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            Introduction

         

         There is an extraordinarily limited and homogeneous vocabulary of critical writing about Shepard, a thin lexicon of both praise and detraction. Over and over one sees his work described as ‘powerful’ – ‘brutally’ or ‘grimly’ or ‘oddly’ powerful, but muscular beyond question. Again and again one hears him called ‘surrealist’ or ‘gothic’ or, a bit more infrequently, a ‘mythic realist’ (the most colourful appellation I’ve seen, affixed to Shepard by our most rococo reviewer, is the ‘bucking bronco’ of American theatre). To his detractors he is always ‘obscure’, usually ‘wilfully’ so, and always ‘undisciplined.’ But even some of his enemies acknowledge his ‘theatrical magic’, always with that phrase, and admirers and some enemies alike point to his plays’ ‘richness of texture’, always in those words.

         The same sort of ready-made language can be found in discussions of Shepard’s themes or motifs. Nearly everyone is agreed that the great majority of his plays deal with one or more of these matters: the death (or betrayal) of the American dream; the decay of our national myths; the growing mechanisation of our lives; the search for roots; the travail of the family. (The trouble is, this cluster of related notions would apply to a good many other American writers as well.)

         Most critics find it hard clearly to extract even these ideas from Shepard’s plays, many of which are in fact extraordinarily resistant to thematic exegesis. Shepard’s most ardent enthusiasts have got round the problem by arguing that he isn’t (or wasn’t; there’s been a significant change in his latest plays, which I’ll take up later) talking about anything but rather making something, a familiar notion in avant-garde circles and, as far as it goes, a correct one. They point out that his genius lies not in ideas or thought but in the making of images; he speaks more to the eye, or to the ear (in terms of expressive sound, though not necessarily in terms of immediate sense), than to the mind.

         I don’t fully accept this argument, though I see its virtues, and I do share in some of the prevailing uncertainties. I don’t mean that I’m uncertain about the value of Shepard’s work, but I find the question of ‘themes’ troubling, primarily because I detect a confusion in him about them. But the real difficulty I share with many critics isn’t so much deciding what the work is as knowing how to write about what it is. How to wield a critical vocabulary that won’t be composed of clichés and stock phrases, how devise a strategy of discourse to deal usefully with this dramatist who slips out of all the categories?

         I hold Shepard before me as the subject of this essay. There he is, changing his skin as though by an annual molting; seeming, and often being, disorderly, sometimes to the point of chaos; obeying – until recently at any rate – no fixed or familiar principles of dramatic construction; borrowing, like an exultant magpie, from every source in or out of the theatre; being frequently obscure, though never, I think, ‘wilfully’ so.

         
            *

         

         If there’s a more nearly perfect exemplar of a cultural education gained (‘absorbed’ is a better word) in the fifties than Sam Shepard, I can’t imagine who it might be. I first saw him at the Open Theater in 1965, a James Dean-like youth with an un-Dean-like intellectual glint in his eyes. Even after I’d overcome my initial dismay at such easy and untutored confidence, it took me a while to see that there wasn’t any reason he couldn’t be a playwright or anything else. For the fifties, out of which he came, or sidled, was the era in which two things started to happen of great importance to our subsequent culture. One was that the distance between ‘high’ and ‘low’ in art began to be obliterated, and the other was that the itch for ‘expression’, for hurling the self’s words against anonymity and silence, began to beat down the belief in the necessity for formal training, apprenticeship and growth that had always been held in regard to drama or any art.

         Shepard is much more than the product of these developments, but they do infect or, from another judgement, animate him in profound ways. He was born in Illinois but grew up in Southern California, and that vivid, disastrous milieu has been the psychic and imaginative ground of all his plays, whatever their literal geography might be. He has said that he lived in a ‘car culture for the young’ and that the Southern California towns held a ‘kind of junk magic’. In a few autobiographical fragments and elliptical interviews he tells of a life resembling that in the movie American Graffiti, only tougher, shrewder, more seeded with intimations of catastrophe in the midst of swagger.

         Shepard seems to have come out of no literary or theatrical tradition at all but precisely from the breakdown or absence – on the level of art if not of commerce – of all such traditions in America. Such a thing is never a clean, absolute stride away from the ruins; fragments of tradition, bits of history, cling to every razed site and to one’s shoes. But in his case one does see a movement with very little cultural time at its back, or only the thinnest slice of the immediate past, a willed movement, it might be said, for one sometimes suspects Shepard of wanting to be thought sui generis, a self-creation. That he must, for example, have been influenced by Jack Gelber’s 1959 play The Connection, by some of Ronald Tavel’s work, by certain aspects of Pinter and, more recently, by Edward Bond, as well as by elements of what we call theatrical ‘absurdity,’ are things he has never mentioned.

         What we do know is that in a sense he’s a writer in spite of himself. In 1971 he said that ‘I don’t want to be a playwright, I want to be a rock and roll star … I got into writing plays because I had nothing else to do. So I started writing to keep from going off the deep end.’ Naturally, there’s much disingenuousness in this, something tactical, but it oughtn’t to be disbelieved entirely. Shepard’s plays sometimes do give off a whiff of reluctance to being plays, a hint of dissatisfaction with the form. And his recent incarnation as a film actor increases our sense that he’s had something else, or something additional, in mind all along.

         For what was true for him when he started (as it was true for the general culture in its youthful sectors), was that a mode of expression existed more compelling, more seductive and more in affinity with the outburst of the personal than writing in the old high formal sense. In light of Shepard’s rock ambitions, listen to him on the genre. It made, he said (without punctuation) ‘movies theatre books painting and art go out the window none of it stands a chance against the Who the Stones and Old Yardbirds Credence Traffic the Velvet Underground Janis and Jimi …’

         Nevertheless Shepard did pluck drama from outside the window and became a writer. But the influence of rock is major and pervasive, if most direct in his early plays. It can be seen in the plays’ songs, of course, but also, more subtly, in a new kind of stage language, contemporary in a harsh, jumpy way, edging, as both rock lyrics and rock talk do, between pseudo-professional argot and a personal tone of cocksure assertion. It is almost hermetic at times, but one can always detect a type of savage complaint and a belligerent longing. Thematically, rock, or rather the legendary status of its star performers, provided the direct subject of Suicide in bFlat and The Tooth of Crime.

         But rock isn’t the only musical style Shepard employs. A whole range of other genres can be found: modern jazz, blues, country and western, and folk music of several kinds. Shepard has always claimed, or others have on his behalf, that these musical elements are as important to many of his plays as their speech, and that the same thing is true for his decors. Indeed it’s difficult to imagine much of his work without its music, by which I mean that it’s not an embellishment or a strategic device, in the manner of Brecht, to interrupt the flow of a sequential narrative, but an integral part of the plays’ devising of new consciousness.

         Shepard’s physical materials and perspectives come largely from developments in the graphic arts and dance during his adolescence and early career. He has said that Jackson Pollock was important to him, but what seems more active in his sensibility are emanations from the ‘happenings’ phase of painting and sculpture, collage in the manner of Johns and Rauschenberg, and the mixed-media experiments of the latter artist with John Cage and others. His sets reveal all these influences at two extremes: their occasional starkness, a bare space in which lighting is the chief or only emotive or ‘placing’ factor, and their frequent stress on dirt, dreck – the kitchen of 4-H Club, ‘littered with paper, cans, and various trash,’ or the set for The Unseen Hand, composed of an ‘old ’51 Chevrolet convertible, bashed and dented, no tyres … garbage, tin cans, cardboard boxes, Coca-Cola bottles and other junk’.

         More generally, in regard to subject and reference, to iconography, we can observe a far-flung network of influences, interests and obsessions that have gone into the making of Shepard’s work. The most substantial of these are the car or ‘road’ culture of his youth, science-fiction, Hollywood Westerns and the myth of the West in general, and television in its pop or junk aspects. Besides these, Shepard himself has mentioned ‘vaudeville, circuses … trance dances, faith healing ceremonials … medicine shows’, to which we might add telepathic states, hallucinatory experiences (drug-induced or not), magic and witchcraft.

         Eclectic as all this seems, something binds it together, and this is that nearly everything I’ve mentioned is to one degree or another an interest or engagement of the pop and counter cultures that had their beginnings in the fifties. When we reflect on what these movements or climates have left us – their presence is still felt in the form of a corpse not quite grown cold – a set of major impulses immediately emerges: a stance against authority and tradition, anti-elitism, the assertion of the untaught self in impatience and sometimes mockery.

         But one sees in it all too – something most pertinent to a rumination on Shepard’s plays – another and more subtle configuration: a world of discards and throwaways, of a nostalgie de boue appeased by landscapes filled with detritus and interiors strewn with debris, of floating images, unfinished acts, discontinuity and dissonance, abruptnesses and illogicalities; an impatience with time for proceeding instead of existing all at once, like space; and with space for having limits, fixed contours and finality.

         This in large part is Shepard’s theatrical world. I said that his plays emerged far more from new movements outside the theatre than from within it, but what really happened can’t be that clear. If he’s never acknowledged any debt to the so-called Absurdists, or to any other playwrights for that matter, whether or not he learned directly from them scarcely matters. He learned alongside them, so to speak, or in their wake, in the same atmosphere of rejection of linear construction, cause-and-effect sequences, logical procedures, coherent or consistent characters, and the tying of language to explicit meanings that distinguished the new drama from its predecessors.

         Except for its final phrases, a note to the actors preceding the text of Angel City might have been written by almost any avant-garde playwright of recent years, and in fact goes back in its central notion to Strindberg’s revolutionary preface to Miss Julie. ‘The term “character”,’ Shepard wrote, ‘could be thought of in a different way when working on this play. Instead of the idea of a “whole character” with logical motives behind his behaviour which the actor submerges himself into, he should consider instead a fractured whole with bits and pieces of characters flying off the central theme. Collage construction, jazz improvisation. Music or painting in space.’

         What distinguished Shepard’s plays from most others in the new American repertoire was their greater vivacity and elasticity, even more their far greater impurity, the presence in them of so many energies and actions not previously thought properly dramatic. More than any other American playwright of the sixties, he broke down the fixed definitions of the dramatic. But doing this brought risks. He has said he wants to create ‘total’ theatre, and this ambition is both the spur to his triumphs and the clue to his delinquencies. For total theatre, where everything is present at once, can result in a cancelling-out, a murk and confusion.

         
            *

         

         In its straightforwardness and sparseness of action True West is surely the least typical of all his works. Its protagonists, two brothers who somewhat resemble Lenny and Teddy in Pinter’s Homecoming (as the play itself also resembles Pinter in its portentous pauses and mysterious references) clash over their respective roles. Lee, the drifter and man of the desert, envies Austin, the successful screenwriter, and takes over his position by selling a producer on an ‘authentic’ Western, one, that’s to say, drawn entirely from his own matter of fact and therefore non-artistic, uninvented experience.

         Austin, not an artist but a contriver of entertainment, nevertheless represents the imagination against Lee’s literalness. Their battle shifts its ground until Austin, in the face of Lee’s claim that his story reveals the ‘true’ West, retorts that ‘there’s no such thing as the West any more. It’s a dead issue!’ The myths are used up. Still, his own identity has been found within his work of manipulating popular myths and he finds himself draining away under the pressure of Lee’s ruthless ‘realism’. The play ends with Austin’s murderous attack on his brother, a last desperate attempt to preserve a self.

         
             

         

         RICHARD GILMAN
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             Productions

         

         True West  was first performed at the Magic Theatre, San Francisco, on 10 July 1980. The cast was as follows:

         Austin  Peter Coyote

         Lee  Jim Haynie

         Saul Kimmer  Tom Dahlgren

         Mom  Carol McElheney

         Director  Robert Woodruff

         This production transferred to the Public Theater, New York, on 23 December 1980, directed by Joseph Papp, with Tommy Lee Jones as Austin and Peter Boyle as Lee.

         
             

         

         The play was revived at the Steppenwolf Theatre, Chicago, with Gary Sinise and John Malkovich. This production transferred to the Cherry Lane Theatre, New York, on 1 April 1982 for a run of 762 performances. with the lead roles later played by actors including Jim Belushi, Erik Estrada, Gary Cole, Dennis Quaid and Randy Quaid.





OEBPS/new_logo_online.png
it

FARBRER & FABRER





OEBPS/faber_branding_logo.png





OEBPS/9780571353705_cover_epub.jpg





