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Al:STR ACT 

Eugene O' Nei ll was perhaps the rr.ost outst;qn11inp. 

drama ti st America has ever produced. He was cert;i.inly one 

of the most remarkab le thP. worlrl has evP.r known. !lUt"inr: 

the span of his life, from 1888-1953 , he wrote m;;;.ny 

impressive dramas which were rece! ved by the publi c with 

varyine deerees of success . All of thP. dram~s reve:-1le.1 

the dualistic mind of a creative man who was tormented by 

spiritua l a nrl psycholot'.ic~l problems . 

It .i s the relic;!ous problem in the l.ife of 0 ' !le .ill 

which is of pA.rticular interest since it is so closely 

connected to hi~ personal 11fe. Also , it is in the 

mHnner in which he deals with the reli g i ous question 

that one sees clearly the dua listic n a ture. Dorn into 

an Irish C: Rtholic farrily, he wa s exposed to two views of 

Gofl . The first view of a loving Gori was t :rnr:'lt to him 

by his mother . The second view of a punishing f.0,1 wets 

taueht to him by the Cathol.ic _ Church. Tl1ese oppo!linc­

views becnme entangl ed in his mind with tt1e iden of the 

n~tural goodness and love of mankind. O'Neill spent his 

entire life a nd career fl11ctuatine fl'.'om one opi.nion to 

the other as he strove to harmoni ze his thoug;hts ;1 bnut 

religion and mankind . 

There a re three st~c:es in O' Neil l' s rel ig5.ous .involve­

ment . The first is the stage of Christi :rni ty , of belief 

in God and in the natura l goodness of ma nkin,i . HP ef"!u~te<l 

the Church w.ith man ' s inn i> te abi lity to lovP , The pln.vs 



of the §_§ ClP.nc<:1irn cycle express this thPnry. The f:econrJ 

st,:1ge was th flt of a the1.sm , o f tot~l ilP.nl e; l nf thP Chur~11 

A.nd of ;:i deni;;l of man's natural cooiines s . He saw::, 

dualistic world in which therP were Goor'I :rn .-J h ;i rl C:h risti ;:-,n15 

;:i nd eood anti ba il a theists . F.ut , he ~I.id :leny completP1y 

the ::iuthority of the 1~hurch and the exi s tenc-=- of 'J o,1. 

The Grerit Q.2.1 ~ and i.lynnmo exprPss this theory . 

The th.ird st.i :~e wt~s that of aenost.icisr,, , of the recofn.i t.ion 

of the Church ' s po.,.1er .in the liveB of some people ;;nd of 

a mysterious force which controls the world. 0 1 Neill 

personally refused to return to the Church f -:,r he rea l i7.Pd 

that there was no place there for hil'II , but he ,it,i return 

to a belief in the .goodness of man 2pc1rt frolT' the t!hurch , 

The .,.,.o rks of Eueene 0 1 :-Jeill are stl.l(!ierl for mc., ny 

re ::isons . One primary re;,,son rrust surely be for the 

informn tion they reveal ;ihout the a ttitwl cs ~nd i'Jp;is 

tow::ir.i relit;ion of this man . Perhaps relieior; would not 

be so important if it were not for h .is Ir:ish Catholic 

heritaee which produced much of the ;anxiety of this 

troublerl soul. HowevP.r , he did express his religious 

views in his dramas , and they certeiin l y r.eveal the 

du~ l istic nature of a m:=in who could never be content wi.th 

one belief for any lenGth of time. Christianity , o th ei.sm 

anct aenosticism a ll h1-1d their. purt in the life of a 

most talen t erl m:c1n . 
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H!TRO DUC'.I'ION 

The problem of Catholicism \1as the chlef rl:!l.iglous 

rp1estion which plagued the dramatist 1~ugene O'Neill 

throu ghout his entire lif'e. Even though there were 

perhaps more difficult problems for him to face , this 

one is of primary importance bec::n.!SP. .i. t w;,r, the prorluct 

of his c1.ncestry . There ,..,as no WFtY for him to ienore it. 

It existed in bis very being ; and, as an Irishman .:inrl Fis 

a writer , he was forcecl to deal wi tll its existence. The 

manner in which he dici choose to neeoti.o,te the problem 

eventu::1lly led O'Neill fc1r from the Area of his home 

into the re::ilrn of a crea tive genius. 

In surveyine; the lifP of ·i-:ugene () ' i':eill , ttu~rf> 

appear to be three distinct stages of domin;:;int relieioui=; 

concepts both in his personal life ann .in his literc1ry 

career. Yet, in each of these three areas there .i.~; ,rn 

undercurrent suggesting .,;nother possi hle belief strueeit ng 

toward the surface. This du.=ilism is an essential p;:irt 

of O I Neill I s mind . The fluctuations an .'i contr.=:d.iction:::. 

of a troubled soul remain forever :lS the sie;n;oiture of 

th .ts man . 

Defore examining the fir st per.incl of 0 1 Ne ill ' s life 

:=i.nri career , a c l nrificc1tion of his views on ChristiFtn.i. ty 

and Atheism wll l be given . O ' Neill seemed to M!CPPt the 

theory that man is born 1n 2l natural state of goodness in 

which he blends harmoniouRly into thP. universe :-rnd ~1c cepts his 



fellow man for what he is. lle bPliPvei::: t h;::it ,9n unk~ ow:1 

force or forces control hJ.s life , but this fnrce hci!': no 

nAme. This type of man loves becatt!1f:' i.t is the natu:r ;:il 

thing to do. He is uninhibi terl by VAlu P struct~_res impose ~1 

on him by certa i n pArts of a suppose ,lly civili.7:e d society. 

Therefore , he cAn make his mm decisions about what ;;i tti­

tudes he should have based on the rlictates of his mind 

rather th an on the dictates of an orga nizPd group of 

people . In the first per.iod of his life, O'Neill Associ;.ited 

this type of existence with the f:,3.tholic Church . He.felt 

th.<1t all those who loved their fellow m;:i_n did so bec::)URf' 

of the dictat ps of the Catholic C:l'1urch . : le s.iw only 

p!"'nce anrl hnppiness inside tl1e Church. 1-~P w:, ~-:: tnn ynnn1~ 

a re based on nativ e instinct r;:,ith er th:rn on tt1P re e ul,1tions 

of ari organized body . Only when family problems bec.-,me 

so intense did he change his mind . 

When O' Neil l wrote the plc1ys of his fin:::t perioil , 

he placed men 111 naturAl situa tions where they must rely 

on the primitive instincts of their mlnds for Burviv~l . 

The §.2 Clencairn series Hought to prove thAt men in 

such an existence do love one another .--HJd do function 

well toeether. Aboard ship the seamen ,,.,,ork together , 

quarrel together , and play together . T-he sea provirles 

the perfect setting to demonstrate the n8 tural riual.i ties 

of these men . Only when the rec:ulations a nJ suspicions 

of civilized society ar e imposed on them do the seamen 

lose that nc1tural e;oodneRs . 



In the second period of his life, O'Neill rejected 

the concept of Go d as it is imposed on man by the Christian 

realm and the Catholic Ch urch . He continued to believe 

in the natural love and goodness of mankind; a nd , be c~ use 

of this , he saw God and the Ch urch as evil forces which 

molded men into what they thought was best . He came to 

realize that what he had thought was a God of love in the 

Church was act ua lly the natural instinct for love shining 

through in spi te of the Church ' s at tempt to thwart it. 

Therefore , in his mind the Church and it s concept of 

God became evi l , and he rejected it in favor of the 

primitive belief in unknown forces and in goodness . As a 

man of such belief , he was truly an athe i st , one who 

denies the existence of God and the power of the Christian 

Church. Being an atheist had n othi ng to do with his 

belief in an unknown force and the natural goodness of 

man . It was merely a rebellion against formal religion 

and a personified God. 

In the plays of the second period , O' Nei ll at tacked 

the Church most bitterly. He established a unique concept 

of . man and his attitudes toward religion. First, he s~w 

two types of men in the Church . There were those who 

could be called believing Christians because they believed 

in God a nd the rules of the Church as the be s t government 

for :their lives . However , most important ly , they continued 

to bel i eve in the natural forces of love and flOoQness 

with which all men are born . Since thPre were only a 

few of these , they were viewed as freaks by th e m., ,jor i ty 



of Christian s . Dion Anth ony in The Gre~t God ~ was 

an example of this type of Chris ti an , and he certainly 

was persecuted for his peculiarities . 

The second type of Chri stian was the · one who rendered 

l ip- service t o God and the Chur ch . These were actually 

hypocritical Christians . They were faithful to Church 

doctrine , but did not have natural l ove and goodness in 

their lives. Therefore , when the Church ordere d men to 

love their f ellowman , these people could not . Ella in 

@ God ' s Ch illun Got Wings was this type of Chri stian . 

She was more of a destructive f orce than a f{Ood one . 

In picturing two types o f Christians , O'Neill was 

showi ng the weakness of the Church . He saw it mainly as 

a place of stern r ules which were in many cases impossible 

to follow because th ey caused man to be unnatural. He 

a l so saw the Ch urc h as an isolated place where man was 

set apart from his fellow - man rather than encouraged to 

unite with him in harmony . He saw the Christ i ans as 

predomina~tly hypocri tica.l. They claimed to love because 

the Church said to do so , but their actual lives were a 

denial of love . Only a minority of Ch ri stians l oved , 

and they would have done so even if there was no Ch urch 

o rdering it. 

These views of the Church led 0 ' Ne ill t o become an 

a theis t , a rebel against the Church . He regretted the 

decision because he desired to know God as t h e God of 

love a nd mercy he was taught in childhood. Yet , he felt 

Christianity was an imposit ion on his natural instinct 



for good. So , in his mind , there existed a dichotomy in 

which there were good Christians and bad .Christians and 

good atheists and bad atheists. In that O' Nei l l searched 

constantly for goodness in others , he was an atheist who 

accepted the primitive forces of goodness and love. In 

the play Beyond the Horizon, the characters are atheists 

of both types . Margaret is evil and destructive. Rob is 

l oving and is directed by a dream of a better world some 

place . Margaret has lost her natural goodness, but Rob 

has not . 

The middle period shows clearly the ambi va.lence of 

O' Neill ' s mind. He does not see all Christians as good 

and all atheists as evil; but, rather, he sees Christianity 

and atheism as beliefs imposed on civilized ma n which 

have no direct relationship to good and evil . N:::1tur;1lly, a 

good man must choose one or the other. Like O'Neill, 

many people fluctuate from one theory to the other because 

they are never content with one belief for any leneth of 

time. They realize that such doctrines are not truly 

natural . 

In the third period of his life, O'Neill became 

aware of the third possible viewpoint in men ' s lives, 

that of agnosticism. The agnostic is one who accepts 

the concept of the Church and God as possible , but who 

cannot assume a personal involvement in it. He does 

. believe that some holy <ind mysterious force controls 

the universe, but it is not the Christian God . f\,s one 

who does not deny the value o.f Church and God, he cannot 



be cal led an atheist , for an atheist denies the existence 

of God and the val i dity of the Church . Therefore , he is 

agnost i c , not rejec t ing yet unbelieving . Just as there 

are good and bad Christians and atheists , so there are 

good and bad agnostics. As always , 0 ' Neill continues to 

believe in the natural goodness of man in spite of a l l 

the t r agic events i n his life. The dramas of this third 

period are mai nly ones of reconcil iation to his fami l y . 

In~ Without End , he wres t les wi th the religious 

question , and he establi shes his f inal position on that 

topic . O' Neill was a l ways dual istic in his belief that 

man was good or bad i nside of Christianity , atheism or 

agnosticism . He was always a.mbival ent in his at titude 

towa.rd the three areas of rel igious invol vement. For 

0 1 Nei l l there was no right answer. 

In O' Nei l l ' s personal life the three stage s ,_.,~~1·•· : 

firs t , the youthful stage of personal be l ief in God ~nrl 

in the power of the Catho l ic Church ; second , a maturing 

state of doubt followed by total deni al of a God ; third , 

the final stage of accep tan~e of the existence of d i v i ne 

mystery , but of a personal i nabili ty to achieve a viabl e 

fa i th . Connected wi th t hese religious stages , there 

existed O' Neill ' s concept of the natural goodness of man . 

In O' Neill ' s career the three staees fo llow the same 

patter n of be l ie f , atheism,and agnosticism . It is here i n 

the texts of h i s pl ays that the dual ism und personal 

stru ggl e show themselves most clearl y . Th ere is no do ub t 

in t he mind of any b i ogr apher or critic that O' Nei l l was 



a troubled soul. Hi s life - long religiow:i r,trU R:ClP. is 

perh a ps the princi p al cause of this . 



CHAPTER I 

AC'r I: THE ~IYSTERY OF BELIEF AND THE GOiJ OF LOVE 

The first phase of O'Neill's private rel.i.gious outlook 

had its roots many years before his biTth in his Irish 

Catholic ancestry . Both parents were the children of 

Irish immigrants . Ellen Quinlan was born August 13, 1857, 

in New Haven , Connecticut, to Thomas Joseph and Bridgett 

Lundigan Quinlan. After her birth they ~ove<l to ClevelAnd, 

Ohio , where Thomas Quinl an became a successful businesRman . 

Ellen was educated at t he Convent of St . Mary at Notre 

Dame in Indiana. She graduated with honors in music 

in 1875 . 1 

James O' Neill was born to Irish parents , a lso. 

Edward and Mary 0 1 Neill immigrated from Ireland in 185 6, 

when James was nine, and they moved to Ohio the same year 

the Quinlans moved to Cleveland. Edward , a mystic , soon 

deserted his wife and six chi l dren and returned to Irel~nd. 

James went to Virginia to live with a married sister. 2 

James 0 1 Neill and Ellen Quinl an first met in Cleveland 

where James , then a successful actor , bought liquor at 

her father's store. Years l ater they renewed their 

acquaintance in New York. There they were married in 

1877 , in St. Ann's Church, the place for fashionable 

Arthur Gelb and Ba rb Rra Gelb , O' Nei ll {New York: 
Harper and Brothers , 1962), pp. 1 2- 15-.---

Ol ivia Goolide;e, 1•:ugene O' Neill (New York : Scribner's 
Sons , 1966) , p. 19 . 

8 



G:ithol.ic weddi.ncs. 3 TiH' m::irrt:ive l'nitE>,l t,,,•o cori r,lr<" 7 Y 

d i.ffP.rent per!';on..ili ties . F,lJ.en , or Ell::i r.:e :::lie pri= fP.rr~J 

to bP. c a lled , w;:ii-, the pro;luc:t of ., mi rl d l P. - clnsf.! hnmf' . 

She WflS fl mystic ,...· it11 ;; romantic , i.n ?l Ocf'nt ·•!)Pl'.'O ,i c-h tn 

life . J ames , thP. proriuct of poverty , w;1 n rl'! .-1 tE>r1. ;:i li..,.1:i~ 

a nd self- cE>ntered . 4 ;\bo ut thF nn.ly corr,mnn P.lf:'l'l"IP.r.t s th Py 

sh:1red ,..,ere thP.i r Irish hP.ri t~ee Gn.J th Pi r 1~:;.tholic 

relit;ion . It woul<l IH'P.lf' tll,1t these f:lel'l"IP!"lt s "'"t"l1Jlrl h,1v1-> 

beP.n co11/Jtrl)c t ive forces in thP llve r; of thE>1.r ch .i.l:lrPn . 

J~ut , th .is w:1s not to l.1f• 80 . 

chlld , .1Mmu11t·J , born .in 1833 , cliecl frqrr fl'!P.,gslP.s ,..,.hilP h.iH 

p;,irents ,..,ere on ,g t~1E>atric«l tour. Eue;ene '":la•"l l3'tonP 

O ' Neil l wr1s born in a settine typic .-,1 of hii=: future li.fe . 

He entered the worlrl on October 16 , 1R88 , ;::i t r::;rrett 

House , a New York hotel. i-1 .is f.eith ? r w;.1 i=: 42 , a nd hi.i=: 

mother w,;is 31, '.i'he 1-:1 ttenrline phyi::;ic.iArl ,..,;is a h n rroom 

AC']Uaint ;:; nce of ~Tame& 0 ' Nei.l l . .n.ccord:inr to thP r.rl.hs , 

F.llH bec a me ;1 rlrue arldict thrnu c:h the rr•nr·1lhinP wli .i.r.h i::;he 

beean t1-1k in r.r ::i t thi.s tirre . 5 

As an infsnt , };ut;ene was t ~J ken on tour with his 

parents . This routine of tr·avPl hn1 RPri.ous effect:=: on 

him . His mother spent e.=tc}1 •fay taking drugs ei nd :-; tten-ii.n c: 

Mass . Since there was no sen::;e of security rlur.ine his 

first seven years , he jev!=!lopP<i n perm.inPnt Sf'nse of 

r:ellm , p . 15 • 

.!..!!.!.!!•, p . '1 . 



root l essness . He escape d in t o an imaginary world fi nd 

became moody and over sensiti ve . 6 

In 1895 , O' Ne ill ent e r ed the first cf a l ong li ne of 

boar ding school s. The first was Mount St. Vincent , a 

Cathol i c school fo r boys ages 7 - 12 . The six years he 

spent ther e fur ther isolated him . He was unhappy and 

felt homesick f or his family . However , he did learn to 

swi m there and deve l oped an int erest in natur e which is 

refl ected in h i s 1 1 t e r a r y career. The enforced re l igi ou s 

se rvices a nd study of Catechism had a deep effect on his 

heart and mi nd. 7 

Eugene received Hol y Commu nion for the first time on 

May 24, 1900 . Ther e was al r eady a seed of rebel l ion in 

him against the rigi d demands of the Church . At aee nine , 

he said , "Re l igion is so cold . 11 8 The religion of his 

parents had been warm and simple . However , according to 

the Gelbs , on r ece i v i ng Ho l y Communion he found comfort 

in the belief that he had achieved union with God , had 

been gr anted an inc r ease of grace , and woul d be preser ved 

from mor t al s in. 9 

On Octob er 16 , 1900 , O' Nei ll entered De La Sall e 

Institute in Manhat t an , a s0chool which WAS ·operated by 

t he Christian Bro t hers . Until 1902 , he lived at home , 

6 Gelbs, pp . 60- 64. 

7 Ibi d ., pp . 64 - 68 . 

8 
Quoted in Gel bs , p . 69 . 

9 
Ibi d ., pp . 68- 7 1 . 



11 

;;ind it w::JR ~t this time th ;J t he first saw hts mother 

t a.kine morphine . He challenged his faith in r.ocl .for the 

first time by promisine; to r'tevote himself to God .if r:01't 

would cure her . 10 

In the controversia l plr,y , ~ ~ F,nrl ~ the 

hero says: 

Then his mother • • • was t a ken i l l , ;rnd the 
horrible fear came to him th a t she mieht die , 
too ••• His God of Love was beeinnine to show 
himse l f as a God of Vengeance • • • Lut he sti l l 
trusted in his l ove . Surely he would not tnke 
his mother from hi m • • • So t he poor foo l prayed 
and vowed his life t o piety A.ml goorl works ! 
13ut he began to mak e ft condition now - if h i s 
mother were spared to him ! }le abased and humhled 
himRel f before the cross- - - anrt , in rewar,i for 
his sickeni ng hum i liat ion , snw th u t no miracle 
would happen . Somethine: snapped in him then • . . 
His mother died . /..nd , in c1 "f~enzy of ins;:i ne 
grief---No ! In his awakened pride he curse,1 
his Cod and denied Him , and in r e venee , proml s:e d 
h .is soul to the Dev.l l - - - on his k n ees , when 
everyone t h ourrht he wa s praying .ft 

This event happened i n O' Neill ' s life clurl ng the seco nd 

year at De La Sal l e. He studied and mad e hie:h erad eR . 

He prayed for h i s mother , but she did not improve . .i-.t 

aee s i x t y , O' Neil l said th.is year was the turning point 

of his l ife . 12 

At aee fo urte en , wi th h i s mo t her n o better , he quit 

attendine Cathol ic schoo l s . Ile told h.i.s pcrr.e nt s t h ;,t 

rel i g ion h a d been of no us~ to them , Ro he s,1.w no re;;son 

to force it on him . fle P.nterP.d T,etts Acade my , a non-

10 
Cool idge , pp . 37 - 38 . 

11 
J~ugene O' Ne ill, ~ 1,:; ithout ~ ' in The P l a y ~; 

Q.f. Eug ene O' Ne ill (New York: Han1l om House , 1954) , p . 511 . 

1 2 
r.e l lis , p . 7 3 . 



sectarian C.:onnecticut school . When he \,,'f!S fiftePn , he 

stopped attend i ng church services . The . final l ;reak with 

conventional religion came one yec:ir l ater in ;~ew London . 

As his father l eft for church services , Eugene informed 

him that he was never going again. They nrgued , but to 

no avail . This vir.tory over the Church was one O' Ne ill 

somehow regretted the rest of his life. 13 

There were other family facts which compli cated the 

prob l em of religion in the ir.ind of such a young chi l d . 

His brother Jamie , ten yenrs h i s senior , wa.s fl strong 

infl uence on him . Be had gra duated from a Ca tholic 

preparatory school and had entered 8 Cathollc collef{e 

while Eugene was at Mo unt St , Vincent . lie was cynical 

about life a nd religion anrJ SP.ems to hav~ been the wor~t 

pns~ible influence on the boy . 14 

'l'he relationship between J:::imes :-ind El l R O' Neill w::is 

unstable . She was not prepared for ml':lrriage responsi ­

bilities. His pr oblems included a pAterni ty suit , the 

fe a r of poverty and a weakness for F,et - rich - quick schemes . 

Al though he frequently embarrassed her , James O' Neil l 

spen t much on her care , .;ind he built a home for her so 

that she would not have to travel . 15 

In order to ga i n a beiter understanding of the 

religi ous and perSonal plieht of the O' Neil ls, one mu ~t 

13 
Coolidf,e , p . ~H . 

14 
Ibid ., pp . 36- 37 . 

15 
Ge l bs , pp. 39 - 43 , 



acknowledge the importance of three influences: first , 

the Irish heritage ; second, the theatric;il heritage; 

third , the religious heritage . According to Carpenter , 

0 ' Neill ' s tragedy came from his heritage .as an Irish 

Catholic immigrant to an alien land anrt from conditions 

imposed on him by the father ' s career. His personal 

identification with the. Irish grew stronger o:ver the 

years. The phrase " the Yanks " is an echo in his plays 

of the sense of social inferiority which was bred in him . 1 6 

The theatrical heritage began with James O' Neil l ' s 

first role at age 21. He combined an immigran t ' s unr.er ­

tainty of national! ty with an actor ' s uncert ;.1 inty of 

identity . Both hJ. s fortune and his downfa ll occurrf'rf 

when he a ccepted the leading role in The ~ .Qf Monte 

Chr isto. He was a financial success in th a t part , but 

he lost forever the opportunity to act in other more 

rewarding parts . His sons even used the play as an 

opportunity for mocking hjm by making crude jokes on 

s t aee when they appeared during the last tour in 1911 . 

Earlier in their lives , the boys lived in boarding 

schools wh ile their PBrents tourer'! with the show . 

There were severe repercussions because of that experience 

whic_h never ended-..17 

As a playwright, O'Neill rebelled against all that 

16 
Frederi ch Ives Carpenter , Eugene O' Nei ll ( New 

York: 11wayne Publ ishers , 1964) , pp . 24-2S:---

17 
Ibid., pp. 20- 27. 



MontP. Ghristo repre s entP.d . As a child , he rebelle d / 1y 

c;;irvinf,'; 11 MC" o n tb-s> b <1 lustr,1de of th e ir !·lew London 

home and by pourin g g rAen pa int into ,,l box of st ~tues of 

<T a me s O' Neill a s Edmund :).e.1ntes . It is obvious th a t he 

le ;.1rn e d to ·hat e his f a ther ' s c a ree r. . 18 

The third influence on the O' Neill8 , th F1 t of r Plir~on 

i s the one which lt':'d to the rl e epef, t Rufferinf~ in P.u r. enP 

O ' Heill. An ;; c hi ld he 8ccepterl f a ith i.n t he r.od of his 

mother . In her te n chine !le diri n ot l e 8.rn of pnr ia tory 

or of pun ishment. Accordine to thF. r. P.lhs , his e::irly 

belief wa s 11 Viystic a lly interwoven \,Ji th his rr.othe r ' s 

relieious life , which , a s a boy , he tenderly venerat. e rl . 11 1 

I n the Catholic schools he le a rned d i scipli!1e a nrl rer:u ­

l rt tiom~ . He hega n t o a ssoci a te the RP. school s with hi fl 

p;,i rents ' neelect and hetn1.y: :1 l of him as they· went oj 

tour . He a l Ro associated the nuns ' l a ck nf w::-i rmt.h wi tli 

the Ca tholic relieion . These rel.i e i o us institutiom; 

never provided a substitute h o me for him . 20 

In ~ Without Rnd , the h ero describes his boyho od 

disappo i ntment with Ca tholicism: 

His parents ' God was One of Infi nite 
Lov e --not a stern , self- r i ehteous Eeing who 
condemned sinners to tor ment , but a very human 
lovable Gorl Who became man for love of men ;;i.nd 

18 
John Henry Ru leieh , " E11gene O' Ne:1.11 ,1.nd the 

Escape f rom the GhA.te n u d ' Jf 11 i.n O' i:~eill: .A Collection 
of. CriticA.l i;ss1~{' ed • .Totin r:,1 ~W~(·'. E>lwoori r:Jif.fn: 
Tire.-ntlce ll a l. , 14) , p . ?'1, 

19 
Cle l bs , p . fi9 . 
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l!."lVe his lire th~- t t~PY :nif-ht he s :1v.,. ,; from 
themse l ves . 1~nd t.\·-f' l>o,v h ;:c11l eve r y re::i8on to 
b el ieve in i::11ch .-, :~ivinity of T,f)Ve .:i s the r:re:-1tn r 
of Life •. , J,:.iter , :., t, 5chool , he le~irnecl 0f thP 
God of Puni.shrrcnt, ,.n·l hP won,lPrEd ..• Afierw~r•"l 
.. • he SA\·1 his r.o,J ~18 :le •~ f and hliml qnd mPrci ­
le$ s -- a l)ei ty Who r<•turne:1 11 :i t.p fO"J'.' love antt, 1 
rf'veneed Himself uyJOn thoF! P who truste -1 Hirr . 

Rtront~ j_nheritf!j ir.flu0:1cPr- ,, n -1 nr f ,,,n i.1.Y inst ~.hilit.y , !:! 

lonely hoy decideJ that heliPf i ~ 1·~li ri rltl ~ nrl the 

Catholic Church WHs over for h im . Jt. ·11:~ •l !10t: :in::::i,:ererl 

his problems or helperJ: him in a ny ·,1 ,1 y . ne ,.,,M, dise;ur,tP.l 

with it . So , in 1902 , when hf' entere.1 r0 ·tts .:..cciiiemy , 

th€' first :;ind the only phage of corr.plete faith j_n O ' :,!eill 1 

tragi c life ended, and the second ph:HH~ of doubt r.i ncl 

denial beean . One ph::lse of the journey of n torture,! 

eenius was over . 

I n look .ine ;:it the three st3ges of J•:11eene O ' t~!".'.i.ll ' r: 

relie:ious strup,g:le c-is rlepir.te<l in his plnys , one rr.uf;t 

fi r st review ;..i few of th~ .i.mport a nt elements in hiR 

fi.rst period of be l ief ir. r.od And ;..; cccpt ,::i nce of thP 

power of the Cntholic :::h11rch . Sever,-1 1 re~sons hc1ve 

been given for the strong belief .in -..:athol icism wh l cb 

O ' Ne il l possessed as a youth and for his rebellion ~.f"-"linst 

the Church , O' Neill , of ~ourse , was i--1 descendcrnt of 

IriRh .immierants who were ,levont b"llevels . HP c] eveloperl 

;i f.ee l ine of socinl inferiority 8S c1 reR1i".t of th:is 

21 
O ' Nei ll, ~ Col.lPcterl T'lriy.s , p . '.} 10 . 
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heritage. His mother was a. devout Catholic who conceived 

of God as a gentle beine. She taught the young O' Neil l 

to believe in Cod ' s love and mercy and kindness. When 

he was isolated from his parents in boarding schools , he 

was exposed to the God of vengeance and justice , and he 

did not care for that God. Throughout the remainder of 

his life, he expressed an ambivalent a tt itude in his 

struggle with religion , an ambivalence based on exposure 

to the different aspects of God which he had receivP.d as 

a youth. His attitudes toward religion and his p:::1.rents 

were to create a tangled web which ensnared him and from 

which he was long unable to escape and find peace . His 

last play , ~ Day's ,Journey Into Night , indicated his 

eventual recognition of the web . 

The first peri od , that of O'Neill ' s actual bel:lef in 

God and the Church , covered approximnte ly his first 

fifteen years, 1888- 1904 . The rise of this perio<l of 

belief in the dramas appears primarily in the experimental 

stage of his career from 1915-1920. These plays were 

rough and in many cases so poorly written that O' Neill 

later destroyed them. It was a time when he WRS exper­

imenting with the drama form, both independently and in 

Baker 1 s 11 47 Workshop". Crude though they may be , these 

plays are the core of a li terrtry career unequalled by_ 

any other American dramriti~t. 'rhey providert the first 

ex presaions of 0 1 Ne .1ll's attitiirtes tow;ffd lif€', and FIS 

such they also provided expressions of hi.s att .i.tudet: 

toward religion . Despite the fact that ten yeArs had 

passed since he stopped going to church , the outlook 



shown was predominantly that of a youthful, Almost 

naive, trust in Cod as the controllin~ power of thp 

universe. There were overtones of the strue8le agains t 

relieion which had recently occurred; but, primarily, 

these plays presented the innocent view of a youth's 

concept of Cod and His world. He believed thHt man WAS 

naturally good and that God existed a nd controlle<l the 

world, but that man, even though ultimately under Go<l 's 

control, had some choice in the dec i sions he mane. It 

is most important to keep in mind that in this period 

O'Neill equated belief in the Church with man's natural 

eoodness and love. 

The plays to examine in terms of this attitude 

are the four which comprise the .:i§. Glencairn cycle. 

This cycle ·y!' one act plays, written hetween 1913-1 920 , 

is based primarily on O'Neill's own concrete life exµer­

iences--his years at sea , people he had met--an~ O?l his 

psychological experiences--his concepts of the val·1e of 

human life, his idea of how people de~l with nature and 

with each other, and his theory of nature as ~n expansion 

of the mind of God . 

The first play of the cycle is The l•ioon .2..f. the 

Caribbees . In three basic areas it is n reflect.ion of 

O'Neill's youthful religious at titude. First , the setting 

is an indication of O'Neill's dualistic view of Corl in 

the feminine form of pe:-1cP. :ind h;-1-pp:f.nes.s ~ind of man ~i:; 

rw tur;illy 1~00<1. In that Id i; per1 od of f ;d U1 w;111 c<'r1 I.Pr Pd 

in the ye;irR of his mnther'n infl,1ence, O'Neill vinwe •l 



the happy God of peace in the feminlne gender. In this 

particular play , the setting is a moonlit night on a 

calm sea in the West Indies. All three elements are 

standard symbols for an idyllic existence . The sea as 

a feminine image of God is a warm, gentle mother like 

O' Neill ' s idealization of his own mother . The scene is 

that of a world controlled by a loving God who wants 

~en to be happy. In this play, it is not God, but men 

through the imposition of society's rules who disturb 

the happiness. 

Another important element of the setting here , and 

in the other three plays, is the use of sound . Here it 

is the sad keening of the native women which upsets the 

seamen because it stirs up memories in them. The music 

becomes a type of innate conscience which opens the men ' s 

eyes to right and wrong. They ignore its warning and, 

consequently, get into trouble. When man ignores his 

natural instincts, problems arise. 

The second factor is the characters . In using a 

British ship and a northern European crew, O' Neill is 

drawing on his heritage . The seamen are metaphorical 

figures of Irish Catholics who feel a kindred bond to one 

~nother, but who can fight with bitter feeling at~ 

moment ' s notice. Three of those seamen are of particular 

significance. First, Smitty , the sailor, haunted by the 

past , appears as a personification of O' Neill. Several 

of his comments could very well have applied to O'Neill. 

For example , when hearing the song of the natives , he 
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says , " I wish they ' d stop that so ne . I t !'l'!nkes you think 

of--well - - thineA you oueht t o for e et . 1122 

Again in reference to the music , which sou!'lcl::: l .i. k e 

church music to the Donkeyman , Smitty s.=iys , "I didn ' t 

mP.an it was bad music. I t i sn ' t. Jt ' :s the beastly 

memories the damn thing brings up--for some reason. 11 23 

Finally , in a state of drunkenness- - a common s t Ate 

for O' Neill in his early life - - Smitty mingles the words 

from Ya l e ' s 11 Whiffenpoof Song" with his own though t s. 

" We ' re poor little l a mbs who have lo .st our way , eh, 

Dank? Damned from here to eternity , what? God hc'lve 

mercy on such as we ! True , isn ' t it , Donk? 11 24 It woulcl 

appear to be significant that the primitive music which 

he heR~d would have a r oused Ruch reactions in Smi.tty , thP. 

i:;;1 .ilor who r.em~ins an enigma to the nthers. 'J'hP. mustc 

]. !', a symbol of a purit.'/ he h;1r'l lost , thftt of:.) r~ li :;Jnm:: 

belief , or ::i heJ.i.ef in g:oodnP.ss .in its natur;il stnte , and 

O' NP,ill is clearly sho\'/n in th;;it char.A:cter. The f.in:-:1 

plea Srritty makes i s also a true stateTl'lf>nt th Bt 0 ' Ne ill 

regularly made throu.e:hout his entire career . r.on • s 

mercy seems to have eludeti both Smit ty and O' Ueil l . 

A second significant_ ch;,racter 0is the .lonk P.ym~n , who 

seems to b e the only ch;-:irc-1ctf'r o t peace with himsF-1 f a n,1 

the worlri . ?~he pr i witive music does not di:stnrh t1im , 

23 

24 

lllli!.· , p . 19 . 

Ibi<l ., p. 19 . 



and he is not haun t ed by memories . "Tain ' t aich ba:i 

music, is it? Sounds kinder pretty to me~ -low a n' .mourn ful-­

s~me as listenin' to the organ outsitle o ' church of a 

Sunday. Queer things , mem ' ries. I a in ' t ever been 

bothered much by ' em! 1125 In the Do nk e yman , O' Neill 

created a charact·er who symbolizes· a tranquil believer 

in the goodness of man and the faith whi c h O' Neill had 

lost . He is totally at peace with himself with no turmoi l 

to upset oI' haunt h i m. He is the unique individual who 

can be a naturally good person and avoirl Christianity 

simul taneousl y . For t hat reason he a ppears somewhat 

strange to the others who have lost their original nature . 

Yank, the third character , is a typical sailor , 

totally masculine, l usty , brawny and brave . The one 

attribute which sets him apart fro m ordinary people 

is his honesty. One can be honest without being religious , 

but Yank seems devout in h i s concern that the women not 

be cheated . In t _he midst of his drinking an<l carousing , 

the one element of a Catholic - ori ented subconscious 

surfaces t o make him d"eal fairly with t h e women . 

The last e l ement of i mportance as a g l impse into 

the re l igious views of O' Neil l in the first phase of his 

life is his choice of events to dramatize. These center 

on man ' s natural desire for women and wine. In this c;:i.se 

the women are primitive Negresses , the typic a l earth 

25 
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mothers .., .. ho have both ,:; cr,lminr• and ,qn Hnsettlin,: .i:-:!fl,: ­

encP on the- s~ilori:; , ;in:l thP. wire ii:; i.1.l.Pt :::t l. r.11m snp!,1, ... ,1 

on board by the women . 'f'he capt;:ii.n permi tfi the •,,;omen, hut 

not the wine . The carousi n r: a nd fi,n;ht .iri .": which oc~\lr 

as a result of ti1e presence of thesP. two elements nre 

symbolic. of man ' s inability to control himself when f<.:rcerl 

to ohey certain rul es esta1'lishP.1l by '.'.:hri s ti.;:.'.1 sociPt y . 

Only the Donkeyman appears to control himself , for only 

he remains aloof from · the women ,:1 nd f.ighting. Apparently, 

only the r>onkeyman is c1 natural beli@ve>r . Per.lrnps O' ;~ei ll 

is implying that stability exists only for tho~e who have 

found that inner peace of a natural existPnce . lt i~ not 

the enforced rules which give the pe,qcp. He an rl Smi.1. ty 

once kne-w it , but now they ::i re both drinkjne; , fi e htinr; 

men who know no peace . 

In contrast to the calm ~tmosphere of ~ Moon _Q_f 

the Cartbbees , O' Neill next presents ::i.nother view of mar.. 

and his God. Bound East for Cardiff is the second play 

in th •· quartet on the life of a seaman . Here O' Ne il l 

presents four phases of man ' s atti tu<les towar•I fi n Ftct of 

God which no man can control , death . The hasi•.! id ea is 

the futility of man's struc:t-:le aeainst rleath or Any 

other obstacle placed in his p;.:ith by that uni=.e-en force. 

llere God is seen ;.1s a n c1 ll- powerful bP.i.1e who i n to hr. 

feared , anti death a s the si t n of h.ls f f n;.,l venrP.::ince on 

man . This flt titude woul rl nppenr to bf' derived from .thr 

young O' Neill's experiences in Catholic schools where he 

learned to view God a s a wrathful beint: . In the ch:-:ir,qcter 



of Yank , 0 ' Neill pictures himself as the son of lU l. 8 

Quinlan 0 1 Ne ill who had taugh t him to E:!Ccept quiPtly the 

acts of God . Just as The Ji2.£!! Qf the CRr i bbees presenterl. 

those two relationsh i ps with God through the we,y Sm! tty 

and the Donkeyman hand led the past , so ~ Bast f or 

Cardiff presents them thr9ugh the way Y1Jnk and Driscoll 

deal with dee.th. 

The setting of the second play is agai.n aboard ship , 

a symbol of man I s dependence on Fate or an unknown Force 

for safety . The sea ls the literal anrl. symbolic repre­

sentation of that Force . In this play , the sea is "' 

hidden and unsafe place due to the presence of the foe, 

here a symbol of evil. The fo g b l t nds the seamen in 

their search for the correct course to Cardiff, or 

symbolically to the search for knowledr;e of God . In his 

life , O' Neill had been blinded by the atti tudes of his 

Catholic teachers and by the illness of his mother . 

I n this play the sound effect of the boat's whistle 

serves as a symbol of man's struggle to find his way when 

misled by error or fog. In 1'.!!.f .!:!.£.2.!l Qf ~ Caribbees , 

the sineing is the auc:l:io symbol of that quest. Roth 

serve as symbols of men's consciences. 

O' -Neill makes a strong point about the poor conrli tions 

aboard the ship. The food is not consummable , and the 

captain is not trained to deal with medical crises. 

The ship may be me ant to be a microcosm of life, an~ the 

conditions aboard ship to paralle l the conditions of 

men's lives. Those conditions have traditionally been 



bad ones wh i ch lead i nevitably to death , thP. problem 

these seamen must face . There seems to _be no way men 

can overthrow the problems of life. They. have been 

placed here by that force which Chri st i a n s call God . 

They view these problems as a challenee to their strength 

of commitment to the faith . 0 1 N~ill had no doub t been 

taught that view , but -he c ould not accept it . Consequently , 

he shunned the Church . However, in Bound Eas t f2.!: 

Cardiff , his sympathetic treatment of the dying Yank 

seems to s how his desire to attain that f ai th once more . 

The presence of death in the microcosm of the ship 

brings the same re ac tions as it woul rl any place in the 

world . The crew rea lizes that death i s coming to the 

injured Yank , yet they shun any mention of it as a n end 

to his s uffering . Onl y he, in his dying moments , is 

a ble to face it without fear . It shoul d be rememhererl 

that the c rewmen represent Christ i an national! t1e s , ;i.nd 

as such one might expect a certain type of response 

from them . However , they merely s how their human nature 

when they hi de from any suggestion of death . It is a 

part of tha t force which they cannot control. They 

react to it with their natural instincts of awe and f ear. 

The reactions t o death are shown mainly in th e 

conversations of Driscoll , an Irishman , and Yank. 

They present opposite views towrtrd death and th e unknown . 

Driscol l i s the typical man who deliber;itely :wolds ;1ny 

ment i on of death becaune it is beyond his unclerstr:m<Jio p. 

and control. He refuses t o accept the truth th ..i t Yank 



is dyine . Such comments as the f ollowing rlemonstrate his 

attitude: 

" Stop your croakin ' ! He ' s not dead Yet and, praise 

God , he ' ll have many a l ong day yet before him ." 26 

11 Divil take me if I'm not startin ' to blubber loike 

an auld woman , and he not dead at all , but goin ' to live 

many a long year yet , maybe . " 27 

" Didn ' t I tell you you wasn ' t half as sick as you 

thought you was? The Captain ' ll have you out on neck 

cussin ' and swearin ' loik e a trooper before the week 

is out. 1128 

These comments are from the soul of a fe a rful man , 

one who c annot ~accep t the idea of de~ th. But, when he 

realizes that Yank recognizes the presence of death, he 

reverts to the religious nature of his youth . "Is it 

wishful for heaven ye are? 11 he asks Yank who responds, 

11 Hell , I guess. 11 29 Driscoll crosses himself and repri ­

ma nds Yank for talking that way. When Yank dies , Driscoll 

again makes the sign of the cros s and ''H is lips move in 

some half- remembered prayer. 1130 

26 
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/!utobiographically, Oriscol l para llP.l s 0 ' :·ie il l, 

the ma.n who knew relit;ion .?s ;: youth and then rejecterl 

it, but who sti ll reta.ined some of its precepts and , 

most· importantly , his natural love for his fellow m:rn . 

As an opposing force t o ..Jriscoll , Y;:ink , the dying seam.:.n , 

reacts differe nt).y to death. He compl ains v e r y little 

about th e pain, a nd his only fe a r is th a t he will be 

left :=i l one whi le dyine . His remark n.bout death demon­

s t rate s the peace that is comine t o '1i ni: 

You mustn't take it so harrt , Drii=;c , 
was just think in I it ,3in ' t sn 'baU RE:i people 
think--dyin ' ! I a in't never took much Rtock in 
th e truck them skypi lots preach . I <"1in ' t nevr.r 
h ad relitrion ; but I know wh a t e ver it is wh a t 
comes af ter it ccm't be no worse ' n this . 
don 1 31like to leave you, i)risc , hut--tha t ' s 
a ll. 

Y(lnk shows no sorrow over leaving the l i f e of ::i 

sa ilor. Hi s only wish is that h e could h a ve h ad a 

home a nd f a rm of his own. His peace i s momentarily 

interrupt ed l,y the though t of a murder he ha<l r.ommi tted 

i n Capetown . 11 D1 yuh think He 'll hol d it against me? 113 2 

He feel "s th a.t God mic;ht understand it w;:..s done ln self­

defense . 

At the moment of his dea th, two thingR occur of 

religi ous sienificance . First, he sees the fo e enterintt: 

his ro om . The fog , of course , symboli?.es the fo rce 

th a t obstructs God from man . Just <.R it obs tructs "Yank ' s 
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view , the lady in black appears . :-ihe, perhi:ips , symbol­

izes the Virgin M8ry 1 the gentle side _of .reli r,ion , who 

welcomes Yank to heaven . It was the Virgin Ma ry with 

whom O' Neill ' s mother c'!Ssoc i ated her relie:ious belief. 

Through her Yank is victorious over death . The fact th;c.it 

she is arrayed in b l ack is probably an indication of her 

state of mourning for those men who have lost contact 

with the purity of her existence and who a re unable 

ever to see her welcoming them to a life a fter death. 

For them she mourns, just c1s she smiles tn welcome those 

who have maintained an innocent f a ith .in God. 

Thus, the second play in the series end~ with man 

conquering death , the evil force with which he has to 

strue,gle . At this point 0 1 l~eill is st.=iting the viPw of 

one who believes in the love and saving power of r.oa . 

The ~ Voyage Home is the third play in the .§§_ 

Glenca.irn ·serie s . In it O'Neill continues to express 

his ideas about man ' s relationship to God . As in the 

other plays, man must deal with evi l forces to prove 

whether or not he is worthy of God . In The Moon 2!.._ the 

Caribbees , the forces were sex a nd wine . In Bound 

East for Cardi ff, the force was death •. Unlike thP. 

Donkeyman or Yank , Olson of The !&!!.!! Voy;:ige Home is ;:i 

foolish man; and , when temptation faces him , he cannot 

resist . His intentions a re eood , but his self - control 

is lacking. Olson , therefore , becomes O' Neill ' s vision 

of the state of man who iS rejected by Cod . God hel ps 

those who attempt to help themselves . The fact th~t man 
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mus t work in ord er to ear n hi s sa l vation i o a leg! ti.mote 

Christian rloctr i ne. Ol so n knows this , and he t-rieR to 

work to Bain his salvation , or freedom from the se;i, 

but , he submits too qui ck l y to the power of evll, .::1nrl 

God , in his vengeance , must cast him off . I n this pl ay , 

O ' Neill attempts to come to grips with the God of vene;eance 

which he· perceived as a youth . Here .h e sees that there 

is a need for such a God , because not All men are ent i t l ed 

to spi~i tual blessine; as the r.od o f love would be incl i ned 

to give. He must be bal anc ed by the God of Vengean~e 

who weeds out the unworth y peopl e such as Ol son . 

The setting , as in the other plays , is at nieht , 

but on l and instead of sea . On land seamen c1re out of 

place , lost soul s in effect . The four sea.men are lured 

to a bar where they prompt l y get drunk on Irish whiskey . 

Ol son , who wants to return home to his elderl y mother 

and farm , refuses to dr i nk . He says, " I bane ::1. gooci 

boy dis night for one time . 1133 He realizes that when he 

is· drunk , he is not rational. However , the barkeeper 

has a deal to catch a seaman for the A!'1IN.ilR.A , a reputedly 

horrible ship . Ni ck, h is ass i stant , says , 11 Th<> Cflpt ' n 

an I ma te are bloody s l ave - drivers , an ' they ' re bounci 

down round the I Orn . They ' arf starveci the I anrts on 

the l arst tri p ' ere , an ' no one ' 11 darP. ship on ' er ." 34 

33 

34 

Ibi d ., p , 61. 

Ibid ., p . 59 . 



The AMIN'DRJ\ could very well be caller! the 1)evil I s st: i µ . 

With the assistance of a gir~~nother of m;:in ' s we .-1 knPs scs - -

he ma nages to get Olson to drink rirti eeed wine , :rn •l then 

he t a kes him to the ship . The conver s a tio!'l betwee!'l Joe , 

the barkeepe r, Olson , ..i ncl Frena shows c learly how they 

1 ure Olson into rlrinking. 

Ol son : Hey , Yoe ! trandy for Miss Fred.a . 
Joe: Righto ! 1 Avin ' somethink yeself , shipmate? 
Olson: No . I don ' t tank so . (He points to 

his g l ass with a gr.in.) ,)is iss only 
bel) y - wash , no? 

Joe: ' Ave a man 1 s drink . 
Olson: I would like to - but no . If I drink 

one . I wa nt drink one tousa nd . 
Freda: Ow , tike somethin '. I ain ' t eointer 

drink all by meself . 
Ol son: ~~_;5ve me a little yin e;er heer- small 

Ol so n know s a bout the ship , a nd he knowri ,.1h ;-1t h,.. 

wr. nt s to do , hut women .::irr. hi:=; wer. kn1•s::; . Ht- yi..,lrl~i tn 

a n evil f orce , and the God of jm;tice punishei:. h in• . 

Chris tian doctrine is basetl on the evidence o f two 

natures of God . One nature i ·s that of the lovi nr, , 1nPrr..i­

ful God who forgives men of t'heir sins . Thi s is the ,'";od 

of O' ~eil l I s youth . The other ntlture iR th a t of a wr..:ithful 

God of venge a nce who becomps .imp~ti e nt wt th the wrone,: 

behavior of rr.en. fie punishe t-. them for thP .i.r. sins just 

as he punished the Israe l i t ,•s J,_y 1n n"k tne; them \\':,inrlP.r j n thP 

wilderness for forty Y<":·,rs , or : , t-. he a rtmon .ishP:> ;.Jew 

Testament Christians to 1 i vP. properly in fp :.,r of the dr.y 

35 
!E,!j_., p. 71. 



of j urlerr.ent . 

In this pl;iy , O' Nei ll pGr trays a man ::i t his v:e."'lkest 

pqint . He rl rf'Hms of home , symhol icr~lly .:rn ide a l _pl:icr­

or heLJ.ven , but he is .incap:ible of rP.--.r:hinc it. Be i'H,r; 

heen rejecterl hy C:od, and hP. h ·ig lo Rt co!'?t.Hr.t .,.,1th ~ i r-: 

he is hnmesick for it , but hP. s;,ccumhs to the woman nnd 

the liquor. He is lc1st SPP.n in an unconscious r;tate a~ 

he .is beinc draeger1 to the AMINDRJ\ . He hns sol:I his 

soul to the ·uevil. At the t ime O' Nei ll <l.iscRr•lerl r.Pl.ifion , 

1 t was an thoueh he could not· 11 ve up to the :"!hurch ' ::; 

expect~tions and rtemanrls on him . In o!'le sense he w~s 

a n Olson who desired to stay in the f:hurch , but who 

jui,t could not reach the perfPction it demanded . :\nd , 

HS Oloon ' s fate was the :>P.vil shtp , AMi r~')P A, sn 0 1 1~£:ill 

ma y have felt th a t his fnte , too , L,y \·11th the ,)evi l. 

~ ill ?.one , the final play in thr> Qlli.lrtet , ii:: ;,n 

appropri ;jte one if one views the plc;ys for thei l'.' rel.i~ious 

s i gnificance . The sf!ttine is ten minutps ti 1 1 rni<lnieht 

on a.n Ammuni t ion bor-tt in c-1 v,·ar zpne . Al l .;ir: tion .i n thf' 

four p l ays occurs at nieht , and th i s is sie;:nif:lcant . 

I n Christian terminoloc;y , night -represents a time of 

rtecision . .A.R the hour ero\-1S l ate , m;.1n re,1li7.es that hP. 

is being given his L-ist ch;,nce to choose the coursP. b e 

wAnts to follow throuehout eternity . Knowi nG thir; , it 

would seem th;.t he woulil :.1lw~,y~ choosP tn follow r;ort . 

Bt1t , thr-rE.· are obstacle:: pl:H:P. .i in h.1.i; W; 1y hy thP lPvi] 

who Wrint s to cl~iim hlm rcw Pt.Prn i ty. Th u s , .in thP P.vil 
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realm of the night , man makes his fin~ l choice. Those 

who choose God face a dawn of joy ; those who choose the 

Devil face utter darkness forever . In the .§_§ Glencairn 

cycle, this nighttime struggle is pictured . Only the 

Uonkeyman ancl Yank choose God. The others are doomed 

forever. It a ppears that 0 ' Neill deliberately accents 

man ' s choice of the :)evi l because it paral l els his 

own choice. 

This last play is set at ten minutes til·l midnieht , 

the c l osest· moment to the end of man ' s ~pportuni ty to 

choose . The fact that the ammunition ship is in a war 

zone l ends pressure to the decision to be made. The war 

zone represel')ts the Devil 1 s attempt to lure men to him . 

There are no sound images i n this play . The songs , 

whistles and clinking bottl ~s of the others a re stilleJ . 

It is an unnatural world . Compl ete quiet , the absence 

of sound , becomes the i mage . This ;,zain is appropri a te 

because it intensifies the emotiomll ba ttle of willr: 

which is being fought . The battle is a psycholor,icr.11 

one between God and Devil for the control of man ' s mind . 

All exterior forces which would be indicated hy sound 

have been eliminated as this mental struggle occurs . 

The men aboard ship feel the tension, and they vent 

their nervous reactions on Smitty , the seaman in !..hf_ 

Moon £f. !!!!, Caribbees , who is an outsider to the group 

because of his memories . It has alreo riy bePn shown that 

in that play he is a symbol for O' Neill. Now , the ct'ew 

h a s d i scoverer\ a black box in which he is hi<linr, somethine . 



rJn; nn ' '1r ,lun 1 t l..-11'c I.I. i. l k•• 111i , t\i ',t' n 
o~,rt ;;:i in. 1\ 11 1 \1(• d nr. ' t 1nri\-: 1,··11 •l l. n l1, ,tn 1 \'/ h r1t. 
rl 1w o k-nov1 n ),oqt; l1J 1r i,; )11 11 y11n CJf"lt!)r· tn 11')01< :,·t 
.it? Nnt}itn ' ! JI;- 1d11 1 t Pl/Pl' :P 1lrl w}1nrl1 i'iP. 
eon1r-n fr()m O"r' tv!1y , r ll -,11 .• ]'t1< ,1, : [ 11 /Ir~ n h lpn nn 
hr:-rf_• tn T,on•ln n 1 hf111t ·· yi> :11' l, 1 ro r •,, t·h ," 1,:,:-,r 
f:t. r ,rt.n , ,1 ~: , ,n " • ' , "" n lnlr• h Jr; (H· J'Pt' fl mnAL l .t k ' ly - ­
\-,•h1-•11 ltr · ,Ion ' L k w:n,, 11,1~-: t. o 1 n:,- tt,i, c•nr11p;1f'n , h:i"r:ll _v , 
AJ n ' i. tl 1n t •) U1 ' f-'P 11 , I i ~!Pl f'/ 1 ·,.·;, r1 }i" 
e v e r n1w11 vJ"i 'Ll! u:1 11 1· ,. ;· 11n-l :: 1, 1 il'ri :d f''? .:n ; 
1.r" ' ., n·iw, .. yn l1n ,; t.l , ,t . · l ·• 1:11!' :l- ,:t. lttrr 1r: !.f 
l1 r • N r ~: 1,:Ld·i n ' :1 r,1l'P·t 1. 111 •. 7.r. 

l,1•:I b y tl1l r1 ht- l l 0r , lhf 1 _.r t.Lr 11.1 11• 11 : .. ,nd rq: r-ii t!.1. 

of thr _p n s t which tt•ey wnuld 11rf:' .fer t,o keep fH't~rF"t . T:• 

t fleir trnit ·~nt of !":mi tty , they de mntrn tr.,-:te m:1n ' r:: f;<:>,H'tJ 

of h .i G f r. llmJ m;;rn , ; Jtl cittr·Jhi:te of the JP vil . ThnrpfnrP, 

the chnrc1~ tcrs becomf' r•:; y rnl•ol1c of '. :od ' s !J f: . :p p oint.ir.P>1t 

wi tll m:,nki.nfJ hf•r::-rnse thf.'Y 11nt only cl1 O0sf; ::i t tl"1r· 7 :·, i=d 



U1P other thre1• pl:.;1yti , 0 1 :!c~i ll Pxpl orE's r.nd • ~ rr>lntin n:,hip 

to mnn anrl mAn ' f: rPl.qt,jonshlp to Gorl i but , here , he 

expl ores rr,:rn ' s rel a tionship to man . 

Therefore , t he four ril ays fa l l in t o a l ogic::i l 

sequence of religious t houi~ht . As a Lelieving Cutholic , 

O' Neill trusted in the pe~c~ful rel D~ion s hip of m.;1n ::inrl 

r.nd as nhown in 'i'he Moon 2..£ the· Caribbees . lie nlsn 

believerl that man coul d conquer his fe,91· of cie c1 th by the 

knowledge of God I s erace as in .Bound r~nst for r.arrl i ff . 

Third, he realized t hat [Tia n must prove himse l f •,1orthy of 

heaven by workin e for it, and if he f a ils , ~s Olson do0s , 

in !!:!!!. ~ Voyage Home , then he is not worthy of hl" :'l ven . 

rut , it is fina l ly 17'an ' s mj strea tment of m.:in , :rn in 

I!! the 1/.o ne , which 11:'d O' ~le i l l aw.:iy fr01,. the .";lrnrch . 

Ile coul d not accept the idea of (;hristi ~nf; hurtinc on( 

;i nother. ,Hso , the pressures of f ;; m.ily prnhlemt: , rin ·l 

the isolation he knew as c1 child c ;:i use .l him to (jUPstion 

God's relationship with m:=in . Ile cnme to re~li7,P. tll··,t 

the Ch urch and love werf' not necess .•1ri ly the s,=1me thin1_r . 

And, as Smitty is l eft ~ soh1Jin 1.: victir'! of nrnn ' s destruc ­

tiveness , so 0 1 Nei ll ,..;as f.in emotio11 ::-l ly ci:· ipple 1i v ict i rr 

of circumstances Cf3used has ically by pPople closE!'it 

to hirr.. 



CHAPTER II 

ACT II : THE MYSTERY OF ATHEISM AN D THE GOD OF PillHSHMENT 

The second stage of Eugene O' Neill' s personal struggl e 

with the question of religion began in 1902 , when he was 

four teen, and lasted until the composition of Days 

Without End in 1934 . This period of his life was a time 

of doubt , in God's existence and the teachings of the Catholic 

Church , which led O' Neill to reject completely the 

concept of the Christian God and to turn somewhat desper ­

ate l y to other philosophies for a stronghold . On that 

fateful day in New London when the young O' Neill f i nally 

confronted his father with his refusal to attend Mass, 

the course of anguished searching and bitterness began . 

It was in this second stage of his life that O' Neill 

emotionally suffered the most intensely and in turn 

created the most soul - searching dramas as he felt the 

results of his decision to reject God. 

When O'Neill entered Betts Academy , a non- sectarian 

school , in 1902 , he began~ period of open revolt against 

religion and convention in which he first preferred 

atheism , This revolt continued while O'Neill was a 

student at Princeton University in 1906-07 . Since 

chapel attendance was compulsory, he had no choice, bu t 

he criticized the minister , Henry Van Dyke , as a stupid 

speaker. In conversation with close friends who thought 

of him as a romantic, O'Neill said, ''If there is a God, 

33 
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let Him strike me dead . 11 1 One f r iend said he was afraid 

God would . Shortly after this , 0 ' .Nei l l professed to be 

an agnostic , not an athei:::t . He acknowledged that there 

w.:t.s something beyond the human mind that mieht be God 

and th a t the "human mind was incapable of comprehendine 

infinity". 2 

In this particular period of O' Neill ' s life , the 

reader of bioeraphy is readily aware of the struegle in 

0 ' Neill ' .s mind with the concept of God . l'her l'- was uncer ­

t;iinty , and he could not Qecide wheU1 ~r to be a n a vowed 

atheist or a n agnostic . This dualism nnri mental conflict 

would a lway s exist because O' Neill was never a hle t .. , 

decide conclusively what his beliefs were . .\ccorrline to 

the Gelbs : 

Even at twenty Eugene revealed a parcidoxical 
nature • .. Throuehout his life he remnin eil. ::i 

puzzle to the people who knew him best , for 
he was e i ven to swift rPversa ls c1nd conveyed 
sharplJ diffe ren1· i!Jlpressions of himself--
often dfiliher ate ly . .J • 

Several years later , one critic st;ited th At 0 ' Neill 

a ttempter! to esca.pe from renlity by sever1ng contact 

and setting up an emotionally and spiritually indepen~ent 

inner kingdom . He found no salvation outsidP of relicion , 

ict n :l he clune to the will to helieve , but his thou e;hts 

left him no room for will nr belief . 4 At this e;:i.r.ly 

Gelbs , p . 174 . 

Ibid ., p . 17 4 . 

Ibid ., p . 132 . 

4 John lloward Lawson , "l•;ugene O'NPilJ. 11 in~: 



stage in his life , perhaps O' We i ll ,..;as sti l l unable to 

sever contact with his fam i ly training and wa s still not 

ment a lly and emotionally mature enough to cre;:ite a n 

inner pe a ce of mind . 

As a t'esul t of a prank he comm! tted while drunk , 

O' Neill was suspender! from Princeton in 1907 , I!'l t _hE." 

sprine of that year he was introduced to Benjnmin R . 

Tucker , a man who w;:;is to be the first controlline force 

in 0 1 Neill ' s search f or a new philos,:·phy · of l:i..fe . f•".r . 

Tucker oper .::\ ted " The Un i l']ue rook Shop 11 in ifow York . Of 

New EneVind ')uaker ancestry , he was simi l nr to 0 1 :'lei ll, 

Tucker had olso rejected relirion and conventionc1 l forrn,11 -

i ties and ha d become an anarchist . Throueh Tucker , 

O' Neill bec a me acqua i nted with Max Sterner 1 s b ook , 

~ ~ His Own , which .. .as the forerunner of the Americ a :, 

anarchist pet'iod . One particul ar quotation ft'om that 

book server'! as a euide l .ine to 0 ' ~!eill personal ly and 

in his professional writing career . 

I am I , and I am neither c:ood nor evil . 
Neither has any meanine for me ••• My concer n 
is . .. not the True , the Good , the Rieh t, t he 
Free , etc ••• but s.irripl y my own self, a nrl 1 t 
i s not eeneral , it is in1H virlu1:1l as I myself 
:~s!~~:~idual . Par me there is nothing a bove 

However , Tucker ' s most sign i ficant cont ribution to 

the youne 0 1 Neil l' s phi l osophical development was in 

. introducing h i m to Friedr i ch Nietzsche ' s book , Thus 

A Co l lection Qi_ Cr i tica l Essays , ed . John r.asnner (r:n:.:el­
Wood Cl iffs: PrenticP. Hall, 1964) , pp. 42 - 43 . 

Quote-rt by the (Plb~ , p . 121 . 



Spake Zarathustra. At this point O'Neill initiated a 

lifelong enthusiasm for Nietzsche . His book became a 

replacement for the Catechism . 0 1 Nei ll probably felt 

such a response to Nietzsche because of their similar ­

! tie e . Nietzsche , the son and grandson of Protestant 

pastors and a descendant of theologians , had undergone 

a loss of fa! th and had become a er! tic of Christianity . 

From Thus Spake Zarathustra , 0 1 Neill accepted 

these views as his guides: 

Man is a rope stretched between the animal 
and the Superman- a rope over an abyss . 

1 Body am I and soul ' - so saith the child . 
And why should one not speak like chil dren?. 
the awakened one , the knowing one, saith : 
' Body am I entirely and nothing more, and 
soul is only the name of something in the 
body . ' . 

no I advise you to neighbor- love? Rather 
do I advise you to neighbor- fight and to furthest 
love! Higher than love to your neighbor is 
l ove to the furthes t and future ones; higher 
still than love to men , is love to things and 

~~!~~~~;:lo~!-~~e!~~!~~ :o~d~~s~u;~~e:~t l~~e. 6 

The year 1909 marked an important new phase in 

O' Neill' s life . Kathleen Jenkins , a girl whom he had 

met as a double date , became pregnant i and , over the 

objection of his father, 0 1 Neill married her . He immed­

i ately deserted her, and it was not until the boy was 

eleven that O' Neill saw their son . 

After this event , James O' Nei ll arranged for his 

Quoted by the Gelbs , p . 121 , 



37 

son to join a gold prospect i ng trip to Central America . 

The next three years spent in travel served to widen 

O' Nei l l ' s view of life . After contracting malaria , he 

returned to America and toured as an actor in his father's 

vaudeville show. In order to escape the demands of his 

f ather , he ne~t shipped to Buenos Aires where he sank to 

a low point in his life as a drunken bum wandering from 

job to job . Again he returned to America, and this 

time he continued his life of dissip;:\tio n o n the New 

York waterfront in a saloon called "Jimmy- the- Priest ' s '' . 

Then , for the final time , he became a seaman and sailed 

to England and Africa . For the remainder of his life he 

was proud of the fact that he was classified as an Ab le 

Bodied Seaman . It is interesting to note that thirteen 

of his plays a re set aboard ship and six others use the 

sea as a settine: . 7 

This period of restless wandering seems to be directly 

related to the young man's search for identity . The 

religious problems and the family problems seemed almost 

to overwhelm him. The sea became a cleansine; force for 

him , and in later years , he used it as a symbol of such. 

But , now , O'Neill was thoroughly confused in his searching 

for an answer to his existence , and he could not face the 

demands it made , so he lived primarily in a drunken stupor. 

Gelbs, p , 157 , 



In late 1911, O'Neill returned to New York and 

again settled down at '' Jimmy-the Priest's 11 • He associated 

with prostitutes, drunks, sailors and drifters . As he 

listened to ·their stories , he absorbed information for 

future plays . In 1912, in order for Kathleen to be 

granted a divorce by New York law, he arranged to be 

caught with a prostitute . He then continued to drink 

heavily and attempted suicide . It seems that O'Neill 

sank to the lowest depths of his personal existence then, 

and there was nothing to sustain him. 

In terms of his future career as a dramntist , 1912 

was to be significan11. in 0 ' Neill's life . After a talk 

with his father , ·:he left New York and moved to New 

London , Connecticut , where he obtained a position as 

reporter for the New London Telegraph . He also wrote 

poetry and began composine,; dramas. ,\1 though he remained 

aloof , he did express an interest in a rather sheltered 

g irl named Maibelle Scott. To her he wrote love poetry, 

some of which was published in the Telefiraph . 

While in New London, O' Neill was hospitalized for 

tuberculosis for six months at Gay lord Farm . Of this 

experience, O' Neill later said: 

It was at Gaylord that my mind got the cOance to 
establish its elf , to digest and valuate Csi c[J 
the impressions of m<'lny pa.st years in which one 
experience had crowded on another with never a 



second ' s reflection. r."t Gaylord I real ly thought 
~~~~;e~~ life for the :first time, about past a nd 
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At Gaylord Farm there was a patient named Catherine 

Mackay who loved O' Neill. He merely teased her a nd 

mocked her belief in '.'.:Catholicism . It a ppea rs that the 

doubtine: 0 ' Neill could not tolerate the peace and satis­

faction he saw in the l ives of those who believed in that 

which he h ad scorned . And , there seemed also to be an 

underlying current which made him cover his desire to 

return to a religious belief with an outwar d show of scorn. 

After dismissal from the sanitarium, 0 ' Neill began 

writing independently. His father financed the publi ­

cation of his first work , Thirst and ~ One - Act PlRys 

£.Y Eue:ene Gladstone ~- Then in 1914 , aea in with 

his father ' s financial support , he enrolled in Georee 

Pierce Baker ' s " 47 Workshop " at Harvard . He wrote three 

pl.nys there: The Sniper , The Persona l Equation and 

The Dear Doc tor. While at Harvard he read avidl y anrl 

was drawn to writers such as Conrad , Schopenhauer o.nd 

Nietzsche who spoke of forces behind individual 11.ve~. 

Stil l unable to select a substitute for Catholicism, 

he wavered between socialism and individualism. 9 

At the end of one year in the workshop, O' Neill 

8 
Quo ted in Gelhr. , p. 231 . 
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moved t o Greenwich Village 'Nhere he lived with criminals 

and intellectuals. Instead of writing, he became inter­

ested in political and social causes. fie lived i n ? nother· 

saloon similar t o "Jimmy - the- Priest ' s". This one was 

apt ly called the 0 Hell Hole 11 • Here he met Terry Carlin, 

a man who was to make a greater impact on O' Neill' s 

philosophy than any other living person. 10 Like nenj nm.i.n 

Tucker , Carlin was similar to 0 1 Neill . He w.=is a disciple 

of Nietzsche ; he was ;in Irishman; a nd he was ,q former 

Catholic . He had resigned from working in a protest 

against the capital ist system , anrl he spent his ctays 

drinki rig and preaching a philosophy which was ~ mixture 

of Nietzsche and Eastern wisdom . 

0 ' Nei ll• s decision to become a mystic , a choice he 

had contemplated earlier , was make in 19 15- 16, when 

Terry Carl i n gave him a copy of Light Q.!! the Pa th I a 

book of Hindu wisdom . It supposedly was written by two 

gentlemen centuries ago . The openina lines became his 

personal a nd philosophical inspirat ion . 

Ee fore the eyes can see I they must be 
incapable of tears. Before the ear crm he a r, 
it must h a ve lost i ts sensitiveness . P.efore 
the voice can speak ••• it mu s t have lost the 
power to wound, Before the soul c,c1.n stand. 
~!! r{:if must be washed in the blood of the 

Light£!! the Path was the beginnint; of O' Neill' s 

10 
Travis Doe;ard , Contour .!.!! Time : T1~7e 2r l, uyps. of 

F.ugene O!Neill ( New York: Oxford PrP.ss , -, 46. 

11 
Alexander , pp. 260 - 61 . 
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reacUngs in Buddhism , Taoism , Hinduism ;ind compara tive 

religion . The rel igious search continued, moving from 

Catholicism to Nietzsch e to Eastern relieio ns . The man 

0' Nei ll was still searching for a va lue sh:-ucture .in 

his l ife . At this point in his l ife , the Ge l bs no te, 

" The farther he withdrew , per sonally and a rti s ticall y , 

f rom his Catholic roots , the more keenly he f elt the 

terror of hi s flight . 1112 Francis Tho111pson 1 s poerr., 11 The 

Hound of He a ven 11 , exempl ified t he terror. of his fli eht. 

He literal l y felt "hounded " by God ; and , Dor othy Jlay, 

a friend , said she bel ieved 0 1 Neill suffered from the 

rejection of the l ove of God . 13 

So, at the threshold of his c a reer , 0 1 Neill ag::\in 

11 ved among anarchists and prostitutes. Abnormal though 

it may seem , this coul d be considered 0' Neil l I s l a st 

fline with what was normality for him . Bven though hi:' 

had still not reac_hed a definite conc l usion to his 1·e lie­

ious struggl e , he was free to do much of what he wanted, 

From this time on fame would prevent s uch freed om, n n rl 

hi -:> l i fe would be greatly restri cted . Yet, the soul a nd 

pe rsonal ! ty had been structured , and he wo uld rema i n 

much the st\me as he was at this moment. Although hiR 

theol ogical views might shift , his belief .l n the natural 

eoodnes s a nd mercy of mankind woul d always ex.t st. It 

12 
Gelhs , p, 359 , 

13 
Ibid . , pp . 359- 61 . 



would be the fluctuation of his r eligious views that 

would make him such a mystery . 

I n 1916 , O'Neill joined an avant- garde group of 
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wr.i ters ,3,.nd art i sts who ha<l an amateur theatrical company. 

They were led by George Cram Cook and his wife Susan 

r. J 3.spell . It was Cook who first introduced 0' He ill th e 

p l :iywri~ht to the publ ic by staging his early plays . 

S h 0rtly after this the group officially organize d itself 

as the Proviucetown Players . Two members of this group 

were John Reed and his wife Loui se I'ryant. It has 

already been noted that 0 ' Neill's personal code of 

ethics fluctuated, With Louise Bryant he was the libP,r;:i l ­

rninded man of the world , They conducted a n affair in the 

absence of her husband bu t with hi s · ·knowl e dge . 

When Louise Uryant travelled to Russia to be with 

need, O' Neill met 1\.gnes Doul ton, a writer, and she 

became his second wife . They were married in Province­

town i.n 1918. 0 ' Neil l' s rel i gious struggle surfEiced 

when he commented on the Methodi-st minister who married 

them: " I caught myself wishing I could believe in the 

·s ame gentle God he s e emed so sur e of . Th i s sounds l .i.lce 

sentimentality , but it isn ' t . 11 14 His mother never a.pprcved 

of the marriage because Agnes was not a Catholic. The i r 

mFJ.rriage, like O' Neill himself , was ful l of contrnclic t iolls . 

'!'her e w.=is affecti on , sexual pass i on and an undercurrent 

of mi strust , resr-rntment and l1ost il i ty . His dualism 

14 
Quoted in Gel bs , p . 372 . 



invaded even his fam i ly l ife . 

In the year of his marriage , only three plays were 

staged, a nd in the following year only one. The 0 1 Neills 

moved to New York City to be close to the rehearsals and 

productions of the plays. 0 ' Neill sti ll drank heavily 

with his brother Jamie ; yet , he drew c l oser to his father. 

J a mes 0 1 He ill even purchased the abandoned Coast Guard 

Station at Peaked Hill Bars on Cape Co<I for him . His 

seco nd son ~;hane was born on October 30, 1919, at a time 

when O' Neill ' s energy had flagged , a nd ..:ilcohol w;:is ar.;ain 

a problem for hi m. 

With the awarding of hi s first Pull tzer Prize in 

1920, for 13eyond the~, the situation improved , 

and this brought about the final reconciliation between 

father and son . O' Neill said of this , " And I th a nk 

whatever God may be that Ileyond c-3me into its own whPn 

it did a nd not too late for him . 1115 On August 10 , 1920, 

.Tames O' Neill died from cancer after months of sPvere 

pain . O' Neill never was able to understa11d wh.v God ma de 

his father s uffer when his father believed in llim . 

After her husband ' s death , El lrt O' Nei ll \'las curf'il 

of drug addiction , and Jamie stayed away from liguoi· 

for one and one hal f years . Then , on February 28, 192?-, 

during a trip to t:al iforuia , El la died, and J am ie returned 

15 
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to drinki ng . This caused his death shor t ly there a fter. 

Eugene O' Neill had both loved and hated his mother, a.n<l 

her death left him empty . Unable to face his responsi ­

bilities at her funeral , as in the de a th of his f a ther, 

he got drunk . The critic Chaitin later s a id that he 

always felt remorse for this as only a Catholic could . 16 

Frio~ to his mother's death , O' Neill received a 

second Pulitzer Prize for~ Christie , and with Kenneth 

Ma cgowa n and Robert Edmond Jones he took control of the 

Provincetown Players . Of the Pulitzer Prize he s a id , 

11 I seem to be becoming the Prize Pup of Playwriting and 

the Hot Dog of Drama . " 17 

The ye a r 1922 was a personally momentous one for 

O' Neill. Ile met his oldest son for the first time; he was 

introduced to the actress Carlotta Monterey; and his 

mother died. He returned to heavy drinking , and a 

nervous tremor began which foreshadowed l a ter tragedy 

for him . 

When his brother Jamie died ~ O' Neill said : 

I have lost my father , mother and only brother 
within the past four ye ars. Now I ' m the only 
O' Neill of our branch left . But I've two sons 
to carry on . However, neither of them will be 
pure Irish , so I must consider myself the real 
;~~!t~~=~-. 1 $t makes me feel old and a bit weary 

O' Neill ' s two sons did reflect the tragedy of his exis -

16 
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tence. Euee11e O' Neill , Jr. was a fine student who 

became a professor and facerl a bright future. Yet, 

partly because he felt chei=ited of his heritage v.s O'Neill' s 

son, he killed himself at aee forty. Shane Rudraiehe 

O' Neill grew up · a s a dreamer. He was virtually ignored 

by his father, and when he turne.-:: to drue c:1.<ldiction , h e 

v10.s followin g a family pattern. 

In 1925, O' Neill received a Gold r-;P dal from t he 

Nn b.onal Institute of Art R a nd Letters , and his da u.e;h ter 

Oon a wn.s born . The following year he received an honora ry 

degree from Ya le University . In 1927, he foined thP 

The a tre Guild which assumed responsibility for production 

o f his pl ;ct _ys. Ma rital problems v1ith Aenes caused ,:1 

separation. At first she refused to divorce him even 

thoue;h he le.ft the United States in the, company of 

Carlott a Monterey. They 1t1ere finally di,;orced in 1929, 

a nd he ma rried Carlott a . After thP mRrrinee, the y s e t t led 

in .France in .~ solitary existence. Al thougl1 twic e ~li vorc ed , 

0 t Neill had a Ca tholic conviction of the sanct.i. ty of 

rna::riaee. The marriaees a lso seem to be proof of t h e 

uU1 ,~oil O' Neill faced a s a result of :iis relig iou s 

strugele. The theoloeic a l questions weiehed u11on liim 

o o heavily that his personality a.nd nature were co 1w i~•­

tcntly unste a dy . Thls problem made him a diffi cul t 

husband. 

Accorrling to Carpenter , O' Neill posP.essed thre e 

different selves. The first was tl1e rebellious , violent 

and drunken self of his youth. The wife of th is perio,l 



was a symbol of purity. The Recond self was the dcrlic::i.tE'<l 

creative artist of the middle years, a ntl his wJ.fe vnJ u e 

s ymbol of unlimited love. The t h i rd se l f wa s the compaos­

.iona te one who understood human tragedy. li e r e t .i re d ,rn cl 

brooded , a nrl his wife wa s the image of worldly s oph .i s ­

t i c Ation. 19 These three different s elves corres pon d 

to the thrP. f! re ligious selves of O' Neill. I n the fj_ n ;i. 

r e lig io u s p e riod, he ass0Ciater1 the Church wj_th naturnl 

Ueh a vior. I n the second period, he nhunne rl the Chur.ch 

a nd concentrated on writing . In the third perio~, tie 

accepted the Church as good , but he remainP.d a part of 

the world . All elements of his life were entwin ed in 

th e reli e ious struggle . 

When the O' Neills returned t o America i n 1931, 

O' Neill h a d a lrea dy received hi s third Pul i tzer. Prize 

for Stra nge Interlude in 1929 . They beean an enr:ilP. .s s 

n e c-n·ch for a perma nent home , which again pa r a lleled h ls 

s e a rch for religi ous peace. The first home wa s " Cc1s :i 

Genotta •1 at Se a Island, Georgia. When his hea l t t1 fA il e d , 

t hey moved to " Tao House" i n California. He tecr.t 11 

·-, :-,--5.t5.n g the autobiograph ical pl ay s ::i ·t t~1at t .i me, a ;,, I r.! :,, 

seco n d phase of his search for religious peace er1<le<l. 

Ra rly in the second stage of his c nreer, O' Ne.ill 

h a d wri t ten to George Je an Na_than, " I a m f o ml l i,::ir e110 1i f ,h 

19 
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w.i. th the be·s t modern drama c,; all countries to realize tliat, 

viewed from a true standard, my work is as yet a mere 

groping. I rate myself as a beginner with prospe~ts 

. • • God stiffen it, I am young yet and I mean to grow! 1120 

According to .Dobree, as he comments on the time, 11 0 1 Nei ll 

feels very def.ini tely that he is struegling to say some ·· 

thing, tha t he has · a vision however obscurecl l .t ma.y h e ~ 

;.rhich seems to him of great and permanent importm1c e j_u 

the understanding of humanity." 21 

0' Neill was born with the tragic sense of 11 fe . He 

had no illusions about happy endings. As he wrote his 

plays, O'Neill struggled with many philosophical concepts. 

Wh en h~ rejected Christianity, he attempted to find a 

phi losophy that would reconcile a rationalistic view of 

the uni verse with man's need for something beyond it. 

In a ll his major works, be was in search of an aesthetic 

and spiritual center. His .impressiveness is the resul t 

of an effort to trace a thread of meaning in a un1 versf!­

a lmost emptied of meanin e by scientific and sociologi ca l 

t hought . He did not find any comfortina nssura nc e, b11 t 

~cknowledged h5.s failure an d drain::1. tiz i~d i t . 2 ?. 
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l~ring this middle period of hi s life, there hune 

on the wa ll of his workroom an eight- inch crucifix whic\1 

h a d bee n ei ven to him by Stark Young, a writer a nd critic 

whom he knew. Young commented abou t this l ater that 

" Ge ne a lways was a Catholic • •• You neve r r eal ly give it 

up . u23 Althoueh the Gelbs believe th a t he kept the 

c ruc ifix for its dramatic appeal , one can not help h ut 

b e ltev e that there was a link between it s loc a ti o n j n 

hi s workroom and the Church which he had rejected. 

Perh aps 1 t served as a reminder of th a t which he h ad 

t'ejec t ed or as a reminder of the time wh en he believNl 

th a t natural love a nd mercy were one and the same as th e 

Catholic Church . The crucifix , a symbol of God 's love 

for mankind , corresponded t o the view he had been t nue ht 

a s a chi l d by his mother. It is highly improbable th~t 

O' Neill foreot the Church o.f his youth . 

Thus, tn the middle period of 0' Neill ' s life, he 

denied the power and truth of t he teachings of the 

G4 tholic Church. It has a.lready been shown th a t tlJe 

Eleconrl s tage of Eugen e o•r~eill's pers ona l life w;w 

rr f'lrked b y do ubt in the Christian Corl amt i!1 t re r a tl; c l i (; 

Chur ch . In denyine the power of these forceR, 0 1 Ne i l l 

e xis t ed in revolt . He deli bera te ly chose a life- sty l P. 

which refl ected his a tl1e i stic i nc li na tion. He ronmed 

the oce a ns wi th no sense of directi ori; 11 P became ; t c:l1r c1 :1 l c 

a lcoholic; he attempted suic ide ; he li ve d in s lum~ with 

23 
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the world I s rejects; he practiced a succession of pl1ilo3-

ophies. Not only did he deny t fie existence of nod, but he 

also denied his own t ody the right to existence throu6h 

the abuses he rendered it. It wa3 aA though the death 

of God was to be equated with the death of man. O'Neill 

appeared to see no value in the spirit or in the bo dy of 

mar1. He came close to losing his belief i n the r1~ t u1·n l 

goodness and love of mankind. 

Durinr, this degenerating period of body and soul, 

t!ie prolific mind of O'Neill functio1H~d, and he wrote 

numerous pla ys. The majority of thf' plnys are clear 

indications of a predominantly atheistic viewpoint. Of 

these plays, two will be examined to demonstrate O'Neill' s 

philosophical atheism and his attitude toward what occurs 

as a result of the denial of God . The plays are dual.istic 

in that each contains both atheistic and Christian 

characters. The fact that both are shown as evil b e i ne;s 

is an indic a tion of the dualistic a ttitude which O' Ne il l 

held toward religious creeds. He was able to see the 

evil in both groups of people. This may have been one 

re a.son why 0 1 Neill could not long r e r.1ai n \d th a ny 31cu l" "i. :: ­

ul a r b:e l ief. 

The first play which explores the results of rr. ;1 t1 1 s 

<len.ial of the faith is ~ Great God Brown. 'fl!i s p l ;1y, 

written in ·1925, shows what happens wheJJ ma11 goes a p: n i n :-;t 

l1is nature . Fie destroys not only himself Arid his f:i~ily , 

but a lso his acqunintances . T11 the plny O'Neill prPu ~,1·Lu 

•~ study of the radically different na tures of William 



Drown and Dion Anthony . The Proloeue Eets up the concPptu 

of indiv~dunlity and a l oofness throueh the f am ily conver­

sations. M:-isks Rre used to accent the fact thFtt fe,.,, 1)f 

tlie characterA can ever reveal their true nn ture s to tl•e 

others . Each one fears knowing the truth a bout h .ims elf 

a nd about the others. 

':Hlli am Bro·,m anrl Di on Anthony 3.t'e first precen t r rl 

::is youths. Wi lliam ' s father is employed in the c.:oHtrac tj r .. ,_:; 

company which i s owned by tJ ion I s f a ther. WiJ l !Hm ' s 

PA-rents want bim to study to becOITI(: n n .:1r.chi t ect so th:it 

he can join the company. He i s c1 e reP a ble to this bu t 

cloes not seem to be very concerned al.lout the future . 

Oion I s l)nrents do not understand their. son any better 

thnn t!illi.!1m 1 s <lo. The An thony s wa nt i)io n to j oin the 

flrm for tt1ey see an artistic t:1lent in him . trr:,wever, 

he Oalks .~it the idea because he does no t P,et nlo n:,'. ,..:ell 

with hi~ parents . t..lrP<Hly, :Jion is maskine: h i s true 

nnture so t hat h i s p~rents c tinnot kno~ his t rue fc clinf~G 

i::1 br)Ut them and tile company. Ile nc:tually ·L~e aJ.l1.es that he 

liar.; a rti stic talen.t , lrnt hi::; masker! .i rle n ti ty p r·ev Pn l f; 

11.irr .from developint~ it. :::o , i:is t o t c1 l ly rl.ifffD· <:1 1~ 

person;tJ.iti~s, the tw o youths \·Jho se l.lvP. s ,,,,ill bf' so 

entwined a r e introriucerl. 

I/ion Anthony becomes a fiymholi c ch:-iracter whP 

both Pa1~nn fllld Chr i r-ti:-ln .:,s h.i.o n:~mf> sue,~ests. It I~ t:,e 

ro<l.ical rlifferenceG of thefl e n.it11re~ whfc h causes hiJr, 

r,rH:it v;,in . For Mc1 r a:Jl'et , hi.s w.lfe wh om he <l +>a r.ly ln v~·s , 

lie muf.1t wc.ir the 'mc.isk of nJ.on , t he c;, r,..f1: Pe rom:lnU.<; 



who is passionate , undependable and unpredictable. 

Evf:c' n thoueh he prefers not to he like th.i.s, he must 

remain masked, never to show her his true self bec o us e 

it frie:htenf> her. Iler maternal inst1nct reRponds to tr ,,_. 

.f;:ilse nature of rt,ion . !~lso , Dion mufit we.ir. t hi s 1Msk 

in the presence of his ~cqua intnnce s, nn rt l1is soul 

11•1eetions this in angui sh. 

Why cim I Rfrair:l to ,lance, I wh o love 
music~ Dnd rtiythm c·n1d 1~r:i ~e and Bone on d 
l:.,u-t:hter? ·.!hy 3m I afra id to live, I who 
love life and the be~uty of flesh : n~ the livinp 
colors of earth and sky unr1 se;1? ';/hy all! I ;1fr;1i.d 
of love , I who love love? ':lhy a m I nfra1,1 , T 1-J ho 
am not afraict? Why m11st I pretenc! to scorn i n 
crier to pity? ~hy must I hide myse lf in self ­
c0ntempt in order to 1:naPrstond? Why m11st J l,e 
so ,1sh:.,med of my strPnt:tb , so proud c, f my weaknP:•;r;? 
½hy must I livr in a CREP like ;1 criminal, drfyi11r· 
8n~ l1ating, I who l ove pe~ce an1 frie11dship? 
Why W-9S I born with out a skin , O God , that I must 
we:-lr a r mor in order. to touch or to lie toucher}? 
Or, rc:ither , Old G7.~yberirri , why t lle -·lE> vil wns I 
ever b<1rn at al l?· 

This st:::iten•ent demonstrates c lear ly the torture of tllr 

real 1)ton aS he endures t!w JH'Ptenses of /11s 1 .ife :;o t .\l ; i t 

cannot chance for fe ar 0f 1.oslnf,: his wiff' 1 fi lo ve nnd 



dietary nature of his life in his actions. lie rPads ttie 

Bible and uses the household money to buy liquor. IIe 

refuses to work while w8tchine his wife eet a job to 

flUpport them. The real riion desires to paint, to :rnpport 

his family and to be a Christian. Jiut, his wife prefers 

t}1e false mask because it brings ot1t her mothering 

instinct, and she finally comes to view him more as a 

child than as a husbar1d . 

;\bout the time things are re<llly goin~ b:;i<lly for the 

Anthonyn , Willi~m Brown , nbw a successful architect who 

has taken control of the company which ,")ion 's father 

once owned, f:lteps in to offer Dion H job in the compr1ny. 

He :1ctually needs llion ' s art i stic abjlity, but he extends 

the offer TPore as a favor to Margaret whom he has alw;iys 

loved. His inner nature deeply offended by this offer , 

01011 retreats to the parlor of Cybel , the prostit11te. 

She is the only person with whom he can be unmc'lsked, for 

as an earth go<lr1ess figure, she undf"rutands him in hi s 

natural state. 11/hen Billy f.rown finds him there, hr.· 

chastizes iUon for l1is bf"hnvior, thinkine- only thFtt IJ j_0·1 

is beine: unfetithful to Harc:a rf"t. He is l,li.:v1 to tf11-' 

truth in the situation. Aner .ily, llion t>quntes hi 11,v 

wl th God: " the Omnipresent ~_;uccessful Serious One, tli<:• 

Great God _Mr. Brown 11 .25 1Jion re;1lizPs that thP. i-ell v i ou:." 

part of his nature must re1r,1 in masked perm.1nently r> s 

he seeks to serve his new m;i::1ter :in order to h f'lp !tis 

25 
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family, and that Brown is rr.ore concerned a bout Mart:<H'P. t 

than he is a bout iJion. From this point on, Marg:i.ret 

never knows the love and affection which the r.eal Dion 

has for her. He masks it behind tlie c a refree counten<1 nce 

of one who has sold his soul to the i)evil. She prefP.r .s 

this Uecause she thinks he i.s doinc: the right thing Jn 

worki ne: for Erown. Blind to Dion ' s true nature, s h F.' i:~ 

tryi~e: to mold him into something he cannot be . Shr iP 

destroying him. 

As the years p.'.-lss, the evil nature of hi lly Drown 

is revealed in his behavior toward Anthony. He has a 

jealous co~pulsion to take anything which rightfully 

belongs to Dion. He frequents Cybel ' s parlor in his 

effort to claim her as his own . The chief difference 

is that she is always masked. in his_ presPnce, so he 

never sncceeds in knowine the real Cyhe l. She is mer e l y 

cl professiona l prostitute with him . Ahout th-l s tirr.P, 

Dion bees hj s wife to accept the re ,3 1 person th at he :i s ~ 

!Je says, 11 nchold your m<in- the sn.i.veline;, c rin gine,-, 1 .i fp ­

(lenyine Chri.stian sla ve you have so notily .ignored .ii t 

tl"ic fAther of yo11r sons! 11 2(, Her shriel<s o f horr,::, ·,- •,•i"1 ,•:1 

she looks on his unmaske ,l f ci.ce bring an en (J to hi s hop P:., 

for the future. He re~lizes that she do es not lov e Iii~ 

real self. 

At this point Dion l!' ~1k"es r-i dec.i.sion to e n<l td . f; l irl' . 

2r, 
Thiel . , p . 292 . 



J!ut first he talks to Brown ~bout the life which 

circumstnnces have caused him to ltve . First , he ~em i.ncls 

Brown of the reason thnt he bee.in wearing the mnr.k :w a 

protection for hi rrself fror.i the God of the suppoi:.edly 

Christian world with which Brown i s ~r.sociated. 

One day when I was fo ur yearn old, a hoy 
sneaked up beh i.nd when I WA.S dr,1•,,in~ ;:i picture 
in the s.;:ind he couldn ' t draw an cl hit me on ttie 
hPc1d with 11. stick and kicked out my picture 
and laugh-ed when I cried . It ,..,·a .sn ' t what 
he'd done that made me cry, but hirri! I h;:id 
loved and trusted lli.m ;:ind sudilenly the good 
God was cl is proved in his person and the P.vi.1 
and injustice of Man was born ! Everyo ne calle(J 
me cry-baby, so I becair.e s.tlent for life and 
designed H mask of the P.n!d Hoy Pan in which to 

~~~e p:~ie~~b~~s=r~i~:!m t~1! ~;~:~ t~~~7s Go d 

Cle~rly, it can be understood th~1t ;Jion ,\nthony is a 

ChrisU.an in his belief in the nRturnl eoodness and 

love of rriankind rtnd that William .E rown is the hypo­

critical Christian who knows nothing about n;itural 

goodnes~. Fis relie;ion i.s evil, nnd Antho ny rejects j t. 

Anthony points out th3t he has been the one \•1ho 

has niar.le Brown a successful man , and he comrrents o t: 

the desicJJ for -1. c:ithedral he hn.s just finished: 

I ' ve been the br;;iins ! I 've hce11 the c\p i;.:.gn! 
I've Jesigned even his st1ccess -d runk a nd .ln.ugld 11{". 
~1t l1im- l:1ughjnc c1.t hiR cn.reer ! Hot proud! ';J.ek! 
Sick nf myself and him! nesignine n nd e~tti ne 
drunk ! Sc1 vine rriy wom;1n anrl chil,lren ! Ha! .\ml 
tllis c.athedrol is my m::isterpiece ! It Ni ll a,;1.kc­
Hrown the rroost emjnc;1t architect in this stALe or 

Ibid . , p. 295 . 



God ' s country . I put a lot into it-what was left 
of my life! It 1 s one blasphemy fro m sidewalk to 
the tips of its spires! - but so conce;::iled that the 
fools will never know . They 1 ll kneel and wor~h i p 
the ironic Silenus ,,;h o tells them the best eood 
±:n7ivi.~?2fl be born! Well , blasphen,y in faith, 

The masked Anthony i s bitter because he has P.iven the 

best of his talents to a creation for brown 1 n eain. 

H1s rea l nature is proud of' his work, but he h~::; inte n­

tionally put Pae.-i n feat1rres into 1 ts rtesien o s o. mt'a w; 

of scorn i ne the false relieion of modern Christi a ns who 

are more interested in outward appearances th an in the 

thoughts of a person ' s heart. 

WhE>n Anthony clies , his mask has fallen off , ,rnrl 

his real face, described in the stage directions ns 

like a Christian martyr ' s , i s exposed. His last words 

are R blessing upon Brown : 

J,~orgive me , Bi lly. Bury me, hide me, foreet we 
for your own h.:~ppiness ! May M:Jrt;::ffet love you! ::~ ~~~ ~==tg~0 ~h~h;e;~~: ~~ :~7 ;~ t~9.# l ! J:lessed 

Dion Anthony has died like a martyr for a cause i n which 

~e believes. He has been k ille~ by those closest t u 

l1lm through their denial of hia true nature. In il ~::tth 

he becomes the Christ ian which he was not ~llowed tu lie 

in li fe. Only Cybel, who is perhaps more pae;an thar1 th e 

others, hr'IA known his true self . Brown a nd M:,re;:,1n•t 

represent O' Ne.ill' i; corru11:>nt on the hypo c ri tica] nat ur t:• 

2fl 
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of modern believer s . They are blind to what they clairr 

·to believe in. Again, O'Neill is critical of Ch r ist i ans 

because of their efforts to hurt others, that e lement 

which he first exposed in the _§.§ Glencairn cycle. '.r'hir, 

factor is the most important one in his rejection of 

the Church . 

Immediately after Dion ' s death, Erown assumes t"1is 

identity through the use of his mask so that he c an clni rri 

everything which belonged to Dion. His first conquest 

is Margaret who throws away her own mask whi ch she has 

a lways worn in the real Dion I s presence. She does not 

underst,9nd what has caused the change in her husb-c1.nr.l ' s 

behavior , but shP. does respond to his new sexuali ty and 

~w;:,,reness of her. Brown can give her this t ype of a 

relationship wh ere:1s :)ion was prevented fro:11 doing so 

because she would not respond t o his real nature. ?ram 

this time on, she cannot tolerate the rec-11 Brown and 

constantly defends her husband to tiim when she secs hi m 

at the office. She kno;,1s noth .ing of her husband ' s 

death and assumes that he is still employerl by J3rown. 

In order to protect his new relationship :.1s h€'r h11 sb:iwJ 1 

Drown decir!es to murd~r himself theoretically . fiP. has 

l earned to hate his real self , as he now sees himself 

for what he re;:ill.Y lH. He tells Marf,aret, 11 1 '1 1 111 1i n l 0.r. 

this r.od-damned ,iiseustine r.reat r.orl Brown who Ht.J 1i:ls 

like a fatter! cal f jn th e w;_-1y of our heAlth ;.nd W?;1]tll 



and happiness. 11 30 In a frrtntic mome.1t of ins8ni ty, be 

murders his own f8cial mask, the one the public a ssoc .i ..i. tes 

with Lim. When he does this be is we aring Dion Anthony's 

fr1ciql mask, s o the police hunt for ti nthony. In rianic 

~rown knows th a t his Go~ ha s deserte~ him, and he crie s out: 

Vercy , '.1ompas::;iom:ite Sa,. ior of Man ! Out of 
my depths I cry to you! Mercy on t!Jy poor clorl, 
thy clay, the Great God Bro,..m ! Mercy , Sc1vior ! 
Ra h! I a m sorry , little children , but your kinerl om 
ls empty. God has become disc;uste<l and move,l aw::i..v 

J~a!~T'e !!r m~~~t~l!c w~i~~u~h~I! . 'ffe is a d~ncine 

From what he says, it is obvious that in a time of trial 

this " Christian 11 does not really know his God. 

When the police locate him a nd kill him, Cyb el, who 

i s Wi th him, removes Dion I s mask and places it on its 

stand. This leaves the real face of William Brown exposed . 

The police assume he is an accomplice to Dion in the 

murder of Brown, because they do not recognize him. 

In effect, Williflm Brown killed himself when he murdered 

his mask. M: trgaret never knows that her real husband 

has been dead for some time, nor does she ever know 

that Brown :J.RSUIT'ed hi s Jdentity. She thinks th a t her 

ren.l husband has killed 1'/illiam F.rown. 

At his death the unma sked Brown is alone except fo r 

Cybel. Stri-ppe<l of h.i.s f ::1 lse appearancf:'s, hf! ca n now fi e '?' 

the living :;od which Anthony knet-J, ;:ind lie die s p r a i ::i i rw 

that Go<l in ~1 :'ll i'l nner whi c h he coulrl never haV P. dc•nP lr , 

30 
~-, p . 311. 

31 
Tbj rl., p. 319 . 



the other part of his life. 

I know ! I have found Hi m! I hear Him speak ! 
' Blessed are they that weep , for they shal l l aueh ! 1 

Only he that has wept can laugh! The laughter o f 
Heaven sows earth with a rain of tears , ancl out 
of earth ' s transfigured birth- pain the laughter 

~{1:8 ~a~~i~~n:ai~s b~~6 ~1!~~ ~~~~ ~~!i~n!~s i~~u~~~~32 
What all this amounts to is that a real Christian 

who retains an understanding and belief in the natural 

goodness and love of man is prevented from exi sting by 

two people who wear the masks of hypocritical ChristL=i.ns 

and who do not know the natural goodness of man . Mergc1ret 

destroys Dion ' s love for her , and Brown destroys llion 1 s 

ambi tion and talent by managing to get all that should 

belong to Dion . Thus , people cause othet' people to 

reject their natm:·al beliefs. The result is tragic . 

Dion is forced to live and die in an unnAtural manner . 

Brown , who assumes his mask as a worldly man , destroys 

his own nature and dies as an unknown person cal l Pd 

" Man " . This rather complicated view is made clea rer when 

one realizes that 0 ' NeiJ.l was concerned with men ' s ncitures 

and felt the struggle between atheism and Christianity 

to be the result of men forcing certain doctrinal beliefs 

upon other men . Lilce Dion who chose to live as others 

directed , O' Neill lived according to the dictates of 

others who tt'ied to mold him to fit th e .ir philosophical 

formul~s . 'J'he differf'ncP. is that 0 ' Neill f l uctuated 



regular l y as he strove to remain true to his r eal nature 

which was the most important part of his being to him . 

The next pl ay in this discussion is Dynamo. Wri t ten 

in 1928, toward the end of the midd l e period, this p l ay 

exposes 0 ' Neill' s confl.icting feelings about Christ .ian.i. ty 

and athe i sm . Al though O' lie ill was currently practicin p. 

the beliefs of various atheistic doctrines , he doeA not 

show a prefP.rence for the atheistic characters. Actufllly 1 

both groups are presented as samples of man I s thwarted 

attempts to achieve peace of mind. !--leither philosophy 

gives this peace to· its followe r s . Rather , they become 

tormented extremists in their devotion to the sacraments 

of their professed be l iefs. 1'his occurs hecause they havp 

neglected thPir natural states of love and goodness in 

their frenzied desires to fol low man- made doctrines . 

Dynamo presents two families , the Lights , who are the 

Christians, and the Fifes , who are the athe i s t s . R~ms r,y 

Fife, the superintendent of a hydro - electric plant, is 

a plain- spoken man who understands electric! ty and 

rejects Chri stianity. He has challenged his neiehbor, 

the neverend Light , to debate the existence of God ., but. 

he knows Light never will dO this . F'ife a l one sees the 

Lights for what they really are , hypocritical Chr1st.lans 

who have denied natural love ::in d eoodneHs, ond hf.' takf!f; 

gr-eat del i ght .in scorning thf!m. Al though ~1e reprPnent ~; 

the vlewpoint O' N<,? 111 w;in cu.r.rently followine, he in not 

character i zed as an arlmirable person . I f anythine, 

0 ' Neill .::tppears to emphasize h i s weaknesE:e s ·nnrl faults. 



Perhaps this is because he sees hi s own weaknesse s in 

this man . Howe ver, Fife is eventually the only one who 

survives with full control of his senses because he alone 

ha13 not a llowed his attitude toward religion to control 

his life . He is no t obsessed as the others a re; the r efor.e , 

he is more of a natur?l man who relies on his instincts 

for survival rather than on t he tenet s of his belief. 

May Fife, his wife , .ls a bovine dr~amer who l ives 

.in a world of fantasy. She has lost touch with real i ty 

in a different way from the other obsessed characters . 

She is a theistic in her devotion to the Dynamo , but she 

does not see it as a symbol of e le ctrical power. She 

views it as a mother earth symbol, and it b l ends with 

her t o t a l return to nature worship . She is predominan tly 

R nf!.tura l person fi ttinc the qualif i cntions wh1r.l1 0 ' NP i 11 

seemed to eive to this category of people . Howeve r, she 

has allowed her a theism to dj stort her JT1ind; thereforP , 

her natura l character is obstructed from existine . 

The Fife I s daughter Ada is an evil force. As the 

product of union between a deranged nature - worshipper 

and a science worshipper, she embodies the :inti - Christ i , :i 

powers . Hence , she delights i n tormentine Reuben Lip:ht 

when he is Christian , but she becomes his vict im when he 

himself becomes evil . She strugales to retur t1 to a 

E1tnte of natur:'ll g:oo dneRs nnd lov e , hut Rhe cannot 

bti<:nUHP Ahe 1.A li eulw n 1s victim. 

The Lir,Jits , th~ sec:oud family, are thP c:t11:ist.l.:ir1f: 

who have been exposerl to the "Light of the world. 11 As 



children of God they are followers of th e Light. However, 

though one may expect joy a nd happiness in such Christions , 

this is not the case. They are unhappy with each othF>r 

to the extent that they are critical and suspicious. 

Like the Fifes, they have denied their natural state of 

goodness. Also of importance is the fac t that they live 

in a home which is without electricity or light. Symbol­

ically, they ,qre blind to the truth as professed by the 

Fifes an d O'Neill that there is no God. O' Neill exposes 

a suppose<lly r;hristian home in which the only emotions 

a.re negative. He is deliberately ridiculing the hypoc­

risy which he sees existing in Christendom by showing the 

Lights as completely unnatural people. 

Hutchins Light is a Protestant minister who , like 

many believers , has inherited his belief from his ancestors. 

He is not ' personally committed to his beliefs. Rather , 

he mumbles scripture to himself as an escape mechanism 

from his wif e ' s nagging and from the taunts of his 

atheistic neighbors. He is actual ly perturberl with Gol1 

for not punishing Fife, and his main concern is thnt his 

son is becomine too involved with .t\da. LieJ1t is ;.1 

defeated man. Nothing good happens to him , and he can 

find no comfort in spi tiual thoughts. He is truly one 

who practices the outward form of religion but rloes not 

possess the inner commitment to belief. In his own life 

0 1 Neill had seen people who practiced the visible rites 

of the Church, but who did not make Church doctririe a 

part of their everyday lives, and he rejected them. 



Even though Light is a Protestant min i s ter and not a 

Catholic priest , he i s still an example of Chri stendom, 

and O' Neill wanted no part of that wor l d. So Light is 

intentionally shown as a hypocrite t o reveal the major 

fla.w th a t 0 ' Neill saw in Chri stians . 

Amelia Light is definitely not the stereotyped 

minister ' s wife . She is a nagging, compla ining woman who 

despises the life she has been forced to li ve . H~r 

bitter feelings have caused her to direct her unhealthy 

a ttention s to their only son . She spies on him jealousl y, 

causes him to be whipped , ;rnd l ies to him to get the 

information she wants about his relntionship with Ada . 

She is a deceptive woman who changes r ole s l ike mJ'lsks to 

become the person who can get the most from the moment. 

On her deathbed she says to her husband, "Don ' t hen 

fool! 11 33 Whe n Reuben is told about this , he hi tterly 

replies to his father; 

We have electrocuted your God . 'Don I t be o 
fool' • • • that ' s whRt I kept writing her ••• 
her l as t words! ••• then I ' d converted her awAy 

;~~m s:!s /,:~d }~u~d • i~: ~i~~~ ;:~h t~~"i~e b~;~~~; . ■ ." 34 

0 1 Neil l deliberutely mrikes n supposE> rll .v Chrintian womt1n 

see the '' truth" that l>el i.ef in God is foolish to subst:.m­

tuate his own current conviction th::1 t relieion in fool i sh . 

33 
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The most important character, Reuben Jiight, is sur~ly 

a represent~1tio n of O'Neill himself . He is seven te(rn 

when he denies Christi.:rni ty , and O'Neill ha<l donP. so 

while in hi:=; teens . 'J'he problems that plaeue Reuben 

are the frustrations of 0 1 Neill. At first Reuben is 

presented as an overprotected a nd innocent boy . He 

loves his mother and fears his father . Like his father he 

hrts an overwhelming fear of lic;htnine , a symbol of the 

natural forr.e in life. Neither Christian nor atheist 

can con tTol it. 

Into the calm of his life enters l\da Fife . Reuben 

is fascinatert by her and believes himself to be in love. 

She considers him to be a rather rlum b kid and helps her 

father to play a j oke on him to prove this . Fife cl%'1imn 

to h ave murdered his wife I s sweetheart twenty years ago 

and then to have escaped prison and married her under 

the assumed name of Fife. He makPs Reuben swe:i.r nPver 

ot tell anyone about this matter. Not knowing that the 

story is onf' Fife had re;:id in the newspJper , Reuben is 

quJ.te upset to think that r\da is the dauehte.r of an 

adul tress and R murderer . He confides to his mother what 

he has hearr1, and she hetn1ys his trust by tellinr, 

Reuben 1 s fcJther the story . He naturf!lly thinki:. this .ln 

an 11ct of God , so he goes to Fife ' s home plRnnine to lurn 

him over to the pol ice. Of course , he le;irns the trulh; 

the Fifes have their laugh ; and Reuben is mortifiPd 

with emh c:1rn1sament . 



Reuben ' s innocence rap.idly d.isappe;i_rs because of 

this incirient. It causes him to reject his parents an<J 

to leave home. To his mother he s ays: 

But you're yellow, too. And I ' m ye l low. 
How could I help be inc? It ' s in my blood. nu t 
!~~ly~~t 0~~~ ~~~ ! 35 my bloorl , by God ! /ind I ' ll 

Seeing the look of satisfaction on her face as he is 

whipped, somethine; clicks in his mind, and he chane;es , 

never to believe securely in the Christian Goa aeain. 

You'll never dare touch me again, you old 
fool ! I'm not scared of you or your God any more! 

There is no God! No God but Electricity! f:t1
0

~e;~~ !"3g scared .::1eain! I ' m through i,,1ith the 

In Act II, Reuben, who has been eone for two years, 

returns horre, still an embittered person. During his 

absence he has converted to the worship of electric! ty, 

a natura l force, and this seems to be as much a pPrsona l 

denial o.f hhi family as a spiritual denh1.l of God. Of 

his change Reuben says : 

I'm stuclyine a lot o.f science. Somet i mes I've c;one 
with out e nting to buy books- and ofter I've 
re a d a ll nie;ht - books on astronomy and evolution. 
It a ll comes down to electricity in the enrt. 
:~:!w~::e~391 preachers call God is in electrici t y 

Like 0 ' Neill, Reuben can even pinpoint his rever s e 

conversion to a certa.in time and place. He tel l s Arla : 

35 
!Yid . , p. 449. 

36 
Ib.ld., pp. 452 - 3. 

37 
Ih l d . I p. 458 . 



We ' ll walk to the top of Long Hill . Th.=it ' s 
where I was all during the storm that night after 
I left here. I made myself stand there and watch 
the lightning. After that storm was over I I d 
changed, bel.leve me! I knew nothing could ever 

:c~!: ~~t a~~!;t:~d lf vr~;:381ot of me Wa8 dead and 

After learning of his mother ' s deAth, Reuben decidef 

to stay and get a job at Fife 's power 1)1Ant because of 

his desire to bP. close to the source of electricity . 

Rather qui ckly he changes into an unstable condition in 

which he rejects physical lovP. and devotes himself like 

a monk to the worship of ~he Dynamo . In A moment of 

frenzie d excitement and worship, Reuben dedicates his 

life to the Dynamo . He reverently describes it as being 

like a great dark idol. • . like the old stone 
st;.1tues of gods people prayed to • • • only it's 
livine; anrl they were dead • • • that part on top is 
like a he<':!cl. • • with eyes that see you with out 
seeine; you, •• anrl below it 1s like a borly • •• 
not a m:::i.n's • •• roun<l like a woman ' s • • • :is if lt 
hari breasts • • • but not like a girl •• • not lik e 

~~a~i~e:r.~, .!i~:e:t70~:~k ;ot;!~f3§er mother ••• 

Then he prays to it: 

Mother of Life, my mother is deadt she has 

~~~si~ ~~~~ !~t~i~~uy0~~l~r~~~ ! 48 forgive me, 

At this climactic moment Reuben has substi tutert 

the fem a le idol for his real mother as well as for God . 

This kind of idea haunterl O'Neill throuchout his life. 

38 
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The l ove - hate relationship with his mother was shown in 

his dramas through the l i ves of men who worshipped a 

female god form. O' Nei ll rejected the male, God of 

vengea nce Bnrl worshipped the female mother god of love. 

Reuben and others , such as .Dion Anthony in The Great 

Q_££ ~' do the same t h ing. In Strange Interlude, 

written just before Dyna mo, the godhead is discussed a s 

a split between Mother- god a nd Father- god. 

Act II I shows Reuben in his devotional behavior 

toward the Dyna mo. Like a n ascetic monk , he has b e a ten 

himself to brine the lusts of his body under control. 

As F.I reli e ious leader would do , he ha s made a convert 

in the form of Mrs . Fife whom he tells: 

But there must be a center around which all 
this moves, mustn • t there? There is in everyth .i. n V, 
else ! And that center must be the Great Mother 
of J~ terna l Life, Electricity, and {)ynamo is her 
Di vine Image on earth ! Her power houses are the 
new church es ! She wa nts us to re a lize the secret 
dwe lls i n her ! She wants some one man to love h e r 
purely a nd when she finds him worthy she will 
l ove him a nd e; ive him the secret of truth an,l he 

:~~l p~!~ ~m~o t~:n few ~,~~ vi~~r e~2~rti~l b~r{g~t h ~~~{ ~:;~ 4 1 

Later on, a s proof of his devotion, neuben offers 

Ada as a s a crifice to t he Dy n0mo . In making love t o 

her, he feels he ha s offended the Dynamo , and he seeks 

to correct the wrong . The cra zed Reuben excla i ms , 

" I won ' t be a murderer •• . I ' m your exe-cutioner, MothPr 

4 1 
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.that ' s why I ' m so calm . • 1142 

The drama ' s ending pict11res n world of madness . 

Hutchins Light is crazed by the death of his wife anrl is 

incapable of rtoing anything. Mrs. Fife il"i enamored of 

the Dynamo . Reuben kills Ada and then destroys himself 

on the Dynamo. Only Mr. 1''ife remains sensible for he 

is the only one who has an intelligent approach to life. 

All the others are driven by their obsession with relieion. 

I t can be gathered from this play that O' Ne ill' s statement 

about religion rests on this point. Only the person 

who uses his native powers of intellect can find a 

workable philosophy . Since most men are governed primar­

ily by their emotional responses to man-made organi­

zations , there can be no natural peace for them in life. 

Like Reuben, they destroy themselves in their unn::itura l 

worship of the man- made . 

It is apparent that these plays are the work of .~n 

atheistic man who cannot foreP. his link to the Church , 

but who now hates 1 t . Through elements such as m1-1sks , 

science , human relationships, and na t ure , he establishes 

an atheistic world aiid then demonstrates the way in 

which both Christians and :itheists exist in J.t. !!!_! 

Great God Brown presents the .inner confl ict of Christi ­

a nity and atheism . A man who is a natural Christian is 

42 
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t"orcect to wear the mask of atheism by unnatural hypocri t ­

i cal Christians. A hypocritical Christi;:in sees the 

truth revealed to him at the moment of his death . 

Since both denied their true natures, both lose their dreams 

for the future . One . is really a Christian chnracter 

because he has always believed in Ch ristianity. The 

other character is atheistic because his death bed 

confession is more a matter of convenience than an 

expression of true belief. In Dynamo , there are unnatural 

Christians who deny their fFJi th through the manner in 

which they live, and there :}re atheists who cannot 

function normally because of their determination to 

prove Christianity a myth. Only the one not obsessed 

by either creed sui;-vives , becnuse h i s atheism is harmon­

ious to his natura l instincts. 

0 1 Neill certainly does not present a happy view of 

life in his period of atheism . In turning toward 1 t, 

he almost lost his natural instinct for good. Through 

his mask of a theism he saw bo t h the problems of Christi ­

anity and <Jtheism . Feeline; that neither form w;::i,s superior 

to the other, he seemed to conclude that neither wn.s 

worth his concern. So , .in the final period of hiR lifP, 

he regained his n:::itur:=il instinct and turned to the 

aenost ic state in which he recoeni7,ed :3 value in a ll 

organi7,ed rP.lip.:ione: but dJcl not join himself to ,my o.f 

them. 



CHAPTER III 

ACT III: THE MYSTERY OF AGNOSTICISM fl.ND '.rIIE 1.!NKNO\-.!i-1 GOO 

Already in this paper the first two periods of 

Eugene O ' Nei ll' s personal relationship to religion and 

the Catholic Church have been examined . It has been 

e~tablished that in the first period O' Nei ll possessed a 

trustine faith in the Christicrn God and in the teachines 

of the Catholic Ch urch , and that hi:- equa ted the Church 

with natural eooriness and love . In the seconr'I pf>riod 

of rebellton, he deni~d the faith ::incl became an <'!theist , 

but he still mr1nac:ed to m:1intain a wavering f;:ii th in the 

goodness of mankind . The plays of that period demon­

strated the dual l s tic nature of O' Neill ' ~ struggle with 

s k eptici sm a nd ;itheism to find a subst.i. tute for thrit 

faith . In the third phase to be discussed now , there 

again was dualisfTl . At this time , from 1934 until his 

de ;:_i th in 1953 , when he was haunted by ehosts .from his 

past, O' Neill found Fin ans,,,er for his riuestions a bout 

religion. He accepted the fact thAt thert- was a myst.ic;:il 

force at work in the worlrl ;:ind in the 1 i ves of men , but 

he denied himself entr -:l. nce to ; 1 fellowship of bel ievers 

in a. force c.1lled God . J-le reali?.ed completely the irrpoi:;s.i ­

bility of returning to the t;o tholic t;hurch , nnd he rP;.illy 

did not ha ve the desire to do s o. Therefore , the third 

staee h as become the period of ac:nosticism tow:1rrl religion 

and of ,;i belief in an unseen powe-r which controlf. the 



l ives of men . That power 111ight be cal l ed r.od , but he 

was personally unable to worship the Christian Gort . 

This was also a periort of belief in the natur;il l ove ;:i:nd 

mercy of mnn , and his dramR.s most forcefu l ly indicated 

his merciful spirit. 

When one examines the third pha~e of 0 ' Neil l 's l ife , 

he is reminded of one of O' tleill ' s f avorite quotations 

from Walt Whitman , 11 1)o I ~ontradir.t myself? Ver y well , 

I contradict myself. 111 For it was in the third pPr.iori 

th1:1t O I Neill seeminely contradicted ;:,.11 he hart SR.id nt 

earlier times . Yet , he hDd verifierl the existence of 

his ambiguous dualist.le attitude towarrl religion nineteen 

years earlier when he wrote to the critic Arthur Hobson 

Quinn : 

A.nd just here is where I a1J1 a most confirmed 
mystic too, for I arri ::i lways tryine to interpr.et 
life in terms of lives , never just lives in terms 
of character. I ' m always acut e ly conscious of the 
Force behind (Fate , God , our l>iolocical past cre::itinc 2 
our prf'sent, whatever one calls it) - Mystery cert a inly. · 

This statement, rri.:tde at a time when O' Neill predomimin tly 

scorned relic:1011s concepts , reflects an undercurrent 

.foreshadowinc: the attitude of a more mature O' Neill , of 

a dramatist who attempted to reconcile himself to life , 

especially to the events of his new life and family . 

For in the final a ccount , it was his love - hr\te relation -

Quoted by John Her::ry Raleigh , The Pla ys £! Eugene 
0 ' Neill (Carbondale : Southern I l linois llni versi ty 'Press , 
~p. 243 . 

QuOte d by Al exander, p. 262 . 



.ship to his family which produced his attitude toward 

religious dogma . 

One must remember the traditional attributes of 

Iri sh character in order to understand 0 ' Nei ll's ambiv­

alence in theol.ogical matters. According to Raleigh , 

those attributes are family ties, a noncommunal nature , 

a bel i ef in sexual chastity , turbulence, drunkenness , 

both a sentimental and an ironical attitude toward lovP. , 

fear of betrayal , both a religious and a blasphemous 

nature , and a loquacious nature . 3 The Irish heritaee of 

dualistic attitudes contributed to 0 ' Nei ll 1 s responses 

to his family and to religion. Thus, he was most normi:11 

and most contradictory when he was relieious - blasphemous . 

In order to comprehend 0 1 Neill 's personal attitude 

toward religion in the tf.lird stage , one must examine 

him as a playwrieht, for this was the period of his IT'Of;t 

mac;nificent ~chi evement ns a dramatist . The plays were 

a thorough indication of all O' Neill believed RS an 

ailing and aging man . Therefore, the study of this 

period must begin in the year 1934 , with the presenta tion 

to the public of~ \!H thout End. 

At the time of writing ~ With out End , 0 1 Ne i 11 

was engA13ed in a personal religious strueele. Accorrling 

to the Gelbs , the Hound: of Heaven came very close to 

overtaking h.im . 4 The f.'lct th1:1t O' Nei l l ended the atheistic 

3 , 
Ri::ileigh , The Pl;:1ys Qf ~:uaene 0 ' Neill , µ . 1~-'L 

Gelbs , p. 763 . 
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period of his life with an emotional struggle which 

centered on the Cathol .ic Churc h is plausible if one 

has remembered that , for O' Neill , all of life was 

linked to his family relationships . The Catholic 

Church was a part of that family background , and so 

it was reasonable that he began the fina l strugele 

for peace of mind with an inner struggle to deterrPine 

finally if the Church of his youth w.::is truly the place for 

him . 

In October , 1934 , O' Nei ll wrote to his friend 

Lawrence Langner: 

For after all , this play , like .l\h , 1,'lilder­
~!, but in a much deeper sense , !Spaying of 
a n old debt on my part, a gesture toward a more 
comprehensive , unembi ttered understanding a nd 
inner feeling- the breaking a wa y from an old 
formula that I ha d enslaved myself with , and 
the a ppreciation that there is their own 
truth in other formulas , too , and th a t any 
life- e ivine formula 51s as fit a s ubject for 
drr1ma ,1s a ny other . 

This is a key statement in interpretine the attitude 

of O' Neill in his final stage of life . It blends with 

his desire to make things right in his life before he 

died , but it is not a statement of his return to the Church . 

On January 11 , 1934 , Phillip Moeller wrote his 

impressions of a conversation with the O' Neilla on the 

nigh t before the play opened in Boston . 

She said Gene was and is still a Catholic 
and that she hopes ht<> will return definitely to 
the faith nnd thAt she woul,1 gl:ally go wjth hirr , 

Gelbs , p . 777 . 



whenever he is ready, but he must not be forc~r1. 
He said the end of the pl<:1y w;-is undoubtedly 

A wi sh fulfillment on his part . 
He told me a bout the simple trustine 

happiness of some· of his Cat:1olic relatives . 
He wants to GO that way and fin~ 8 happiness 
which cipparently he h ,-rnn ' t eat . 1 
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Al thoue h he came close, Ile did not return to the 

Church, ;:;_nil , nccordin f to the Celbs, ''t~is was his lnst 

flirt.ab.on 1t1i th Catholicism . 117 

As a drom;;itist , O'Neill considered the subject of 

f.sii th in conflict with skepticism to be the hie subject 

behind all little subjects. The pL=iy expresr.ed torrr.ent 

r:ind the desire to receive fore;.iveness , anrt it had a 

definite C.:ltholic aspect . 0 ' Neill wrote to Langner 

~bout this in 1933, n~ 'f': ithout Entl is noth1ne if not 

controversL~l , especL-illy in its Ca tholic ,3spect . It .is 

sure, f;) il or Bucceed , to At'ouse much hitter areuement. 11 8 

O'Neill ' .s 11rojection proved .,;iccurate , ~nd the pl:.1y ~•,"1~; 

badly received l)y the crJtics. 

Most critics thout:.:ht it w;,i s a .f;iilure. Hi.charfl 

D;,ina Skinner summed up their attitudes in Gommonwertl: 

'' The trouble as I see it , .is this -- that the reMlity of 

the struggle tow.'l rd f Ai th is e:.ceeclint;ly remote frorr thP. 

Broadway consciousness . 11 9 

6 
Quoted by the Gelhs , pp . 77Co-79 . 

7 
Tbid ., p . 7r;3 . 

8 
lb.tel., p . 769. 

9 
f!uoted by the C:Plh :::; , :pp. 781 - 82 . 



'11he Catholic critics viewed 1 t as a re l ie;ious work, 

not as a 11 terary work , anti they disagreed on 1 ts meaning. 

0 ' Neil l was incensed over the critic ism . He wanted the 

play evaluated on 1 ts own mer! ts , not just as a rel i gious 

piece. He told Bennett Cerf: 

It is a play about a Catholic. It is an 
attempt to express wha t I feel are the life ­
preserving riepths in Catholic mysticism- to be 
fair to a side of l ife I have disrr.issed with 
scorn in other pl ays. But it is a l so a psycho­
log ical s tudy whose psychologic a l truth woul d 
be the same essentially , if a Buddhist , or a 
Greek Orthodox hero were involved . It is not 
Catholic propaganda ! If , after it comes out , 
the Church wants to set the seal of its approvc:tl 
on it, that's up to them . :nut I don ' t give a 
damn whether they do or not- and I certainly 
will not make the slfghtest move to win that 
approval in advance . 

~Without~ marked the end of O'Neill ' s active 

life in the theater. Socio- ec onomic causes were popular , 

and he was not in terested in them , so he became a lost 

dra matis t in that he retired fr om ac tive Broadway pro duc ­

tion and focused on privRte writing . In the followinf 

twenty years, he retreated into the past where he e½.pl ored 

h.imself . It was a time of spiritual and physicnl ill11e8Si 

however, hi s two best pl:i.ys, The I ceman Cometh anU 

~™ nay ' s Journey Into Night , were wrltten th en , anrt tie 

found a more comfortable relationship t o the reli eious 

matters. 

From 1934 -1 95 3, O' t.Je ill worked on n cycle o f pl;iy:, 

Cc\l led ]! Ta l e .2.f. Possessors Se-lf- lli.s possessed a n,1 <i n ii ~.:: 

10 
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autobiographical plays . It was a loss to drama that 

only two plays of the cycle were completed. Accor<linf,' 

to Boeard , 0 1 Neill isolatPd himself in two cells. The 

first was the outer cell of the past in which he saw the 

history of the country. The second was the dark inner 

cell of self and the <lead . The cycle was written in the 

first cell, and the autobiographical works in the secoml . 

The two were separatert by a rloor which openerl from the 

outer room to peace and forgiveness anrl from the inner 

room to escape from loneliness and hell. In Rll hut t,..,,o 

of the last plays, the door was an important scenic 

element . 11 

It would seem that the door may have other import a nce 

in that it stands for the entrance to a relieious bel.iPf 

or the exit from such a belief . 0 1 NP.ill moved freriuently 

through the door whi ch separated these rooms . He <lid 

not close the rtoor until after he had made his pe::lce 

with thP- ghosts of his family. 

O'Neill received the Nobel Pri?.e for Literature .i n 

1936, while living in Seattle. As with other honor s , 

he was not overly impressed . He was ~ sick man with '"' 

severe nervous disoriler later diagnosed ::is Pa rkinson ' s 

.Disease , and he disliked publicity. 

Written in 1934, as the first play of the middlP. 

period, ~ Without End is a controversiril play. r-1:-Hl .V 

Catholics have tried to interpret it as~ strictly r ell c -

11 
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ioue statement of O'Neill 's desire t o return to the f :-! ith. 

Even though O' Neill denied that it was a religious pl: 1y , 

preferring to c a ll it a psycholoeical study, the f nct 

rema ins obvious that 1 t is relieious in 1 ts topic , 1 tt; 

characters, and 1 ts statement to the world. However, 

it is not re l igious in the way the Catholics have vie"1ell 

it. Rather th a n being a glorious affirmation of t he 

Ch r istian life a nd the Catholic Church , it is a st;~ternent 

of a ma n ' s rieht to live with out the entanelements :3 nrl 

pressure s of an oreanized Church . As such, ~ \d th out 

End is an agnostic's view of the Christian Church , an 

a ffirma tion of self rather than Church . 

In this clrama , there exists a ba ttle between the 

mind of John and the mind of his alter- ego, Lovine. 

John is a mr1n who believes in the power of a n unknown 

Force And in the goodness of man , but he is not tot a lly 

committed to the Church nor to a belief in God. He i s 

content with his life as it is . The problem for him i ~; 

his alter- ego , Loving, who , a lthough unseen by other 

chara ctnrs, speaks on many occasions where a respClnllP 

from John is expected , and his voice is not th a t of a 

loving man. Ra ther , he is cynical and critical of 

re ligion and man. He is the anti thesis of John, the one 

who creates many problems and embarrassing situations 

for Joh n . Jt is apparent that John a ntl Lo vi ne: repr c-i::ent 

the two staees of O' Neill' s life in the early .'I nd middle 

periods . ,Tohn i s the younp. 0 1 Nelll who l oves Go,J .-md 

his family flml who would no noth .lnr, to harrn them th ,~111 

for be seeG on1y eood in hum~nity. Levine .ls the ~the lflt lv 
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O' Nei l l of the midd l e period . He scorns the organizer! 

Church and sees primarily the evil in men . As the halvr-!s 

of one self clash in this drama , so the halves of O' Hei ll' s 

self clashed, and from this war a victor had to emerge. 

On that point lies the controversy in this play . As has 

been stated previousl y , the Catholics view the Christi.an 

self, John, as the victor, and O' Nei l l denies this . 

The important factor to remember is that the nAme of th12 

victor is J ohn Loving , a merger of the individual parts. 

Could such a person be only a Christian or only an 

atheist? It seems highly improbabl e . 

Throughout the play , the opposite powers attempt to 

lure John into their ci r cle . Father BR.ird , R Catholic 

priest who reared John , represents the c1:1ll of the 

Ca tholic Church . Through his emot i onal link with John 

he is able to exert great pressure on him . As stated, 

Loving, the alter-ego, represents the call of i:itheism, 

and as a part of John ' s mind , he also has great i.t1flue nce , 

The unfortunate John is trapped in t h e middle. 

An examination of some of the remarks these ch a rnc tf~rs 

make in Act I points out the strong similar! ty to the 

life of O'Neill. First , Loving makes such remarks to 

John as , " Afraid to face your ghosts- even by proxy? 

Surely , even you can have that much courage ! 1112 or, wh e n 

12 
O' Neill , The Collected Plays , p . 495. 
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John sta te s th a t he wants the hero of his book to have a 

fRi th , Loving repl i es , " Now 'l wonder what hides behind 

that somewhere? Is it your old sec r et weakness- the 

cowardly yearning to go back-? 11 13 Autobiograph ically, 

both r emarks re fe r to the struggle O' Nei l l faced in the 

last period of his life . He had to deal with the ehosts 

of his f a mily and the urge to return to the Cathol ic 

Church . 

Fa ther Baird a l so exposes John 1 s past life , a nr1 

again it pa rallels closel y the life o f O' Nei l l. First he 

tells Eliot , John ' s business associate , about the letters 

John once wrote to him : 

J)id you hear him throw the word preach i ng 
in my f a ce , Mr . Eli ot- with a rlir t y sneer in his 
voice? There ' s injustice for you . If you 
knew what a burden he made my life for years 
with his preach i ng. J,etter upon lette1aeach 
with a soa p box inclosed , so to spea k. · 

ThP. most startl ing insight into the parallel of 

John ' s and O' Neill ' s religious in volvement is the extende d 

stAtement Fa ther Daird makes on the various doctrine s 

John qas embraced : 

•• • First it was A.th eism unadorned. Then 
it was Atheinm wedded to Socialism . Eut Soci a li sm 
proved too weak- kneed a mate , and the nex t I 
heard Atheism was livine in free love with 
Anarchism , with a cu1·se by Niet zsche to bless 
the union. And then c ame t11e llolshevik dawn, 
anrl he greeted that with unholy howls of clee 
and wrote me he ' d found a congen i al home a t 1 ~,s t 
i n the bosom of Kn rl Marx . Be was p.:irticul nr l y 
de l i r,}1t e d when he thought they ' d abolished lovp 

13 
Ibid ., p . 501 . 
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and marriage , and he couldn ' t contain h imsel f 
when the news came they ' d turned naughty school­
boys and were throwing spitball s at Almighty 
God and had supplanted Him with the slave ­
owning State - the most grotesque god that ever 
came out of Asia ! 

I knew Communism woul dn ' t ho l d him long­
and it didn ' t. Soon his letters became full of 
pessimism , and disgust with all socioloeical 
nostrums. Then followed a long silence . And 
wh at do you think was his next hiding place ? 
Religion , no less - but as far away as he could 
run from home - in the defeatist mysticism of 
the F:2st . First it was China and Lao Tze that 
fascina ted him , but afterwards he ra.n on to 
Buddh:1, .cind his letters for a time extollerl 
passionless contempl ation so p/issionritely thAt 
I had a mental view of him regarding his nave l 
frenziedly hy the hour and making nothing of it! 

••• By the next I knew , he was throueh 
with the East . It was not for the i·.'estern 
soul, he decided , and he was running throuF,h 
Greek philosophy and found a brief shelter in 
Pythaeoras and numerology . Then came a letter 
which revealed him bogged down in evolutionary 
scientific truth again- a dyed - in- the- wool 

~=~~:~f~!iio~~:t 5was the last I hearri of hiA 

Father Ba ird quite naturally interprets nll of this 

as an indication of John ' s return to the truth of the 

Church . John prefers not to think this , and LovinF, 1s 

furious a t the thought . There were probably many times 

when 0 1 Neill questioned thf> direction of his own searching 

Undoubtedly, he also could distinguish the various 

periods of his searching. 

The final plea from Father Baird in A.ct I is centered 

on a poem which was very familic1r to O' Neill, 11 The 

Hound of HeA.ven" by Francis Thompson. !le quotes ri verse 

15 
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from it as encouragemen t to John : 

'Ah, fondest, blindest , weakest, 
I am He Whom thou seekest ! 
Thou dravest l ove from thee, who dravest Me. , 16 

In his own life, O' Nei ll must surely have felt the 

Hound of Heaven followine him as he strove to settle 

the relieious problem in his mind. In fact , this was 

a poem to which he himself frequent l y marle reference in 

his conversat i ons with others . 

The most startl i ng autob.iographical elements are 

s hown 11'1 John ' s commen ts. John is wr i ting !:l novel which 

is startling in its likeness to his own life anrl in turn 

to O' Neill ' s life . I n the first act , he recounts the 

childhood of his hero and says: 

And the boy had every reason to believe in such 
a Divinity of Love as the Creator of Life. His 
home atmosphere was one of Love. Life was love for 
him then. And 1~e was happy , happier than ever 
after wa rd • •• 

He then tells of the family tragedies that came to this 

hero and concludes his account of the first period of 

his novel by saying , 11 I n his awakened pride he cursed 

hi s Gorl and denied Him, and, in revenge , promised his 

soul to the Devil. •• 1118 How closely this parallel.s the 

first stage of O' Neill 1 s life , the time when he loved 

God and equated God with human love. 

In Act III , as J•'a t her Bairri. visits in th e home of 

16 
Ibid., p . 508 . 

17 
I bJd ., p. 510 . 
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Elsa and John, John continti es to relate the plot of his 

story as Loving and Father Baird view it from diametri­

cal ly opposite positi ons. It presents the second pnrt of 

his hero's 1.ife, and it parallels the second staE;e of 

0' Neill's life. John states that his hero attempted 

suicide but could not and that he changed his philo­

sophic viewpoint. 

Well, finally , he came out of this pPriod 
of black despair. He taught himself to take 
n rationalistic atti turle . !-fe read all sor.ts 
of scientific books. lie ended up by becomine 

f~a!{~~i!t;ca~u~n h~~s e~~f~}~~'f§S had left an 
His hero even undergoes the period in which ·his faith in 

happiness and in mankind slips. 

And in after years , even at the height of 
his rationalism, he never could explain away 
a horror of death - and a strange fascination it 
had for him. And coupled with this was a 
dread of life - as if he constantly sensed a 
malignant Spirit hirling behind 1.ife, waiting 
to catch men at its mercy , in their hour of 
secur.e happiness- Something that hated life2o 
Something that lA.ughed with mockine scorn. 

Finally, the hero recovers himself in the love of 

his wife, but he is unfaithful to her . She becomes 

ill and dies, ancl again he has lost the source of h.is 

strength. 'tlhen she dies he remembers childhood teach.i ngs 

He knows she knows of his sin now . He 
can hear her promisiric to foTei ve if he c;i,n 
onl y believe again in his old God of Love , and 
seek her. thTOUf:}l Him. She will be beside- him 
in spirit in this l.i.fe , and at his dea th she 

19 
lli.<!_ . , p. 534, 
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will be waiting. De ath will not be an end bllt 
a new beei nning , a r eunion with her in which their 
!~~e 1~;;1 0 fo G~~ ! 29rever within the eternal peac ~ 

In this state of mirn1 he goes to a church and kneels a t 

the Cross and "feels he is foreiven , and the old comfortinr 

peace and security and joy stea l back into his heart. 11 2 ?. 

Instead , 11 1le realizes he c an never believe in his lost 

faith aeain. He walks out of the church - without love 

forever now- - but darina to face his eterna l loss ;:ind hnpe­

lessness , to accept it as his fate and go on with life. 11 23 

It ls remarkabl e how c l osely this "parAllels the 

second stage of O' Neil l ' s l i fe. He sank to his lowest 

depths, E1 ttempted suicide , soueht comfort in various 

philosophies , a.nd lost confiden ce in man 1 s goodness. 

In this period his only source of comfort was h i s wives, 

but even they received his mistreatment. 

Of course , Lovine antl Fatl1er Boird inter pret thes e 

events according to their beliefs. Loving s t-tys , " He w;is 

never cour1eeous enough to face what he really knew wa s 

true, that there is no truth for men , that human life is 

unimportant and meaningless . 11 24 When ,Tohn st.3tes that mPn 

need a new leader to make them noble , Father Baird rem.i.nris 

him that men ha ve a Savior . When John rela t es his hero's 

experience in the Church , Lovine: says: 

21 
Ibid . , p. 544 . 

22 
Ibid . , p . 545. 

23 
Ibid ., p . 545 . 

24 
Ibid ., p. 535 . 



And under the influence of his ridiculous 
guilty conscience, all the superstitions of his 
childhoorl , which he had prided himself his 
reason had killed , return to plaeue hirn . He 
feels at times an absurd impulse to pray . He 
fights this nonsense back . He analyzes it 
rationally. He sees it clearly as :J throwback 
to boyhood experiences . But, in spite of 
himself , that cowardly somethine in him he 
despises as superstition seduces his reason 
with the old pathetic lie of survival after 

f~a;~~e ~;t~!~;rs h!~e~~!!;r~5hi s wife is alive 

Loving and Baird disagree on what happens afterward. 

Father Bai rd sees the experience as a mirac l ei Lavine sees 

the hero ' s pride saving him from this moment. 

Obviously, 0' Neill is attemptins to make a polnt 

about his own life. He has wrestled with religion and 

atheism and has felt the inclination to return to the 

Church. It seems at this time that 0' Neill is person­

ified in the hero of John's story rather than in John 

himself. For the hero neither follows Loving' s atheint.ic 

advice to curse God nor Father Baird 's insistence thci t 

peace i s at the cross. Rather , he unrlerstnnds thnt bf' 

cFin never ree;ain his lost faith. When he leaves the 

Church, he a ccepts the fact that life must continue 

without Christian faith . This is important a::; an indl·· 

cation of O'Neill's message . The life deci::;ion of O'Neill 

is found in this statement rather th an in the actions 

of John at the ent1 of the pl ay. 

25 
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I n Ac t IV, Elsa is quite ill becau:=.e she has tA.ken 

the novel as a literal interpretation of her li fe with 

John. In Act II, her friend Luci had told her of an 

affair she has had. Now, Elsa realizes the man involved 

is John . In the case of the hero in John's novel , the 

wi fe d.les, and now Elsa feels her own illness a nd de ath 

are inevitable. Under the influence of Loving , John 

begins to feel that he has actual l y murdered his wife. 

In an anguished m6rnent , Loving and Father Baird argue 

over Elsa's future . Father Bai rd appeals to John to pray 

to the God of love while Loving reminds him that God 

alway s answers with death. In a furious exchange , each 

tries to t a ke control of John I s mi nd. Loving remincls him 

that death is the end of eYerything . Father Baird implores 

him to pray for lUsa. In all this confusion , they practic ­

a lly hypnotize John. He decides to go to the Church t o 

pray as his hero did. J\t this point the story changes 

from his novel plot. Elsa recovers from the coma and 

says she forgives John . In the novel , the hero finds 

comfort at the Cross after his wife's death, but he 

finally rejects the Church. 

As the play concludes , John finds peA.ce at the Cross , 

a nd Loving, his atheistic alter-ego , rues. His death ;incl 

John,s statement that 11 Life l aughs with Cod ' s love 

again112 6 obvi ously seem to i mpl y O' Neill ' s accept;ince of 

26 
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the Church . However, two points contradict that idea . 

First, John is now John Loving , a mereer of Chr istianity 

and atheism creating a new being, an agnostic . One belief 

does not domina te the other . Rather , they blend to 

create a new belief . J ohn is in an emotional frenzy 

created by the encounter with Father P.aird and Loving . 

Al though it is left unsaid, one feels that he too will 

come to acce pt the belief of his hero th at there i~ 

e;ooririesEi in life , but no Gotl for him. Seconrl, one must 

rememller that the hero , whose life stor..v h~s been eriurited 

with O ' N~ill , came to a rational recoenition of his place 

in life. The playwright and the hero a re of the s.;me 

nature. He a nd John are entirely different. 

Therefore , ~ 'Nithout ·tnd opens the door to the 

a.gnostic period of O' Neill ' s life . Al thoueh physicall y 

his worst period , it is philosophically his best. The 

door has opened a nd shut on Christianity and ntheism . 

It will close only one more time and th a t will be ;it 

the moment of his death. 

In order to a pprec.i.ate the pl ays of this period , ,w 

alw.gys it is useful to remP.mber the religious- hlm,;pherr.□ uf: 

dualism in Irishmen. As R<1leigh describes it , this 

involves the concept th Rt typically , Irish fathers werP 

pious with no deep commitment . Mothers were honestly 

pious, ;rnd the Vire;in Mary was most important to th em ;is 

a symbol of innocence and childhood. 27 1£!:lli Dav ' s 

27 



Journey .I!!.!£ Night is a. good example of the applicability 

of this theory. 

Begun in 1940 , a year after he wrote The ~ 

Cometh , ~ Da y's Journey Into Night was O' Neill ' s 

au tobi oeraphical look into his past . Again emphf'lsizine 

th e Iri sh family ties , Sheaffer said : 

The primary image of Eueene O' Nei ll thJ:tt 
emerges from his writings is that of an eternal 
son , a man constantly examinine: and drama.tizine 
his ambivalent feelings toward his rrother anrl 
r~ther, forever hound to them emotionally , a 
man never r:1.ble to mature fully , never free to 
be 8 re11l parent himself . In fl basic sense , 

~~ ;:~e f~:=c~"!I t~o h~;s:l;~~ger , a mrin tryine 

\'/hen he wrote~ Dav ' s Journey 1.£!2 N'i p;ht, 

O'Neill bee:an to live with the ghosts of his past 

and to search there for an answer to the meaning of his 

life. He was fascinated by the effect of one generAti on 

on another . gngel called ~ Day's Journey Into Night 

''0 1.Neill's most religious pl::iy , and his most genuine 

tragedy. 11 29 The Gelbs sa.id it was "a brutal barine of t h e 

forces that hacl shc1ped him, an evc1luation of his tr ,igi <· 

viewpoint, an ex planation of his f:-iilures ris ;.l humAn 

being and ;:i celebration of the fact th at he had bccoll"e, 

in spite of these f ai lures , the consummate arti st hP. was. 11 3 0 

~ ~ J ourney Into Nieht was followed , in 1'l43 , 

by anotl1er ,:1utobiograph ic a l play , ! ~ for !!!!. Misbc 1~ot t r-n 
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a play in which he puts to r es t the trFteic life of hiR 

brother JalT!ie. In both of these plays , 0 1 neill re-exumined 

the reli e ious attitude of his f a mily and confirmeil th :"tt 

1 t was not for him. He was able to accept their beliefs, 

but unable to practice them. This fact was of g re.::1t 

sienificance in that, prior to this , he refused evf'n to 

acknowledge the va lidity of their beliefs. 

Throuehout the forti~s m:rny prohlems occurred whic h 

prevented him from writing : for example, hiF: fnilin e 

he a lth, the death of his eldest son , and the marriage of 

hi s daughter to Charles Chaplin , R. man her fRther ' s ;:1ee . 

A.fter Oona miirried in 1943 , 0 ' Neill r efused ever to 

mention her na me, because of his nnger . Ironically, she 

was the only one of his children who ever amounted to 

much of anything. Eueene , Jr . could h:we , but he committed 

suicide. 

At age 56 , a bitter o• Neill expressed a vi t~lly 

important opinion to hi.f: fr.lend Sophus ~!inthPr. 

Man has been told the truth . He ha.s bet>n 
shown the wriy to the e:oorl life in simple l anr, uag<> . 
Jesus , Confuscius , Lc10- tze , Fl 1 i. ttle more complex 
••• Socrates , but, it has been futile . r.reat r-ind 
simple trutl1 has been perverted into worldly powPr 
by oren nizP.d institutions, The Chtirch in our. 
~~~;~h h1: :o f~=t~:~9nship to Ch.t'tst i.1 nity. Tht> 

Th ere could be no clearer ,rn inrlication of O 1 :lei 11' s 

f1nal outlook toward reli e ion . He believt>cl in the truth 

of inspired te;,icher s , lmt lie a l so a'tihored thf> 1,rh:-ivior of 
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the Church - of oreanized religion . For th.'lt reRson 0 1 Ne .ill 

could not return to the Church , but rathP.r he chose to 

work out his own peac e of IP.ind and to live a life of 

belief i n the natural eoodness and mercy of mankind 

untouched by the Church . 

By 1946, the good yeat's of his life were gone. His 

o ldest son divorced anrl then committed suicide in 1950. 

His only e r andson died unexpectedly . Not only riid O' Neill 

view his own life as depressing , he saw the rest of the 

world as a fa.i lure. Fami ly· problems continued . J-le and 

Carlotta O' Neill quarrel ed <Ctnd separa ted. llov1ever, they 

reconciled as O' Neill nenred de.;i.th . The pain of existine 

in a state wherein the body could not responrl but the 

mind rP.m.8ined alert was the culmination of 0 ' Ne i 11 ' s 

traeic existence. He contemplated suicide and in a 

bitter mood told his friend 3ophus Winther that he w;;nted 

on his tombstone the inscription : 

Eug ene 0 1 Neill 
There Is Someth ing 

~~r 13~ef~!d Den.d 32 

Always somewhat overprotecting , Carlo tta O' N'e.i.11 

prevented h.im from seeing visitors in his final years . 

When he was at the point of death , n. Catholic priest 

attempted to see him to offer the Sacrr1ment , but ~he 
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prohibited that , saying O' Neill was not a Cathol ic . 

Just before death , on November 27 , 1953, O' Neill ' s 

l ast clearly spoken words r eflected the tragedy of a 

man who never really had a home , physically or spi r itua lly. 

" Born in a goddam hotel r oom and dyine in a hotel room . 113 3 

Because of the ambivalence of his nature , he was never 

satisfied with any place or any ide;;i for any length of 

time. Even in death there were problems . First , an 

autopsy proved the cause of disease a nd death was a 

famili a l tumor , not Parkinson ' s Diseas e . Then , he could 

not be buried in the New Lo;1don Catholic cemetery with 

his parents since he had not re - entered the faith . 

Accordinc: to Carlotta O' Neill his buria l request was , 

" Get me quietly and simply buriert . And don ' t brine n 

priest. If there is a God anrl I meet Him , we ' ll talk 

thines over personally , man to man. 11 3 .d Shortly nf ter 

the burial , it was discovered that he was interrert s i x 

inches beyond the correct plot , nnd the body wa s P.xhumed 

ff.nd reburied. So , even in death it seemed thnt there was 

no peace for a man who knew no peace in life. 

I n his l ast years , 0 1 ;'Ile ill wr estled with the ehosts 

from his past life a ntl absolved himself of the crlticAl 

f a mi l y problems which had tormented him for so lone . 

He founrl a mea sure of peace in this absolution . It wc1s 

33 
Qu oted in Sheaffer , p . 670 . 

34 
Quotert in Gelbs , p . 939 , 



then thc=i.t he accepted fully the concept of m~n ' s love 

which goes heyond the limits of the !.!bur.ch in t o the 

persona l life of one ' s he~rt . 

The r.e a re only two plays of this last periort which 

demonstra t~ eff~r:tively t he religious decision w!iich 

O' Neill ma de. P.oth plays , ~ Y:ithout li!!Q. and ~ 

Day ' s JournPy I nto Nif!ht , prove that the reli e ious struc-u: 

of 0 ' Neil l ' s life was a part of the love- hr1tP. relation ­

ship which llad ;,lways existed in his f:=im.lly . In both 

pl a ys O' Neill reconciled himself to hiFi fBmily a nd to : the 

C.:hurch in a styl e which is duali::,tic in th ;:i. t he found 

peace with the Church ::ind his family out side of the bnJy 

of beli e vers and outside of the family circle. lie 

developed an :::icceptance tow :=i r,I them i n wh ic h he rpmainerl 

inctepenclent to be flimself .:+ n<l to live hi s life his own 

way , but in which he reco rr nized the v.-~ lue of reli gion 

for somP people a nd the motivations which directP rl the 

lives of his parents anci brother. He dirl not plnr:e 

himself in a position whPre by he hail to return to the 

Church ;ind to the f nmil.Y circle for th ;:1t would h;1vP "bPPn 

hypocritic.:11 , An attitude which he had .-➔ h.,ayR critici?.e:i 

when he s a w it in others . nut , r a ther , he ohjPctiv('ly 

discussed the strong qu~l i. ties rintl thP weaknesr.eH of the 

Church ;:i. n<l of his family without perr;on ,11 prni.sf' or 

criticism . In that Tl"'anner, once anrl forever , 0 1 ,fo ill 

learned to live 1.dth the r,-hosts of his p:1st . 



The play ~ Day's Journey Into Night 1s the one 

in which 0 1 Neil l directly enc ountere d his family ghost:=; 

and i n which he strove to understand them. I n the dr :cima , 

there i s neither prai s e nor criticism; there is merely 

the presentation of the f -:1cts of his early life as he 

remembers them . He dramatizes the arguments over his 

father's career and his impul ses to buy worthless pr oper ty , 

the effects of his brother ' s drinkine and his mot her' s 

drue adclicti on , and the concern over his own illness . 

Th e set ting is the middle period of O'Neill ' :=; life 

a t the time when he followed vari ous philosophies an rt 

suffered from t uberc ulosi s . The primary visu;:il .image is 

the fog , and it se ems to have been rleli't.,er a tely chos en 

for the symbolic meanine it h;iri f or O' Nei ll in the first 

period of hiR wri tine. He had used the fo5 in Bound 

East for ~ as a symbol of evil which blinded the 

seamen on their search for the correct course or on their 

search for truth . In the fog, the seamen were a t Gcid I s 

mercy. The f og has the same meanin13 J.n ~ Day ' s 

Journey Into Night. Here it represents the evil power 

of the morphine which prevents Mary Tyrone from fnncti oninr; 

normally a nd the a pathy which a ppear s t o ha•:e consummed 

the ~ntire fa.mily . 

Mary Tyrone first associ,1tes the fog on the oce an 

with hP.r inab111 ty to sleep at nie;ht . She says , "I mean , 

t ake advantage of the sunshine before the foe comes 'ha ck, 
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J2ecause I know it will. 1135 However , Mary realizei:, thGt 

the fog which disturbs her is not the one on the oce<1n 

at night, but the one in her mind which develops as shP. 

succombf:l to the compulsion to t3ke 1Mrphine. To her 

servant, Cathleen, she remarks that the fog does not 

bother heT because she loved the fog. 11 It ' s the f oehorn 

I hate, It won ' t let you alone . It keeps remindine: 

you, and warning you, and calling you back, 11 36 

Here it is apparent that the fog she speaks of is 

the tra.nce-like state producec1 by the moTphine, The 

foghorn is a symbol of warning to her j11st as one warns 

the ships at sea. For her, the foe-horn is the looks of 

dismay and pity that she sees on the faces of her family 

as they realize she is aeain taking drucs, In th a t the 

foGhorn warns her of the rl~nger in t::ikine morphin~, i. t. 

hecomes the 1mage of e;ood fighting evil. Many problems 

for the Tyrones would be solved if she would heed the 

warnine. Instead, as evening returns , the fog is thick, 

and Mary is deeply drugged by a new prescription of morphine. 

Later in the play, M.1ry expresses her inability to 

cope with the reality of Edmund I s illness and her other 

problems. 

I must so upstairs . I haven I t taken enoue;h. 
I hope, sometime, without meanine- it , I will tr.ike 
an overdose . I never could do it deliberfltely. 37 
The BlP.ssed Virgin would never forgive me , then . 

35 
Rue;ene· O' Neill, ~ nny ' s ,JouS6)Y Into !~i o:ht 

(New Haven : Yale UniversTtY PreRs, 19 . , p . 41, 

36 
Ibid., p . 99. 

37 
Ibid . , p . 121 . 



Obviously, the morphine is her escape mechanism from the 

re a l! ty of her probl ems . It has overpowered her, and 

she cannot fight it any longer, 

The home situation is so bad at this point that the 

others are enticed by the power of the fog , also . The 

father and sons leave the house to s penti the evenine 

drinking, the means by which the fog has ensnaTed them . 

Edmund , the son who suffers the most from his mother' s 

probl em, seeks for peace in the New England fog for it 

obscures from s i ght the problems of his home . 

The fog was where I wanted to be. Halfway 
down the pa th you can ' t see this house . You ' d 
never know it was here . Or any of the other 
places down the avenue . I couldn ' t see but a 
few feet ahead . I didn ' t meet a soul. Every­
thing looked and sountied unren.l. Nothi ng was 
what it is . That I s what I wanted-to be a l one 
with myse l f in another world where truth is 
untrue and life C-'ln hide from itself . Out 
beyond the harbor , where the road runs a l one 
the beach , I even lost t he f ee line: of being 
on land , '£he fog ;,nd t he sea seemed par t of 
each other . It was like walk ine on the bottoll'I 
of the sea . As Jf I had drowned lone a.go . As 
if I wa s a ghost bel one.ing to the fog , and the 
foe was the ghost of the sea . It felt rlamne1l 
~!~~~~u! :~o~t ~§thine more than a ghost 

Later, it is Edmund who final ly puts into words 

what his mother is l ike . 

The hardest thing to take is the blank 
wa ll she builds around her . Or it ' s more like 
a bank of fog in which she hirles and loses 
herself . Deliberately , that ' s the hel l of it ! 
You know somethine in her does it rieliber;itely 

30 
Jhid ,, p . 130 , 



-- to e;et beyond our re ach , to be rid of us, 
to foreet we I re a live! It ' , 9as i.f, in spite 
of loving us , she hated us! 

The final appearance of the family is that of 

a eroup lost in the fot;S . · Mary has regressed to her 

youth and has lost all contact with reality. The 
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power of evil has overcome them, and the men sit 

passively a nd watch her performance. No one has the will 

left to fi gh t the evil. They realize that they are 

lost souls on the sea of man ' s life , and they nccept that 

as their f a te. 

As 0 1 Neill focuses on the tragedy of his family , 

he appea rs to a cknowledge the fact th a t the problems 

are centered on a denial of what was a natural way of 

l ife for them . This idea of a natural way of life centers 

on the plac e of religion in the lives of an Iri sh Catholic 

f a mily. The first indication of its importance is in 3 

conversa tion a mong James Tyrone a nd his sons , Jamie anti 

Edmund. 

Tyrone: Shut up , both of you ! There ' s little 
choice between the philosophy you le a rned from 
Broarlway loafers , and the one Rdmund eot from 
his books. They • re both rotten to the con:> . 
You I ve both flouted thP. faith you were born 
and brought up in-- the one true f a ith of the 
Cathol.ic Church--and your denial has brought 
nothing but se lf-de struction! 

Edmund: That ' s the bunk , Papa! 

Jamie: \1e rlon ' t pretend , at any rate. 

39 



don ' t not i ce you I ve worn any hol es in thP. 
knees of your pants going to Mass . 

Tyrone: It I s true I I m a bad Catholic in the 
observance , God forgive me . But I believe! 
And you ' re a liar ! I may not go to church 
but every night and morning of my life I ,get 
on my knees and pray! 

Edmund : Did you pray for Mama? 

Tyrone: I did . I've prayed to God these 
many years for her . 

Edmunrl: Then Niet zsche must be right. ' God is 
de~d: of His pity for man hath God died. 1 

Ty rone: I f your mother h,3d prayed , too - she . 
ll.aan't denied her faith, but she ' s forgotten 
it, until now there I s no streneth of the 
spiri t left in her to fight against her curse, 
But what I s the goo<l of talk? 't.'e I ve 11 ved with 
~~i~ef;f~~~ f~~45ow we must agAin . There I s 

Both father and sons make strong points about the 

denial of faith . Tyrone is right that self-destruction 

has come to his sons . They , in turn , see the hypocrisy 

in his practice. They a l so believe thAt Cod is dead 

because he has not healed their mother. This opin ion, 

of course , was one .£actdr in O' Neill' s le.,aving the Chu·rch. 

For Irish Catholics , worship is supposed to be .;l nAtural 

part of life. Actually , all the Tyrones have turned 

away from the Church , and now they seek to _plocP the 

blame for their problems on religion . Mary is the only 

one who desires to return to the Church because she 

associates it with being cured. She says: 

40 
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But some day , dear , I will find it ae~in­
some day when you ' re all well , and I see you 
heal thy and happy and successful , and I don ' t 
have to feel guilty any more - some day when the 
Bl essed Virgin Ma r y for gives me rmd gives me 
back the faith in Her l ove and pity I used to 
have in my convent d;iys , and I can pray to 
her again- when She sees no one in the world 
can bel teve in me even for a moment any more , 
then She will believe in me , and with Her help 
it will be so easy. I will hear myself scream 

~!~~u::o~y ~i~~d b:t s!h:u:!m~f t!~:eff ~!)rl laugh 

9-6--

However , Mary knows this is only a dream , and she later 

ad monishes herself for these thoughts . 11 You expect the 

Blessed Virgin to be fooled by a lyine dope fiend reciting 

words ! 1142 

The l ast religious comment is made by Tyrone in 

criticism of Edmund . Of the literature Edmund reads , 

Tyrone says: 

Morbid filth ! \'/here the hell do you eet your taste 
in literature? Filth and despa ir and pessimism! 
Another atheist , I suppose. When you deny God , 
you deny hope . That ' s the tr~~ble with you . If 
you ' d get down on your knees -

This is a pitiable statement . None of the Tyrones can 

erase his mistakes a nd get down on his knees . In her 

.final appearance , Mary is lost in her memories of happier 

days at the convent school , but her last statement gives 

the bitter reality of the moment. She speaks of her 

desire to become a nun which she expressed to the Holy 

Mother. 

41 
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After I left her , I felt all mixed up, so 
I went to the shrine and prayed to the Blessed 
Virgin and found peace again because I knew she 
heard my prayer and would always love me and see 
no harm ever c ame to me so long as I never lost 
my faith in her. That was in the winter of 
senior year . Then in the sprin5 some thing 
happened to me. Yes, I remember . I fel l in !~~=-:¢'!th James Tyrone and was so happy for a 

0 1 Nei ll apparently presents this particul ar view 

of rel igion in his family for a deliberate purpose . He 

is factually examinine his family , and he comes to a 

los:ical conclusion . They are hypoct:i ti cal Chri stirrns 

who speak words they wouid like to believe but do not . 

They have lost contact with the natural goodness of man . 

Paw:ps ,. of the Devil , they nre lost in his foe , Once , they 

had a faith , but it was lost in the many probl ems they 

faced . Therefore , it is not loeical to believe th at 

O'Neill returned to the faith of his family in ~ 

Without End . O'Neill perceived that there was no faith 

there awaiting his return . There was only the memory of 

a l ost faith. So , his final view hart to be that of an 

agnostic . He saw that there was a God or a Force which 

helped some people , but he could not believe that this 

Force had helped his family. In reconciling himself to 

his family , he had to take the a.gnostic I s view and refuse 

himself per sonal involvement in religion , for this Wc'ls 

44 
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the view he saw existing in his fami l y. None of the 

O'Neills believed Go d would help them; thus, O' Neill 

d i d ·not turn to Him in the last days of his life. 



CHAPTER IV 

EPILOGUE : GO 'l IS; GOD WAS; GO 1l MAY },E 

I n this study of Eueene O' Nei ll, it has been e~ta b­

lished that there is a correlation between the views 

toward religion and the views toward humanity in the 

personal life and in the public life of the dramatist . 

0 1 Nei ll was a man of const;rnt chanees . 'L'h r oue;hout his 

life he fluctuated in h::.s ideas on m~arly every subject 

that he ever studied in cletai l. Apparently a restless 

_person by nature , it seems he coulrl tlever be s~tisf ie d 

with one fin a l answer to any question . ?or this reflson , 

he was truly a uni que in<li vi dual. 

The fluctuations in religion were centered on the 

concepts of Christianity , atheism and agnostic i sm , 

At three distinct periods in his life , 0 ' ;'l e ill practiced 

a belief in each of these . Bor n into A- Catholic family , 

educated in a n isolated existence , and misunderstood by 

most people who knew him , he was situated in the position 

from which he could most readily f"}UeRtion the validity 

of doctrines and philosophies . 

The period of belief in God centE"red in the first 

stage of 0 1 Xeill ' s life. In that time of happiness, 

0 ' Ne ill spent the most peaceful years of hiR life . The 

plays written at that time were the most serene ones of 

his career, They projected the inner peace of one who 

be lieved in Cod as a pPr~onal Savior and who eriur1terl 



God with rt belief in the natural goodness and love of 

mankind . 

The second stage of his life was the one of atheism 

in which he denied the existe nce and the value of the 

organized Church . He saw it only as an ugly place of 

trouble and heartbreak . In the plays of this period , 

O'Neill distorted his view of mankind in order to show 

the bitterness and cruelty which he had founn in the 

Church. When O' Neill broke away from the Catholic Church, 

a vital part of him died , and the death becomes a viable 

experience in the dramas . In this period , his only 

views toward the Church and toward mankind are uely ones. 

The final period was one of agnostic i sm . It was the 

time when the creative genius of a brilliant man searched 

into his background and attempted to answer the many 

questions which still lingered there . In coming to terms 

with his family ghosts , O'Neill also came to terms with 

religion . He decided that , as in the case of his parents , 

he must accept the Church for what it was , R man - mane 

form which coul d help some people . lie re a lized it was 

not for him. So , he d i d not return to a belief in the 

religion of his youth . Yet , he did return to a recog­

nition of the goodness of man as a result of the puri ­

fication he received from writing about his family. 

I n conclusion , one is again reminded of the poem by 

Francis Thompson , 11 The Hounrl of Heaven '', which was so 

much a part of O' Neill ' s life . Truly , he was houndecl 

by heaven. Perhaps the religious question woul d not 
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have been such a problem for him had he not been a 

Catholic through his birth into a firmly committed Irish ­

Catholic family. However , the fact that he did feel the 

need to express his doubts about relieion is one of the 

best things that has ever happened to the world of nrama. 

For it is Eueene O' Neill , the hounded man , who has made 

a distinct place for P~erica in the world of drama and 

who, most importantly , made the world recognize him aR 

a genuine literary talent yet unmatched by most rlrRmatists . 
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