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ABSTRACT 

This study was made to conduct a critical analysis of 

style in selected plays of Arthur Kopit, Edward Albee, Sam 

Shepard and David Mamet. The plays chosen for research were 

Oh Dad, Poor Dad, Mamma's Hung You in the Closet and I'm 

Feelin' So Sad by Arthur Kopit, The American Dream by Edward 

Albee, Buried Child by Sam Shepard and Glengarry Glen Ross by 

David Mamet. An examination of these four significant 

contributions to American absurdist theatre reveals several 

important comparisons of elements of drama found in struc­

ture, character, theme and language. 

Arthur Kopit and Edward Albee share similarities in 

their styles of writing, both men representing early American 

absurdist drama from the 1950's and 1960's. Their characters 

share radical abnormal personalities in a chaotic structure. 

The language contains many non sequiturs and nonsense con­

versations which support the playwrights' revolt against tra­

ditionally structured plays and stereotypical characters. 

Sam Shepard and David Mamet, more recent absurdists, 

use absurdism in a somewhat similar fashion. Both Shepard 

and Mamet present a more realistic structure than Kopit and 

Albee. Their use of absurdity is not as radical as Kopit's 

or Albee's and is revealed in a more subtle manner. Shepard 

presents absurdity through narration while Mamet reveals ab­

surdity through the extremity of the situation. Both plays 

expose absurdity through conversation and archetypes who 

appear to be normal in the beginning but are shown to be dis­

torted as the exposition unfolds. 



Abs urd i sm rema i ns popular in contemporary theatre ev e n 

as i t c hanges. Its influence will likely remain signifi­

cant in the American theatre in the future years. 
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Chapte r I 

Introduction 

This study undertakes a critical analysis of s t yle i n 

sel ected plays of four significant American absurdist play­

wrights--Arthur Kopit, Edward Albee, Sam Shepard and David 

Mamet--by examining the stylistic patterns of writing and 

staging developed by each writer. Tracing the evolution 

of absurdist drama through plays by Kopit, Albee, Shepard and 

Mamet should yield important comparisons of elements of drama 

such as may be found in structure, character, theme and 

language. The four elements of drama selected for this study 

are the most important of the six elements Aristotle identi-
1 

fies in his treatise, Ars Poetica. The plays which have 

been selected for study are Oh, Dad, Poor Dad, Mamma's Hung 

You in the Closet and I'm Feelin' So Sad by Arthur Kopit, The 

American Dream by Edward Albee, Buried Child by Sam Shepard, 

and Glengarry Glen Ross by David Mamet. 

According to B. Donald Grose and o. Franklin Kenworthy, 

authors of A Mirror To Life: A History of Western Theatre, 

the phrase, "theatre of the absurd," was coined by the critic 
2 

Martin Esslin for the title of a book he wrote in 1961. 

Kenworthy and Grose stress that the playwrights who embrace 

this form have been influenced to a certain extent by 

existentialism, the common link between existentialism and 

absurdist theatre being a belief in nonconventional theatre 
3 

and an intrinsic understanding of theatre's roots. The 

verbal nonsense in an absurdist play helps destroy the 

pr i ma r y role language holds in the conventional theatre, and 



2 

with the logic of language called into questi on , the 

absurd ists are free to build a world where the rules are 

constantly changing, a world of free associations, inverted 

logic, feigned or real mad~ess, and a world in which we truly 
4 

exist. 

Esslin's book, The Theatre of the Absurd, suggests that 

''absurd" originally meant "out of harmony," in a musical 

context, and that its dictionary definition, therefore, 

alludes to that which is "out of harmony with reason or 
5 

propriety; incongruous, unreasonable, illogical." Esslin 

believes that the theatre of the absurd tends toward a poetry 

which evolves from the concrete and objectified images of the 

stage itself. Although the element of language is still a 

vital part of this conception, the action or what happens on 

the stage transcends and often contradicts the actual words 
6 

spoken by the characters. Thus, the study of this litera-

ture and the examination of the stylistic patterns of writing 

and staging developed by the playwrights chosen for research 

shall trace the development of absurdist plays using the 

works of these authors and perhaps establish their importance 

within the pattern of contemporary thought. For example, the 

stylistic patterns of writing developed by the four play­

wrights under study will be examined from the points of view 

of structure, character, theme and language. 

Many young playwrights emerged in the late 1950's and 

early 1960's to become identified with the absurdist move­

ment. Why, therefore, were Arthur Kopit, Edward Albee, Sam 
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Shepa r d and David Mamet chosen for study? All absurdist 

playwrights of this era and more recent playwrights inspired 

by the forerunners of American absurdist drama share signifi­

cant qualities in their writing styles, qualities such 

as a lack of stereotypical characterization, purposely 

distorted archetypes, an abundance of surprises, and no 

predictable endings to what may seem a predictable series of 

situations. Their extremes have led to a popular theatrical 

art form in America which continues to cultivate a strong 

following. 

Arthur Kopit is among the earliest American absurdist 

playwrights. Kopit has won many significant awards through­

out his career. The first play to bring him international 

attention was Oh Dad, Poor Dad, Mamma's Hung You in the 

Closet and I'm Feelin' So Sad (1959) and was presented in 

London, Paris, and West Germany as well as in New York and at 

Harvard University. It played on Broadway for forty-seven 

performances in 1963. Oh Dad, Poor Dad, Mamma's Hung You in 

the Closet and I'm Feelin' So Sad was chosen for research not 

only for its international attention, but for its absurdist 

predilections in a contemporary American setting. Arthur 

Kopit was among the first playwrights to exceed the bound­

aries of conventional theatre and help launch a new era with 

this controversial play. Oh Dad, Poor Dad, Mamma's Hung You 

in the Closet and I'm Feelin' So Sad, hereafter identified as 

Oh Dad, Poor Dad, was not widely accepted by the public or 

critics at the time it was written, but now is recognized as 
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an early form of the theatre of the absurd and respected as a 

true work of art. Moreover, certain elements of drama such 

as structure, character, theme, and language are carefully 

crafted throughout the play. 

Edward Albee is one of America's most controversial 

playwrights, whose artistic vision and talent helped create a 

new facet of American theatre along with Arthur Kopit and 

other playwrights involved with the development of the 

theatre of the absurd. Albee was chosen for research for 

this reason as well as for the fact that he challenged the 

perception of theatre audiences and society itself through 

his persistent experimentation and his unique creativity. 

His plays are world renowned and his honors include two Tony 

awards and two Pulitzer Prizes among others. His plays, The 

American Dream (1960) and The Death of Bessie Smith, were 

also chosen as best plays of the 1960-1961 season by the 

Foreign Press Association. The American Dream was chosen for 

study not only because it has won several eminent awards, but 

also because it has made important contributions to the 

theatre of the absurd. Like Oh Dad, Poor Dad, The American 

Dream abounds with elements of drama associated with absurd­

ist theatre. Unique aspects of characterization, and 

language in The American Dream will be examined in sub­

sequent chapters. Albee has added his own dimensions to 

absurdist theatre, and in this study it is a crucial link to 

the evolution of theatre of the absurd to the present. 



Sam Shepard is a star on-screen and off, and has been 

called a true American hero, a man of action. Shepard has 

written more than forty plays, three volumes of prose and 

several screenplays, including Paris, Texas, voted Best Film 

at Cannes in 1984. He also received a Pulitzer Prize for 

Buried Child (1978), which has been chosen for research in 

this study. He won ten Obies (awards given by The Village 

Voice for distinguished achievement off and off-off 

Broadway), and he was an Academy Award Nominee for Best 

Supporting Actor for The Right Stuff. In concert with Kopit 

and Albee, Shepard continues the expansion of absurdist 

theatre. Buried Child was included due to the manner in 

which the playwright uses the selected elements of drama 

which, like Oh Dad, Poor Dad, and The American Dream, will 

prove to be of importance to this work. 

From a literary standpoint, David Mamet is said to be 

the only successful playwright of several who emerged as 
7 

"Promising" in the late 1970's. He has joined American and 

5 

European traditions of twentieth-century absurdist drama in a 

way that no other playwrights have attempted. He has written 

several plays, essays and screenplays during his career, not 

the least of which is his Pulitzer-Prize winning Glengarry 

Glen Ross (1983), which has been selected for this study. He 

has captured the interest of large audiences at home and 

abroad, and has created much talk about his style and use of 

dichotomies, paradoxes and dialectical tensions, which are 

central to his work. 
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Glengar r y Glen Ross completes the collection of absurdist 

drama under study. The emergence of Kopit's Oh Dad, Poor Dad 

in the late 1950's, Albee's The American Dream in the early 

1960's, Shepard's Buried Child in the late 1970's and Mamet's 

Glengarry Glen Ross in the mid 1980's demonstrates the 

evolution of American absurdist theatre from its earliest 

controverial and fundamental forms to its most recent world 

renowned and intricate developments. 

There have been many studies written on Arthur Kopit, 

Edward Albee, Sam Shepard and David Mamet. One such work, 

The Pl~ys of Edward Albee 1959-1980: Experiments in Dramatic 

Form, undertakes to assess Edward Albee's contribution to the 

idea of form in the American drama by following the pattern 

of his experimentation in the stage plays produced between 
8 

1959 and 1980. 

American Realism and the Plays of Sam Shepard: A Study 

of Theme and Form examines the complete body of Sam Shepard's 

published work and analyzes these works in terms of form and 
9 

theme. The Evolution of Form in Contemporary Drama ana-

lyzes Arthur Kopit's work and compares Kopit's first play, 

The Questioning of Nick, to Oh Dad, Poor Dad as realistic de-
10 

vices. These are but a few studies which have been written 

about Kopit, Albee, and Shepard individually. Because it was 

not included in their purpose, the authors made no attempt to 

Some engage in stylistic comparisons of the playwrights. 

studies have involved more than one of these playwrights. 

0 · · 1 · d the talents of Kopit, Albee, and ne study which has ut1 1ze 
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Shepard is Connection and Complicity: Five Playwrights of 

the Sixties which focuses on five American Playwrights of the 

1960's, Arthur Kopit, Edward Albee, Sam Shepard, Jack Gelber 

and David Rabe, and examines how their works reflect, react 

to, and contribute to the intellectual and cultural 
11 

environment of the period. This work and others have 

involved comparative studies of theatrical language, 

experiments in dramatic form, and use of theme as their 

central purpose. Still others have embraced a specific 

theory, character study, or an historical approach as their 

primary points of focus. Although there have been several 

books written about the playwrights under study, there is no 

other work which has taken the same approach as this one. 

This study is unique in the fact that it is a critical 

analysis of style in the aforementioned plays of Kopit, 

Albee, Shepard and Mamet with special attention to four 

crucial elements of drama--structure, character, theme, 

and language. It is fitting to see how a major movement, 

absurdism, has evolved from 1950 to the present through four 

of the finest of American contemporary works from this 

particular perspective. 

Having stated the purpose and scope of this study, and 

having reviewed literature pertinent to the topic, it is 

h eleme nts of drama chosen for necessary to present t e 

research as they pertain to the plays under analysis. 

· chapter will facilitate the dramatic Therefore, the following 

element of structure as it relates to each of the plays in 



the stylistic patterns of writing and staging unique to the 

playwright. 

8 



Chapter II 

A New Tradition Of Structure 

Every work of art must have some kind of structure. 
12 

In theatre, structure can be defined as the foundation of a 

play created by the playwright who introduces various 

stresses and strains in the form of conflicts, establishes 

boundaries and outer limits to contain the play and calcu-
13 

lates the dynamics of the action. Dramatic structure can 

9 

be divided into three specific steps. First, the establish­

ment of a play's structure begins with the opening scene 

which sets the tone and style of the play and initiates the 

action. Second, a series of obstacles or complications beset 

the characters. Obstacles are impediments put in a charac­

ter's way, and complications are outside forces or new twists 

in the plot, introduced at an inopportune moment. Finally, 

as a result of obstacles and complications in a play, charac­

ters become involved in a series of crises leading to the 

final climax, which resolves the issues of the play either 
14 

happily or tragically. 

Traditional plot structure proceeds in a logical manner 

from a beginning through the development of the plot to a 

conclusion. In stark contrast, absurdist plays suggest the 

idea of absurdity both in what they say--their content--and 

in the way they say it--their form. Absurdist structure, 

therefore, is a departure from traditional dramatic structure 
15 

of the past. 
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Whereas traditionally structured plays deal primarily 

wi th the surface reality of life, the structure of absurdist 

plays is inte nd ed to expose inner realities to life that so­

ciety may purposely void. Martin Esslin, in his book Reflec­

tions: Essays On Modern Theatre, explains: 

The absurdists have further demonstrated the 

theatre's ability to deal not only with external 

reality in providing a concrete and photo­

graphically correct reconstruction of real 

life but also, and much more interestingly, 

with the vast field of internal reality--the 

fantasies, dreams, hallucination, secret long­

ings, and fears of mankind. What the absurdists 

have done is liberate this kind of internal 

reality from the necessity of having to emerge 

from an external plot situation with neat transi­

tions from reality to dream, from nature to 
16 

hallucination. 

There is no preoccupation with the past, no solving of 

riddles, for the structure leads one not to seek solutions, 

but to confront a view of modern life, a view both 
17 

existential and absurd. 

Gaynor F. Bradish of Harvard University in his introduc­

tory statements to Arthur Kopit's Oh Dad, Poor Dad, states 

that its form is the logical fusion of the comic and the ser­

ious facets of Kopit's imagination, written in a style that 
18 

is immediately contemporary. Furthermore, Oh Dad, Poor Dad 
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attempts to destroy the stubborn structure of prose realism 

and claim the theatre once again as the domain of "imaginary 

force s ,• the kingdom of the extraordinary it has always been 
19 

in its times of ascendance. Kopit has taken a tragic cir-

cumstance and turned it into an absurdly humorous subject by 

giving a comic twist to a man who has hanged himself. The 

mocking tone of the t i tle suggests absurd i sm, and it is 

Kop i t's intent from the title's tone a nd unusual length that 
20 

we laugh at his subject. 

The opening scene in Oh Dad, Poor Dad val i dates the be-

l i ef that the play is a bsurdist i n struc t ure. As bellboys 

rus h to carry the ma ny be l o ngi ngs of Madame Rose pett l e to her 

hotel toom, they acc i dentally dr op a casket cont ai n i ng the 

remains of "Dad." She enters, veil ed in blac k , and berates 

the bellboys, ordering them arou nd as if s he owns them. 

Jon a th a n appears wi th hi s mo t he r , Madame Rosepe ttle. He i s a 

boy of s eventeen dres sed like a bo y of nine , wi t h sk in so 

white that it seems he ha s never seen the light of day . As 

the play progresses, i t is discovered tha t suc h is the case. 

Black velvet curtains are securel y nai l ed ove r a l l the wi n­

dows i n their sui te by orde r of Madame Rosepet t l e. The y a re 

accompanied by two ve nus f l ytra ps, a pi r a nha fi s h named Rosa­

linda who prefers si amese kittens for di nn er, and Jonathan's 

worthless but cherished book and stamp collections. The 

opening scene reveals significant abnormalities. Complica­

tions and obstacles sur f ace in t he f orm of the introduction 

of Rosal i e, a promiscuous young girl, who pursues Jonathan, 
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the hatred Madame Rosepettle has towards Rosalie, the inhuman 

treatment Madame Rosepettle gives her son, and the stipula­

tions and rules she forces him to adhere to. The action 

springs into a series of crises. The first crisis is the 

argumentative encounter be twe e n Madame Rosepettle and Rosa­

lie, followed by Jonathan's discovery o f his mother's affair 

with Commodore Roseabov e and his overhearing the telling of 

the story of his father and his subsequent death . The final 

climax begins with Jonathan ' s ax ing o f the venus flytraps and 

the piranha fish , which le ds t o Ros lie ' s unsuccessfu l at ­

tempt to seduce Jonath n . fin l y , th r f o l ows the smoth-

ering of Rosalie, n ac th is ins 1r d by h corps of 

Jonathan ' s father , which h s al n r o t h clos onto the 

bed . The resolution of th ply is Jon h n ' s esc pe from a 

world in which h f rs his oh r in o worl hr sh , in 

turn , could very we l l r h i . 

Kopit ' s tr t nt o s rue ur 

ve r y similar t o E w rd l b ' s r 

American Dream . Both p l y ri hts 

sati re. According t o Ri ch rd E. 

sity , Edward lb e ' s The 

i n Oh O Poo r O d is 

n o s ucture in The 

pr s nt surdis through 

ch 0 uburn Unive r -

l s l t o th gen re 

of satire , notwithst ndin 
1 

preface as a "comedy ." 

bee ' s r f erence t o t in his 

Alee suggests sa tire in his state-

· an e xarnin tion of the American Scene , ment that •t he pla y 1s 

an attack o n the substitution o f ar if1cial values for real 

stand against the fi ct io n that 
val ues in ou r society •·· a 22 

land of ours · s Peachy-keen ." everything in this sli pping 
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The opening scene has Mommy and Daddy (the characters' 

names) sitting and waiting fo 1 t · · r a e v1s1tors whose tardiness 

disturbs them. Their conv t· ersa ion ranges from complaints a-

bout things out of order in the apartment to a long story a-

bout a beige-colored hat that Mommy exchanged after the club 

chairman, Mrs. Barker, insisted it was wheat colored. Daddy 

informs her that its the same hat they sold her before. Mom­

my, in dictatorial fashion, exclaims that she knows this and 

tells Daddy he can't get satisfaction but she can. Complica­

tions and obstacles include the entrance of Grandma with her 

empty boxes, the entrance of Mrs. Barker and the arrival of 

the unemployed young man who becomes the American Dream. A 

series of crises spring forth: the misplacement of an entire 

room; Mommy's threat to put Grandma in a van that will take 

her to an old folks' home; the discovery that Mrs. Barker is 

the lady who helped Mommy and Daddy adopt a child many years 

before; the revelation that Mommy and Daddy had killed the 

child; the escape of Grandma whose revenge for Mommy was to 

make her think she had left in a van for an old folks' home; 

and the final climax in which it is determined that the young 

man is actually the twin brother to the infant Mommy and 

Daddy had adopted and killed. The resolution finds Grandma 

free, but the young man remains a part of his brother, who 

b Mommy and Daddy because he was dismembered piece by piece Y 

1 th m The young man is the es-did not physically appea to e • 

sence of physical beauty whose whole inner self and emotions 
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have been taken from his body. Th e death of his twin, which 

represents his inner self and emotions, prevents him from 

being whole. 

Al th0 ugh Edward Albee's style and techniques are clearly 

absu rd i st , Sam Shepard combines a naturalistic style with ab­

surdism through narration. Sam Shepard's Pulitzer Prize win­

ning Buried Child is essentially a naturalistic framework and 
23 

yet comes close to mocking the form. Jack Richardson 

comments on the peculiar blending of forms that Shepard 

achieves: 

Somehow, Shepard manages to strike a balance 

between naturalistic detail and the wilder, 

more secret landscapes of being. He has found 

a way of maintaining a tension between the 

banal and the strange that gives his plays the 
24 

quality of lucid dreams. 

Shepard's play carefully sustains a realistic veneer, adher­

ing almost formulaically to the familiar Ibsen/ Strindberg 

brand of realism in theme and structure. The structure of 

the plot is essentially a puzzle with each character in cus­

tody of clues that are part of the total picture, which be-
25 

gins fragmented but coheres as the action unfolds. Its 

contradictory and ambiguous web of relationships and events 

defies easy explanation and turns its essentially realistic 
26 

setting into a moral and psychological battleground. 

The opening scene finds Dodge, the father, sitting on 

the sofa staring at a television, taking an occasional swig 
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of whiskey from a bottle he keeps hidden under the sofa cu-

shion. He and his wife Halie, who is upstairs for almost the 

first half of the play, have a halting conversation with one 

another. Dodge either ignores her most of the time or 

mimicks her sarcastically. Complications and obstacles begin 

with the entrance of the oldest son, Tilden, who is mentally 

disturbed. He is carrying an armful of corn which he claims 

he picked in the backyard in the rain. The corn cannot 

exist, according to Dodge, who has not planted anything there 

since 1935. Bradley, the youngest son, enters. It is dis­

covered that, as a child, his leg was amputated by a chainsaw 

that Dodge was using. The event has a negative effect on 

Bradley's attitude toward his father. Vince, Tilden's son, 

comes home with his girlfriend, Shelly, to visit his rela­

tives and discovers that they do not know him. 

Complications and obstacles eventually lead to a series 

of crises not the least of which is the act of Bradley giving 

his father a haircut as he sleeps, an aggression against his 

father, a form of amputation. After awakening, Dodge admits 

that his flesh and blood is buried in the backyard. This 

statement is made more pertinent through the disclosure of 

the death of Ansel, the deceased son whom Halie worships and 

who killed himself on his wedding night. The complication of 

the entrance of Vince propels itself to a crisis when he is 

· fami' ly, a sense of alienation felt earlier by reJected by his 

Vl· nce discovers Dodge has died and his grandfather, Dodge. 
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emblemrnatically takes his grandfat her's place. The f inal 

climax occurs as Ti l den enters car rying the body of a dead 

child which he has dug out of the earth . The corn and car­

rots have grown in the back ya rd bec ause of the nourishment 

the child prov i de d. The r esolution , therefore , suggests t ha t 

there is hope. Whe reas Dodge killed t he child , Tilde n nur ­

ture d i t, a nd the vegetables thus grow for him . 

Whi l e She pard ' s method o f structur e va r i es g reatly from 

t he st ruc t u re of Kopit a nd Al be e , h is me t hod is applied muc h 

amet nd Shepa rd s ha r e a natura -li ke that of David a me t . 

listic style of writin 

cal absurdist style . 

s oppos d to Alee n op it ' s rad i -

Dav i d Mamet h s s i o 

about a society ba s ed o n busin ss , oci y wi h o nl y o ne 
27 

bottom line : o n y i s t h cri ri o n o r s ucc ss . The 

structure is built round ro bb ry , n h ch in o f e ve nts 

that ensues , casu ll y l in ed , compris s l n sofa co nven -

tional rising a c ti o n , wi th 
28 

between the salesmen . 

s b e r ed pt rn o f i nteraction 

The first act c ons is t s o thre s hor scenes al l t a king 

place in a Ch ines e r e s t ur nt he r e hes les en a her t o do 

bus ine s s . The opening scene ind s f i y- ye a r-old Shel l y 

Lev e ne , a lose r in the real esta te ga e , ple ad ing with the 

t g ive him better leads , which ar e of fi ce manager Williamson o 

l i sts o f customer pr ospects . He ca jo les a nd then br ibe s to 

no ava i l. Complications and obs tacles bec om e appa r ent as t he 

action is initi a ted. · the run ner- up to an offi ce Mo ss 1s 



17 

sales competition in wh ich the ~ 1· nne~ 
w L gets a Cadillac, the 

runner-up receives a set of steak knives , and the loser is to 

be fired . He proposes that Aaronow, one of the losers , 

should be a hit man and break into the office to steal the 

firm ' s leads and sell them to a rival broker. Roma, the 

leading sa lesman, convinces a lonely drinker to buy some un­

developed land in the Glengarry Highlands of Florida. Roma 

subsequently loses the sale because the drinker's wife says 

no. Later, the office is ransacked and all the leads are 

stolen. The crises are found in the investigation, with the 

audience assuming that Aaronow is guilty. The climax, how- ­

ever, reveals Levene as the criminal when he is questioned 

over his involvement in the office robbery. This revelation 

explains why Levene was overly sympathetic with Roma, the 

number one office man, in his lost sale. Levene wanted to 

appear successful and offer tips to Roma. Levene posed as 

the successful old professional, and yet his ego was quickly 

deflated as the truth of the robbery surfaced. The resolu­

tion involves Levene being eternally alienated from the part­

nership, as well as having his personal and professional life 

destroyed . 

By examining the element of structure in the selected 

plays of Kopit, Albee, Mamet and Shepard, we see that they 

all assume the traditional format of the opening scene which 

initiates the action and sets the tone for the play. Compli­

cations and obstacles are then thrown in to create a new 

t 'sway Finally, a ser-
twist or obstruction in the charac er • 



ies of crises occur, the last being the final climax wh ich 

resolves the action either happily or tragicall y. In the 

first three plays , Oh Dad, Poor Dad, The American Dream and 

Buried Child , the opening scene introduces abnorma l charac-

ters whose conversat i ons are far from a · 1 f · 1 typ1ca am1 y con-
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versation . The characters in all three plays contain s i milar 

pe rso nalities. Whereas Madame Rosepettle and Mommy conta i n 

domina nt character traits, both Daddy and Jonathan are weak 

and s ubmissive. Oh Dad, Poor Dad and The American Dream are 

bui l t on a chaotic structure with a totally absurdist style. 

While Buried Child displays a more naturalistic format than 

Oh Dad, Poor Dad and The American Dream, Glengarry Glen Ross 

contains the most naturalistic detail. The opening scene re­

veals an employee and his boss in what could be a normal con­

versation. It is the extent to which Levene takes the situa­

tion, with his bribery attempts, foul language to his boss, 

and compromise proposals which suggest absurdism. Though 

Mamet's subject matter is not structurally absurd on the sur­

face, his robbery based format uses elements of the absurd in 

a possible but extremely unlikely situation. The complica­

tions and obstacles as well as the climaxes and the resolu­

t ions vary in each of the plays. The climax in Oh Dad, Poor 

Dad ha s J onathan smothering Rosalie because his father's 

co r pse has f allen on her. The resolution becomes tragicom i c, 

because his killing of Rosalie frees Jonathan to mentally 

t d hl·m The c l i max in torment his mother a s s he ha s tormen e • 

The American Dream occurs whe n it is d i scove red that the 
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young man is the t wi n brother to the baby that Mommy and Dad-

dy had adopted and then murdered many years before. The re­

so lution i s t rag i c, f o r the young man will always be half of 

a perso n , an example of physical beauty without an inner 

sou l . The climax in Buried Child begins after the death of 

Dodge a s Ti lden carries in the corpse of the child that Dodge 

had murdered many years before. The resolution is obscure 

but hopeful, for Tilden's nurturing of the buried child gives 

life to the growing plants. Finally, the climax in Glengarry 

Glen Ross centers on the discovery that Levene is the culprit 

who broke into the real-estate office and stole all of the 

leads. The resolution is tragic, for Levene is alienated 

from the firm and has destroyed both his personal and pro­

fessional life. 

Through examination of structure in the aforementioned 

plays, both similarities and contrasts are found in the 

texts. The earlier plays being studied, Oh Dad, Poor Dad and 

The American Dream, are treated as satire with a radically 

absurdist framework. Simply reading the first few pages from 

each of these plays demonstrates the distortion of character, 

l However' Bu ried Child and Glengarry Glen ang uage and theme. - -

· 1 rovide evidence of a more Ross more recent absurd1st pays, P _, 

real i stic framework. one must analyze other elements in the 

scr i pt s for the absurdist aspects of the plays--Buried 

t and Glengarry Glen Ross Child through the narrat i ve segmen 5 _ 

through the extremit y o f the situation. 

the e l ement of structure has been I n this chapter , 
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applied to the selected plays of Kopit, Albee, Shepard and 

Mamet. It is seen that dramatic structure serves an impor­

tant function in that it provides the basic framework for the 

plays, despite the absurdist elements that permeate each 

work. The degree to which absurdity is used varies from 

playwright to playwright. For example, it has been found 

that Kopit's and Albee's use of structure is more deeply 

rooted in absurdist tradition, whereas Shepard and Mamet take 

a more realistic approach. In Chapter Two a second crucial 

element of drama, character, will be examined within the 

context of the absurdist plays under study. 
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Chapter III 

Distortion of Character 

A significant feature of the structure of absurdist 
29 plays lies in the handling of characters. Not only is 

there an element of the ridiculous in their actions, but they 

frequently exemplify an existential point of view toward hu-
30 

man behavior. Existentialism, when applied to theatre, 

suggests that the characters have no personal history before 

the play begins, no background and, therefore, no specific 

causes for their actions. With the absence of exposition, 

one is led not to seek solutions, but to confront a view of 
31 

modern life, a view both existential and absurd. 

Esslin elaborates: 

Because the Theatre of the Absurd projects 

its author's personal world, it lacks objec­

tively valid characters. It cannot show the 

clash of opposing temperaments or study human 

passions locked in conflict, and is therefore 

not dramatic in the accepted sense of the term. 

d Wl.th tel11· ng a story in order Nor is it concerne 

The to communicate some moral or social lesson. 

action in a play of the Theatre of the Absurd is 

to tell a story but to communicate not intended 
32 

a pattern of poetic images. 

characters in the theatre of It is apparent, therefore, that 

din the same manner that one the absurd are not to be viewe 

traditionally structured play. would view a character in a 
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The intention of absurdist playwrights i' s 

not to charm an 

audience with comforting traditions, but rather to shock them 

into adopting a more critical attitude in place of an emo-

tional one. Furthermore, Esslin contends that 

the means by which the dramatists of the 

absurd express their critique - largely in­

stinctive and unintended - of our disinte­

grating society are based on suddenly con­

fronting their audiences with a grotesquely 

heightened and distorted picture of a world 

that has gone mad. This is a shock therapy 

that achieves what Brecht's doctrine of the 

"alienation effect" postulated in theory but 

failed in practice - the inhibition of the 

audience's identification with the characters 

on the stage (which is the age-old and highly 

effective method of the traditional theatre) ·and 

its replacement by a detached, critical attitude. 

The result that absurdist playwrights seek, therefore, 

is an individual audience member's point of view gathered 

33 

from the critical analysis of the characters, yet unfettered 

by the character's point of view or emotional feedback. The 

characters they present are one dimensional, and the 

audience, consequently, is not weighted down with the task of 

comparing their own physical reality to that of a character 

with three dimensions. As a result, Esslin suggests that 

in the Theatre of the Absurd, the audience is 



confronted with characters whose motives and 

actions remain l 1 . 
arge Y incomprehensible. With 

such characters it is almost impossible to 

identify; the more mysterious their action and 

their nature, the l h ess uman the characters be-

come, the more difficult it is to be carried 

away into seeing the world from their point of 
34 

view. 
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It is when characters on stage portray individuals to whom we 

cannot relate that audience members may find comic elements. 

If a character of travesty loses his pants the audience will 

probably reflect emotions of discomfort and reproach, and yet 

the actuality of the character's grotesque situation causes 

one to laugh at his predicament. In the theatre of the 

absurd, the chaotic order of motives and mysterious nature of 

the characters' actions effectively prevent identification, 

thereby eliciting comedy despite the fact that the material 

may be somber, violent and acrid. Absurdist theatre 

transcends the genre of comedy or tragedy and combines 

laughter with horror, creating unique and intriguing 

drama where characters break tradition and become irresist-
35 

ably ludicrous. 

With a better understanding of the purpose of character-

ization as the absurdist uses it, it is possible to observe 

the treatment of selected characters on the stage in the 

In Oh Dad, Poor Dad, Arthur Kopit creates plays under study. 

Conven tions of the theatre of the a satire which mimics the 
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absurd. Kopit's characters are placed in a capricious 

situation, and the dialogue is composed f o non sequiturs--

props a nd characters romp madly through a burlesque that re-
36 

sembles a perverse nightmare. Oh Dad, Poor Dad is reminis-

cent of Tennessee Williams' characters in The Rose Tattoo 

(1950), and the characters' names are appropriate to the rose 

motif. Dad (though dead, he remains a character in the 

play), his widow and son are the Rosepettles. The widow's 

suitor is Commodore Roseabove, her son's temptress is Rosa­

lie, and there is a piranha fish named Rosalinda. 

Madame Rosepettle is a dominant archetype who shields 

herself from the reality of her existence. The widow is a 

man hater, crusading against sex and love, luring eligible 

bachelors into flirtations fearsome in their consequences. 

Her virulent campaign almost smothers the Commodore, who 

succumbs to an asthmatic attack under stress. She is also an 

example of perverted mothering as a result of a life without 

love. By preventing her son from achieving normal matura­

tion, she believes she has saved him from a hypocritical so­

ciety--she has kept Jonathan pure: "His skin is the color 

of fresh snow, his voice is like music of angels, and his 
37 

mind is pure." 

l·s the victim of his mother's abuse, Jonathan Rosepettle 

his whole development stunted by a possessive mother. Naive 

and clumsy, he behaves as a child but is actually seventeen 

years old. Jonathan obeys his mother's commands. He also 

1 · of Rosalie, who almost succumbs to the manipu ations 
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mirrors his mother's domineering and selfi'sh 

ways. However, 

a twi st in the action brings Jonathan to a completely differ-

ent level of communication, and he eventually rejects the fe­

male manipulation of Rosalie by simply killing her. 

Rosalie, the neighbor upon whom Jonathan spies through 

his telescope, though appealing to the eye, turns out to be a 

very young Madame Rosepettle. Rosalie attempts to draw Jona­

than into her power, but she fails as Jonathan finally sees 

through her manipulative ways after discovering the reality 

of his past through exposition. 

Jonathan, Dad and Commodore Roseabove are all examples 

of the "weaker sex." They allow themselves to be controlled 

by women, thus reinforcing the submissive male archetype. On 

the other hand, Madame Rosepettle, and Rosal i e are examples 

of the dominant female archetype much like Rosalinda the 

piranha fish. The play is a grotesquerie, focusing on women 

who devour men, who are noticeably the we a ker sex. By 

extension, the females' counterparts i n the natural world are 
38 

carnivorous plants and fish. 

Edward Albee, like Arthur Kopit_, presents his characters 

· t 1 over t heir situation. as individuals without conci ous con ro 

According to Matthew c. Roudane, Edward Albee's characters 

are physical, psychological, and spir i tual forces which often 
39 

converge. Roudane explains: 

f dwell in an absurd world, Albee's heroes suf er, 

but realize the opportunity for growth and change. 

. ea coming to consciousness They often experienc 



that d r aws them toward the 
essence, the core 

of their relationshi 
ps. 8t ripped of illusion, 

Albee's protagonists stand naked. And once 

naked , they begin rekindl ' - 1ng those forces which 

may profoundly alter their stance towards hu-
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man encounters. Of course, Albee offers no guaran-

tee of order, comprehension, survival, or love. 

Whe ther each character takes advantage of powers 

of consciousness varies from play to play, but 

the point remains fixed: Albee's theatre consis-

tently stages the possibility that his heroes, 

and perhaps the audience, through the process of 

engagement can become more honest with both their 
40 

inner and outer worlds. 

If applied to Albee's The American Dream, Roudanes' theory 

would suggest, therefore, that Mommy and Daddy do not take 

advantage of their power of conciousness, for they are one 

dimensional characters. The young man dwells in the world of 

the absurd not by choice, but as a result of unfortunate cir­

cumstances which form both the climax and the denouement of 

the story. 

Characters in the plays of Albee often show domestic 

hostilities dramatized with the ferocious and the comic. Pa­

rents kill their children and often molest them, children 

dream of killing their parents, parents compete with the 

children in matters of sexual preference or at other times do 

no t have a relationship with each other at all. Domineering 
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mothers, devouring wives, s b · • 

u m1ss1ve husbands, dead children, 

and a m
4

y
1
riad of similar absurd archetypes 

abound in his 
plays. 

In The American Dream, Mommy is the chief wrongdoer and 

boss. She wants to get rid of Grandma and intimidate her 

husband, treating him like an imbecile child. With Daddy's 

assistance, she has already helped dismember her only child. 

Daddy is doomed from the start, the prime example of 

husband-abuse. Daddy carries the consequences of years of 

mental anguish. He is the typical submissive male archetype, 

afraid of his own shadow as well as Mommy's. 

Grandma escapes the grip of Mommy because she is sharp­

tongued, ironic, and hard--qualities necessary for survival. 

She sees much more clearly than the other characters. She 

knows the real from the artificial. Often speaking directly 

to the audience, Grandma is the sardonic mistress of ceremon­

ies. 

Mrs. Barker is a crucial character to further the plot 

of the story. She is a clubwoman who, earlier in her life, 

served as the head of the adoption agenc y where Mommy and 

Daddy bought a baby many years before. These two identities 

of Mrs. Barker serve as a major factor as the action of the 

play moves toward the climax. 

The young man is the American Dream, a perfectly formed 

young man in a bikini. He is the twin to the baby Mommy and 

D before and then killed. He is guar-addy bought many years 

satisfaction because his out­anteed to give Mommy and Daddy 



ward physica l appearance 1·s perfect. 

however, to feel love or any emotions. 

He has no capacity, 

This vital part of 
him died with his brother. 

Albee notes that 

the play is an examinat1·on of the American 

scene, an attack on the substitution of 

artificial for real 1 va ues in our society, 

a condemnation of complacency, cruelty, emas­

culation and vacuity; The American Dream is a 

picture of our time--as I see it of course. 

Every honest work is a personal, private yowl, 

a statement of one individual's pleasure or 

pain, but I hope that The American Dream 

transcends the personal and the private, and has 
42 

something to do with the anguish of us all. 
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Albee's purpose in writing The American Dream is perhaps to 

transcend what is unrealistic and taught and to view reality 

from another angle--from an absurdist point of view. 

Whereas Edward Albee's characters are fixed into one 

personality which remain constant, Sam Shepard's characters 

are in a constant state of change. Bonnie Marranca, editor 

of American Dreams: The Imagination Of Sam Shepard, brings 

out four major points about Sam Shepard's use of characteri-
43 

zation. First, what usually happens in the theatre is that 

and actor is given the opportunity to be a character. Shep­

ard reverses the practice by giving the characters the chance 

to be performers. second, characters in his plays tell us 
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about themselves rather than hav1.·ng 

other characters or the 
author tell us about them. Th · 

ey exist pri or to the dramat i c 

ac tion, not because of 1· t. Wh en a character does not have to 

explain a play, the play can tell itself. Third, whereas 

the "realisticn characte r is created by an actor who must de­

velop an ninner life" for himse l f o r he r se lf in order to pl ay 

his or her character in f ull dimens ion , Shepa r d 's princ i pal 

characters already have an i nner l ife . Shepa rd, an actor 

himself, incorporates wha t the actor prepa r es into his compo­

sition of character. The acto r i s the n free to play the mo­

ment, not the whol e play ; f r ee t o e xpress the quality of 

being r ather tha n having been . Finally , characte r chases 

the illusory ideal of defi ni tion . If duri ng a play one ana­

lyzes the character 's emotional a nd physical life , his ce nter 

of s e l f wi l l be r e vealed . The Shepard character has not sim­

ply o ne self but s everal selve s which are in a constant state 
4 4 

of ch a nge. 

In Buried Chi l d, Shepa rd c r eated several characte r s 

whose reality helped win h i m a Pul i tzer Prize i n 19 79. 

· h 1· s an old man in his s e ve nties, Dodge, the famil y pa tr 1a r c , 

· death as a release from the boredom of a s i tting-- await1ng 

hol low life. He has father ed t hr ee sons . Tilde n, the eld-

est, once an all-American foo tba l l player , i s now a ha l f-wit, 

h "ld Brad l ey, the second reduced to the mentality of a c 1 • 

t but he also has son, has designs on his fat her's prope r y , 

h ing lost a leg i n a been reduced to a grotesque f i gure, av 

1 . r The youngest son, 
chain-saw accident s ome years ear ie • 



30 

Ansel, is dead, having been killed in his motel room on the 
45 

night of his honeymoon. D espite his death, or perhaps be-

cause it, he has become the hero among the sons. 

Halie, Dodge's wife, talks to her husband from upstairs 

(offstage), for most of the f1'rst act. h f T ey o ten must shout 

to hear each other. Their awkward means of communication 

perhaps represents the great distance between them in their 

lives. She takes on the role of domineering mother and wife. 
46 

Dodge, merely mocks her or ignores her altogether. 

Act Two begins with the arrival of Vince, Tilden's son. 

He has brought his girlfriend, Shelly, and they have come to 

visit his family to reestablish his roots and to find his 

past and his place in their lives. He combines the image of 

the cowboy and the musician and suggests the personna of She-
47 

pard himself. 

Shelly serves as an objective presence, an outsider with 

no familiar ties whose point of view provides audience mem­

bers with a perspective from which they can judge the reality 

of this family's life. This is a technique utilized by 

Shepard, who usually denies his audience the ability to iden­

tify with a character who sees the disordered action of the 

play from the outside. 

The blood ties of family were overrated in Tilden's sug-

gested incest with Halie; they were underrated in the infan-

ticide that became the family secret. 
48 

rebirth reconciles these antitheses. 

In the end, Vince's 

Thus, the buried 

child's death becomes a hope for life, the vegetation spring-
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ing for th from the earth, the child born again through na­

ture. 

JuS t as Shepard's characters in Buried Child tend to re­

press their emotions, so too do the characters in David Ma­

met's Glengarry Glen Ross. Because most of David Mamet's 

characters have little sense of emotion, they ha ve no way of 

making real contact with each other . Mame t di strusts assump­

tions that characters have a life outside a play . He con­

tends that characterizing e ncourages t he audi ence to approach 

the play as critics rather th an as parti cipa nts . To charac­

terize the people, there fore , is t o t a ke time from the story 
49 

and thus to weaken it. 

In Glengarry Gl en Ross , Mamet ' s use of charac t e r ization 

earned him the Pulitze r Prize fo r Dram in 1984, She lly Le­

vene is an insurance salesman, a loser in his fif t ies who 

pleads with his manager to gi ve hi m bigger and bet ter l eads. 

It is Levene who, after a tho r oug h investigation , proves to 

be the culprit who broke in t o the insurance office and sto le 

the leads. A character of desperation , Levene makes one 

wrong move and, as a result , destroys his l ife , both socially 

and professionally . 

h Offl· ce manager is a younge r man in his Williamson, t e 

forties, unwilling to submit to Leven e 's requeS t s. 
Although 

· with Levene as "incentive," 
he makes some shaky compromises 

he knows that the chances of Levene prov ing to be successful 

are minimal. 
He is the concerned business manager, taught to 

leads for the best men--like Roma. 
save the best 

Roma is 
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the office star who is able to compel customers into his 

pitch and sell it. Although he does lose a sale to a man at 

the end of the play, it is this loss that reveals Levene as 

the thief, and Roma, without even realizing it, is on top 

once again. 

Moss is the runner-up in the of fice . Cunning and mani­

pulative, the typical salesman longs fo r t he Cad il lac grand 

prize the office has off ered as inc e ntive f or t he numbe r one 

sale of the month. He tries to con Aaro now, hanother lose r in 

the office, to break in a nd stea l t he l e ads, whereupon they 

could sell them to a rival br oker. Aaronow, weak a nd coward­

ly, re f uses to do i t. 

Mamet notes that 

there's reall y no d ifference between 

the lumpenpr o l e taria t a nd stockbrokers 

and corporate lawyers who are the lac ­

keys of bus iness ••. Part of the Ameri ­

can myth i s t hat a difference exists , 

that at a certai n poi nt viciousness be -
50 

comes laudabl e . 

to t he i mperatives of business The character's t hr aldom 

a nd pr events them from knowing at any cost has stun ted them 

whic h i s pre c isely t he poi nt either themselves or others, 

Mamet is suggesting. 

The Americ a n Dr eam a nd Buried In Oh Dad, Poor Dad, 

d Ha l i e a l l represent the 
Child, Madame Rosepettle, Mommy an 

domineering female. 
Both Madame Rose pe t tle and Mommy go even 



f ur
t h

er to "devour" the weaker sex,--to be all powerful and 

in con t rol. Though Halie tries to be "in charge" in Buried 
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Child, we realize that Dodge allows this. 
He simply ignores 

her or mimics her. He is not, however, representative of the 

"henpecked" submissive male counterparts such as Jonathan in 

Oh Dad, Poor Dad or Daddy in The American Dream because he is 

not intimidated by Halie. After all, he killed and buried 

her child with no regrets. Rosalie in Oh Dad, Poor Dad has 

all the traits that Madame Rosepettle has, and would have 

grown up to be just like her, had she lived. Just as Rosalie 

and Madame Rosepettle share likenesses in Oh Dad, Poor Dad, · 

such as domineering and devouring personalities, Vince and 

Dodge also share a likeness in Buried Child. Indeed, Vince 

literally takes Dodge's place after he dies. Vince, thus, 

becomes a younger image of Dodge himself and is left to carry 

on his complacent attitude. 

The characters in Glengarry Glen Ross are treated dif­

ferently from the aforementioned plays. These characters re-

present domineering businessmen out to make money. It is Ma-

met's treatment of the lengths to which certain people will 

or will not go that makes it work. A detective/investigative 

structure provides the proper channels for the characters to 

work, some characters being quite close to reality in a com­

parable realistic situation • 

. elements of structure and After studying the dramatic 

examine the element of theme character, it is necessary to 

as it relates to this study. It is the purpose of Chapter 



four, therefore, to define theme and to analyze its use 

in the plays selected for research. 

34 
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Chapter IV 

Revelation Through Theme 

Theme can be defined as the central thought of a play, 

and the idea or ideas with which the play deals and which it 
51 

expounds. Although a play may have one central theme, it 

is not uncommon for a play to initiate several themes, such 

as is the case with Oh Dad, Poor Dad, The American Dream, 

Buried Child and Glengarry Glen Ross. 

Oh Dad, Poor Dad is a dead-serious satire--a perverse 

comic nightmare on the old theme of man-eating mother and un-
52 

fortunate son. 

The play is a grotesquerie focusing on women 

who devour men, noticeably the weaker sex. 

These females' counterparts in the natural 

world are carnivorous plants and fish• • • • 

The widow is a man hater, crusading against sex 

and love •• Perverted mothering is also a 

result of a life without love. Because Mrs. Rose­

pettle views the outside world as a threatening 

environment in which rejection is supreme, she 

f th t Pre venting her son from 
assures hersel a 

· h saved him from 
achieving normal maturation as 

He will never have 
a hypocritical society . . • . 53 

to face the loathsome state of manhood. 
· · ng mother and 

While the central theme may be the domineeri 
h themes from this 

submissive son, one also may draw ot er 
. from a life without 

play. The theme of perverted mothering 
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love is apparent as well as the 

rejection of reality as a 

means of exi stence. Madame Rosepettle must shield reality 

from Jona than to keep him pure and chaste, and she herself 

must shun reality to forget her horrible past. Kopit is also 

exposing the psychological danger in a society which blindly 

adheres to a belief in stereotyped roles, such as husband, 

mother, or child, and to platitudes about the blessings of 
54 

the sweet American life style. He uses macabre humor to 

show females as devourers whose methods are masked by visual 

extravaganza and elaborate paradox, provoking both horror and 

laughter through its absurdity. 

According to Suzanne Burgoyne Dieckman and Richard Broy­

shaw in their article "Imprisonment in the Plays of Arthur 

Kopit," imprisonment is a significant thematic device in Ko-
55 

pit's plays. In Oh Dad, Poor Dad, Kopit examines the roots 

of psychosexual imprisonment--the family. For example, Ma­

dame Rosepettle perpetuates the pattern of imprisonment by 

locking her son Jonathan in the hotel room, ostensibly to 

protect him from the outside world, but in actuality to keep 

him as her possession. Kopit dramatizes the imprisoning dy­

namic of the family. 

The mother's fear of sexuality is care-

fully inculcated in the son through a 

t 1 which the son system of external con ro s 

1 . d Thus the son has gradually interna ize • 

11 immature level, is frozen at an emot i ona y 

the "character," or iden­imprisoned within 
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tity, fabricated by t he mother a nd , li ke 

her, iso l;~ed and i nc apab l e of ac hi e vi ng 

intimacy. 

Thus Madame Rosepe t t l e esca pes rea li t y th r ough t he imp r i son-

ment of her s o n' s mind and body as well as he r n . There -

f ore , the theme of i mpri sonment serves the play st rong l y . 

Like Oh Dad , Poo r Dad , The rican Orea also h s se v-

e ra l th eme s . Al bee , l i ke Kopi t , prov id s 
5 

soc i l s t i r e of 

Amer i ca n life in The Arneri c Exploding th myth 

that Al bee be li ev s soci ty cons 1d r s v r y h1 n i n li f t o 

be pe r fect , lb e ' s m 1n t h 
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l S t o S li S l t y b 

wit hout fa c ad s . 

th eme , d s troyi n t h 

lb con t o n h h1s d 1 1cult 

o rl o c n s ns nd 

l y 

l C , 

Co ne r n~d wi t h t h hu n con 

rem inde r s th t th r r ny 

tion . He u r s p 0 l 0 li 

Anoth r 1d~ st s ro 

a ba by an d t h n ils 0 lo 
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i on , l 

o n s o 

n no j us 

r ch [ Cl 

h y 

0 X l 

co p 
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s 

1 n si tu -
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buy s 

h r 

the ir own. Out o this s i u t 1on co h h 0 ch i l d -

les s nes s , and t he in bil ity o 

t hema tic de ic e is ri ch t h r ou 

be f ore the ac tion o the pl 

Mrs . Ba r ker , who was wor i ng 

Soc ie t y . They bought a child 

primaril y be cause i t on ly had 

o Ch d l s n ss s 
6 1 

h pl y . n y year s 

o y nd D d con t cted 

o r t By - Bye dopti on 

but e re nsa is ied i th it , 

e yes o r Da dd y . They , 

piece by p · ec e until it 
t he re fore, di smembe r ed t he baby 



died, and then asked for th · 
eir money back. As a result, 

they remain childless for the rest of their lives until 

the young man appears at the end of the play. 

The inability to lo · 
62 ve is also a theme in The American 

Dream. Mommy a nd Daddy show no overt signs of love for 

each 0ther or Grandma, and they demonstrate no love for the 
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baby that they kill. Th e young man who represents the Ameri-

can dream explains that he never knew · either of his parents. 

He had an identical twin from whom he was separated, a separ-

ation which caused him to feel as though he was losing a 

part of himself. Through the denouement, we discover that 

the young man is the twin brother of the baby that Mommy and 

Daddy killed. The young man has no capacity to love, for he 

was robbed of that emotional part at birth. 

Edward Albee through his distorted image of the American 

dream suggests that a utopian America has never existed, and 

Sam Shepard agrees with this concept i on. According to . Dr. 

Robert Collins, thematically, Shepard is among the most Amer­

ican of playwrights for his plays are suffused with a nostal-
63 

gia for an idealized America that may never have existed. 

Collins believes that Shepard's openness to experimentation 

is perhaps his greatest strength. A fine example of this 

strength is Buried Child, whose central th::e suggests the 

rebirth of America and the American dream. After forty 

years of lying dormant in a barren field, a crop planted by 

Dodge suddenly bursts forth from the grou nd • Buried in the 

tl· ny shoot that was trampled 
ground is Halie's baby, her 
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underground by Dodge before it h d 

a a chance to grow. Doris 

Auerbach points out that Buried Chi' ld ends 
"like a miracle 

play with the symbol of the resurrection," and thus "leaves 

the audience with hope for a revi't 1 - d . 
a 1ze America, for one 

tha t nourishes its ch1'ld d ren an holds the promise of the 
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American dream once again." 

Another theme suggested throughout the play is that of 
66 

father and son relationships. Dodge does not represent the 

ideal father for his sons Tilden and Bradley, nor did he for 

his deceased son, Ansel. No love is apparent in his treat­

ment of these relationships. Tilden does not even recognize 

his son, Vince, much less love him, nor does he represent the 

stereo.typical American father figure. Dodge denies being the 

father to the baby he destroys, while Tilden, who may be the 

father, nurtures the buried child by tending to the earth a­

round him. Oddly, this implication of incest demonstrates a 

father's love for his son that is genuine and representative. 

While Shepard works within an essentially naturalistic 
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framework, Buried Child comes close to mocking the form. 

The fatal secret deeply hidden beneath the domestic surface 

is eventually revealed, the revelation resulting in a pro­

found conflict that threatens permanent disruption of the 

normal and tranquil life of the family. 

Davl' d Mamet explores are inextrica­The themes to which 

one of which is the ma-bly entwined with his subject matter, 68 

estate Salesmen in Glengarry Glen Ross. 
chinations of real 

ht typify the vocabulary of 
The aphasic speech patterns ta 
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many of his characters reflect St . 

69 anislavsky's theory that 
words create behavior. 

The characters' use of language 

combined with Mamet's understancti· ng 
of human nature serves as 

the grou ndwork to such themes as collusion with a faulty so­

cial system and masochism in the 
personal psyche. In the 

former, the characters' human nature leads them to adhere to 

deception to get ahead. In th e case of Levene, he resorts to 

stealing company leads, conspiring with Moss in order to be-

come rich. What provokes Levene to initiate such criminal 

behavior is the latter theme--a masochism in the personal 
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psyche. Levene has allowed greed to dominate moral con-

cerns in order to obtain what he wants. He destroys his mind 

in this respect, with greed blocking good and becoming the 

power by which he lives. 

The theme of aggressive selling becomes a defense and an 
71 

attack on life itself throughout the play. The men become 

machines, competing to see who can produce the greatest pro­

fit. The power of selling becomes the breath of life which 

keeps them alive. To be number one is to be alive, other-

. 1 · t Mamet's real i stic framework sets out wise, one on y ex1s s. 

to expose the human condition, to reveal the difference be-

tween merely existing and truly living. He discloses the me-

d • society and reminds soci­chanical characteristics of to ay s 

ety to seek the human condition and to revive it. 

' l ' t t love serves as a In all four plays, the inabi 1 Y 0 

strong theme. Madame Rosepettle nor Jonathan were 
Neither 

eve t h t love l· n Oh Dad, Poor Dad. r aug t o 
Mommy and Daddy in 
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The Americ a n Dre am are i ncapable of 

loving. They even kill 
the i r baby, and the young man, as a 

result, cannot love. In 

Buried Child, Dodge demonstrates no love 
whatsoever. Tilden 

shows an odd sort of love for the buri' ed child, yet there is 
none for his son, Vince. In Glengarry Glen Ross, the sales-

men, like machines, do not have h t e capacity to love. Love 

is a lost element in all of the plays. 

The American Dream, Buried Chi' ld, d Gl an engarry Glen 

~ allude to the American dream or revitalization of Ameri-

ca as a theme. Strangely, the only play which presents this 

dream in a positive sense is Buried Child. The American 

Dream, unlike the hope in it's title, presents a distortion 

of America's dream, a society destroying its existence. 

Glengarry Glen Ross exposes the dream as being nothing more 

than a means of getting rich. Buried Child, however, brings 

hope of the revitalization of America as the plants grow from 

barren soil in which the child was buried. The child lives 

on through nature and represents freedom and hope. 

Having presented in the preceding chapters the crucial 

dramatic elements of structure, char~cter and theme for anal­

ysis in the aforementioned plays, it is now necessary to exa­

mine the final element, language. To complete the purpose 

of this study, the following chapter will address language 

and its significance in the selected plays under study. 
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Chapter v 

The Devaluation of Language 

Just as st ructure, character, and theme in the theatre 

of the absu rd are often ilJogical, so too is the use of lang­

age. For example, there is frequent use of non sequiturs 

72 
throughout the body of absurdist dramatic literature. Sen-

tences do not follow in sequence, and words do not mean what 

we expect them to mean. As Martin Esslin notes, there is a 
73 

tendency "toward a radical devaluation of language." 

The literature of verbal nonsense expresses more than 

mere amusement. In trying to break down the walls of logic 

and language, it stands strong against enclosing walls on the 

human condition itself. The absurdist views verbal nonsense 

as a transcendental endeavor, a striving to enlarge and to 

exceed the limits of the material universe and its logic. 

Like to the mowing tones of unspoke speeches 

or like two lobsters clad in logick breeches; 

or like the gray fleece of a crimson catt, 

or like the moone-calf in a slipshod hatt; 

or like the shadow when the sun is gone, 

or like the thought that nev' r was thought 

upon; Even such a man who never was begot-

hl·s ch1' ldren were both dead and ten until 
74 

rotten . . . . 
Bishop of Oxford, and Ben Jonson's Thus sang Richard Corbet, 

friend. h desire to grasp the shadow And it is precisely t e 

the tones of the unspoken 
When the sun is gone, or to hear 



spe eches of mankind, that lies behind th . 
1 75 e 1mpu se to speak 
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nonsense. 

Antonin Artaud directed Roger Vitrac's surrealist plays 

and is the au thor of one or two remarkable dramatic sketches, 

but his greatest contributions to the theatre of the absurd 

lie in his theoretical writings and in his practical experi­

ments as a producer. He believes that theatre should aim at 

expressing what language is incapable of putting into words: 

It is not a matter of suppressing speech in 

the theatre but of changing its role, and es­

pecially of reducing its position. Behind the 

poetry of the texts, there is the actual poetry, 

without form and without text •• For I make 

it my principle that words do not mean every­

thing, and that by their nature and defining 

character, fixed once and for all, they arrest 

and paralyze thought instead of permitting it 

and fostering its development. I am 

t the spoken language, adding another language o 

to the language of and I am trying to restore 

. its essential spell-bind-speech its old magic, 
76 

ing power. II 

of the plays under study that the It is evident in all four 

role of speech and reduced its playwrights have changed the 

position to 

indicated, 

text. 

d . t structure. fulfill the absur is 
As Artaud has 

. poetry without form and 
absurdist language is 
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I n keeping with A rtaud's theories, Arthur Kopit uses 

l anguage 

Dad, for 

ters not 

in an extraordinar Y manner. 1 n Kopit's Oh Dad, Poor 
example, the language he has 

created for his charac-
only develops th e plot, but it violates propriety 

and shocks the senses, h' h w ic makes the aud1'ence see life from 
a totally different angle. To elude "tradition" one must 

first understand it, according to Kopit, who explicates: 

Tradition: the past preserved; the frame-

work within which every writer works, and 

to which every work must, at some time or 

another, be replaced. Style--the way 

one writes--is related to tradition to 

the extent that it is representative of a 

cultural or social characteristic of its 

creative environment, and is itself charac­

teristic to the extent that it has evolved 
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from, or rebelled against, any of these. 

In Kopit's view, the rebellion is against tradition, and his 

absurdist style, therefore, creates new tradition. 

In what Arthur Kopit calls "the bastard French tradi­

tion," Oh Dad, Poor Dad represents a new assault upon the 

theatre as a laboratory for case histories or as a loudspea-
78 

ker for transient propaganda. This new tradition is evi-

dent through the first bits of dialogue between Madame Rose­

pettle and Jonathan, for we immediately detect two archetypes 

t h and l
·nsulti' ng mother and the desecrated and 

-- e domineering 

subm i ssive son: 



MADAME ROSEPETTLE: 
Your fabulous coin 

Where should they 
collection 

put it? 

JONATHAN: 

Itha . . . 

' Edward. 

Uh• . • uh .•• I 
• I • • • 

tha • • · tha-think 

MADAME ROSEPETTLE: What is wrong with 

your tongue? Can't you talk like a nor-

mal human being without showering this 

room with you · • r 1nart1culate spit!? 

JONATHAN: I-I-I-I-I-I • • • I • • • da • • • 

da ••• don't •• 

MADAME ROSEPETTLE·. Oh 11 , a right, stick 

out your paw and point. [He thrusts out his 

trembling hand and points again to the bureau.] 

JONATHAN: If 1· f "f 'f • • • • • • 1 • • • 1 they • 

if they would. 
79 

be so • . • kind. 
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Through the dialogue, one may conclude that Madame Rosepettle 

is a devouring mother, while Jonathan is her prey. The man­

ner in which she attacks Jonathan with her insulting speech 

and the defeated reaction he returns through stuttering exem­

plifies the absurdist language written in the bastard French 

tradition which Kopit clearly imitates. As one critic ob­

serves, "He writes like an angel or, to be more precise, like 

a mischievous cherub who has just had a highly diverting 
80 

season in hell and is dying to tell all about it." 

· l structure of action and langu-
Through the untradit1ona 

age, Kopit is among the first playwrights to create absurdist 
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ma teria l. By denouncing the use of prose 

realism and bom-

ba r ding mo st of the plays written in the late 1950's, Kopit 

transcended the norm and helped begin the absurdist movement 

in theatre which has expanded through the years, becoming a 

popular art form of contemporary theatre. The quest for 

meaning which motivates many of his characters, such as Jona­

than, often ends in disappointment and frustration. 

Like Kopit, Edward Albee has captured the essence of non 

sequitur language in his writings. According to Anne Paoluc­

ci, Edward Albee has proven himself a master of dialogue. 

His dramatic language traces a pattern and a purpose which 

change with each play but which can be summed up generally as 

a commitment to expose and condemn everything that has been 
81 

taken for granted so long. Albee attacks the great "Arneri-

can dream" that everything is "peachy-keen," and he stages 

his attack through language. 

In 1962, in an interview with Newsweek, Albee explained 

why he revolted against realist language: 

I had been determined since I was a kid 

to be a writer. I wanted to do some-

30 Maybe I decided thing before I was • 

· the only thing that playwright1ng was 

left •• • • It's not the purpose of any art 

form to be just like life. Reality on 

S elective reality, chosen stage is highly 

to give form. 

impossible. 

Real dialogue on stage is 

tape recording of people Make a 



and try to put that on stage. 
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Thus, Albee attacks realism through the use of absurdist lan­

guage. Receptive to such influential European absurdists as 

seckett, Genet, Ionesco, and Pinter, Albee experimented with 

the absurdist technique of devaluing language, his often il­

logical, cliche-ridden repartee signifying the characters' 
83 

banality. For example, in one section of The American 

Dream, Albee exaggerates social awkwardness moments before 

Mrs. Barker's entrance, first by having Daddy announce the 

unexpected--"Now that you're here, I don't suppose you could 
84 

go away and maybe come back some other time." 

has Mrs. Barker make herself too much at home: 

Later, Mommy 

MOMMY: •.. Are you sure you' re comfortable? 

Won't you take off your dress? 

MRS. BARKER: I don't mind if I do. (She 

removes her dress). 

MOMMY: There. You must feel a great deal 

more comfortable. 

MRS. BARKER: Well, I certainly look a great 

deal more comfortable. 

DADDY: I'm going to blush and giggle. 

MOMMY: Daddy's going to blush and giggle. 

MRS. BARKER: 
(Pulling the hem of her slip 

above her knees): 
You're lucky to have 

such a man for a husband. 85 

MOMMY: Oh, don't I know it! 

Throughout The American Dream, 
this kind of di­Albee employs 



alogue , the o ve r s t a ted or unexpe cted 
48 

outbursts under sco r i ng 
the petti ness of the characters' 

1
. 
1ves, the smallness of vi-

s i on, : 6g lance at a ludicrous world filled with empty pl a t i -

tudes . 
The r esult is poetry without form or text as Artaud 

explai ned previously. The la 
nguage uses non sequiturs to 

create th i s new poetry and tradition. 

Although Albee and Kopit rely on non sequiturs to empha­

size their absurdist structures, Shepard uses ordinary lan­

guage to reveal the absurdity of life. According to Sam 

Shepard, language itself, a primary though not sole medium 

for the playwright, is often an obstacle in his search. He 

sees language as a thin boundary behind which lie demons and 
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angels that live in one's subconcious. Shepard thus 

r eaches into the dark regions of the audience's minds and 

calls up images from the dialogue that speak to viewers in 
88 

the safety of their own auditorium seat. 

In his essay, "Language, Visualization And The Inner 

Li brary," Shepard says: 

The structure of any form immediately im­

plies limitation. I'm narrowing down my 

. I'm agreeing to work with-field of vision. 

in certain boundaries· · · · Language, 

be the only ingredient in then, seems to 

th potential of mak­this plan that retains e 

1 l· nto the unknown. ing eaps 
There's only so 

much I can do with appearances. Change the 

character, change the cos t ume, add a new 



light , br i ng in obj t 
ec s, shift the set, but 

language is 1 a ways hovering right there, 
r eady to move faster 

and more effectively 
than all th 

e rest of it put together. It's 

like pulling out a 3 • 8 when someone faces you 
with a knife . . . . Language can explode from 

the tiniest impulse. f I I'm right inside the 

character in the moment, I can catch what he 

smells, sees, feels and touches. In a sud-

den flash he opens his eyes, and the words 

follow. In these lightning-like eruptions 

words are not thought, they're felt. They 

cut through space and make perfect sense with-
89 

out having to hesitate for the "meaning." 
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Through virtuosic characterization, Shepard propagates absur­

dist language to complete the image he has intended. This 

language exceeds the limitation of traditional structure, 

thereby allowing the characters to explode with heart felt 

words that one can promptly recognize. 

In Buried Child, Shepard's characters shift to a narra­

tive, presentational mode of acting rather than a motivation­

al, representational mode. Much of the background of the 

play is narrated, and the absurdity often lies in the solo 

itself rather than the dialogue. In this cutting, Dodge ex­

plains the origins of the buried child to the one character 

Who has the least right to know--Shelly, a st ranger: 

Th is baby boy. She had 
Halie had this kid. 



i t. I l e t her have it on her 
own. All the 

other boys I had had the best doctors, best 
nurses, everything. Th ' 

is one I let her have 
by herself. 

This one hurt real bad. Almost 

killed her, but she had i·t anyway. It lived, 
see. It lived. It wanted to grow up in this 

family. It wanted to be just like us. It 

wanted to be a part of us. 

tend that I was its father. 

It wanted to pre­

She wanted me to 

believe in it. Even when everyone around us 

knew. Everyone. All our boys knew. Tilden 
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knew. . . . Tilden was the one who knew. Better 

than any of us. He'd walk for miles with that 

kid in his arms. Halie let him take it. All 

night sometimes. He'd walk all night out 

there in the pasture with it. Talkin' to it. 

Singin' to it. Used to hear him singing to it. 

He'd make up stories. He'd tell that kid all 

kinds of stories. Even when he knew it couldn't 

understand him •••• We couldn't let a thing 

like that continue. We couldn't allow that to 

grow up right in the middle of our lives. 

made everything we'd accomplished look like 

It 

it was nothing. 

this one mistake. 

Every thing was cancelled out by 
90 

This one weakness. 

f Conflict suggests Ti lden's incest 
Thus, t he initial scene o 

and the subsequent birth of an unwanted child. 
The language 



Shepard designs for us to hear reveals its connotations 
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through narration. 

Like Kopit, Albee and Shepard before h' im, David Mamet's 
use of language is unique and original. 

Critics have said 
that what separates David M amet from his peers, what gives 

him his signature style and individual't . 91 1 Y, is his dialogue. 

The dialogue is indeed individual and unmistakable and can 

hardly be confused with that of any other playwright. 

Dennis Carroll, author of David Mamet, emphasizes the 

significance of dialogue in Mamet's plays: 

The dialogue is the chief ve hi c le of t he d i a­

lectical principle in Mamet: t he d is j unctions 

between the overt meanings of t he words a nd 

the implied meanings of the ir rh ythms; be t ween 

the ebullience of the speaker a nd hi s wo r ds a nd 

the silences he wan t s to cov er and deny . These 

silences at times embody thre at , at ot he r t imes 
92 

the possibility of con t act. 

Therefore, it is evident that Mamet's l anguag e holds consi­

derable importance in the presentat ion of hi s i deas. Mame t 's 

flashiest and most colloqu i ally grounded dialogue i s demo n­

strated in Glengarry Glen Ross where the charac ters of t e n use 

their language as an aggressive mask to hide be hi nd or t o 
93 

dominate or manipulate others. 
The dialogue between Moss 

and Aaronow, two real estate agents, demonstrates this mani­

pulation as Moss tries to persuade Aaronow to assist him in 

breaking into another office to steal " l eads," or prospective 



customers: 

AARONOW: Why would I do it? 

MOSS: You ld wou n't, George, that's why 

I'm talking to you. Answer me. They 

come to you. You going to turn me in? 

AARONOW: No. 

MOSS: Are you sure? 

AARONOW: Yes, I'm sure. 

MOSS: Then listen to this: I have to 

get those leads tonight. That's some-

thing I have to do. If I'm not at the 

movies ••• if I'm not eating over at the 

inn ••• If you don't do this, then I have 

to come in here. 

AARONOW: you don't have to come in 

• and rob the place MOSS: 

AARONOW: ••• I thought we were only talking . 

MOSS: • they take me, then. They're going 

to ask me who were my accomplices. 

AARONOW: Me? 

MOSS: Absolutely. 

AARONOW: That's ridiculous. 

MOSS: Well, to the law, you're an acces-

sory. Before the fact. 

AARONOW: 1 didn't ask to be. 

MOSS: k G rge because Then tough luc ' eo ' 

you are. 

52 



AARONOW: 
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Why? Why b 
' ec ause you only told 

me abou t i t? 

9 4 
MOSS: That ' s right . 

Al thou gh Mos s app r oac hes Aaronow and even tually conv i nces him 

that he mu st break in and stea l the leads , 
e de oue nt o f 

the story reveals ot herwis e . 
oss fina y ersu d s L ene , 

another agent , t o b r-eak in f o r- th le ds . L 

becomes the victim of Moss ' s an pu a i on . 
n ' 

r ou 

logu e we see that the la ngu e is jo ns y 

cha racters prime themselv es f o c io S nl y 

st ress es th t for- the c h r c s , ss s l 

come a means of de e nse 
95 

nd 

and of b i ng . I is s 

lan u ge o r th pu os o 

use 1 n u e s m j o 

niqu o s llin is h 

I n r tro sp c , w 

r d l b e ' s styles o 

early r- emn n so bs u rd s 

Oh D d , Poo r- D d n 

n l e o bsu rd i y h OU h 

sur i st pl ys such 

her eas Oh Da d , Poor D 

n 

n 

C , 0 S l - 1 

h ch c 

n C 10 , U 

n O SU cau 

n l l 

h op 

5 

o e , 

i -

1ch h 

n 

h 

10 

o l 

C -

C n 

0 5 -

d i o quiturs throug ho ut the 
o s r 5 

i ts absurdity throug h narra t i on 

· itself. he through the situatio n 

tal power and success . d Poo r D In Oh Da ' 

Ross 

s ru e o r t o-

a er can 
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Dre am, both Mommy a nd Madame R 
:..--- osepettle have domi neering per-
sona li t ie s and say whatever the y th i nk wi thout hesit ation or 
reg a r d f o r t he consequence . Th 

e no nrea lis t ic e leme nts of 

drama merely add to t he absurdist d 
moo that Kopit and Albee 

suggeS t • The absu rd ity prese nt ed through chaotic conver s a-

tions and nonsense situat io ns represent re al i ty a nd l if e as 

i t truly i s wit hout the facad e s an d limi t ations societ y 

pl aces on it . 

Wh i l e Ko pit a nd Al bee a re simil a r in their r ep r esent a­

tio n o f l a ngu age i n t he 1950 ' s and 196 0 ' s , so t oo r e Sam 

Shepard ' s a nd Da v id Mamet ' s st yl e o f l angu si ila r i n th 

1970 ' s and 1980 ' s . Lik e amet , Shepa r d us s ords ht r 

not great l y related t o th e non s equit ur s yl e . Th bsu r di t y 

t hey s uggest , howe ver , lie s mor in h s i u i on t h n i n h 

l anguage . An i nterest i ng di st inc ion b h wo is h t 

the abs urd ity whic h She pard e r e s is o ld hrou h n rra-

t i on-- the inci d e nt of th e bur i ed c h i d is re si ply 

throug h a monolog ue --whi le the a s ur ty w ich in -

tends is resol ved dur i ng the i sp n 0 pl i se l I 

whe n Leve ne admits t o the c ri I m so SU s ts e b-

h surd ity of pr i o riti e s , me n l i v i ng o nl y b 

s ucce ed is t o l i ve , o i ng . I n t hi s case , t o 

o r o s 11-

Speak ing of t he narrat iv e passage s i n 8 ed Child , D nn i s 

Carro l l sug gests: 

She pard diffe r s from 
amet , i n that , e en 

Spe eche s incor pora t e ele en ts 
when ex t e nd ed 

. and socia l a sk , t he are 
of defe nsiveness 



also windows 
onto the imaginat1·ve landscape 

of characters' minds. 
They are not stories 

told to others· they 
' are reproductions of 

thought-processes. s· 
ince the dialogue of 

such passages is mostly int . . er1or1sed, it is 

not constructed on rhythms of spoken lan-

guage as used in 'reality'. And the dialogue 

of Shepard's plays tends to be more lyrical 

and imaginistic than Mamet's. Thus, though 

both playwrights place much emphasis on 

language in the dramaturgical hierarchy, pur-
96 

pose and effect are different. 
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Shepard thus presents through narration vivid stories which 

come from the character's experience, while Mamet uses langu­

age to quickly reveal a chaotic reality of life in the pre­

sent through a more matter-of-fact pattern of dialogue. 

The dramatic elements of structure, character, theme and 

language have been examined in the preceding chapters and 

have been applied, through similarity and contrast, to the 

selected absurdist plays under study. The author will devote 

the final chapter to conclusions based on findings presented 

earlier in the study. 
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Chapter VI 

Conclusion 

After conducting a c ·t· 
r1 ical analysis of style in these-

lected plays of Arthur Kopit, Edward Albee, 
Sam Shepard and 

David Mamet, several conclusions have 
been drawn. By examin-

ing four significant contributions to 
American absurdism from 

1950 to the present, the thesis h 
as produced several impor-

tant comparisons of elements of d rama found in structure, 

character, theme and language. 

Structure, the foundation for every work of art, was di­

vided into three specific steps. First, structure was estab­

lished through the opening scene, followed by a series of ob­

stacles and complications, and concluded with a series of 

crises, the final crisis serving as the play's climax. By 

examining the element of structure in Oh Dad, Poor Dad, The 

American Dream, Buried Child and Glengarry Glen Ross, one may 

assume that one is seeing the traditional family with the op­

ening scene. Complications and obstacles, however, are in­

troduced in ways which twist the plot and erases tradition. 

These complications and obstacles initiate a series of 

· · · bei· ng the climax which resolves the crises, the last cr1s1s 

action either happily or tragically. 

and The American Dream, two of the ear­Oh Dad, Poor Dad 

treated as satire with a radical liest absurdist plays, are 

Both Kopit and Albee have distorted 
absurdist point of view. 

traditional characters, theme and language. 
On the other 

Glen Ross, which are more 
hand, Buried Child and ~G~l~e~n~g~a~r~r~Y:__:::.=-.:~--



rec ent abs ur dist plays, have . 
introduced a more realistic 

fr amework. The absurdity in these plays is apparent within 
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t he narrative sequences in Buried 
----=-C~h~i~l~d and the extreme situ-

ation in Glengarry Glen Ross. 

Characters, like structure in the theatre of the absurd, 

are developed not to support tradition, but to 
create chaos. 

The intention of absurdist playwrights is not to satisfy an 

audience with a comfortable, traditional play, but to shock 

them with absurdist themes and abnormal characters. 

The first three plays, Oh Dad, Poor Dad, The American 

Dream and Buried Child, introduce abnormal characters which 

share similar personality traits. Madame Rosepettle and Mom­

my contain extremely dominant character traits while Halie 

likes to think that she does. Jonathan and Daddy represent 

the submissive male archetypes, while Dodge only pretends to 

be submissive, mocking and ignoring his wife behind her back. 

While Rosalie assumes the dominant personality of Ma­

dame Rosepettle in Oh Dad, Poor Dad, Vince also develops the 

image of his grandfather, Dodge, in Buried Child. Rosalie's 

subsequent death displays hope, for her devouring presence is 

gone. Jonathan has only his mother to deal with now. Vince, 

however, leaves no hope in his existence, for al th0ugh Dodge 

has died, Vince has now emblernrnatically taken his place. 

Glen Ross are treated dif­
The characters in ~G~l~e~n~g~a~r~r~YL-.:::..=~---

ferently from the aforementioned plays. 
.Mamet's characters 

make money and be 
are businessmen whose primary goal is to 



successful. 
It is the extremity to which Mamet takes their 
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desire that creates absurdity in the characters. Mamet has 
molded these characters into hum . 

an moneymaking machines who 
live for nothing but success. L 

evene is the primary example 

of how living for nothing but being the number one man on the 

job can ultimately destroy you. Through such characteriza­

tion, Mamet urges society to slow down and to enjoy life. 

The themes within the four plays were numerous and simi­

lar to some extent. In all four plays the inability to love 

serves as a primary theme. In Oh Dad, Poor Dad, Madame Rose­

pettle was deprived of love as a child: therefore, she de-

prives Jonathan of love as well. This deprivation seems to 

stem from her inability to learn how to love. The same holds 

true for Mommy and Daddy in The American Dream. They have 

never experienced genuine love for each other or for Grandma. 

They did not love their adopted baby, for they killed it. 

The young man, as a result, cannot love. In Buried Child, 

Dodge shows absolutely no love for his wife and sons. Til­

den does not even recognize Vince and shows no love for him. 

Tilden, however, does show an odd love toward the buried 

child, the only source of hope in the play. In Glengarry 

li. ke machines, do not have the ca­Glen Ross, the salesmen, 

pacity to love. Love is not recognized in any of the four 

i·n Buried Child, a type of ritualistic plays, except briefly 

love between Tilden and the corpse • 

and 

. h' the plays, Oh Dad, Poor Dad 
Concerning language wit in 

sequiturs throughout the dia­
The American Dream use non 



logue. The language is as b 
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a normal and chaot· ic as the char-
acters and structures are. I 

n Oh Dad, Poor Dad, Madame Rose-
pettle says whatever she th' k 

ins without hesitat1·on or regard 
for the consequence. The h 

same olds true for Mommy in The 

American Dream, with both women sharing the 
devouring, domi-

neering personality trait. K ·t opi and Albee plan for the ab-

surdity to surface through non sequitur conversations and 

nonsense situations to show how life truly is under all of 

society's built in limitations and facades. 

Buried Child and Glengarry Glen Ross do not share the 

non sequitur format of the aforementioned plays. Buried 

Child reveals its absurdity through narrative passages, when 

the characters expose the death and burial of a child many 

years before. Glengarry Glen Ross reveals absurdity through 

conversation which complicates the situation. Mamet's use of 

language quickly exposes the chaotic reality of life, a so­

ciety which has forgotten the true meaning of the American 

dream. 

By examining the elements of structure, character, 

theme and language in Oh Dad, Poor Dad, The American Dream, 

Buried Child and Glengarry Glen Ross, several characteristics 

have been observed in each author's style of writing. Arthur 

Kopit and Edward Albee share similarities in their styles of 

writing as early American absurdist playwrights. 
Their char-

abnormal Personalities in a completely 
acters share similar 

chaotic atmosphere. 
l age through non-The non sequitur angu 

. hts' revolt against 
sense conversations depict the playwrig 



60 traditionally structured plays d 
an stereotypical archetypes. 

While Kopit and Albee share 
some similar traits in their 

representation of early American b 
a su rd ism, so too are Sam 

Shepard's and David Mamet's later u f . 
se O absurd1sm somewhat 

similar. Although Shepard and Mamet 
present a more realistic 

framework than earlier absurdists, they reveal 
absurdity 

through other elements,--Buried Child through narrative 

sections and Glengarry Glen Ross through the extremity of the 

situation. Both plays expose absurdity through conversation 

and characters who appear to be normal at the beginning but 

are truly distorted as the exposition of the story takes 

place. 

Although each of the playwrights embodies unique charac­

teristics of his own, all of them share some similar traits 

with one another. Just as Kopit and Albee have incorporated 

ideas from European existentialists into their writings, 

Shepard and Mamet have incorporated ideas from Kopit and Al­

bee in their writing as well. 

American absurdism began as a major theatrical movement 

in the 1950's, and it remains quite popular in contemporary 

theatre even as the form changes. It appears that American 

to be a S ignificant force in American absurdism will continue 

as l·t has been from 1950 to the theatre in future years 

present. 
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