the way sailors talk.  Realism veering towards 

expressionism, as they say. 

 Lots of experimental theater.  “Mourning Becomes Electra” takes 9 hours to play.  

They run it for three nights.  I don’t mind reading it, but I can’t imagine watching three 

evenings of “Mourning Becomes Electra.”  Mentions the characters sometimes wear 

masks in one play.  That’s “Strange Interlude.”  It’s really kind of neat because the 

character says something with its mask, takes its mask off and then speaks, you know, 

the truth.  It’s just kind of a formal way of what we all go through everyday anyway. 

 “Desire under the Elms,” 1924, was the phaedra legend set in New England, 

which was kind of weird.  The only comedy he ever wrote was “Ah Wilderness” and I 

think it’s pretty good.  They don’t mention it.  They do mention Freud, the subconscious, 

the importance of sex, the importance of families, relationships.  O’Neill really, really, 
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really exploited that.  “Mourning Becomes Electra,” by the way, of course, was based on 

Arista cycle — Agamemnon and Clytemnestra and all of that awfulness.  “The Iceman 

Cometh,” 1946, was one of his last really important serious plays.  It was revived later 

during kind of a O’Neill revival in Jason Robards’ career.  Really can be dated to that 

point.  

 “Long Day’s Journey into Night,” the play we have here, was not published until 

— well, it was published in 1940, I believe, but it wasn’t produced until 1956, three years 

after O’Neill’s death.  That was by his desire that it not be produced during his life.  You 

may have noticed and I think it’s interesting that they point out that while this seems like 

an ordinary day in the life of — a not quite ordinary family, definitely a dysfunctional 

family.  But these are all scenes and then he contrives it so that each character — is 

with each character at least at one point, one scene alone, through the whole play.  So 

that Mary and Edmund have a scene together and Edmund and Jamie have a scene 

together, and et cetera.  It’s interesting to watch him work that out. 

 I don’t know.  We haven’t talked about how to read plays.  I know you’re read 

them all your life, but you must do a special kind of thing when you’re reading a play.  

When you’re reading a novel or a short story, you have to see the movie in your head, 

more or less.  You imagine the characters and you see them in action.  A play is a 

slightly more formal thing there because you actually have a set that you actually have 

to imagine the figures on.  I think it’s better to read drama as if drama were being 

produced rather than to imagine drama as something going on in your head like a novel. 

 This particular play is like a novel.  It’s very novelistic in stage directions and in 
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the dialogue, but I hope that you picture these people, that you see them in action.  

There’s a very good movie that was made in 1962 — I can’t believe it’s 40 years old 

now.  When I read this play, I always see these particular actors in these roles because, 

for one thing, they were so perfect, so wonderful.  Anybody see that movie, “Long Day’s 

Journey into Night”?  It’s black and white but you can still look at it.  You can figure out 

how the images work after a little while.  You get kind of accustomed to that. 

 Ralph Richardson -- Sir Ralph Richardson, that is — the great British actor 

played Tyrone, played the old man.  The oldest boy was played by Jason Robards Jr.  

He played Jamie.  Edmund was played by Dean Stockwell.  And I think you know who 

Dean Stockwell is.  He was quite young.  He was in his 20's at the time.  There was a 

terrible TV series about a guy who goes through some kind of time warps.  What was it? 

 Student: “Quantum Leap” 

 “Quantum Leap.”  He’s always coming to somewhere in a woman’s dress or 

something, yeah.  The kind of a guardian angel or the guy that smoked a cigar?  That’s 

Dean Stockwell.   So that might help you a little bit with that. 

 The most important role in the movie, as far as I’m concerned, was Mary, was 

the mother, and that was played by Kathryn Hepburn.  And when I read this play now 

and it talks about how her hands flutter, Hepburn was fluttering in 1962.  Ahhhh.  And 

she was just absolutely — absolutely great. 

 1912, Edmund is 23 years old.  But just like Eugene would be 23, on his way to 

24, in the summer of 1912.  Notice that everything takes place in the same scene.  It’s a 

nice set because mainly the centerpiece is a table.  And you have a door over here to 
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the porch and you have a door over here that goes to the stairs and the kitchen, so all 

the characters can make their entrances and exits right in front of the — at the front of 

the stage. 

 Against the wall between the doorways, we’re told, is a small bookcase with a 

picture of Shakespeare above it, containing novels by Balzac, Zola, Stendhal, 

philosophical and sociological works by Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, Marx — holy cow.  

Now, you’re in the audience, right, and you can see this, you can see the spines of 

these books?  Obviously, you can’t.  I think if I ever produced this thing I would put the 

real books up there.  I just think you just oughta try to do it.  But you can see that this is 

Jamie’s — more likely Edmund’s library.  The left’s philosophers like Marx and Engels 

and the modern playwrights Ibsen and Shaw and Strindberg, poetry by decadents like 

Swinburne and Rossetti, Oscar Wilde, Ernest Dowson, and all of these people get 

quoted at one time or another just about during the play. Of course there are also 

sets of books by Dumas and Hugo, and three sets of Shakespeare, and histories of 

England.  These, of course, were the old man’s books.  I like the way they set that up, 

you know, about two different traditions. 

 Obviously, this is not meant for the audience, for the play’s audience.  These are 

— this is background for a reader.  Even the character descriptions.  Mary is 54.  What 

strikes one immediately is her extreme nervousness.  He just tells you that.  James 

Tyrone is 65 but looks 10 years younger.  Very strange stage direction at the very end 

of the introduction.  “He has never been really sick a day in his life.  He has no nerves.  

There is a lot of stolid, earthy peasant in him, mixed with streaks of sentimental 
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melancholy and rare flashes of intuitive sensibility.  Now, how would you like to be the 

actor — and it was Sir Ralph Richardson — how would you like to be the actor and say, 

“Well, this is what I’m going to be.  Now I have to fear stolid and earthy and a little bit 

peasanty, but I need to have some sentimental melancholy.”  Well, that won’t be too 

hard, particularly with all the booze that pours in this thing.  “But I also need to show 

rare flashes of intuitive sensibility from time to time.” 

 He doesn’t give you much room.  Nearly every speech in the play has a 

description of how it is to be spoken.  There’s an adverb with nearly every one which 

kind of is distracting after — but after awhile, you get used to it, don’t you?  I’d feel funny 

if I didn’t have that adverb.  I need to know.  “Well, wait.  How did he say that?  Was he 

sardonic?  Was he dull?” 

 Well, look over here on page 1345.  I’ve got all the characters introduced.  

There’s Mary and Jamie and Tyrone and Edmund, all four, at the very beginning.  Look 

at these adverbs.  “Jamie [looks away guiltily], Tyrone [heartily], Edmund [lovingly], 

Tyrone [scathingly], Edmund [irritably], Mary [reprovingly], Jamie [boredly] Tyrone 

[contemptuously].”.  I mean, it doesn’t give the actors much room to put their own 

interpretation in or the director much room to guide them.  “Jamie [dryly], Mary 

[worriedly], Mary [smiling], Tyrone [scowling].”  I think a mid point, I guess.  Maliciously, 

tactfully.  There’s a good one for an actor.  Say this tactfully.  “Go on with your story, 

Edmund.”  Okay.  Or Jamie.  “I bet the next time you see Harker at the club” — that’s 

maliciously. 

 We notice at the very beginning that Tyrone and Edmund have political 
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differences.  “Keep your damn socialist anarchist sentiments out of my affairs.”  And we 

also have a lot of exposition at the beginning.  We find that Edmund isn’t well, his 

mother says, because he has consumption, tuberculosis.  But Tyrone is trying to 

smooth it over and says it might be a bit of malaria that he caught in the tropics.  And 

we find out that Mary has contempt for doctors, particularly Dr. Hardy.  “I wouldn’t 

believe a thing he said, if he swore on a stack of Bibles.”  We also know that she’s just 

returned from an absence.  Where has she been?  Trying to be cured of her morphine 

addiction. 

 There’s an awful lot of exposition about the boys’ lives or these young men’s 

lives, how Edmund is working on the paper, that he’s come back from his traveling of 

the world, and all three men are deeply concerned about Mary and whether or not she 

is going to return to using morphine.  So when they find her in the spare room or every 

time she goes upstairs, there’s this general alarm that goes up.  

 Why is she addicted to morphine?  Which version do you accept?  When did she 

begin taking morphine?  When Edmund was born.  She apparently had a very painful 

experience and the doctor prescribed morphine, and she got hooked.  But rather than 

get help for her, according to the boys, their cheap father — I don’t think paying for 

morphine would necessarily be much cheaper than that.  But at any rate, they blame 

him for having the cheap doctor in the beginning. 

 If you start trying to assign blame for everything in here, everybody blames 

everybody else.  Did you notice that?  The fingers just go everywhere.  And they’re right 

about a lot of it, is the other thing.  “Lord, the drinking that goes on in here.”  Isn’t that 
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amazing? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Oh, do they really?  I didn’t notice.  I guess they do.  The language, in fact, was 

what — there was a big fuss back in 1963 when Baylor University put this play on.  And 

there was a matinee and somebody brought a bunch of Cub Scouts to it.  And the 

language — you know, the language by our standards today, I think — maybe I just 

don’t get out enough, but it seems to me to be fairly tame.  But in 1963 it was enough to 

cause a big ruckus.  A man named Baker, who was the director of theater at Baylor, a 

very well known, very famous man, resigned in the midst of all this controversy.  I 

believe he took over at Tyrone Guthrie Theater in Minneapolis. 

 At any rate, I guess it is kind of shocking.  I hadn’t thought about it.  I guess I’m 

so inured to Bruce Willis movies that this kind of thing just seems rather tame. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Yes, uh-hmm.  Yes, he did.  This is all, as far as I know, pretty accurate.  I don’t 

know that they sat around and drank and talked to each other this way, but it’s 

potentially true.  Considering the fact that the father and the older brother were both 

professional actors and O’Neill himself was an actor and a director and a playwright. 

 We get Mary’s philosophy on 1362 — or part of her philosophy.  She defends her 

husband to those boys.  Of course she can attack him plenty herself, but she’s 

defending him when she talks about how he made his way up from ignorance and 

poverty to the top of his profession.  Middle of that page.  “Everyone else admires him 

and you should be the last one to sneer--you, who, thanks to him, have never had to 
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work hard in your life!”  Talking to Jamie.  And Edmund defends him after he tells him to 

shut up, and says, “Oh, dry up, Jamie!  And, for Pete’s sake, Mama, why jump on Jamie 

all of a sudden?” 

Mary [bitterly] Because he’s always sneering at someone else, always looking for 

the worst weakness in everyone, [then with a strange, abrupt change to a 

detached, impersonal tone] But I suppose life has made him like that, and he 

can’t help it.  None of us can help the things life has done to us.  They’re done 

before you realize it, and once they’re done they make you do other things until 

at last everything comes between you and what you’d like to be, and you’ve lost 

your true self forever. 

I think of that were my mother talking I would be alarmed at this point about whether or 

not she had been back in the drugs. 

 But that’s the way she sees it.  You can’t help what life has done to you.  It’s 

done to you before you realize it.  And once they — whoever they are — they’ve done it, 

they make you do other things.  You don’t do it on your own.  They make you.  What life 

has done to you makes you do the things you do.  Until at last everything comes 

between you and what you’d like to be — a pianist or a nun — and you’ve lost your true 

self forever. And the boys concede that she’s messed up, but she’s in denial.  Notice 

how many times her speech direction says “in stubborn denial.”  And Jamie says, “Just 

take a look at your eyes in the mirror.” 

 It’s a pretty good scene that follows this one.  Tyrone comes in — more of this 

drinking.  Bottom of 1364 “Come along, then.  It’s before a meal and I’ve always found 
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that good whiskey, taken in moderation as an appetizer, is the best of tonics.”  Well, the 

rationalization that goes on among these people.  And so Edmund pours a big drink.  

Tyrone frowns admonishingly. 

I said, in moderation. [He pours his own drink and passes the bottle to JAMIE, 

grumbling.] It’s be a waste of breath mentioning moderation to you. [Ignoring the 

hint, JAMIE pours a big drink.  His father scowls--then, giving it up, resumes his 

hearty air, raising his glass.] Well, here’s health and happiness! [EDMUND gives 

a bitter laugh.] That’s a joke!  Tyrone: What is?  Edmund: Nothing.  Here’s how. 

[They drink.] 

 I don’t know.  Did you grow weary of the bitterness as it went on? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Well, one of these people — you know, when Jamie finally passes out you go, 

“Oh, good.”  It is — it doesn’t let up.  It just doesn’t let up.  They’re at each other 

constantly.  And they switch back and forth so quickly.  They try it, but, I mean, doesn’t it 

seem real?  Oh, it seems real. Mary comes in [stage direction — She is excited and 

self-conscious.  As she talks, she glances everywhere except at any of their faces.] Of 

course, because she doesn’t want them to see her eyes. 

 The actors are really required to do a lot.  “Tyrone knows now.  He suddenly 

looks a tired, bitterly sad old man.”  Now, he’s got to do that grrrrrr.  “Edmund glances at 

his father and sees that he knows, but he still cannot help trying to warn his mother.”  

Edmund: “Mama!  Stop talking.”  Mary: “Why do you look at me like that? [Her hands 

flutter up to pat her hair.]” And then she says, middle of 1366, “James!  You don’t 
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understand!”  Tyrone [with dull anger] “I understand that I’ve been a God-damned fool to 

believe in you! [He walks away from her to pour himself a big drink.]” Oh, that’s good.  

Good, good. 

 Mary [her face set in stubborn defiance] — I’m surprised it doesn’t say denial — 

“I don’t know what you mean by ‘believing in me.’  All I’ve felt was distrust and spying 

and suspicion. [then accusingly] Why are you having another drink?  You never have 

more than one before lunch.”  I like that.  You never have more than one drink before 

lunch.  It’s one o’clock, it’s time for cocktails.  You know, it must be six o’clock in 

London.  “I know what to expect.  You will be drunk tonight.  Well, it won’t be the first 

time, will it--or the thousandth? [again she bursts out pleadingly] Oh, James, please!  

You don’t understand!  I’m worried about Edmund!  I’m so afraid he --” 

 Tyrone: “I don’t want to listen to excuses, May.” 

 Mary [strickenly]:  “Excuses?  You mean--?  Oh, you can’t believe that of me.  

You mustn’t believe that, James! [then slipping away into her strange detachment--quite 

casually] Shall we not go into lunch dear?  I don’t want anything but I know you’re 

hungry.  James!  I tried so hard!  I tried so hard!  Please believe--! 

 And Tyrone says, “I suppose you did, Mary. [then grief-strickenly] For the love of 

God, why couldn’t you have the strength to keep on?” 

 Mary [her face setting into that stubborn denial again]:  “I don’t know what you’re 

talking about.  Have the strength to keep on what?” 

 Tyrone [hopelessly]:  “Never mind.  It’s no use now.” 

 Jamie is pretty cynical and brutal, isn’t he?  Another shot in the arm.  He’s the 
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one who has all the bravado.  He’s the one who speaks with the most meanness.  And 

Edmund says, “Cut out that kind of talk.”  And Tyrone, “Yeah, hold your foul tongue and 

your rotten Broadway loafer’s lingo!”  And he tells him the real fault is that they’ve all lost 

their faith in the one true Catholic church.  Don’t you think that’s funny, when he’s 

talking about facts with his father, and he says, “Uh-hmm, yeah, and Shakespeare was 

a Roman Catholic.  It’s in the plays.”  Yeah, and the Duke of Wellington was, too.  Yeah, 

well, he was.  No, I don’t think so. 

 Well, the old man sends the boys off with a ten dollar bill.  They caught him 

cheating so much he has to — well, make up for that, I suppose.  Of course, we find out 

that Edmund shares his money with his brother, Jamie, and Jamie does exactly what 

his father said he would do.  He gets drunk and goes to a house of prostitution.  

Everybody’s into this bottle.  You know, it seems to be the bottomless bottle here.  

Cathleen and Bridget the cook and everybody else is hittin’ it.  And they’re watering it 

down.  I like it when Tyrone comes in and goes, “Mary, you haven’t started drinking on 

top of everything else, have you?” 

 And we find she has some soliloquies.  She talks to herself sometimes.  In this 

case, a little more realistically, she’s talking to Cathleen when she says that she had 

dreamed as a girl of being a nun and she also dreamed of being a concert pianist.  And 

now her hands are all twisted up with rheumatism and, of course, she’s married to 

Tyrone.  We also get the background on how she met him, that he was a matinee idol 

and when her father introduced her to him she fell in love right then and so did he.  “I 

forgot all about becoming a nun or a concert pianist.  All I wanted was to be his wife.” 
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 And then Cathleen leaves, page 1383, and Mary is alone on the stage.  It’s not 

necessarily a soliloquy so much as she is just talking to herself.  And I think it works.  I 

think she can get away with this.   

Mary [bitterly] You’re a sentimental fool.  What is so wonderful about that first 

meeting between a silly romantic schoolgirl and a matinee idol?  You were much 

happier before you knew he existed, in the Convent when you used to pray to the 

Blessed Virgin. [longingly] If I could only find the faith I lost, so I could pray again!  

“Hail, Mary, full of grace!  The Lord is with Thee; blessed art Thou among 

women.”  [sneeringly] You expect the Blessed Virgin to be fooled by a lying dope 

fiend reciting words!  You can’t hide from her! 

The language seems to get stronger as it goes along.  This is true.  And I’m talking 

about words like dope fiend as she characterizes herself.    

 Well, finally we get to Act 4 which is the heart of the play, certainly the heart of 

the autobiographical part of the play.  With the scene beginning with Edmund and his 

father, and then concluding with Edmund and Jamie, and then Tyrone getting back into 

the mix.  And then finally Mary coming in to complete the play and all four of them are 

together one more time.  It’s beautifully arranged.  But here’s father and son and this 

thing about Shakespeare and the Duke of Wellington being Roman Catholics.  And he 

tells him to turn out the light and he won’t do it.  He says, “I heard you, and as far as I’m 

concerned it stays on.”  And he says, “If you want to be a crazy miser put it out 

yourself!” 

 And Tyrone is angry.   You’ve gotta remember too, these people have been 
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drinking all day.  It’s getting towards midnight now.  And he says, “Forgive me, lad.  I 

forgot--You shouldn’t goad me into losing my temper.”  Now Edmund’s ashamed of 

himself.  “Forget it, Papa.  I apologize, too.  I had no right being nasty about nothing.  I 

am a bit soused, I guess.  I’ll put out the damned light.”  And he starts to get up and 

Tyrone says, “No, stay where you are.  Let it burn.” 

 This is great business.  For the old man to get up and start turning these lights 

on, knowing that it’s just killing him to do that.  Just turn ‘em on, turn ‘em on.  Tyrone: 

“We’ll have them all on!  Let them burn!  To hell with them!  The poorhouse is the end of 

the road, and it might as well be sooner as later!”  And Edmund has to laugh at him.  He 

says, “That’s a grand curtain.  You’re a wonder, Papa.”  I mean, these people are 

histrionic by profession. 

 Anyway, he says, “Well, if you split the money I gave you with him, like a fool --” 

He says, “It doesn’t take a soothsayer to tell Jamie is probably in the whorehouse.” 

 Edmund: “What of it if he is?  Why not?” 

 Tyrone [contemptuously] “Why not, indeed.  It’s the fit place for him.  If he’s ever 

had a loftier dream than whores and whiskey, he’s never shown it.” 

 Edmund protests: “Oh, for Pete’s sake, Papa!  If you’re going to start that stuff, I’ll 

beat it.” 

 Tyrone: “All right, all right, I’ll stop.  God knows, I don’t like the subject either.  

Will you join me in a drink?” 

 Edmund: “Ah!  Now you’re talking!”  

It’s strange to me this odd formality and this clicking of glasses that goes on among 
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these people.   

 Tyrone [passes the bottle to him--mechanically]  “I’m wrong to treat you.  You’ve 

had enough already.” 

 Edmund [pouring a big drink--a bit drunkenly]  “Enough is not as good as a 

feast.” 

 And anyway, the old man says, “You should have more sense than to risk--” and 

Edmund says, “To hell with sense!  We’re all crazy.  What do we want with sense?”  

Then he quotes Ernest Dowson.  “They are not long, the weeping and the laughter, / 

Love and desire and hate: / I think they have no portion in us after / We pass the gate.”  

And, of course, this is where the lines — “Days of Wine and Roses” comes from.  I think 

this is slightly misquoted.  “Out of a misty dream / Our paths emerge for a while, then 

close / Within a dream” I believe is how it goes. 

 But he talks about the fog and how he got lost in the fog.  And look at the way 

Edmund talks.  He says he felt as if he had drowned long ago.  “As if I was a ghost 

belonging to the fog, and the fog was the ghost of the sea.  It felt damned peaceful to be 

nothing more than a ghost within a ghost.”  He goes on and mentions Gorgons, and he 

says, “You see him and you die--that is, inside you--and have to go on living as a 

ghost.” 

 Tyrone [impressed and at the same time revolted].  Now, that’s an interesting 

thing that that actor has to do.  He’s impressed with the boy’s language but he’s 

revolted by his sentiments.  Tyrone: “You have a poet in you but it’s a damned morbid 

one! [forcing a smile] Devil take your pessimism.  I feel low-spirited enough. [He signs.] 
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Why can’t you remember your Shakespeare and forget the third raters.  You’ll find what 

you’re trying to say in him--as you’ll find everything else worth saying.  ‘We are such 

stuff as dreams are made on, and our little life is rounded with a sleep.’” 

 Well, good for the old man.  That’s pretty good.  It’s pretty much what the boy 

was saying, isn’t it?  He pulls that line out and it fits.  But Edmund says, ironically — it’s 

pretty difficult to speak ironically, by the way — “Fine!  That’s beautiful.  But I wasn’t 

trying to say that.  We are such stuff as manure is made on, so let’s drink up and forget 

it.  That’s more my idea.”  Tyrone [disgustedly]   “Ach!  Keep such sentiments to 

yourself.” 

 Do you ever say things to your parents just to upset ‘em?  Do you ever adopt a 

point of view that you don’t even particularly believe in, just to keep it going? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 The ones you believe in upset ‘em enough?  Oh, I think we all play that -- 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Haven’t done it for 30 years?  Oh, I can remember, though.  I can remember just 

— you know, “Oh, should I?  Well, why not.”  Go ahead and, “Dad, I’ve joined the SDS 

because I want” — you know.  Students for a Democratic Society.  It would’ve upset him 

at the time.  “Dad, you know how you always said we should, you know, respect each 

other’s differences?  Well, I’ve got something I need to tell you.”  You know, things like 

that.  But he is doing that.  He’s mocking the old man, quoting Baudelaire and so forth, 

like he does here.  “Be always drunken.”  Be drunken continually, whether with virtue or 

wine or poetry, but be drunken continually. 
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 And the old man says, “It’s morbid nonsense!”  He says, “But you recited it well, 

lad.  Who wrote it?”  Edmund: “Baudelaire.”  Tyrone: “Never heard of him.”  And then he 

quotes another Baudelaire poem, a little unlikely to me that he might have all 21 lines 

down cold, but it does describe Jamie’s life.  Tyrone reacts with irritable disgust.  

“Morbid filth!  Where the hell do you get your taste in literature?  Filth and despair and 

pessimism!  Another atheist, I suppose.  When you deny God, you deny hope.  That’s 

the trouble with you.  If you’d get down on your knees--” 

 Edmund says, “It’s a good likeness of Jamie, don’t you think, hunted by himself 

and whiskey, hiding in a Broadway hotel room with some fat tart--he likes them fat--

reciting Dowson’s Cynara to her.”  And then he goes into that.  “Surely the kisses of her 

bought red mouth were sweet; / But I was desolate and sick of an old passion.”  And he 

says, “And the poor fat burlesque queen doesn’t get a word of it, but suspects she’s 

being insulted!  And Jamie never loved any Cynara, and was never faithful to a woman 

in his life, even in his fashion!”  I’ll be faithful to you Cynara, in my fashion. 

 He’s got his brother’s number pretty much.  And, in fact, what happens that night 

exactly corresponds to what he predicted.  “Poor Dowson.  Booze and consumption got 

him.”  Says the man with a glass of whiskey in his hand and TB in his lungs. 

 Tyrone: “Where you get your taste in authors [thickly] That damned library of 

yours!  Voltaire, Rousseau” — famous atheists — “Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, Ibsen!  

Atheists, fools, and madmen!  And your poets!  This Dowson, and this Baudelaire, and 

Swinburne and Oscar Wilde, and Whitman and Poe!  Whore-mongers and degenerates!  

Bah!  When I’ve three good sets of Shakespeare there you could read.” Edmund 
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[provocatively] “They say he was a souse, too.”  Tyrone: “They lie!” 

 Well, daddy liked his glass.  It’s a good man’s failing.  Remember Cathleen says 

that too.  Anyway.  “Don’t compare him with the pack you’ve got in there.  Your dirty 

Zola!  And your Dante Gabriel Rossetti who was a dope fiend!”  Well, he did use 

chlorohydrate.  This is true.  Your dirty Zola.  Well, they hear her upstairs, hear Mary 

upstairs, and hope to God she doesn’t come down.  And Edmund says, “She’ll be 

nothing but a ghost haunting the past by this time.”  Back before I was born. 

 And the old man talks about his wife’s father.  He says, “The only happy days 

she’s ever known were in her father’s home, or at the Convent, praying and playing the 

piano.”  Which is supposed to recall us to a speech that she made with Cathleen, that 

she was happiest when she was praying to the Virgin Mary or when she was planning 

her vocation as a nun, or when she was playing the piano.”  He says, “She condemns 

my drinking but she forgets her father’s.”  And Edmund says, “We don’t seem able to 

avoid unpleasant topics, do we?”  Well, we wouldn’t have a play, certainly, if we did. 

 So they want to play cards — or they get out the cards.  This is some difficult 

stage stuff.  If you’ve ever had to play cards on stage, it’s hard to do.  You’ve got to 

shuffle and deal and kind of play like you’re keeping track of what’s going on.  Anyway, 

he says — his father defends his mother, says that the poison has made her not 

responsible.  He says, “It never should have gotten a hold on her!”  And then he blames 

his father’s stinginess. 

 Then we get Tyrone’s poor childhood story.  First of all, Edmund mentions his 

suicide attempt and that’s just mentioned once.  About Jimmie the Priest, this bar.  
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Tyrone tried to commit suicide.  “You weren’t in your right mind” — this is 1402 — “No 

son of mine would ever — you were drunk.”  Edmund: “I was stone cold sober.  That 

was the trouble.  I’d stopped to think too long.”  Which might remind you of Keats where 

he says, “Where but to think is to be full of sorrow.”  Or even better, talking about being 

sober, A. Hausman when he says, “Could men be drunk forever with liquor lover fights?  

Gladly would I rise in the morning and gladly go to bed at night.  But men at times are 

sober and think by fits and starts.  And when they think they fasten their hands upon 

their hearts.”  I’d stopped to think too long.  Ask the drunk, “Why do you drink?”  “I drink 

to forget.”  “What are you trying to forget?”  “I don’t know.  It works.” 

 Tyrone: “Don’t start your damned atheist morbidness again!  I don’t care to 

listen.”  And then “What do you know of the value of a dollar?”  And we get this whole 

thing about how the old man had to walk through snow six miles to the one-room 

schoolhouse, carrying his little biscuit in a tin bucket that froze to the bucket.  Was that a 

different story?  Sorry.  Leaving little pink footprints behind where his feet were wrapped 

in — everybody has these stories.  You say you won’t tell your kids.  You will, will too.  

You will, too.  And they’ll say, “I need a new Jeep” and you’ll say, “I didn’t get a Jeep 

until I was 17.”  And you’ll tell ‘em about it, right?  About the hard times that you had 

growing up.  Well.  “I worked 12 hours a day in a machine shop, learning to make files.  

Fifty cents a week!”  And my mother did laundry.  Anyway, he says “I learned to be a 

miser.”  He understands that he’s a miser.  And that he ruined himself by buying the 

play. 

 Well, then Edmund speaks — on 1405 -- and he says, “Do you want to hear 
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some of my high spots?”  And he talks about when he was on this square rigger ship, 

bound for Buenos Aires. 

I lay on the bowsprit, facing astern, with the water foaming into spume under me, 

the masts with every sail white in the moonlight, towering high above me.  I 

became drunk with the beauty and singing rhythm of it, and for a moment I lost 

myself--actually lost my life.  I was set free!  I dissolved in the sea, became white 

sails and flying spray, became beauty and rhythm, became moonlight and the 

ship and the high dim-starred sky! 

Did people talk that way?  Sometimes they do.  Sometimes poets do.  Sometimes Irish 

poets from Mississippi do.  Anyway, he says, “within greater than my own life, or the life 

of Man, to Life itself!  To God, if you want to put it that way.” 

 And he says there were other times that he’s felt this way.  And he says, end of 

that long speech, “It was a great mistake, my being born a man.  I would have been 

much more successful as a sea gull or a fish.  As it is, I will always be a stranger who 

never feels at home, who does not really want and is not really wanted, who can never 

belong, who must always be a little in love with death!” 

 Tyrone stares at him, impressed.  “Yes, there’s the makings of a poet in you all 

right.  But that’s morbid craziness about not being wanted and loving death.”  And 

Edmund says, “The makings of a poet.”  And this is what they used to call cigarette 

papers and loose tobacco, were makings.  And he says, 

No, I’m afraid I’m like the guy who is always panhandling for a smoke.  He hasn’t 

even got the makings.  He’s got only the habit.  I couldn’t touch what I tried to tell 
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you just now.  I just stammered.  That’s the best I’ll ever do.  I mean, if I live.  

Well, it will be faithful realism, at least.  Stammering is the native eloquence of us 

fog people. 

What a statement.  He has just painted a beautiful scene of his youthful escape from 

himself and into nature or whatever it was when he was on that ship.  And then he talks 

about his own life and how he feels, and he does it in such an eloquent and beautiful 

way that his father is impressed.  He has the makings of a poet.  He says, “Naw, that’s 

just stammering.  I couldn’t touch what I really felt. 

 He feels the frustration that many of us feel when we know we want to articulate 

something and we don’t feel we have the power or the talent to say it.  Of course, the 

irony here — I get so sick of writing “irony” in my own margins — but the irony here is 

that this is Eugene O’Neill.  This is Edmund.  This is Edmund who will grow up, who will 

survive tuberculosis, and who will go on to be a Nobel Prize winning playwright.  He 

does have the makings and he does have the talent, but he is not there yet.  Still got to 

stammer his way through this. 

 Well, here comes Jamie.  “Had serious accident.  The front steps tried to trample 

on me.  Took advantage of fog to waylay me.  Ought to be a lighthouse out there.  Dark 

in here, too.  What the hell is this, the morgue?  Lesh have some light on subject.”  

Don’t you like it when he turns the lights back on?  After he’s turned them on and then, 

“This is really bright in here.”  It’s just — you know, you can’t change him at this point.  

Anyway.  So Jamie wants another drink.  Now it’s just Edmund and Jamie.  The old man 

has left conveniently because he doesn’t want to hear this boy.  “Pass out if you want 
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to.”  Jamie: “Can’t, that’s trouble.  Had enough to sink a ship, but can’t sink.”  And so 

forth. 

 And so they share more alcohol and he tells us about his evening with Fat Violet.  

And then he says, “Where’s the hophead?” and his brother slugs him.  This is another 

— you know, having your actors play cards onstage, besides having your actors speak 

ironically, is pretty daring, is asking an awful lot of actors.  And having actors perform 

violence onstage is even worse.  It’s hard to do, it’s hard to get away with. 

 If you’ve ever been in a Shakespeare play where you’ve had to whack each other 

with swords and that kind of thing, you know that the audience is going, “Oooh, watch 

out.  Don’t hurt each other.”  They’re no longer watching the play, they’re watching 

people up there with swords.  And it’s the same thing when you strike somebody 

onstage.  There’s a scene in “Death of a Salesman” where Willie strikes Biff.  I played 

Willie and I really disliked that actor, so it wasn’t a bad moment.  No, no.  But the 

audience goes, “Oooh, they’re really hitting.”  You have to be very careful with it.  And 

they do it twice.  Edmund pops him later on, too. 

 Look at the stage direction, one-third down on 1410.  Jamie is talking about his 

mother and says, “I suppose I can’t forgive her--yet.  It meant so much.  I’d begun to 

hope, if she’d beaten the game, I could, too. [He begins to sob, and the horrible part of 

his weeping is that it appears sober, not the maudlin tears of drunkenness.]” That’s an 

amazing stage direction that O’Neill gives us.  That’s like a novel.  And he also says 

he’s known about it more. 

 Then the amazing revelation between Jamie and Edmund.  “I’ve gotta tell you 
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something now I should’ve told you a long time ago, and it’s not just this in vino veritas 

stuff.”  But that he says, “I’ve been a bad influence and I did it on purpose.”  He said, “I 

wanted you to fail.  Always jealous of you.  Mama’s baby, Papa’s pet!”  And then a real 

low blow.  “And it was your being born that started Mama on dope.”  Edmund says, “Cut 

it out, Jamie! You’re crazy!”  Jamie: “But don’t get wrong idea, Kid.  I love you more than 

I hate you.”  That’s after he’s said I can’t help hating your guts.   

 Is Jamie telling the truth or is he just drunk?  I think he’s telling the truth.  I think 

that’s the way he really feels.  He feels guilty about his brother, his brother who admired 

him and adulated him and imitated him, and secretly maybe even from himself.  He 

wanted his brother to fail.  He says, “Think of me as dead--tell people ‘I had a brother, 

but he’s dead.’”  And he passes out. He comes to long enough to quote Rossetti: 

 “Look in my face.  My name is Might-Have Been; 

 I am also called No More, Too Late, Farewell.” 

 Creepy moment when the piano begins, being played badly.  We know 

somebody’s downstairs, don’t we?  And here she comes.  “Her eyes look enormous.  

Her white hair is braided in two pigtails which hang over her breast.”  She has braided 

her hair while she was upstairs doing the morphine.  And what does she have?  The old 

white satin wedding gown.  And Jamie, of course, “The Mad Scene.  Enter Ophelia!”  It’s 

your mother.  Edmund is quicker than his father.  He slaps Jamie across the mouth with 

the back of his hand.  Tyrone: “Good boy, Edmund.  The dirty blackguard!  His own 

mother!”  Jamie: “All right, Kid.  Had it coming.  But I told you how much I’d hoped--” and 

then he starts sobbing.  And Tyrone says, “I’ll kick you out in the gutter tomorrow.” 
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 Anyway, Mary’s not with us anyway, is she?  “I play so badly now.  I’m all out of 

practice.  Sister Theresa will give me a dreadful scolding.”  La la.  He says, “What’s she 

got there?”  Edmund: “Her wedding gown, I suppose.”  And Tyrone: “You don’t want to 

mess this up.  Let me have it.”  And then finally Edmund just tells her impulsively, 

“Mama!  It isn’t a summer cold!  I’ve got consumption!  It’s the thing that killed your 

father.” 

 But Jamie is still quoting poetry.  Tyrone: “Oh, we’re fools to pay any attention.”  

And Mary has the last word.  Think of the way this scene looks because all of the lights 

have come on.  She’s turned all the lights on which seems uncharacteristic, considering 

her condition.  But she just more or less comes down stage front and speaks.   

I had a talk with Mother Elizabeth.  She is so sweet and good.  A saint on earth.  I 

love her dearly.  It may be sinful of me but I love her better than my own mother.   

And she goes on to say: 

She said, if I was so sure [about becoming a nun] then I wouldn’t mind putting 

myself to a test by going home after I graduated, and living as other girls lived, 

going out to parties and dances. 

I wish you could see Kathryn Hepburn doing this.  Just try to imagine.  It must be awful 

hearing my voice coming through on this.   “Then after a year or two I still felt sure, I 

could come back” — or whatever.  “That was in the winter of senior year.  Then in the 

spring something happened to me.  Yes, I remember.  I fell in love with James Tyrone 

and was so happy for a time.”  And then they just curtain on that because by this time all 

the three men are quiet and silent in a tableau.  I think it’s a beautiful ending. 



ENG 351 Lecture 20 25  

 It was not pleasant to read, was it?  It’s hard to get through.  It’s not pleasant to 

watch.  But one of the things that Eugene O’Neill believed in was the Aristotelian idea of 

theater and catharsis.  That if you have not had a dysfunctional family, good for you.  If 

you know people who are substance abusers or if you know of people who’ve lied and 

cheated, and know people who blame everybody else for what’s happened to ‘em, this 

might resonate a little bit with you.  And you might even have a little pity for the people 

involved, a little concern that it might happen to you, and that’s where catharsis comes 

from. 

 

  

 

 

  


