

  [image: Cover]




  [image: ]




  [image: ]




  

    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 19th century. 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 20th century 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.
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