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      Context

      
      Sam Shepard was born November 5, 1943, in Fort Sheridan, Illinois. He went to school in California, and at the age of twenty
         found himself in New York City, having jumped ship from the Bishop's Company Repertory Players. To support himself, Shepard
         worked at the Village Gate, a downtown mecca of good food and good jazz. The head waiter at the Village Gate was a man named
         Ralph Cook, who announced to his staff that he was looking for new plays. Shepard had a one-act called Cowboys, and the two men produced it sometime the following week.
      

      
      The play gained rave reviews from Michael Smith of the Village Voice, and the rest is theatrical history. Shepard has proved himself to be one of the most prolific, original, and important playwrights
         of his generation, having written over forty plays and having won nearly every major award given out in the American theater.
      

      
      Shepard also became a screen actor in Terrence Malick's film Days of Heaven (1978), and received and Academy Award nomination for his portrayal of Chuck Yeager in Phillip Kaufman's The Right Stuff. Shepard is currently married to actress Jessica Lange and lives on a farm in Virginia with their two children. Aside from
         True West (1980), Shepard's other notable plays include The Tooth of Crime (1972),  Curse of the Starving Class (1978), Buried Child (1979, Pulitzer Prize), Fool For Love (1983), and A Lie of the Mind (1986, New York Drama Critics Circle Award).
      

      
      True West was first performed at the Magic Theatre in San Francisco on July 10, 1980. The play is, at first glance, a far more traditional
         narrative than those usually spun by Sam Shepard, a darling of the off-off-Broadway movement. Indeed, Shepard built his reputation
         for being almost stubbornly experimental. His plays defied the kitchen sink realism so persistent in the American theater.
         With True West, however, he abandoned his typical incredibly long monologues and lack of cohesive narrative in favor of clever banter and
         tight plotting.
      

      
      True West takes its place in Shepard's continuing investigation of the volatile relationship between father and son. From his earliest
         one acts to the recent The Late Henry Moss (2000), Shepard has obsessively mapped the painful necessity to at least attempt to break away from a father's influence.
         Although in True West the brothers' father never appears onstage, "the old man" nonetheless hangs over the entire play like the pendulum over the
         pit.
      

      
      After its debut at the Magic Theatre, True West moved to the Public Theater in New York. It did not take on the status of American masterpiece, however, until the Steppenwolf
         Theater Company's famous revival of the play starring Gary Sinise and John Malkovich in 1984. In the most recent notable production,
         Philip Seymour Hoffman and John C. Reilly went toe-to-toe in the story of brotherly conflict. To emphasize the brothers being
         one half of a whole person, the two actors switched roles for different performances, even asking the Tony awards committee
         to consider them as one actor—a request the committee denied by giving both men nominations for Best Actor.
      

      
   
      
      Plot Overview

      
      Austin, a neatly dressed screenwriter, house-sits for his mother in southern California while working on a screenplay. His
         brother, Lee, a scruffy drunk, arrives to the house and pesters Austin. Lee is not there for house-sitting, however, but for
         stealing. Lee's only interest at first is to rob the houses in his mother's neighborhood of household appliances. Though Austin
         protests, there is not much he can do to stop his brother. Austin simply requests that Lee be out of the house when a movie
         producer comes to visit later in the day.
      

      
      While the producer, Saul Kimmer, is still in the kitchen with Austin, Lee returns, carrying a stolen television set. Rather
         than leave, Lee talks the producer into a game of golf and convinces him to take a look at the outline of a story Lee has
         been thinking about. That night, Austin helps his brother type out a ridiculous scenario involving two men chasing each other
         through "Tornado Country." The brothers stay up late into the night working on the outline for Saul Kimmer.
      

      
      The next day, after the golf game, Lee comes home in high spirits. As part of a gamble Lee has struck with Saul on the golf
         course, Saul has agreed to produce Lee's project and drop Austin's. To add insult to injury, Saul wants Austin to write the
         screenplay for Lee's ridiculous western. Austin initially does not believe the strange turn of events, but Saul comes to the
         house and explains the situation. Lee's scenario is hot, while Austin's scenario is old and tired.
      

      
      That night Austin gets horribly drunk while Lee tries to type out the screenplay to accompany his movie idea. The two brothers
         discuss the fact that Saul seems to think the two of them are the same person. Austin mocks Lee for not being able to write
         a screenplay, while Lee bets Austin that he could not even steal a toaster.
      

      
      As the action of the play continues the brothers gradually begin to transform into one another. This transformation is marked
         by extensive talk about their father, who has run away from his life in the suburbs and now lives out in the desert. Though
         his life has been domestic and respectable up to this point, Austin now begins to feel the pull of the desert.
      

      
      Chaos descends upon the kitchen: the next morning finds Austin polishing thirty toasters he has stolen from neighborhood houses
         overnight and Lee smashing the typewriter with Saul's golf club. Austin expresses a great need to get away from the suburbs
         and to live in the desert. He begs Lee to take him to the desert. Lee agrees, but only on the condition that Austin help him
         write the screenplay. The brothers begin to write in earnest. Lee stalks around the kitchen and Austin scribbles furiously
         at a pad. They are both incredibly drunk.
      

      
      Without warning, Mom arrives home early from her trip to Alaska. She sees her kitchen ruined and all her houseplants dead.
         The brothers, not sure what to do, apologize about the mess and ask Mom about her trip. She says she came home early because
         she wanted to see her houseplants again and because Picasso was supposed to be coming to town. Austin changes the subject,
         announcing that the brothers are going to go to the desert. Lee, however, says that is not the case. Lee tries to go but Austin
         strangles him with a telephone cord. Mom has had enough and leaves for a motel. When Austin thinks he has killed Lee he begins
         to go. Lee, however, jumps up quickly and blocks his brother's exit.
      

      
   
      
      Character List

      
      
         Austin  - 
            A squeaky clean Ivy League graduate who works as a screenwriter. Austin has a wife and children in Northern California, but
            is working at his mother's house in Southern California while she is away in Alaska. By all accounts he is a success.
            
         

      

      
      
         Lee  - 
            Austin's brother. Lee is a beer-swilling desert rat and petty thief who has come to their mother's house to loot the neighbors
            of household appliances. He is the exact opposite of his brother in looks, sensibility, and degree of success.
            
         

      

      
      
         Saul Kimmer  - 
            A slick Hollywood producer. While Shepard's characterization of Saul could easily have descended into parody, Saul remains
            real all the way through the play. He is as sincere as anyone who is motivated only by profit can be.
            
         

      

      
      
         Mom  - 
            An absurdist vision of a powerless mother. Mom thinks Picasso is coming to town and quietly asks Austin not to kill Lee.
            
         

      

      
      
         The "Old Man"  - 
            Austin and Lee's father. Though the "old man" does not himself appear in the play as a character, his influence and presence
            haunts the brothers and drives much of the play's events and the motivations of its characters.
            
         

      

      
   
      
      Analysis of Major Characters

      
      
         
         Austin

         
         Austin is an ambitious screenwriter. He has accepted a cookie-cutter life for himself: he has a family, a house, a producer.
            He knows his place in the world. As True West begins Austin is doing a little "research" for a screenplay he is writing, too bashful to admit that something he is working
            on might approach the level of art. He thinks of himself as a simple laborer, with a simple life and a simple family—until
            his brother, Lee, shows up in town. At the beginning of the play Austin and Lee maintain an affable, though slightly strained
            relationship. Austin is the straight man to Lee's comic relief. Austin is square and he knows it. However, there is a slow
            transformation in Austin's character that charts the evolution of the play as a whole. The failure of his movie deal makes
            Austin become more and more like his rambunctious brother, and eventually, the two effectively switch roles. Instead of the
            hardworking screenwriter, Austin actually becomes the drunken thief. Lying drunk on the floor, Austin screams at Lee while
            Lee is trying to write a screenplay. Austin also becomes obsessed with the idea of moving to the desert with Lee, as he is
            no longer able to take solace in his normal life. When Lee tries to go the desert without Austin, Austin strangles Lee with
            a phone cord, almost killing him. From a symbolic point of view, Austin can be seen as one half of the creative process. He
            is the methodical, diligent aspect, while and Lee is the creative, inspired side. Together they form the basic ingredients
            of an artist and together they are able to write the beginnings of a screenplay.
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