
Miller/Death of a Salesman
Check all preconceived notions at the door. Miller is not that stereotypical 40’s, 50’s man of the Marilyn Monroe paparazzi shots, dressed in the William H. Macy, Pleasantville, white shirt, dark tie, dark suit of Father Knows Best conservatism. If you look, you will see a 40’s, 50’s man in the Macy white shirt, dark tie, dark suit and a pair of horn-rimmed glasses, attached to the arm of Monroe, but you will also see Miller’s genius. Death of a Salesman seems to be, in a true since of the word, experimental, and very nearly trippy. I could not stop enjoying myself and feeling as if I could not be contained. This play was a discovery, a minor revelation I usually experience when learning of an artist or work that strikes a cord. “Impression is everything.” Arthur Miller is more Henry Miller than I ever would have thought.

I had always believed that Willy Loman was the drab, slouched shouldered man he turned out to be, and had always expected the play to mirror Willy and the conservative images of Miller, and because of that, I could never have guessed how much I would have enjoyed this play. As it turned out, Willy is the loser I knew him to be, his kids defeated, and his wife unremarkable, but the play… Ummm, the play! After reading Bedford’s introduction to Death of a Salesman, I was excited. I was about to read a play intended to be told from the inside of a man’s head; characters were going to walk through walls, multilevel sets were devised and, shifts in vision were about to take place. On top of that, this marked the beginning of an original staging technique that would represent of a new style. Groundbreaking! Precedents were set. This was too much.

Reading the play, I found I was able to understand what was happening. I could relate to Willy, at least sympathize with his good intentions. I could understand how good intentions, enduring the constant gravity of years of self-deception could make the truth so illusive. I could imagine how a life would be brought to its knees by years of lies. Probably one of the hardest and most illusive behaviors man is challenged with in his lifetime is to tell “The God’s Honest Truth.” But, who needs to imagine it? The experience is right before us on the pages I just finished reading, and if so chosen, under the lights of any number of productions. After reading the play, I am completely on board with the “Greek Tragedy” thing. This is Homer, the Odyssey, Shakespeare’s Hamlet. This is film noir without the femme fatale. Sunset Boulevard, Double Indemnity. A man, through his own choices and actions, causes his own destruction. 

And, how appropriate is that?

I started with a reference to Father Knows Best, which, for all who know, would agree a My Three Sons analogy would have been just as appropriate. And, the lead in My Three Sons is also the lead in Double Indemnity, one of the most classic film noir films made and my last reference. Coincidence? Definitely not. Hail to Fred McMurry. 

Williams/Cat on a Hot Tin Roof

Here’s another one of those plays that I have known about forever and continually paid little attention to. As a matter of fact, drama has never been at the top of my entertainment list. I do remember seeing The Glass Menagerie. I remember seeing it, but remember nothing of it. Hamlet, Shakespeare, The Tempest, I couldn’t see some of his plays enough, but I have never made it a point to venture far beyond The Man. And, I don’t know why. I certainly have no explanation when considering how much I’ve enjoyed these first two plays.

Maggie’s southern righteous rant to one largely apathetic husband, about five no-neck little monsters, Gooper (one of the worst names ever when said with a thick southern accent) and his wife, and patriarchal Big Daddy, has Cat on a Hot Tin Roof opening with a flurry of solid blows, sure to knock someone to the canvas. I certainly was thrown to the ground. I thought this was such an entertaining opening that I included my four year-old nephew in on Maggie’s tirade. A Technicolor woman’s tempest that forecasts the storm we are about to enter, a promise to introduce us to some very colorful characters.

First there’s Maggie: everyone’s “I’ve risen from the gutters of ‘trailer-trash America,’ to the ‘blood is thicker than water’ upper class,” favorite Southern bitch, to Brick: the “I’m so bored with life,” “can do no wrong,” hero. Then there’s, Big Daddy: the “I fought my way to the top, eloquent, well-respected, with little respect for others, but mostly feared” patriarch of a southern plantation, and his wife, Big Mama: (need I say more). And lets not forget about Gooper: the “I’m smarter, more respectful, can do no right” forgotten older brother, and his, “’nose in the air,’ looking down on the world,” debutante wife. With characters like these, how could anyone not have a good time watching the inevitable self-destruction? Opposites clash between Maggie and Brick. There’s the somewhat, East of Eden relationship of Brick and Gooper, and the caustic competition between Maggie and Mae. Then, after years of enduring the weight of a lifetime of lies, everything’s about to collapse like a house of cards, save for the support of more lies. Could there be another play better? Perhaps, but I’m sure this is one not to be missed. That’s of course, if you do not include the Paul Newman/Elizabeth Taylor film version. 

Shepard/True West
I really don’t know what to say about this play. I liked it. I liked Austin. I liked Lee and his aversive relationship he had with his brother. I liked Saul. I liked how each one of these characters seemed to be made for each other. By themselves, neither person would be all that remarkable. Jewish Hollywood producers and talented hopeful screenwriters are a dime a dozen in Los Angeles. And, on every city street corner, or every small desert town, you’re certain to find one person who has dropped out of life and taken to wondering. But together, the three of them make for one exciting life. Austin and Lee are juxtaposed, are just like two rival kids who have been left home alone by their mother, and more by nature and less by malice, they get themselves into a whole lot of trouble. It’s no wonder their mother comes home to a couple of brat kids fighting on the floor. They haven’t grown up. But lets be clear, none of these people would be a friend of mine. Austin’s too conservative and worried about his future; Lee looks for trouble and has little respect for any one, and Saul? He’s a player. A Hollywood producer. I could never be sure of his sincerity.

What I thought was amazing about this play was that it had me believing in this life. Shepard had me feeling as if I was smack dab in the middle of San Bernardino County, living in flat-roofed, single story ranch home, up against the mountains, on the desert’s edge, and dealing with yapping coyotes. I completely bought into the True West thing. A harsh frontier, rugged and unforgiving, Shepard has managed to reveal these elements in our everyday life. Whatever the west once was, this is what it is today, and if you look closely, nothing has changed. We are still in conflict with nature. Man is still pitted up against himself to get ahead, and none of the consequences are ever rewarding. It’s a hard life to live in the west.  I think it was interesting that Shepard chose the edge of the desert, or for that matter, the edge of the city to have this story unfold. He uses the encroachment of man and nature as a mirror for the conflicted and violent relationship of Austin and Lee. Austin comes from up north, where order and success take precedent; Lee comes from out of the desert, where survival is first. They have two separate and distinctive personalities, two separate and distinctive means for survival. Black and white. Matter, anti-matter. Austin and Lee are like some of those tropical fish that eat each other when put in the same tank. Someone is bound to kill or be killed; someone is bound to die. 

Mamet/Oleanna

This was so much easier to read than I had anticipated. My, “Woe is me… what have I gotten myself into?” cries of despair were completely unnecessary. A Valium here, a Valium there, and a Buddha mindset was all I needed to read Mamet. Go figure.

The amazing part about the whole Mamet experience was that by the end of the first act, I could have told anyone what had happened. I had a fairly clear understanding of what John and Carol had said. Now ask me in the middle of the act, and choose any consecutive 10 or 20 lines (four or five words), and someone could have confused my blank stare for the stare of a lobotomy patient from the nearest state hospital. Reading Oleanna was no different than reading someone’s conversation, than ease dropping in on someone’s phone call. With ear pressed against a wall, all that Mamet did was dictate what was said in the other room. Mamet is just a secretary, an ease-dropping receptionist at a seedy, two-bit hotel or a run down, academically endangered university turned playwright. Sure, he creates the plot, dreams up the characters, and writes the dialogue and stage direction himself, in short, “this is of his own invention,” but who couldn’t... The truth? I couldn’t, you couldn’t, and most every one of us couldn’t, or else, by now, we would have. There would be a Mamet at every table, in every Starbucks across the country. His ability to take our speech, to take something so broken up, fragmented, put it down on paper and as a result, turned it into something so solid and cohesive that his plays just oozes gobs of tension and drama make Mamet “Mamet.”  

And what about that drama? Pretty damn explosive, uh? What was Carol thinking? Where did all her inferences come from? I certainly don’t believe that John was making any sexual advances toward Carol, and that Carol was responding to John’s help in a manner suggesting that she felt sexually threatened. She was just extremely frustrated, angry with herself for not understanding what was taught to her, and because of that, she became the cause of her own difficulties. I think that John, as helpful as he was trying to be, wasn’t helping himself by moving things from a professional relationship to something more casual. There’s no doubt, he put himself in a situation that was at the least questionable, but anybody with a bit of common since would not have charged him with assault or rape. Not without the influence of someone else. And that leads me to my question.

Without the influence of Carol’s group, would she have charged John with assault and rape? And, if she wouldn’t have, isn’t the group taking advantage of Carol in a similar way that she’s accusing John? Couldn’t we say that the group is taking advantage of Carol’s emotional weakness in the same manner a sexual predator takes advantage of a physical one? 

The only thing I can say is that I ended up a bit disappointed. That Carol would take what seemed to be obviously good-hearted, helpful attempts and interpret them as aggressive advances, and that her first course of action would be something so damaging. But, John’s not a bright light himself. It’s almost hilarious how he keeps inviting the trouble Carol’s delivering. What was she doing in his office the second time, the third time, and without witnesses? Why was he even entertaining a thought that it could be resolved alone? Granted, resolution through Carol seemed to be the best way to limit the damages, but without WITNESSES? Come on… This is 1993. John seems to be living in the fifties, not the nineties. And the greatest tragedy of all is John. John had the most to lose, the greatest distance to fall, and he sealed his fate by attacking Carol. And, (thoughtful pause) I wonder if that might be the lesson Mamet is trying to convey. “That our greatest tragedies are the ones we cause ourselves.”

Pinter/Mountain Language
“I’m glad it’s over.”

“ Your glad it’s over?”

“Yeah!”

“Over?”

“Yeah! Over! And short.”

“Short?”

“Yeah, short! Not long, short.”

”But…”

“But nothing. It was a good play. Short. Fun. In a painful kind of way. And confusing.”

“Confusing?”

“Yeah, confusing. And do you have to…”

“No.” (pause) “…how c…?”


“Well…” (pause) “It should come with a warning! “This Play Could Cause Schizophrenia.”


(silence)

Although, I’m sure the schizophrenic, bi-polar, light in the head, “I can’t go out of the house because I have to wash my hands for the 100th time today,” obsessive compulsive would be the first to fully comprehend this play. It is all about reality. If your reality doesn’t match the one Pinter created, and you insist on sticking with yours, then good luck getting a clue. But, if your reality is similar, or you have already lived through a similar one, then get out the Dr. Seuss books, because this is elementary. It now becomes strictly political. But you say you had no such luck living in a Pinter world, then I say, suspend your reality and allow the river to take you down stream. Yeah, I know, the Pinter River is a class 5 rapid,  …but, what ya gonna do?  As for me, there were only a few thoughts running through my head as I read. The first was reminding me to keep reading, go with the flow and by the end you may even understand something, just don’t hit your head on the rocks. Then, there was this Orwell thought, “1984, twisted reality, political dominance and the likes,” followed by, T. Gilliam, Brazil, Robert DeNiro slipping in and out of air ducts, and this being some kind of “Future State” where reality is distorted and freedom collared like a disobedient dog. Most other thoughts were chased out.

Well, guess what? I believe I did understand something. Oppression is bad. And, as absurdly oppressive as Mountain Language’s reality may be, everything that happens is completely within our nature. I was sure Pinter consciously used absurdity and vagueness to keep the audience in a state of flux. Not having our wits, or knowing exactly where or when this takes place keeps us off balance, making it harder for us to understand but easier to accept once we do. “If this is the future, or some other place, then it certainly isn’t now, and we can relax knowing this is not our problem.” So, we need not heed the lesson and see to it that this doesn’t happen. 

Too late. This is happening now.  I first responded to the play as a commentary on human nature. In the extreme, we are capable of this: brutality, aggression, dominance and in turn there will always be those who defy. It’s a story that’s been told before and one I’m familiar with, but, after learning when this play was written and what it was a response to, I now see the vague nature of time and place as an element to make the play more universal, which allows for more personal interpretations. Knowing this play is a response to recent history, while in league with my first impression, I now believe the ambiguity helps to illustrate how removed each one of us may be from these atrocities. I’m certain my response would have been different had I a similar experience to the characters in the play, had I lived in the land of Babylon, or some other repressive state. It’s sort of like the emotionally different response Sigourney Weaver’s character in Death of a Maiden has compared with her husband’s when he inadvertently brings home her capturer. She freaks, he doesn’t. Personal experience influences our response and creates our reality.  

“If you can’t change the world, then change yourself. And, if you can’t change yourself, then change your world.”











---Matt Johnson

Pinter/The Birthday Party
Once again, Pinter manages to suspend everyone from their toes, spin them on their heads and leave them dizzy from the experience. I felt like I was watching some bizarre version of a BBC or PBS drama: Upstairs Downstairs meets the Maltese Falcon, Mary Hartman Mary Hartman meets Arsenic and Old Lace, or Masterpiece Theater gone mad.  

Forgive the comparisons. I really have no idea what I’m talking about. I have never seen Upstairs Downstairs or Mary Hartman, Mary Hartman, but the Maltese Falcon, Arsenic and Old Lace, definitely. The point I’m trying to make is that on the surface, the play has an Anglo formality about it that is typical of BBC or PBS productions. But, once the story moves along, it quickly becomes surreal, and by the end, because of Goldberg and McCann, nearly a farce. McCann, obviously, playing the Peter Lorre character.

When the play opened, I assumed that all was normal in the Petey household. Meg’s lazy son was back home and living upstairs, she was coddling Petey and being an over-nurturing mum to Stanley. But, once it was revealed that Stanley wasn’t her son, Meg became psycho mum. Looney. I couldn’t get far enough away from her, and my first impressions of everyone went through the floor. Dropped right out from under me. She was crazy, Petey was removed, and Stanley, a “sick-sick” man in some sort of weird Oedipus relationship. I now had new opinions. Then enter Goldberg and McCann, two shylocks from the south side of London with plans of their own. Jewel thieves, con men, and here to rip off something or someone. And guess what? Stanley’s is on to them. He’s going to foil their plan. Stanley’s going to become a hero. But, noooo… Pinter twists once more. The “bastard” playwright toys with my assumptions.

In retrospect, after our class discussions, I am so glad I read these plays. I feel like I have been on some kind of ride. Tense and when in the midst, far from comfortable, but after, I’m out of breathe and happy, ready for another ride. I believe this play benefits from post-performance discussion in the same way, or even to a greater extent, then Oleanna. With Mamet’s play, a hot topic is debated, emotions run high and opinions become daggers over an issue we all have some experience with. Even if it’s observational, proximity with our neighbor brings the issue closer to home. On the other hand, not only does Pinter deal with issues the free world is relatively unfamiliar with, he also challenges our conception of reality. He could be making the statement that reality isn’t static and doesn’t have to be intangible; it can also be something to shape at free will. This was most apparent when the time line of Betrayal was discussed. I don’t know if I would have been able to see the similarities between Pinter and Tarrentino or Guy Richie had I not heard of Betrayal, or the complaints of Pinter’s sharply twisted plot juxtaposed against our desires or expectations. And, to see that I wasn’t the only one to realize there would be no Pulp Fiction, or Snatch, without Pinter, solidifies Pinter’s importance in my world. Certainly not because of Pulp Fiction’s existence but because with Pulp Fiction, time line distortion exists today and we have proof that Pinter influenced and it is that influence that solidifies his position.

Pinter/ Betrayal

(I believe we didn’t have to read this play)

Fornes/The Conduct of Life
I had a hard time following the stage descriptions at the beginning of the play. A living room upstage, a dining room, 18” higher, center stage, a hallway to the back and below, then upstage left, three feet lower than the hall, a cellar with steps that lead to another level. This was Escher in 3-D. Doors here, antechambers there, and lights used as punctuation; Miller’s staging certainly seems to have influenced Fornes. I thought I was going to be so confused while reading the play; I nearly drew up makeshift floor plans to help me visualize where the action was to take place. I didn’t, and surprisingly I was able to imagine each scene fairly well. I had no problems placing action around the house.

What I particularly liked about Conduct of Life was how the story was told through short vignettes: snapshots. I like how the story was told in a seamless fashion, using individual images stitched together to form a panoramic, instead of connecting moments through long progressive scenes. Just imagine how quickly a story unfolds when looking at a series of photos, compared to how slowly it would reveal itself when forced to sit through a two-hour film. We would never endure slowly unfolding a film frame by frame. An option is to choose only the most important frames to tell a story. Fornes choose to utilize the adage, “a picture is worth a thousand words.” If I understand the staging correctly, the scene-to-scene progression is quick and the curtain never comes down during the play. Brilliant. Very Cool. And because of all this, it seems to me the audience becomes an external, less emotionally attached witness to an event, as opposed to a participant invited in. In other words, we don’t have time to become emotionally involved. Fornes presents facts without spending a lot of time on character development or motivation. This interpretation comes about because there were moments when I wasn’t sure when something was happening. In scene three, was Orlando assaulting Nena while Leticia and Alejo talked upstairs? Did Leticia hear any of this? Where was she? Where was Alejo? I didn’t know. For me, the first few encounters between Orlando and Nena could have been taking place during the scene immediately after or before. The questions didn’t mattered, and because any scenario seemed possible, I gave no importance to exactly when something was happening, and as a result, what became important was not when it happened, but it that did.

Another thing I liked about the play was how we learned about each character through their actions. Orlando’s personality is exposed immediately during his opening scene, or better yet, how he treated Nena. Example? Scene five: all action and no words. Olimpia’s opinionated personality is revealed when she insists on buying a steam pot. And although very puzzling, the state of the nation and each charecter was certainly revealed through Leticia’s, Alejo’s and Olimpia”s acceptance of Nena and their lack of any rebellious action against Orlando. How in the world could anyone sit in the same room with a torturer and the tortured? My God, what we have here is another dictator state, full of uniformed men, women living in shadows and ruled with heavy hands and brutal tactics. This is once again not America. Right now my mind races back to of 1984 and Brazil, Pinter’s Mountain Language world and the worn out bungalow in Death of a Maiden. Too much for me now. 
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