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ABSTRACT 

Arthur Kopit’s plays express what I believe to be the dominant cultural anxiety of 

the latter half of the 20th century: the conflict between the human need for order and 

meaning and our existence in a chaotic and fragmented world.  The playwright’s works 

depict the traumatic impact of this conflict on people both individually and collectively; 

at the bottom of the dilemma is the human inability to accept our inevitable mortality.  

Kopit’s plays also express deep cultural anxieties of their particular social moment.  

Reductively summarized, the causes of those anxieties are family dysfunction (Oh Dad, 

Poor Dad, Mamma’s Hung You in the Closet and I’m Feelin’ So Sad – 1960), the 

Vietnam War (Indians – 1969), aging and disability (Wings – 1978), nuclear proliferation 

(End of the World With Symposium to Follow – 1987), obsessive materialism (Road to 

Nirvana – 1991), and technological invasions of privacy (BecauseHeCan – 2000). 

Kopit’s works feature breakdowns in personal identity (through characters and 

action), cultural identity (through themes and settings), and aesthetic identity (through 

formal elements).  At the heart of those breakdowns are the identity components of 

“commemoration” (memory, history/myth, artistic tradition), perception, and language.  

Ultimately, those components prove to be insufficient bases for identity – but the only 

ones available.  The playwright puts his protagonists into crises that call into question 

their senses of self.  Those crises expand from the personal to the cultural by virtue of 

their context in the turbulent late 20th-century U.S. society; individuals in crisis become 

emblematic of “America” in crisis.  And the form reinforces this content.  Each play 

combines and distorts established genres, techniques, and/or other works in ways that 

break down their aesthetic identities.  Further, the theatrical effect of each play parallels 

the experience undergone by the characters, so that the causes – and cultural dimensions 

– of their personal crises are felt firsthand by audience members.  Kopit’s oeuvre thus 

provides tremendous insight into the complexities of existence in the contemporary age. 
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PREFACE 

THE CASE FOR KOPIT 

There is no book devoted exclusively to the plays of Arthur Kopit.  I believe that 

the absence of such a volume reflects serious scholarly oversight.  For over forty years, 

Kopit has balanced the competing demands that American theatre makes on playwrights 

to compose works possessing both commercial viability and artistic merit.  His career has 

been marked by productions on Broadway and by prestigious off-Broadway and regional 

companies, often involving prominent theatre artists.  The two most commonly offered 

explanations for the prevailing critical disregard for Kopit – his small number of plays 

and his stylistic variety – are superficial barriers to appreciating his work fully.  They are 

not legitimate reasons to consider his oeuvre less important than those of contemporaries 

such as Sam Shepard, David Mamet, or Edward Albee. 

The Accomplishments 

Kopit is perhaps still most famous for his satirically absurd breakthrough play Oh 

Dad, Poor Dad, Mamma’s Hung You in the Closet and I’m Feelin’ So Sad.  Aside from 

its memorable title, that work – written by the recent Harvard graduate (with a degree in 

electrical engineering!) and produced in Cambridge, Massachusetts in 1960, then in 

London and New York over the following two years – garnered both the Vernon Rice 

Award and the Outer Critics Circle Award.  Since making such an auspicious debut, 

Kopit has achieved several other notable theatrical triumphs.  He was the librettist for the 

Tony Award-winning Best Musical Nine (1982), and he was both a Tony Award nominee 

for Best Play and a finalist for the Pulitzer Prize for Indians in 1970 and Wings in 1978; 

the original radio version of the latter won the Italia Prize.  In addition, he has received a 

Shaw Traveling Fellowship (1959), a Guggenheim Fellowship (1967), an American 
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Institute of Arts and Letters Award (1971), a National Endowment for the Arts Grant 

(1974), and two Rockefeller Grants (1968 and 1977). 

Although such honors have eluded Kopit in recent years, his work remains in 

demand.  His most recent major plays, Road to Nirvana and BecauseHeCan, were each 

written under commission by the Actors Theatre of Louisville for the Humana Festival, in 

1989 and 1999, respectively.  But ATL is not the only producing organization to have 

solicited Kopit’s work.  Wings originally was penned for National Public Radio’s Earplay 

series in 1977 and then adapted for the Yale Repertory Theatre.  A translation of Ibsen’s 

Ghosts was commissioned by the Kennedy Center and staged at the Brooks Atkinson 

Theatre in 1982.  End of the World With Symposium to Follow (first produced in 1984 at 

the Kennedy Center) was written under private commission.  And Discovery of America 

has been developed through a series of commissions from the Mark Taper Forum, the 

Pioneer Theatre, where it had a reading in conjunction with the 2002 Winter Olympics, 

and Theatre Emory in Atlanta, where it had a workshop production in October 2002.  In 

addition, Secrets of the Rich (unpublished) was selected for a workshop at the Eugene 

O’Neill Theatre Center’s National Playwrights Conference in 1976.  Kopit’s plays have 

been produced by the American Repertory Theatre, Arena Stage, Circle Repertory 

Company, Manhattan Theatre Club, the McCarter Theatre, the New York Shakespeare 

Festival’s Public Theatre, the Phoenix Theatre, and the Royal Shakespeare Company. 

Equally notable is the roster of respected theatre artists who have worked on early 

productions of Kopit’s plays.  It includes directors Jerome Robbins (Oh Dad ...), Jack 

Gelber and Gene Frankel (Indians), John Madden (Wings), Tommy Tune (Nine), and 

Harold Prince and Richard Foreman (End of the World ...).  Among the actors are Stella 

Adler, Jo Van Fleet, Austin Pendleton, and Barbara Harris (Oh Dad ...), Sam Waterston 

(Oh Dad ... and Indians), Stacy Keach and Charles Durning (Indians), Raul Julia (Indians 

and Nine), Joseph Chaikan (Sing to Me Through Open Windows), Constance Cummings 

(Wings), Liv Ullman, John Neville, and Kevin Spacey (translation of Ghosts), John Shea, 

Barnard Hughes, and Linda Hunt (End of the World ...), Joseph Ragno, Julianne Moore, 

Peter Riegert, and Amy Aquino (Road to Nirvana), and James Naughton and Patricia 

Kalember (BecauseHeCan).  A revival of a revised Nine in the spring of 2003 will feature 

Antonio Banderas, Chita Rivera, and Jane Krakowski. 
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Kopit is also a sought-after playwriting teacher.  He has held long-term faculty 

posts at the Yale School of Drama (as a CBS Fellow), the City College of New York, and 

Hunter College and served temporary stints at Wesleyan (as Playwright-in-Residence 

through a Center for the Humanities Fellowship), Columbia, Harvard, and Princeton.  He 

has led workshops at many other schools across the country as well. 

The Existing Scholarship 

Despite this impressive résumé, Kopit remains underrepresented in the critical 

literature.  I already have mentioned that there is no book on his plays.  Doris Auerbach’s 

Sam Shepard, Arthur Kopit, and the Off Broadway Theatre, in which slightly over one 

third of the text – 45 out of 128 pages – is devoted to Kopit, offers the most substantial 

published survey of his work to date.  Articles that take a holistic view of Kopit’s career 

include Jürgen Wolter’s “Arthur Kopit: Dreams and Nightmares,” Suzanne Burgoyne 

Dieckman and Richard Brayshaw’s “Wings, Watchers, and Windows: Imprisonment in 

the Plays of Arthur Kopit,” and a chapter by Gautam Dasgupta in American Playwrights: 

A Critical Survey.  All of these, including the Auerbach book, were published in the early 

1980s and do not encompass the plays that Kopit has written since Wings.  And by virtue 

of their limited space, none provides a sufficiently comprehensive analysis of the work. 

A similar trend exists among the articles on individual plays.  While the recent 

appearance of BecauseHeCan makes the lack of scholarship on that work understandable 

(and even inevitable), there is a shocking paucity of criticism on Road to Nirvana and 

End of the World ....  The latter is the subject of only two published essays, the former of 

none.  The sole Kopit play with a considerable body of criticism about it is Indians.  

There are several unpublished dissertations and theses that address Kopit, but most limit 

their discussions to a single chapter or a single play, usually Oh Dad ... or Indians. 

In early 2000, a “casebook” on Kopit, edited by Stephen Watt and Kimball King 

for Garland Publishing, was cancelled several months after its anticipated release date.  In 

light of the above, one must wonder if the study was withdrawn due to lack of interest, 

and if so, why?  What about Kopit’s work lends it to being disregarded by scholars?  Is it 

possible that it truly does not merit more attention than it has received? 
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The Critical Judgment 

Kopit’s failure to rank highly in critical assessments of contemporary American 

playwrights is generally attributed to two issues.  First, he has produced a relatively small 

number of plays.  Along with a handful of one-acts – most of which are collected in a 

single volume from 1965 – Kopit has published only six major original works, three of 

which – Oh Dad ..., Wings, and BecauseHeCan – are each less than eighty minutes long.  

Clearly, he is not as prolific as a Shepard, Mamet, or either Wilson (Lanford or August), 

even when his efforts as a librettist, translator, and film/television writer are taken into 

account.  The second reason typically cited for the overall critical disregard for Kopit is 

that each of his plays is stylistically unlike the others.  He himself has suggested that the 

“lack of a clear-cut literary identity” that keeps him from being labeled as a specific kind 

of writer might also contribute to his not being fully valued (Kelly, “Kopit’s Road”). 

One counter-argument to the lack of productivity issue is that Kopit has the rare 

integrity to withhold work with which he is not completely satisfied.  He is known to be a 

meticulous craftsman; perfectionism helps explain the long stretches that have occurred 

between premieres.  He also has integrity about the kinds of projects he undertakes.  The 

playwright says, “I’ve seen plays written by other writers – good writers – which have 

been well received, and I believe that they just wrote the play because they wanted to 

write a play.  It wasn’t significant to them.”  He has not written those plays, he adds, 

because “I wouldn’t have done them well.”1  Such discretion has had clear impact on his 

rate of composition.  “A lot of the period from Oh Dad to Indians was spent waiting for 

something to seize me” (qtd. in Shewey 91), he once admitted.  But even if Kopit’s need 

to find his material significant has limited the quantity of his work, it has had a positive 

result on its quality, especially in terms of his scope.  “Though his output has been 

small,” asserts Dasgupta, “Kopit’s dramatic oeuvre reflects a more comprehensive world 

view than many of his prolific contemporaries” (24).  How many American playwrights 

with as lengthy careers can claim to never have written the same play twice?  Shepard, 

Mamet, Albee, and Miller certainly cannot. 

                                                        
1 Unless otherwise attributed, quotes by Kopit derive from interviews I conducted with him in June 2000.  
This applies throughout the manuscript. 
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There are two obvious ways to respond to criticism of Kopit’s stylistic variety.  

The first is to deny that the diversity within his work is a sign that he lacks a clear vision 

and to argue that it is instead a sign of his virtuosity.  Indeed, as Wolter puts it, Kopit’s 

“experimenting with the formal possibilities of the theater is one of the most fascinating 

parts of his work” (73).  That penchant for experimentation also adds another dimension 

to the perspective that Kopit has not been sufficiently prolific.  He devoted much of the 

time between Indians and Wings to developing a pair of site-specific projects of epic 

proportions (for which scripts no longer exist): What’s Happened to the Thorne’s House? 

(1972) and Louisiana Territory; or, Lewis and Clark – Lost and Found (1975).  A second 

way to negate the view that Kopit’s stylistic variety lessens his significance is to identify 

ways in which his plays are alike beneath their dissimilar aesthetic surfaces.  One such 

unifying element is “the nature of language and its function in the perception of reality” 

(Auerbach 69).  Dasgupta focuses on the prototypical Kopit character’s “desperate 

attempt [. . .] to establish his own identity” (15), a central action also noted by Wolter.  

Dieckman and Brayshaw, meanwhile, see Kopit’s plays collectively as “a mirror of 

modern culture and the ways in which it imprisons us” (205). 

It still could be argued that Kopit’s career peaked with Wings and has been in 

decline ever since, obviating the need for additional assessments of his output.  I believe, 

however, that the later plays are indispensable to an evaluation of his contribution to 

American drama.  End of the World ..., Road to Nirvana, and BecauseHeCan develop 

further the unifying concepts cited above.  The later works also demonstrate a continuing 

display of what John Lahr once described as Kopit’s “gift for intuiting the ideas and 

moods of American culture and discovering metaphors that somehow clarify them” (qtd. 

in Shewey 105).  Kopit’s body of work thus consists of a series of plays that individually 

belong to their own social and historical moments but together encapsulate four decades 

of such moments.  Viewed as a whole, the playwright’s canon can be seen as a highly 

theatrical chronicle of the most deeply felt anxieties of the second half of the 20th century 

in the United States of America. 
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INTRODUCTION 

THE CONSTRUCTION OF SELF IN A CHAOTIC WORLD 

“Well, something is out of order in this place!  And I wanna know what the hell it 

is!” (127), exclaims the central figure in Arthur Kopit’s The Day the Whores Came Out to 

Play Tennis.  That line from an early one-act (written in 1964) articulates the dilemma 

facing all Kopit protagonists.  The playwright’s characters live, like we do, in a chaotic 

world; they respond, like we do, by seeking an interpretation that satisfies their (our) need 

for stability.  The specific situation confronting them changes from play to play to reflect 

the circumstances of American life at the time that each was written.  And the degree to 

which they consciously recognize their dilemma – and/or its origins – varies.  But at the 

core of every work is an exploration of this fundamental aspect of the human condition. 

This study is an analysis of Kopit’s six major published plays:1 Oh Dad, Poor 

Dad, Mamma’s Hung You in the Closet and I’m Feelin’ So Sad (1960), Indians (1969), 

Wings (1978), End of the World With Symposium to Follow (1987),2 Road to Nirvana 

(1991),3 and BecauseHeCan (2000).4  I contend that the playwright’s body of work as a 

whole expresses what I believe to be the dominant anxiety of the latter half of the 20th 

century: the conflict between the human need for order and meaning and our existence in 

a chaotic and fragmented world.  Kopit’s plays depict the traumatic impact of this 

conflict on people both individually and collectively.  I further contend that each of these 

works expresses deep anxieties of its particular social moment.  The causes of those 

anxieties can be reductively summarized as family dysfunction (Oh Dad ...), the Vietnam 

                                                        
1 I also discuss a number of Kopit’s published one-acts in relation to these longer works.  My analysis is 
further informed and supported by unpublished manuscripts that Kopit has made available to me, as well as 
by approximately eight hours of interviews I conducted with the playwright in June 2000.  I have chosen to 
exclude his translation of Ghosts and his musical librettos, which are adaptations of other authors’ work. 
2 Originally produced and published as End of the World in 1984. 
3 Originally produced and published as Bone-the-Fish in 1989. 
4 Originally produced and published as Y2K in 1999. 
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War (Indians), aging and disability (Wings), nuclear proliferation (End of the World ...), 

obsessive materialism (Road to Nirvana), and technological invasions of privacy 

(BecauseHeCan).  It is through the focus on such specific anxieties that the plays convey 

the larger conflict, which underlies all of the immediate societal tensions. 

At the heart of my analysis are the breakdowns in personal identity (through the 

characters and action), cultural identity (through the themes and settings), and aesthetic 

identity (through the formal elements) occurring in Kopit’s work.  The playwright puts 

his protagonists into crises that call into question their senses of self.  Those breakdowns 

expand from the personal to the cultural by virtue of their context in the turbulent late 

20th-century U.S. society.  Individuals in crisis become emblematic of “America” in 

crisis.  And the form of Kopit’s work reinforces this content.  Each play combines and 

distorts established genres, techniques, and/or other works in ways that break down their 

aesthetic identities.  Further, the theatrical effect of each play parallels the experience 

undergone by the characters, so that the causes – and cultural dimensions – of their 

personal crises are felt firsthand by audience members.5  As a result, Kopit’s oeuvre 

provides tremendous insight into the complexities of existence in the contemporary age. 

The Immortal Human Quest 

The problem of identity has been a main concern of artists and philosophers since 

the beginnings of Western culture.  Sophocles’ Oedipus the King, the original dramatic 

masterpiece (according to Aristotle anyway), marks the start of an ongoing search by 

stage characters for an answer to the question, “Who am I?”  This search seems to have 

intensified in the modern era.  Various factors – from the “death” of God to the rise of an 

industrialized (dehumanized) society – have been cited to explain this trend.  In The 

Mysteries of Identity: A Theme in Modern Literature, Robert Langbaum asserts that post-

romantic literature has been marked by an attempt “to salvage our humanity” in the face 

of a “machine model” that “makes identity, or self-consciousness, an illusion” (15).  

                                                        
5 Whenever I describe a particular play’s theatrical effect, I mean its potential theatrical effect.  For obvious 
reasons, a play’s effect on an audience cannot be predicted or guaranteed with absolute certainty. I leave it 
to the reader to evaluate the cogency of my specific claims. 
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Indeed, the idea that identity – in any kind of fixed or intrinsic state – is merely an 

illusion became widely accepted during the 20th century.  This belief has been expressed 

in diverse forms, including the relativist dramas of Luigi Pirandello, the existentialist 

treatises of Jean-Paul Sartre, and the sociological studies of Erving Goffman. 

Despite its pervasiveness in our cultural discourse, this awareness has failed to 

have so extensive an impact on our daily existence.  Convinced as we as a society seem 

to be by arguments that reject the notion of fixed, essential identities, we as individuals 

seem to possess a compelling need to believe in the truth of our own identity.  According 

to The Theatre in Search of a Fix author Robert Corrigan, maintaining a sense of self-

coherence allows us to cope with our unstable lives (200).  But our individuality “can 

only be felt”; any true coherence that we may possess remains a mystery (203). 

The already profound gap between our rational understanding of identity and our 

mysterious experience of it has grown even more pronounced in the contemporary age.  

Current critical perspectives heighten our need for a stable identity even while making it 

increasingly clear that no such thing exists.  Postmodern notions of fragmentation (the 

lack of any totalizing unity) and simulacra (endless false copies that question the very 

idea of a true or original copy) have challenged our perception of reality in often 

threatening ways.  The post-structuralist concept of the “decentered subject” – the self as 

constituted in and by ideology – has undermined the humanist belief in self-determination 

and autonomy and deprived the individual of agency.  Although most people have not 

encountered these ideas in their abstract forms, we all live in the uncertain world such 

theories attempt to describe, and we cannot avoid the anxiety produced by that existence. 

The plays of Arthur Kopit dramatize this tension, although he denies setting out to 

express it.  “What would I write,” he asks, “The Man Who Lost His Fingerprints?  It 

would be working from the outside in.”  His imagined title for an explicit “identity” play 

suggests just how ludicrous Kopit finds attempts to locate individuality in something as 

superficial as markings on the skin, regardless of how unique science has proven those 

markings.  At the same time, the sense of process implied in Kopit’s explanation reveals 

his awareness that his work does address identity, albeit from a deeper, less direct place.  

“It is a very scary business, this job of exploring who we are” (179), he wrote in his 

preface to Wings.  In fact, Kopit sees his work as necessarily undertaking that very scary 
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business.  “Art is a way we try to answer who we are,” he says, adding, “I think the main 

purpose of art is that it tells stories.” 

The Function of Narrative 

The playwright is not alone in that belief.  Indeed, the role played by stories in our 

comprehension of existence is well established.  In contrast to more abstract modes of 

understanding, narrative “carries the weight of context” and therefore can better express 

the complexities of human experience (Murray 178).  Narrative helps us make sense of a 

world that otherwise would seem fragmented and arbitrary.  “If consciousness is 

discontinuous, and the historical record is equally discontinuous, we nevertheless use our 

narrative abilities to make that record appear seamless” (54), writes Hans Kellner in 

Language and Historical Representation: Getting the Story Crooked.   

Our inclination toward the narrative mode of understanding has a double edge, 

though.  Citing Hayden White, Kellner refers to the “mythic” aspect of narrativity: a 

virtually inescapable but unnatural phenomenon, narrative naturalizes the illusion of 

order and makes random events seem to have purpose (317).  It simultaneously gets us 

through the day (week, month, year, etc.) and sets us up for a shock if and when it fails.  

In The Vital Lie: Reality and Illusion in Modern Drama, Anthony Abbott spells out the 

personal implications of this double edge: 

The challenge is to develop the self in a universe that offers the self no fixed 
or meaningful identity.  The danger, of course, is that, if you look too deep 
into the self, you move below the structures of the real world right into the 
arms of death.  At the root of the self is nothing – at least that is the fear. (2) 

Kopit’s very first play, The Questioning of Nick, clearly illustrates how our fear of 

a null self can lead us to construct false, and even self-destructive, identity narratives.  

Written during spring break of his sophomore year at Harvard, the one-act won a college-

wide playwriting contest and was produced on campus the next fall.  In his introduction 

to the 1965 collection The Day the Whores Came Out to Play Tennis and Other Plays, 

Kopit describes it as his only realistic play (ix), and that remains true.  It is not surprising 

that the budding author’s initial venture away from fiction utilizes a fairly conventional 

narrative structure to dramatize the process of identity construction. 
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The Questioning of Nick depicts the title character’s interrogation by two police 

officers.  At first, the subject of the inquiry seems to be a fight that left another young 

man hospitalized with a fractured skull and broken ribs.  But Nick confesses to the 

(allegedly) unintentionally severe beating almost immediately.  The officers then start to 

question him about his high-school basketball team, and it soon becomes clear that they 

are investigating his role in a gambling operation that they believe to have fixed games.   

Throughout the action, the officers manipulate Nick’s sense of self-importance.  

“We’ve seen your picture in the paper, Nick,” Sergeant Prunchink butters him up.  “You 

must be a big man” (43).  When Nick accepts their invitation to talk about himself, the 

officers repeatedly interrupt him, disrupting his attempt to communicate an egocentric 

narrative and increasing his frustration level.  After the teenager complains, Lieutenant 

Carling apologizes but then once again cuts short Nick’s self-aggrandizing report: 

CARLING. No hard feelings, Nick? 
NICK. Nah, no hard feelings.  Ya wan’ me to tell ya about the team? 
CARLING. Go ahead, Nick. 
NICK. Well.  Last year an’ the year before we won the championship, an’ 

I was named in Sport as one of the five hun’red leading basketball 
prospects in the whole country. 

PRUNCHINK. That’s very good, Nick. 
NICK. That year I scored, lemme see, two hun’red an’– 
CARLING. I’m sorry, Nick.  Would you excuse me for a moment? 
NICK [irritated]. Go ahead. (44-45) 

The frequency with which the officers refer to the subject of their interrogation by name 

in this passage is typical of the play as a whole.  In fact, the very first line establishes his 

name as a symbol of his identity.  Says Carling, “So here we are: ‘Mr. Nicholas Vincento 

Carmonatti’” (41).  And who “Nick” really is becomes the primary source of conflict. 

The officers eventually elicit a confession by directly assaulting the identity that 

their suspect has constructed for himself.  “The truth is,” goads Carling, “we’re not 

accusing you of anything.  We know you’re not the one they’d want to pay.  Like you 

said, he’d be the best guy on the team” (50).  In response to this blow, Nick sits “weakly” 

in a chair.  After a few minutes of increasingly intense attack, the lieutenant finally hits 

home: “You can’t fight, or play ball, or do anything.  You’re a nothing, Nick.  A big, big 

nothing” (52).  Faced with the prospect of having his null self exposed, the protagonist 

emphatically asserts his identity regardless of the consequences to him.  “I, me, Nicky 
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Carmonatti, me, alone, me, I threw the game,” he admits.  “Ya hear that?  I was the guy 

who got paid.  No one else.  Jus’ me” (53). 

Nick proceeds to make a series of suspicious claims about his social status and 

future prospects that cast some doubt on whether he really committed the crime.  From a 

dramatic perspective, the truth of his admission does not matter.  What matters is the 

depth of his desperation to avoid being perceived as a nothing.  Significantly, his effort 

backfires.  The officers fail to acknowledge any of his statements, and Nick watches “in 

horror” as they leave the room.  “Hey, you guys!  I could walk outa here!” (54), he calls 

after them.  But instead of fleeing through the open doorway, he collapses into the chair, 

ineffectually repeating, “I could walk outa here....” 

The Horror of Death 

This ending implies that Nick understands, on some level, that true escape is not 

viable.  There is only one way out of the world that imprisons him.  And it would entail 

embracing the very fear that compels him – and all of us – to seek stability through a 

constructed identity in the first place.  According to Ernest Becker, author of The Denial 

of Death, humans cannot help but fashion narratives in pursuit of the illusion of 

immortality (the only truly stable identity).  Indeed, as the above-cited excerpt from 

Abbott’s analysis implies, our fear of a null self is directly correlated to our fear of death. 

That link is much more explicit in Kopit’s second play, Sing to Me Through Open 

Windows.  The one-act was written and produced at Harvard during the playwright’s 

junior year and repeatedly revised between then and its publication in the same collection 

that includes The Questioning of Nick.  Rehearsed as a curtain-raiser for the 1962 off-

Broadway production of Oh Dad ..., and likewise directed by Jerome Robbins, it was 

removed from the bill during previews due to technical considerations.  The play did 

make it to opening night in a similar capacity for the 1965 off-Broadway staging of The 

Day the Whores Came Out to Play Tennis.  Reviewer Howard Taubman described it as 

“pretentious and arty,” noting “the poetic aura to which it vainly aspires” (“Short”).  It 

certainly marks a radical departure from the realism of Kopit’s earlier work, employing 

techniques of expressionism and surrealism and incorporating elements of the circus.  But 
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even though Sing to Me ... may not lend itself to a clear-cut, cohesive interpretation, it 

does convey through its symbolic language a powerful sense of the inevitability of death. 

The allegorical work enacts the final day in the life of The Man, called Ottoman 

and Mr. Jud, which also happens to be the day of his final visit from The Boy, Andrew 

Linden.  It seems that Andrew came upon Ottoman’s house while lost in a forest five 

years earlier and has returned annually to be entertained by magic tricks and stories of 

exotic lands.  A third character, described in the text as The Clown but called Loveless by 

Ottoman, also inhabits the house and acts as Ottoman’s valet.  From the start, there is a 

vague sense of menace in their relationship.  After The Clown awakens him by opening 

his bedroom windows, Ottoman comments that “sometimes, Loveless, I am of the feeling 

that you open my windows solely in the hope that I might, as a result, contract what 

constitutes a death of cold” (59).  Ottoman expresses apprehension about what seem to be 

lengthening winters and tells his companion that he is tired of seeing him in grease-paint.  

“I’ll find some other costume ... for tomorrow” (60), The Clown accedes.  He is a man of 

many disguises and, by extension, of either no fixed identity or of one that must be kept 

masked from view. 

The sense that something is seriously amiss grows stronger when Ottoman’s 

magical prowess fails him.  In performing the standard “rabbit-out-of-the-hat” trick, he 

produces a “limp, mangy, moth-eaten” specimen (66).  The alarmed Andrew tugs on his 

sleeve and points out the animal’s deceased condition, but the magician seems oblivious.  

Only when The Boy emphatically states, “I think that rabbit is dead” (67), does Ottoman 

respond.  He drops the carcass back into the hat and says, “Of course it’s not dead.  It’s ... 

stunned, that’s all.  Simply stunned.”  As the magician stares at the rabbit, The Clown 

enters, smiling ominously; Ottoman immediately senses his presence.  “What are you 

doing here?” he asks in alarm.  “You mean you didn’t call?” replies The Clown.  Then, 

according to the stage directions, “they stare at one another, The Clown still smiling, the 

magician frozen with fear.”  It seems clear that, for Ottoman, The Clown personifies 

death, the approach of which is becoming difficult to deny.  When Andrew tries to peer 

into the trunk, the magician slams the lid, insisting protectively, “You’re not supposed to 

look in there.  I’ve––I’ve told you that before!”  One crisis averted, Ottoman addresses 

The Clown.  His insistence that he did not call the valet leads to the following exchange: 
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THE CLOWN. Well, maybe there’s something you want, anyway. 
OTTOMAN. Get out of here. 
THE CLOWN. Some more tea perhaps. 
OTTOMAN. I said get out of here! 

THE CLOWN. Another rabbit? 
OTTOMAN. Leave me alone! 
THE CLOWN. But of course you do get my point. 
OTTOMAN. Leave me alone! (68) 

Ottoman apparently does get his point.  Perhaps he can get another rabbit, but he cannot 

cast out death, no matter how much he wants to go on living.  “I am vanishing, Andrew,” 

he tells The Boy.  “Suddenly, I am vanishing.” 

The Clown then initiates a game – one that they often play when The Boy is not 

present, notes Ottoman – in which he assumes the role of some circus performer and the 

magician assumes the role of the ringmaster, who always wins.  In this instance, they 

begin to act out an encounter between lion and lion tamer.  But just as he is poised to 

strike The Clown with the sash of his robe, Ottoman lowers his arm and says, “I don’t 

feel like playing” (69).  The Clown then pounces on Ottoman with a roar and clutches at 

his throat, suggesting the danger that comes from refusing to participate in the games that 

suppress death.  Significantly, the attack incites a violent response from the magician, 

who whips The Clown mercilessly until the “lion” crawls away with a whimper. 

Ottoman continues to participate in the diversionary activities only reluctantly.  

He prevents another attack by employing his creative mind, using his fingers as scissors 

to cut an imaginary “tightrope” and send The Clown tumbling to the floor.  But when the 

time comes to make death disappear, the magician is less successful.  As he and Andrew 

try to push The Clown into a small box, the container bursts open; Ottoman “stares at the 

spectacle in horror” (71).  The games culminate in The Clown’s unveiling of himself as 

himself.  After pulling off a tattered blanket, The Clown stares at the magician with “no 

signs of emotion visible on his painted face” (72).  Ottoman reacts in horror, crying out, 

“No.... No!  No!  No-o-o-o-o!  You’re not doing it right!  You’re––You’re ... you’re not–

–you’re not supposed to ... to look at ... me.”  Once The Clown finally stops staring at 

him and leaves the room, Ottoman tells Andrew, “Usually it, uh, goes somewhat better.”  

It is the first time that death has looked him in the face so directly.   
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Ottoman and The Clown have one final scene together, after the former rethinks 

his decision to send away The Boy, who expressed his love for the magician and asked to 

stay with him forever.  But The Clown insists that it is too late to get him back.  Despite 

being the first day of spring, it has started to snow, he informs Ottoman.6  The magician 

then instructs his valet to “close up the house” (75).  A few lines later he asks, “Loveless, 

tell me ... have you ever wondered what happens to someone when he falls asleep?” and 

then answers his own question: “Of course you have.  Everyone has.... Including me.”  

He proceeds to reveal that he used to think, foolishly, that The Clown was watching him.  

His final speeches warrant close examination: 

Listen, Loveless.  Listen to me.  Fear.  Remember that word.  You think 
you know what it means but you never do.  It’s something like regret.  
Fear is like regret.  Only with fear there’s not much time left. 

[. . .] 

I am afraid, Loveless ... for I know now that it wasn’t really you but 
someone else.  That all my life it was someone else, standing there in the 
dark, watching me ... and laughing. [Pause.] I have vanished, Loveless.  
Suddenly I have vanished. (76) 

With that, Ottoman slumps forward in his chair and closes his eyes; The Clown places the 

lifeless body in the magician’s trunk.  Only on the verge of dying does Ottoman realize 

that his fear of The Clown (and perhaps all Others) was misguided.  His immersion into a 

fantasy world never liberated him from the real shadow of death.  His life ends in regret 

that he did not live (and perhaps love) differently, while he still had a self to perform. 

The Illusion of Love 

Ottoman’s last moments complicate his characterization in relation to the three 

possible models for existence that Becker outlines in his book.  For much of the play, the 

magician seems to fall into the category of “the hero” – those who recognize the fact of 

mortality and actively engage in creative play to overcome it.  And while that may have 

been Ottoman’s intention, his dying realization implies that his efforts were futile.  If so, 

perhaps he belongs in the category of “the neurotic” – those who avoid facing the final 

reality of life by retreating into fantasy narratives through drugs or insanity.  According 

                                                        
6 Dieckman and Brayshaw are among those to associate snow imagery with death in Kopit’s work (198). 
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to Abbott, much of the confusion in modern drama stems from the subtle difference 

between these two categories; distinctions between madness and genius, neurosis and 

creativity, are not always obvious (214). 

A similar tension exists in Kopit’s aptly titled The Hero.  Written and produced in 

New York in 1964, the short piece is a pantomime.  It features two characters, The Man 

and The Woman, who meet in a vast desert and form a bond that seems to offer them an 

escape from the isolation of their lives.  Like Sing to Me ..., it is clearly allegorical.  But 

the pantomime is much more literal than the earlier work; there is little ambiguity to its 

situation and action.  It seems clear, for instance, that the desert represents the basic 

condition of our existence.  At one point, The Man even holds up what is left of an atlas 

labeled “MAP OF THE WORLD” and rips off the section that corresponds to “the 

direction from whence he’s come” (82).  Yet his other possessions, an attaché case and a 

pair of opera glasses, firmly establish that his world does not lack cultural trappings. 

The key element of the play is an oasis that The Man paints on a large scroll after 

seeing The Woman approach.  By the time she enters, he is sitting casually under the 

“shade” of his painted palm tree, next to a painted picnic spread, with a painted pool of 

water nearby.  They engage in a brief version of the courtship game, pretending not to 

notice each other as she investigates her suddenly more hospitable surroundings.  After 

looking all around to make sure there is nothing else on the horizon, The Woman accepts 

The Man’s invitation to join him.  Within moments, they have entered into a domestic 

union, first sharing an inedible sandwich and then even engaging in physical contact: 

Suddenly she touches his shoulder and he turns.  He looks at her.  She 
motions to the surrounding oasis and sighs, with pleasure.  She laughs 
warmly.  He laughs modestly.  They snuggle up to each other.  They stare 
off into the distance, smiles on their faces. (84) 

Then, as the sun sets and “the cold of night approaches,” they snuggle closer.  As the 

lights fade, their “vague smiles” appear to be “frozen” on their faces. 

Unlike most of the play, this ending leaves considerable room for interpretation.  

Thomas Adler argues that the “image of mutuality, of communion, in the face of the 

void” offers a sense of renewal for enduring the emptiness of existence (“More” 322).  

Jürgen Wolter concludes, in contrast, that the dream of heroism becomes a nightmare for 

the audience, “because we realize that, according to the play, life can only be endured 
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with the help of a visionary illusion” (63).  Indeed, The Woman seems to be a perfect 

example of Becker’s category of “the normal” – those who accept the comforting lies of 

existing narratives.  And the same could be said for The Man.  Even though he engages in 

seemingly heroic creative play by painting the oasis, the illusion that he generates is a 

conventional one.  If their union represents the love that Ottoman never experienced, the 

magician might well let go of his regret. 

The “universal” feel of The Hero provides an interesting contrast to another short 

work that Kopit says he wrote on the same weekend.  The Conquest of Everest, while still 

allegorical, has a degree of specificity not found in the pantomime.7  The main characters 

– a young man and young woman named, respectively, Almanstar and Almenside – who 

ascend to the peak of the world’s tallest mountain, are decidedly American.  The play’s 

exploration of conventional gender relations thus takes on obvious cultural dimensions. 

As Wolter notes, The Conquest of Everest satirizes the concept of the American 

superman as well as certain excesses of tourism (63).  Almanstar, a physical-education 

teacher, and Almenside, a first-grade teacher, have broken from their American Express 

travel group to pursue an adventure that otherwise would be off limits.  Hidden in a cloud 

just below the mountain summit, they trade compliments about each other’s rare spirit 

and comment on the long duration of their (barefoot) climb, which has taken all of five 

hours thanks to their discovery of a path.  Upon reaching the apex, they briefly take in the 

panoramic view.  “Well,” asks Almenside, “what do we do now?” (89), and Almanstar 

replies, “Guess we start back down.”  But they decide to take some photographs first.  In 

the midst of the resulting comic business, a machine-gun-toting Chinese Soldier emerges 

from the cloud on a ladder with a banner that reads “CONQUERERS OF EVEREST” 

(90).  When Almanstar tosses his Coke bottle over the side, it hits the Soldier on the head, 

prompting an exclamation in Chinese.  That, in turn, attracts the Americans’ attention.  

Almenside’s immediate response is to take the Solider’s picture.  Momentarily forgetting 

his anger, the Chinese Soldier removes his oxygen mask and smiles; he then holds out his 

hand for a tip, which Almanstar provides.  After the Soldier disappears from view, 

Almenside gently scolds her companion for giving him half a dollar: “Quarter would 

have done.  Don’t want to spoil them, you know” (91).  Like Madame Rosepettle in 

                                                        
7 Having no dialogue, The Hero is necessarily less particular. 



 12

Kopit’s earlier (but major) work Oh Dad ... (see Chapter One), they represent the ranks of 

privileged Americans who, out of a sense of superiority, invade “exotic” lands without 

any genuine regard for the places and people that they encounter.8 

Once the Americans have descended into the cloud, the Chinese Soldier reappears 

and ends the play with a stanza of rhymed couplets that includes the following lines: 

In brief it now appears: to climb this slope 
One has no need of shoes, gloves, guide, or rope. 
One needs, in fact, no special mountain schooling. 
One only needs not know what one is doing.  

[. . .] 

They conquered for they knew not what they fought. 
(As love is only found when love’s not sought.) (95) 

This passage conveys two key points.  First, it characterizes the prototypically American 

“spirit of adventure” as a naïve outlook that enables us to ignore the reality of existence 

and achieve an illusion of success in the mountain climb that makes up life.  Second, it 

extends the satire of American values to encompass conventional U.S. gender relations.  

Indeed, the central dramatic action of The Conquest of Everest is not the literal climb but 

rather Almanstar’s winning of Almenside as his future bride. 

In this context, all of their interactions, including those described above, can be 

read as steps in their courtship dance.  He expresses his attraction to her in the opening 

lines, when he tells her, “I have not climbed all this distance just to see the sun. [. . .] I’ve 

wished also to see you” (87).  Initially, she seems wary of his intentions.  “I don’t know 

what kind of girl you think I am,” she remarks, “but all I can say is, don’t mess around.”  

She soon admits her fondness for him, though.  Midway through the play, just after their 

encounter with the Chinese Soldier, Almanstar suddenly grabs Almenside and kisses her.  

After an awkward pause, in a gesture reminiscent of The Hero, he offers her the second 

half of his sandwich, which she accepts and eats as he apologizes for the “little incident” 

that has just occurred.  “I think it’s probably best if we don’t discuss it” (92), she replies.  

When he observes that she seems to have enjoyed the kiss while it was happening, she 

attributes it to the lack of oxygen, a condition that once caused her to fall in love with a 

                                                        
8 The playwright explores this aspect of U.S. national identity, and its deadly serious implications, in great 
detail in Indians (see Chapter Two). 
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flounder while scuba diving.  But before long she acknowledges that they have a lot in 

common.  She then invites him to hold her hand and even kiss her again, which he does.  

Afterward, she reasserts her modesty, asking, as she tucks her skirt between her legs, 

“You will respect me, won’t you?  On the way down” (92).  The courtship dance ends 

once she accepts his proposal to leave the restrictive tour and adventure out on their own.  

Almenside has them take each other’s pictures, noting that “when we’re old and gray and 

have had dozens and dozens of children, we’ll be able to take out the family album and 

remember how we met” (94).  As they begin their descent, Almanstar motions to her skirt 

and offers to lead the way.  “Oh,” she says with a blush.  “It doesn’t matter any more.”  

Having accepted the conventional narrative of married life – with the man at the center 

(Al-man-star) and the woman by his side (Al-men-side) – she no longer need follow the 

social customs expected of single women.  The Chinese Soldier’s parenthetical proverb 

about finding love only when it is not being pursued highlights the irony of their union. 

Kopit’s title-page description of The Conquest of Everest as a “divertissement” 

seems doubly appropriate.  The play is in one respect a light-hearted entertainment.  It 

offers no sign of either the desolation of life or the horror of death.  However, considered 

in relation to the playwright’s other early one-acts, especially The Hero, the absence of 

those dark truths points to the way that conventional romantic narratives divert attention 

from the reality of existence.9 

The Threat of Others 

While The Hero and The Conquest of Everest depict the mutual construction and 

acceptance of comforting narratives, Kopit’s much longer early one-act Chamber Music 

dramatizes the tensions that erupt when an individual mounts a challenge to a group’s 

shared illusions.  The work was conceived in 1959 but not written until 1962.  A New 

York production in the following year – as the second half of a double-bill collectively 

entitled Asylum; or, What the Gentlemen Are Up To, And as for the Ladies – was 

cancelled during previews so that the playwright could revise the script, which he did 

prior to its 1965 publication.  The original companion piece has never appeared. 

                                                        
9 Kopit’s major works Oh Dad ... and BecauseHeCan (see Chapter Six) shatter the illusion of love 
embraced by the characters in these two short plays. 
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As the initial title suggests, the group in question consists of female inmates at a 

mental institution.  They believe themselves – and each other – to be eight famous 

women from history: Mozart’s wife, explorer Osa Johnson, Gertrude Stein, actress Pearl 

White, Amelia Earhart, Queen Isabella of Spain, Joan of Arc, and Susan B. Anthony.  

The play depicts their gathering in a conference room to hold the “Sixth Annual Meeting 

of the Duly-Elected Grievance and Someday-Governing Committee” (9), chaired by the 

Woman with Gavel (as the Susan B. Anthony figure is described in the text).   

As the meeting gets underway, the Woman in Aviatrix’s Outfit challenges the 

others’ identity stability by refusing to go along with their mutual illusion.  “I ... am 

Amelia Earhart,” she says.  “That is to say, I am Amelia Earhart. [. . .] I’m not insane.  In 

fact, I’m not even exceptionally neurotic.  I’m simply Amelia Earhart and I want to get 

the hell out” (11-12).  But the group’s solidarity is strong enough to resist this initial test.  

They laugh wildly at the Woman in Aviatrix’s Outfit’s evidence for really being whom 

she claims, and the Woman with Notebook (whose speech patterns parody Gertrude 

Stein’s writing) asks, “Are are we are we to to assume are we to assume that Miss that 

Miss Earhart would have us have us would have us believe that Miss Earhart would have 

us believe that we are not-not-not whom we think we are?”  When the Woman in 

Aviatrix’s Outfit insists, “But I am Amelia Earhart” (12), the others respond sarcastically: 

WOMAN IN ARMOR. Then who am I?  Charles the Seventh? 
WOMAN WITH NOTEBOOK. And and who am I?  F. Scott Fitzg-g-

gerald? 
GIRL IN GOSSAMER DRESS. D. W. Griffith? 
WOMAN IN SAFARI OUTFIT. Stanley and Livingston? 
WOMAN WITH GAVEL. Abraham Lincoln? 
WOMAN WHO PLAYS RECORDS. Mrs. Johann Sebastian Bach? 
GIRL IN GOSSAMER DRESS. And if all that’s so, who is she if not the 

beautiful Isabella of ancient Spain? 
WOMAN IN SAFARI OUTFIT. Christopher Columbus, maybe? 
GIRL IN GOSSAMER DRESS. Yes, who is she?  Who is she? (13) 

After a pause, the Woman in Aviatrix’s Outfit concedes, “I don’t know,” ending the 

challenge and restoring a superficial sense of order to the gathering.   

The fact that nearly all the alternative identities facetiously named by the women 

are male counterparts to their historical selves is indicative of how the characters define 

themselves in direct opposition to men.  Mid-way through the play, the Girl in Gossamer 
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Dress reads a record of complaints from the inmate pool about perceived threats to their 

wellbeing.  “In short, then,” she summarizes, “these reports all prove that no source can 

be found for the various feelings of hatred, hostility, jealousy, be-lli-gerency [giggles] 

and revenge known to exist” (22).  She goes on to conclude, “The source must come from 

outside our ward.  Or, in other words, the Men’s Ward!  Which none of us have ever 

seen.  And is therefore, most likely.”  The absurdity of her logic highlights what may be 

the most concise description of the “othering” process in Kopit’s entire body of work.  In 

sum, whatever aspects of our existence we do not accept as part of ourselves we project 

onto someone else, ideally someone about whom we actually know little or nothing.   

The Woman in Aviatrix’s Outfit refuses to participate in that process and thereby 

mounts a disruptive challenge to the group’s collectively constructed illusion.  As the 

women discuss the threat of imminent attack from the Men’s Ward, the would-be pilot 

describes their fears as nonsense.  “Are you trying to imply, Miss Earhart, that our lives 

are not in danger?” (23), asks the incredulous Woman with Gavel.  “I am only implying, 

Miss Anthony,” replies the Woman in Aviatrix’s Outfit, “that if they are in danger, then 

perhaps it’s due to someone, or someplace” other than the Men’s Ward.  But when she is 

asked to specify who or where that might be, she is not allowed to articulate an answer: 

WOMAN WITH GAVEL. Such as what? 
WOMAN IN AVIATRIX’S OUTFIT [calmly]. Such as–– 
WOMAN IN SAFARI OUTFIT. She’s just wasting time!  Don’t listen to 

her! (23) 

Four of the women subsequently answer the “idiotic” question of how they know that the 

Men’s Ward plans to attack, each repeating, “We simply know” (24). 

Although the play’s explicit focus is on the opposition of women and men, its 

exploration of “othering” has much broader dimensions than specific differences between 

the sexes.10  Chamber Music clearly suggests that our irrational fears of Others stem from 

our own internal insecurities.  Throughout the work, the women bicker and insult each 

other based on conflicts arising from their assumed identities.  The Woman in Armor’s 

identification with Joan of Arc evokes the root cause of their inability to live in harmony.  

                                                        
10 Kopit’s depiction of specific Others (based on sex/gender, race, ethnicity) almost always functions as an 
example of a generalized phenomenon or as metaphor for a cultural trait.  This approach, which tends to 
erase difference from the “universal” individual, is problematic in terms of its potentially oppressive effect.  
A full analysis of this issue is beyond my scope, but it is my hope that future scholarship will address it. 
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“What’s to be done about my voices?” (14), she asks in an attempt to deal with her sense 

of personal fragmentation.  The Girl in Gossamer Dress responds that “it’s the sort of 

thing you must, well, somehow ... work out for yourself.”   

The way they do so collectively is by silencing the voice that refuses to accept 

their self-protective narrative.  The Woman in Aviatrix’s Outfit is murdered by the rest of 

the women, who have embraced the Woman with Gavel’s plan to send a dead body over 

to the Men’s Ward as a sign of their strength and a warning against attack.  After much 

debate about whom to kill, the Woman in Aviatrix’s Outfit is chosen at the suggestion of 

the Woman with Gavel, who clearly had that outcome in mind all along.  According to 

the stage directions, she “glares at the aviatrix, a cold smile spreading across her face” 

before announcing her plan (29).  As the frenzied women corner their victim, the Woman 

with Gavel explains, “It’s for the Cause.  It’s for our lives.  Self-sacrifice, you see, is the 

only way” (33).  To survive in our world of anxiety, we must destroy any aspect of 

ourselves that threatens our comforting illusions.  The Woman in Aviatrix’s Outfit goes 

to her death continuing to assert her identity in a manner that challenges those of her 

counterparts.  “But I am Amelia Earhart.  I tell you I really am ...” (34), she trails off 

before being strangled.  Notably, once the Woman in Aviatrix’s Outfit has been killed, 

the other women no longer fear the men nor squabble amongst themselves.  And when 

they return to the conference table, they no longer sit at their designated seats.  With the 

most tangible threat to their stability abated, they have no need to outwardly demonstrate 

their constructed identities. 

As a group, the women metaphorically represent both a collective mentality and a 

single consciousness.  The process by which we maintain our shared illusions is one that 

we also undertake as individuals, silencing the internal impulses that challenge our sense 

of self and attributing our anxiety about our uncertain existence to an imagined threat 

from Others.  The play’s generalized depiction of this process can be read as specific to 

American society as well.11  Indeed, Kopit says that the impetus for the piece was the 

U.S. government’s testing of bombs in the earth’s atmosphere; he read a report that the 

                                                        
11 Jane Peterson, for example, has done so, finding the play “vaguely reminiscent of McCarthyism” (47). 
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radiation from such tests was contaminating the nation’s milk supply.12  “We were being 

poisoned in order to protect us,” he notes.  “I thought, ‘This is absolutely insane.’”13 

The Disunited State of America 

While Chamber Music expresses its topical inspiration only abstractly, another 

early Kopit work, The Day the Whores Came Out to Play Tennis, deals with the threat of 

Others in a somewhat more specific socio-historical milieu.  Written and revised between 

the fall of 1963 and the summer of 1964, the long one-act was produced off-Broadway in 

1965 and published the same year in the anthology whose title includes the play’s name.  

Because its basic situation more or less reverses that of Chamber Music – with a group of 

men reacting in fear to a group of unseen (by the audience at least) women – The Day the 

Whores ... is sometimes mistakenly thought to be the original first part of Asylum.   

Instead of a mental hospital, the men occupy a room in a country club, a setting 

that symbolizes the mid-20th-century image of a homogenous America.  The executive 

members of the club are direct descendants of the European immigrants who established 

the social organization.  As President Franklin Delano Kuvl notes, “My father founded 

this place.  He and old Mr. Gayve.  It was a large yellow swamp and they bought it 

cheap.  And filled it in.  Then planted some trees.  Some grass.  Planted some flowers ... 

Built this house ... They had a dream” (139-40).  Despite their best efforts to maintain the 

clubhouse – “we guarded it from others; shared it with our friends” (140) – the dream that 

it represents has slipped away from them, largely due to an “invasion” by outsiders. 

By the time the play begins, eighteen “strange” women have taken over the tennis 

courts at the club.  They gained admittance to the grounds by arriving in elegant attire: 

diamond-covered satin evening gowns, fur shawls, and decorative headdresses.  “Well, 

naturally I figured they were members so I let them in” (116), explains the president’s 

son and chairman of the junior membership committee, Herbert Hoover Kuvl.  But once 

inside, the women abandoned all pretense of adhering to the club’s “dignified” customs.  

                                                        
12 In citing the impetus for this play, I do not mean to imply that it explains the work.  Similarly, I cite 
Kopit’s sources of inspiration and goals for the major plays in the “critical contexts” section of each chapter 
merely as a starting point for my analysis. 
13 Kopit thoroughly explores the insane logic of “killing ourselves to protect ourselves” implicit in U.S. 
nuclear policy in End of the World With Symposium to Follow (see Chapter Four). 
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When Herbert followed them out onto the tennis courts, he found that “instead of tennis 

sneakers they had on basketball shoes.  Instead of tennis whites they had on chartreuse 

and lavender.  And when they bent over, it turns out they didn’t have on any underpants 

at all” (117).  Even more indecorously, the offstage women respond to the senior Kuvl’s 

request that they respect the club’s rules by farting in unison in the men’s direction. 

Unable to incorporate these indefinable women into their narrow worldview, the 

men rely on their preconceived notions of social class and gender identity.  “Tennis is not 

a game for the hoi polloi,” remarks one of the club executives, marveling at the women’s 

skills.  “It’s a game for ladies.  And gentlemen.  Yet.  There they are.  The hoi polloi” 

(118).  Herbert puts it even more strongly.  “They’re a bunch of common whores!” (135), 

he insists.  After his father asks why he thinks so, the younger Kuvl replies, “Well, what 

else could they be?  I mean just look at them.”  But contrary to appearances, they do not 

behave like the men expect of whores, as Rudolph, chairman of the sports committee 

(and ladies’ man à la the legendary Valentino of the same name), learns when he tries to 

evict them from the courts.  Upon returning from his failed mission in a disheveled state, 

having been hit over the head by eighteen tennis racquets, Rudolph admits to having used 

the wrong approach.  “I figured they were whores, you know?” he explains.  “So ... the 

first one I came to, I pinched on the ass.  It was just a friendly gesture.  Well, I guess she 

didn’t see it that way.  Neither did her friends.  So.  Guess they aren’t whores” (136). 

This group of untraditional women is joined in its anti-establishment actions by 

the country club valet, who represents two other marginalized segments of U.S. culture: 

the servant class and (by insinuation) the homosexual population.  Throughout the play, 

the “authentic Englishman” Duncan subverts the social hierarchy by bringing the club 

members the wrong items and eavesdropping on their conversations.  His actions are 

indicative of an attitude shared by the rest of the staff, who, he informs the executives, 

laugh almost constantly as they perform their duties of mixing drinks, manicuring the 

putting greens, scrubbing the dance floor, and cleaning the pool.  Although the audience 

never sees any of these workers (who, it should be noted, would not typically interact 

with the club clientele), their ranks presumably include members of the racial/ethnic 

minority groups who by the early 1960s had begun to more actively assert their right to 

equal opportunity.  Near the end of the play, the women and the servants unite in their 
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opposition to the club leaders.  “The ladies have been so kind as to invite us to play,” 

Duncan explains after entering in the president’s tennis outfit.  “Well, we told them that 

none of us knew how.  But they were most polite and said they’d teach us” (139). 

The results of that alliance are easy to predict.  The women have already launched 

a direct assault on the structure of the country club, bombarding the building with tennis 

balls.  “It ... it sounded just like ... someone knocking,” says Herbert.  “You know. ... 

Asking us to let him come in?” (132).  But the executives will never admit the outsiders.  

They would rather barricade themselves inside and, as Kuvl puts it, “watch what we built 

collapse all about us” (140).  Indeed, by the end of the play, a beam and a large amount of 

plaster have fallen from the ceiling.  According to the stage directions, as the lights fade, 

“the last sound that is heard is the sound of the tennis balls striking at the shutters”; the 

pounding continues for a while before the curtain falls (140).  The outsiders are just as 

persistent as the club members are stubborn.  Something will have to give.  And it did so 

in the various forms of civil unrest in American society over the following ten years. 

As with Kopit’s major works, the expression of specific societal tensions in The 

Day the Whores ... highlights the fundamental problem of identity that underlies those 

anxieties.  The play shows cultural identity to be yet another narrative constructed to 

provide its adherents with an illusory but comforting sense of stability.  This phenomenon 

may be particularly applicable to the United States.  “The very ontology of America seems 

ambiguous,” writes Jeffrey Mason in Performing America: Cultural Nationalism in 

American Theater, “for if the nation evolves as it absorbs newcomers, then it would seem to 

have no reliable, discernible or even approximately stable being of its own” (2).  Kopit’s 

play supports this idea through its depiction of the club members as recent immigrants.  

“They are pathetic copies of the country-club set which would never accept the Russian 

Jews who make up the committee” (85), notes Auerbach.  Indeed, the overriding concern 

of the executives is maintaining an appearance of authenticity.  That anxiety surfaces 

most explicitly in a confrontation between Duncan and Rudolph (the one quoted): 

Who gave you the right to make fun of my father’s diction!  That’s the 
way he sounds when he talks.  He can’t help it! [. . .] Now maybe you 
don’t like that.  I mean maybe you don’t approve. [. . .] But does that give 
you the right to come and take it all away from him?  Take away, I mean, 
this––this life that he’s got here, this make-believe life that he’s got here, 
this little bit of shit that he’s got here! (130-31) 
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But Duncan’s approval matters far more to the characters than Rudolph concedes.  Earlier 

in the play, the club’s treasurer, Alexander Ratscin, confesses his chagrin at wearing a 

tuxedo during the day, a faux pas that he made in his rush to get to the country club.  “I 

don’t want Duncan to notice,” he says.  “I don’t want to become the laughingstock of the 

help” (109).  Their illusion of authenticity is so tenuous that it could be shattered by the 

slightest mispronunciation or violation of convention; if it were, their “make-believe life” 

would completely unravel.  And that is precisely what awaits them, even if the clubhouse 

does not literally crumble down around them.  “Our wives and children are coming,” the 

elder Kuvl bemoans their imminent fate.  “The Happy Valley Country Club is due here at 

noon.  (Today being guest day on top of it all.)  And what can we do? ... Nothing” (139). 

The club members’ inability to thwart the threat posed by the outsiders is a direct 

result of their blind adherence to the assimilated traditions that, ironically, they believe 

give them authenticity.  For instance, their rigid view of class distinctions inhibits them 

from catching onto the alliance between Duncan and the women until it is too late.  “I 

believed,” Rudolph tells the valet, “that you’d find the ladies outside socially inferior to 

you.  Yet—I find that they’re your friends. ... This disturbs me” (130).  Significantly, his 

sense of self is disrupted by behavior – even on the part of someone else – that does not 

conform to the narrative he has chosen to embrace.   

The Appeal of Offspring 

Of all Kopit’s early published one-acts, The Day the Whores ... most thoroughly 

synthesizes the aspects of identity construction that pervade his major works.14  The 

play’s clearest statement about the ultimate truth of identity comes from Rudolph.  After 

being thanked by his father, Old Gayve, for standing up to Duncan, he does precisely 

what he refused to allow the English servant to do.  “You think all of that was for you?” 

he asks.  “You stupid Jew!  You stupid, weak, Yiddish-talking patsy of a Jew!” (132).  

When Old Gayve subsequently asks whom he did do it for, Rudolph answers, “No one at 

all.  Which means I did it for myself” (133).  His rejection of his father’s identity leaves 

him with a sudden, if implicit, awareness of his null self. 

                                                        
14 Although I do not address this aspect in detail, the play’s treatment of “the illusion of love” implies that 
all of the executives’ marriages are based on self-deception and/or blind adherence to societal conventions. 
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Speeches by the elder Kuvl, Ratscin, and Old Gayve explicitly connect the denial 

of death (null self) to relationships with children or parents (especially sons and fathers).  

Indeed, the most readily discernible and widespread way in which we seek immortality is 

through our progeny.15  Old Gayve establishes the importance of the father-son bond in 

his opening anecdote about the last time he had a reason to visit the clubhouse nursery: 

I remember once, years ago, my son was very small, very young, maybe 
four or five, and his mother, may she rest in peace, brought him here to 
this room, which we’re in––brought him here to play. [. . .] Well, his 
mother, may she rest in peace, left him with the others and went away.  
When she came back! ... his head and shoulders were stuck between the 
bars of the crib. (99) 

The phrase he uses after each mention of his late wife hints at his anxiety about mortality.  

Its juxtaposition with his young son’s vulnerability connects the need to protect offspring 

to the inevitably of death.  As Old Gayve goes on to explain, “I came, you see, because 

he was in trouble.  He was my only son, and I came because he was in trouble” (100). 

Ratscin initially confirms this perspective.  “My wife Florence once said she 

regretted our having no children,” he remarks more or less to himself.  “I told her, ‘There 

are other things.’  But secretly I checked into adoptions.  For some reason, which I can’t 

seem to remember, I decided against this” (134).  The forgotten reason, of course – which 

he eventually conveys – was that adopting a child would not provide the feeling of 

immortality that comes from passing on one’s genetic identity.  “Today, I am successful,” 

Ratscin claims.  “I am worth a quarter of a million dollars.  I am known for my taste.  

Yet, as I was born with nothing, so, I will die with nothing. ... No children to carry on” 

(135).  He concludes, however, with a comment that puts a different spin on the issue: 

“And yet, sometimes I wonder, and I think maybe Florence wonders too: is this condition 

not possibly, as they say, a ‘blessing in disguise’?”  But the full context of this apparent 

rejection of the need for immortality warrants consideration.  It comes not long after 

Rudolph’s renouncement of his father’s identity,16 and it leads immediately to Ratscin’s 

disclosure to Old Gayve, “You are my one great friend” (135).  Consciously or not, the 

                                                        
15 Kopit explores this particular form of immortality explicitly in End of the World ... and implicitly in 
Road to Nirvana (see Chapter Five). 
16 Additional examples of an adult child’s perspective on this relationship can be found in Oh Dad ... and 
BecauseHeCan. 
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treasurer offers his long-time companion an alternative self-sustaining narrative, one that 

he himself embraces.  The two old men then return to playing cards, which is how they 

have passed the time for years.  For them, it is the equivalent of Ottoman’s magic tricks 

for Andrew and role-playing with The Clown. 

Kuvl, on the other hand, seems to lack a similar “back-up” narrative.  He is thus 

less capable of overcoming the challenge to his ancestral legacy mounted by Rudolph: 

I mean, just ‘cause your ol’ man was schmuck enough to name you 
Franklin Delano Kuvl, did you have to be a schmuck also and name your 
schmucky li’l kid Herbert Hoover?  I mean, wha’d you, think maybe he’d 
follow someday in your footsteps and become, like you, a great president 
of this illustrious country club?  Well, if you did, Frankie baby, you gave 
him the wrong goddamn name! (133) 

Unable to counter this attack in kind, Kuvl tests Rudolph’s self-coherence by exploiting 

other aspects of his identity.  As chairman of the sports committee, the club president 

explains, it is Rudolph’s responsibility to evict the women from the tennis courts.  When 

this approach meets with resistance – “What am I supposed to do?” asks Rudolph – Kuvl 

gets even more personal.  “I mean you’re the ladies’ man,” he notes.  “You should know 

if anyone ... (134).  In the wake of his inadvertent admission of his null self, Rudolph’s 

need to re-construct his identity is so great that he agrees to confront the trespassers.   

Kuvl’s final speech shows the impact of this encounter on the club president.  He 

recalls the spring day, many years earlier, when he learned (from his son, no less) that his 

father had died.  “The clubhouse grew older.  And we grew older in it” (140), he says as 

plaster falls from the ceiling, giving a personal dimension to the drive for immortality 

symbolized by the crumbling structure.  Kuvl seems to have resigned himself to the fact 

that the members themselves, as well as their traditions, must inevitably die. 

The Linguistic Commemoration of Perceptions 

The focus on tradition in The Day the Whores ... reflects the primary component 

of identity that I explore in Kopit’s plays.  Tradition is a form of “commemoration” – a 

technique for the construction of personal, cultural, and aesthetic identities alike.  For 

individuals, commemoration involves memory.  For groups, it involves historical and 
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mythological tradition.  For creative works, it involves artistic tradition.  The breakdowns 

in Kopit’s plays generally result from disruptions in the commemorative process, which 

itself depends on a pair of interrelated identity components: perception and language.  

Constructing narratives that give our existence an illusion of order requires making 

observations about the world around us and defining our experience with words.   

The chapters in this study address the role of commemoration, perception, and 

language in Kopit’s major works.  Ultimately, those mechanisms prove to be unreliable 

bases for identity – but the only ones available.  Kopit creates a dramatic and theatrical 

world in which people cling to questionable memories, rely on suspect perceptions, and 

communicate with imprecise language.  The remainder of this introduction establishes a 

framework for my analysis of these often overlapping identity components and provides 

an overview of how they manifest themselves in the early one-acts. 

The Make-up of Memory 

It seems a given that identity is contingent on memory.  Stephen Bertman, author 

of Cultural Amnesia: America’s Future and the Crisis of Memory, puts it this way: 

The linkages of memory provide what Nobel laureate John Eccles called 
“the continuity of self,” the subtle joining not of impersonal axons and 
dendrites but of personal present and past.  Between the delicate tendrils 
of the dendrite and the axon arms reaching out to them lies the elusive 
hologram of self projected onto the membrane of the mind. (29) 

This can be seen clearly in the offspring-related narratives from The Day the Whores ..., 

each of which connects a remembered event to the speaker’s present sense of identity.  

Similar instances appear throughout Kopit’s early plays. 

As scientists search for a better understanding of how the neural connections of 

memory function, they increasingly find the process to be unreliable.  Kopit’s assertion in 

the preface to Wings that “what we remember of our pasts is filtered by our sensibilities 

and predilections, and can as easily be imaginary as real” echoes the conclusions of 

psychological studies (187).  Experiments have proven that “memory is subjective and 

malleable” – how we want to view ourselves influences how we remember past 

experiences (Bertman 27).  Under ordinary circumstances, the ability to revise our 

memories is a tool for sustaining the continuity of identity that we desire, as Ratscin’s 
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“forgetting” why he decided not to pursue adoption in The Day the Whores ... suggests.  

To remain constantly conscious of his mortality would be too traumatic.   

At the same time, we are also susceptible to the “natural” acts of forgetting that 

occur as we grow up, as we simply encounter more sensory stimuli than we can record, 

and as we grow old (Bertman 21).  Such erasures can cause serious disruptions in our 

sense of self.  Indeed, the mere awareness that we might be remembering falsely can lead 

us to question our own identity narratives.  In The Conquest of Everest, Almenside hints 

at the unreliability of memory when she explains to Almanstar that taking pictures will 

allow them to remember how they met.  The family photo album will protect them from 

any uncertainty about their shared illusion.  The characters in Chamber Music similarly 

seek to overcome the subjectivity of memory by reinforcing their identity claims with 

external evidence.  In trying to convince the others that she really is Amelia Earhart, the 

Woman in Aviatrix’s Outfit tells them to “check the records if you like.  It’s all down 

there; I’m not lying.  July second, 1937.  That’s the day I crashed.  Right out there in the 

yard. [. . .] Look, my plane is still there.  Isn’t that proof enough?” (12).  The same play 

further demonstrates the vast degree to which our identities depend on our memories 

through the grievance committee’s discussion of a seemingly absurd letter from one of 

their constituents.  “The dilemma of my life is that I’m convinced I’ve never been born” 

(14), asserts the inmate.  Even after being shown her birth certificate, the woman remains 

skeptical; no documentation can negate her complete lack of memory of the moment of 

her birth. 

Sing to Me ... offers the most theatrical exploration of the subjectivity of memory 

in the playwright’s early work.17  The play’s structure sets up the action as a remembered 

event.  At rise, The Boy stands alone on the empty stage.  “A long time ago I was sitting 

... with my friends,” he says.  “I think we were in a schoolroom,” he adds uncertainly as 

music plays.  He finishes his opening speech by noting, “But now there are trees around 

me.  And the air is cool.”  The black drapes that surround him then rise, and Ottoman’s 

bedroom slides onstage.  The Boy “exits through one of the walls of the room” (57).  The 

ending of the play complements this initial sequence.  Once Ottoman has died, the room 

slides offstage.  The Boy, who has been standing “in the shadows, hidden, unseen” (76), 

                                                        
17 Kopit also uses theatricality in this manner in Indians, Wings (see Chapter Three), and BecauseHeCan. 
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stares at the pieces – including the trunk containing the magician’s dead body – as they 

pass.  The final image is The Boy exiting the bare stage “unhurriedly” as snow falls and 

the music fades.  This theatrical frame frees the intervening action from a literal reality.  

The Boy seems to be remembering the psychological “moment” when he abandoned his 

childhood innocence and entered the adult world that begins with adolescence. 

The climax of the play, in which Ottoman sends Andrew away, similarly employs 

theatricality to emphasize that the audience is seeing things as The Boy remembers them.  

At the conclusion of the games played by Ottoman and The Clown, vague, distant music 

sounds, and the lights change to fill the room with pale shadows.  “Now in looking back 

on all this a great many years from now,” says Andrew, “I will realize that it was at this 

very moment that I suddenly began to remember what it was I had come here to do and to 

say” (72).  When Ottoman speaks, his live voice is juxtaposed with a recording of his 

words, which echo as if “heard from somewhere in the far distance.”  Continues Andrew, 

“And then I remember.  But strangely.  For the words I remember are like the words of an 

unfamiliar language.  And although I say them, some time later I will ask myself, Now 

what was it again that you said to him ... back there?” (73).  He then shifts to a third-

person voice: “And the boy said yes, he wanted to stay there.  He said no, he did not want 

to go home ever again.”  As the moment in which he realized that he could not remain in 

a world of fantasy approaches, Andrew separates himself from his childhood persona.  

Craig Matthew Smith argues that re-enacting the memory through narrative “dramatizes 

the pain involved” in it; The Boy is unable “to get close to the actual events” (38-39).  

Indeed, Andrew is no longer The Boy.  And who he is greatly depends on the way he 

remembers this traumatic and necessary aspect of growing up. 

The Histrionics of History 

Unreliability is not a trait exclusive to the individual form of commemoration.  

Group identity is based on collective memory – or history – which likewise frequently 

entails subjective recall.18  Chamber Music makes that subjectivity patently clear by 

showing how the women expunge their own violence from their collective memory in 

order to maintain their shared illusion as innocent.  Soon after the Woman in Aviatrix’s 

                                                        
18 Indians offers the most comprehensive illustration of this process. 
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Outfit has been killed, the others “leave the scene of the crime as if nothing had happened 

at all” (35).  By the time they reassemble at the table, they have forgotten the murder 

completely.  According to the stage directions, they jointly sense that something is 

wrong.  “It’s Amelia” (37), realizes the Girl in Gossamer Dress.  “Yes.  A-m-m-melia,” 

agrees the Woman with Notebook.  “Amelia is the one who’s missing,” specifies the 

Woman with Gavel, prompting all of them to look around the room in confusion.  Once 

the Woman with Gavel finally spots the body, she and two of the others drag it back to 

the table and prop it up in the vacant chair.  When the Woman in Aviatrix’s Outfit’s 

corpse flops onto the table, the women simply shrug and retake their seats.   

The subjectivity of collective memory generally results in the establishment of 

myths, or narrative remembrances of the past.  According to Arthur Neal, author of 

National Trauma and Collective Memory: Major Events in the American Century, the 

extent to which cultural myths selectively recall and distort the past is less important than 

the meanings they hold for the members of the culture (206).  Neal points out that those 

meanings are reinforced and memories are passed along through commemorative acts, 

thus helping us sustain a stable identity (203).  In The Day the Whores ..., the myth of 

authenticity has been maintained through the upkeep of the Cherry Valley Country Club.  

In his final speech, Kuvl notes that “the relocation of sand traps, the hiring of top-name 

bands, and the employment of a really good chef ... meant more than ... anything” (139).  

In Chamber Music, the committee meeting is itself a commemorative act through which 

the inmates reinforce their imagined sense of empowerment by attempting to adhere to 

parliamentary procedure.  The minutes of the previous meeting – as taken and read back 

by the Woman with Notebook – significantly undercut that attempt: 

The meeting was called to order at the usual time all being present for the 
meeting which was called to order at the usual time in order that those 
meeting at the usual time in order to meet at the usual time might meet at 
the usual time and thus be meeting then and be a meeting then and a usual 
one, too. (9) 

More specifically, the “record of hostile occurrences” reported by the Girl in Gossamer 

Dress during the portion of the meeting devoted to “new business” reinforces the myth of 

the threatening Other by commemorating the imagined feelings of the inmates.   
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By calling attention to the illogic of their conclusion about the Men’s Ward, the 

Woman in Aviatrix’s Outfit challenges the collective memory and causes trauma to the 

group.  Although individuals demonstrate a wide range of reactions to such traumas, the 

collective response tends to be governed by the group’s shared moral boundaries, by the 

shared identity that has been shaped through previous social traumas and the way they are 

remembered through myths (Neal 21).  In Chamber Music, the women do not even bother 

to formulate an explanation for the Woman in Aviatrix’s Outfit condition.  As Anne 

Murch explains, resuming the ceremony is the way in which they find themselves (378).  

Not only would remembering what they have done force them to admit that, as the 

Woman in Aviatrix’s Outfit so threateningly insinuated, the Men’s Ward is not the only 

source of hostility in their world after all; merely acknowledging her death would remind 

them of their own mortality.  In The Day the Whores ..., the trauma is too extensive to be 

alleviated by the club members’ existing myths.  Kuvl knows that he can no longer fulfill 

the president of a country club’s sole responsibility of “keeping his country club happy” 

(139).  And he makes only a halfhearted attempt to imagine otherwise.  “Maybe if they 

hadn’t cut the [phone] wires” (140), he says in resignation. 

The Artifice of Art 

This exposure of the basis of our collective identities in myth relates directly to 

how Kopit’s plays express the remaining form of commemoration.  In an April 1961 

Theatre Arts article, Kopit defines tradition as “the framework within which every writer 

works” (13).  The young playwright goes on to assert that “the American theatre, ever 

since its inception, has been singularly outstanding in its inability to assimilate traditions, 

and has been most notable in its persistent efforts not to invent.” Although Kopit was a 

mere twenty-four years old when he published this treatise, its central thrust appears to 

have been thoroughly ingrained into his artistic consciousness.  His major works move 

between assimilation and invention so relentlessly that they in a sense become about the 

construction of tradition.  Much like memory and history, tradition is always in flux, 

always subject to revision.  And although we can never fully document how a tradition 

arrived at its present form, we rely on tradition for determining artistic identity.  By at 
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once celebrating and rebelling against established styles, genres, and specific works, 

Kopit’s plays question the stability of the very artistic traditions on which they depend. 

Several of the early one-acts hint at this approach to aesthetic form.  Fittingly, The 

Day the Whores ... makes the most conspicuous use of artistic tradition.  David Rinear 

has noted parallels between the Kopit work and Anton Chekhov’s The Cherry Orchard.  

These range from general tone and main idea to specific allusions through setting (a 

nursery on an unusually cold May morning) and names (the Cherry Valley Country Club, 

Old Gayve and Gayeff).  Rinear further identifies references to Ernest Hemingway’s The 

Sun Also Rises, Laurence Sterne’s The Life and Opinions of Tristam Shandy, Esq., and 

the Bible, which together create “an opportunity to play a game of critical ‘botticelli’” 

(22, sic).  A play about being locked into tradition thus freely, and ironically, revises 

several literary traditions.  Somewhat less notably, The Questioning of Nick employs 

conventions from 1950s police melodramas but withholds the closure characteristic of 

such television shows.  And The Hero blends stylistic devices from silent film with 

techniques that bring a cartoon world to the stage.  It seems to be influenced equally by 

Brecht and by Beckett, as curious a pair of bedfellows as The Man and The Woman. 

Another aspect of The Hero merits analysis in regard to the construction of art.  

After all, the title character actually creates an artistic work onstage as the audience 

watches.  For Bernd Engler, that action places the play into the realm of meta-drama, 

works that explore the complexities of playwriting, especially the challenge of rejecting 

outmoded traditions (281).19  Indeed, the oasis painted by The Man is based on a 

traditional image and, at the same time, clearly phony.  But, like a well-trained audience 

member, The Woman suspends her disbelief and accepts it as real.  By exposing the 

process through which illusionist art “traps its audience in a fake world of wish-

fulfillment,” The Hero represents a call for a theatre that “confronts the audience with the 

reality it would rather not see” (Engler 288).20  In a sense, the short piece serves as the 

“theoretical model” for the practice of Kopit’s major works, which not only call into 

question their own artistic identities, but do so in ways that seek to replicate the anxiety 

felt by the characters through their theatrical effects on an audience.21 

                                                        
19 In End of the World ..., Kopit employs the techniques of meta-drama in a very different manner. 
20 Adler offers an opposing perspective on the play’s approach to artistic illusion (“More”). 
21 This feature of Kopit’s major plays is least developed in Road to Nirvana. 
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The Limitations of Language 

According to Engler, the most “radical” way in which The Hero opposes dramatic 

tradition is by rejecting outright the standard stage convention of dialogue (284).  That 

rejection takes on even greater significance when considered alongside the use of 

language in the pantomime’s “companion” piece, The Conquest of Everest.  In keeping 

with their adherence to a traditional romantic narrative, the mountain-climbing lovers rely 

on clichés to express themselves.  Missing the sunset after going to so much trouble to 

scale the peak, says Almenside in the opening lines, would “make a fine kettle of fish” 

(87).  Kopit even places several of the trite phrases in quotation marks, indicating that the 

characters recognize them as unoriginal.  “Don’t you think it’s time we made, as they say, 

‘the final push’?” asks Almenside, prompting her companion’s, “Well then, ‘Around the 

horn we go!’” (89).  It is either clichés or silence for these characters, a dichotomy that 

speaks volumes about the narratives they construct. 

In The Language of Silence: On the Unspoken and the Unspeakable in Modern 

Drama, Leslie Kane asserts that we attempt “to humanize, define, and control the chaos 

of phenomenal and psychological reality” through the structured nature of language (19).  

We label the objects around us in order to define ourselves through our relation to them.  

In his final speech in The Day the Whores ..., Kuvl tries to maintain his grasp on reality 

by listing the amenities of the country club: “The bridle path.  The pool.  The fairways, 

the tennis courts.  The lake.  The dance hall!  The dining hall (with its great floral 

curtains, its soft green walls).  The steam room, too.  Yes ... and the gymnasium.  The 

solarium!  The movie theatre!  The bar!” (140).  It is as if the words tell him who he is. 

But the role of language in formulating the self goes beyond the fundamentally 

linguistic construction of reality.  Identity requires the communication of identifications.  

The most obvious way in which we strive to assert who we are is through the names we 

give ourselves.22  Just as the Woman in Aviatrix’s Outfit claims in Chamber Music that 

she really is Amelia Earhart, the Kuvls attempt to affirm themselves as authentic leaders 

by naming their children after U.S. presidents.  We also use names to label other people 

and thus define ourselves in relation to them.23  Ottoman’s calling The Clown “Loveless” 

                                                        
22 Self-designated names have particular significance in Road to Nirvana and BecauseHeCan. 
23 Oh Dad ... and Indians provide explicit examples of this process. 
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in Sing to Me ... has clear significance for both of their identities.  Additional insight into 

this issue can be gleaned from an exchange between the magician and Andrew: 

OTTOMAN. Tell me.  What is your father’s name? 
ANDREW. Mr. Linden. 
OTTOMAN. No, no.  His first name.  What is your father’s first name? 
ANDREW. Harry. 
OTTOMAN [greatly disappointed]. Oh. [Pause.] Well then, from now on 

you must call him Harold.  That’s much finer! (65) 

This passage conveys as much about Andrew and Ottoman as their subject.  Andrew’s 

instinct to identify his father by title and last name – just as he calls Ottoman “Mr. Jud” – 

shows that he still sees himself as a child.  But Ottoman implies otherwise by insisting 

that Andrew begin using his father’s first name.  The magician’s disappointment about 

the father’s name suggests that it does not satisfy the identity he imagines for Andrew.  

The exchange is preceded by Ottoman’s, “Now there’s a name for you, Andrew Linden.  

Andrewlinden. ... Andrew ... Linden.  Yes, there’s a name for you.  A beautiful name.  A 

truly beautiful name” (65).  The magician’s preference for the formal version of Harry 

further hints at a way in which we manipulate language – as we do with memory – in 

order to craft the meanings and construct the narratives that we desire.24  After Ottoman 

rebukes The Clown for opening his windows every morning, the valet shows him a clock.  

“Ah, yes.  The middle of the afternoon,” the magician concedes.  “Well, it makes no 

difference,” he adds.  “It’s when I always get up.  And to me that means morning” (58). 

This subjective quality of language – again as in the case of memory – creates the 

potential for identity anxiety through misunderstandings.  As Rudolph points out, Kuvl’s 

naming his son Herbert Hoover – best known for mishandling the economy during the 

Great Depression – sends the opposite message than the one he intended.  A possible 

explanation for Kuvl’s mistake (which, as it turns out, has proven somewhat prophetic) is 

that he thought evoking the president who preceded his own namesake would bring an 

even greater sense of authentic tradition to the club by reaching further back into the past.  

Communicating, and thereby commemorating, ourselves to Others (i.e., outsiders) is an 

even less certain proposition.25  Kopit conveys this comically in The Conquest of Everest.  

After being hit on the head by Almanstar’s discarded Coke bottle, the Chinese Soldier 

                                                        
24 All of Kopit’s major works highlight this capacity. 
25 Indians and End of the World ... deal with the difficulties of cross-cultural communication. 
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“angrily” exclaims his displeasure in his native language.  But when Almenside sees the 

bottle-waving Soldier, she remarks, “Oh!  How nice” (91), and takes his picture.   

No matter how conventional and precise our vocabularies, we sometimes simply 

cannot articulate what we feel.  Kopit frequently ends lines with ellipses as his characters 

struggle to express themselves.  “Please excuse the disorder of my room.  You see, I 

wasn’t really ...” (60), Ottoman trails off after The Boy first enters.  “That’s all right,” 

Andrew reassures him, saving the magician from having to find the “right” words.  Our 

struggles often involve physical as well as emotional barriers.  In Chamber Music, the 

Woman with Notebook’s stutter and circuitous speech patterns magnify this tension.26 

The Problems of Perception 

The construction of self through language also faces challenges as a result of our 

necessary dependence on the equally subjective process of perception.  The relationship 

between words and sensory stimuli (especially visual images) is profoundly complex and 

prone to uncertainty.  In Ways of Seeing – a book based on the BBC television series of 

the same name – John Berger explains one way that “seeing comes before words”: 

It is seeing which establishes our place in the surrounding world; we 
explain that world with words, but words can never undo the fact that we 
are surrounded by it.  The relation between what we see and what we 
know is never settled.  Each evening we see the sun set.  We know that the 
earth is turning away from it.  Yet the knowledge, the explanation, never 
quite fits the sight. (7) 

At the same time, our knowledge and beliefs affect the ways we see things (8).  So even 

though words can never fully explain images, perception depends on linguistic filters.  In 

The End of the American Avant Garde, Stuart Hobbs notes an “astounding” shift in the 

late 20th century from a view of individual perceptions as the key to personal freedom to 

a view that we are prisoners of those perceptions, which are now held to be the product of 

a linguistically determined mental landscape (183).   

Kopit succinctly expresses the identity-related implications of this view.  “Our 

ability to see ourselves is very limited,” he says.  “My sense of myself is completely 

different from what somebody else’s would be.”  But understanding ourselves clearly 

                                                        
26 Oh Dad ... and Wings make extensive use of similar techniques. 



 32

requires understanding others.  As Barbara Freiberg notes, we derive self-knowledge not 

only by perceiving ourselves in relation to those around us, but also by incorporating 

their perceptions of us into our consciousness (78).  Paradoxically, our only means for 

traversing the gulf between our individual perceptions is the same language that creates 

that gulf.   

The subjectivity of individual perceptions and the interplay between perceptions 

and language are central to the exploration of identity in Kopit’s work.  Both those issues 

surface in a telling exchange between two of the women in Chamber Music: 

WOMAN WITH GAVEL. The chair recognizes that noted hunter Osa 
Johnson. 

WOMAN IN SAFARI OUTFIT. Explorer, honey. 
WOMAN WITH GAVEL. I ... meant explorer. (13) 

The Woman with Gavel’s linguistic slip clearly reflects her perception (conscious or not) 

of her associate, while the Woman in Safari Outfit’s correction of the slip clearly reflects 

her preferred perception of her self. 

Another passage from the same play more explicitly exposes our tendency to 

manipulate our own perceptions – as we do with our memories and words – in order to 

sustain the self-images we desire.  According to the report from the Girl in Gossamer 

Dress, the hostility that two inmates claim was directed toward them while they sang a 

madrigal “strangely enough” was denied by the other women in the room at the time (21).  

The Girl’s insinuation that feelings of hostility should be subject to external observation 

highlights the absurdity of the report’s conclusion by conspicuously overlooking the 

likely possibility that the hostility came from the other women.  (The subtext implies that 

they wanted the singers to halt what was presumably a discordant rendition.)  Just as the 

singers do not want to accept that they are untalented, the grievance committee does not 

want to accept that the women pose a danger to each other.  The flipside of this process 

can be seen in the women’s plan to send the dead body of one of their own over to the 

Men’s Ward.  The plan is a “bluff” designed to manipulate the way their imagined foes 

perceive them.27  To guarantee their own safety, asserts the Woman with Gavel, “we 

must make the men believe that we are stronger than we really are” (29). 

                                                        
27 In End of the World ..., nuclear deterrence is depicted as a similar strategy deriving from a similar need to 
sustain a self-perception of innocence. 
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As in the case of memory and language, the subjectivity of perception creates the 

potential for identity anxiety when gaps become apparent.  The reaction of the executives 

to the “strange” women who have invaded their tennis courts in The Day the Whores ... 

demonstrates how traumatic such anxiety can be.  Sing to Me ... offers a somewhat less 

devastating example of the same problem when Andrew persuades Ottoman to guess how 

many pounds he has gained since their last meeting:  

OTTOMAN. Well, ten ... fifteen ... twenty, thirty maybe.  I don’t know. 
ANDREW [crestfallen]. Just twelve.  That’s all. 
OTTOMAN. Just twelve? 
ANDREW. That’s all.  Just twelve. 
OTTOMAN. Well!  That’s not so much, now is it? 
ANDREW [sadly]. No, sir.  I guess not. (63) 

Kopit’s line directions suggest that Andrew’s self-image as a “big boy” is inadvertently 

contested by Ottoman’s inability to accurately perceive his growth.  As the magician 

attempts to undo that effect, another aspect of the subjectivity of perception comes into 

play.  After Andrew notes, “My father said twelve pounds was a great deal,” Ottoman 

says, “And so it is, my boy.  A very great deal indeed.  It’s ... just not twenty or thirty, 

that’s all.  I mean, for instance, to your father twelve pounds is a great deal.  To me it’s 

not.  That’s all.  There’s no more to the affair than that.”  But Andrew is unable to accept 

such a relativist stance.  “My mother said it was a great deal, too,” he insists.   

Chamber Music features what may be Kopit’s pithiest expression of our anxious 

existence in a world that transcends our perceptions of it.  “A new world found,” laments 

the Woman in Queenly Spanish Garb at the end of a monologue about Columbus.  “A 

new world for us to deal with.  And, oh, my God, here we are, Queen of Spain, and not 

yet figured out what to do with this one” (28).  Read as metaphor, this statement conveys 

the fundamental human challenge to make sense, through our perceptions, of an external 

reality at the same time that we seek to stabilize our fragmented internal reality. 

The Anxiety of the Audience 

The Woman in Queenly Spanish Garb’s speech also provides, through its staging, 

an example of Kopit’s use of theatricality to represent the subjectivity of perception and 

language.  Until she delivers the monologue, over two-thirds of the way through the play, 
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the character is completely silent.  The speech comes at a moment when the women are 

lost in thought, paralyzed by their irrational fear of the Men’s Ward.  Before speaking, 

the Woman in Queenly Spanish Garb stands and removes her veil.  “For some reason no 

one seems to notice,” specify the stage directions.  “During her entire speech it will be as 

if, to the others, she is not speaking at all.  And when she sits, as if no time has passed.”  

There are multiple ways to interpret this stylized staging.  One is that the women’s shared 

illusion that they are the famous individuals they claim requires them to remain oblivious 

to anything that contradicts that illusion, such as Queen Isabella’s fluent use of English.  

Another potential interpretation is that the Woman in Queenly Spanish Garb is not really 

speaking at all.  She could be, like the other women, in the world of her “own private 

thoughts” (28).  Either of these two most likely interpretations calls attention to the kinds 

of perceptual and linguistic issues explored in Kopit’s plays; the tension between them 

hints at the way the major works reinforce their thematic content through a theatrical 

effect that replicates the experience of the characters.28  Audience members are prompted 

to question their perceptions of what is happening. 

Chamber Music achieves a similar effect through another character.  Likewise 

“unnoticed” by the others, the Woman Who Plays Records does exactly what her “name” 

promises.  She then mouths the words to Donna Anna’s final aria from Don Giovanni as 

it plays on the phonograph.  As she does so, the other women become aware of what is 

going on and take collective action to stop it.  After the Woman with Gavel smashes the 

record, the Woman Who Plays Records begins to sing the words to the aria in Italian.  

The others drag her to the ground and only halt their attack when they hear the approach 

of the Man in White and his Assistant.  The interpretive ambiguities of this sequence – 

Why is the music a threat to the others?  What would they have done if they had not been 

interrupted?  Does the Woman Who Plays Records know Italian or only the words to the 

aria? – create substantial uncertainty about who the Woman Who Plays Records really is 

and how she is perceived by the other women.  These issues resurface late in the play, as 

                                                        
28 The published version of The Conquest of Everest gives a taste of the same thing to the reader by printing 
the Soldier’s angry lines to Almanstar and Almenside as hànzì – or Chinese characters (including a mock 
one shaped like a Coke bottle).  Incidentally, this textual device also provides a visual allusion to the way 
cartoons obscure profanity-laden exclamations by substituting random typographical symbols for 
“inappropriate” words, adding to the play’s fragmented aesthetic identity. 
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the women “wind down” from the murder of the Woman in Aviatrix’s Outfit.  While the 

Woman Who Plays Records stares at the broken pieces of her record, suddenly, “from far 

away, the Andante from Mozart’s Quartet in F Major is heard” (36).  At first no one 

hears; then the Woman Who Plays Records finally does.  She throws open the windows 

and carries on a conversation with Mozart as if the music were his voice.  Once again, no 

one seems to notice.  The music continues, unheard by the others, until the Assistant 

closes the window at the very end of the play.  Although the Woman Who Plays Records 

presumably is imagining the music, the fact that the audience members also hear it 

creates a tension between their perceptions and their “knowledge” of what is happening.  

It may even prompt them to reassess the identity of the Woman Who Plays Records. 

These theatrical devices enhance the basic uncertainty about the characters’ “real” 

selves created by the way they are described in the text (and program), which neither 

contradicts nor affirms the identities they claim.  Such ambiguity raises the question of 

whether name, costume, or behavior is a more legitimate sign of identity.  In a sense, that 

is the foremost question in all of Kopit’s work.  It is the way we call ourselves into being 

through language, the way we present an image of ourselves for the perception of others, 

or the way we act and justify those actions that best defines who we are? 
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CHAPTER ONE 

AN ABSURD FORM OF AMERICAN TRADITION: 

PSYCHOLOGICAL (IN)DETERMINISM IN OH DAD, POOR DAD, 

MAMMA’S HUNG YOU IN THE CLOSET AND I’M FEELIN’ SO SAD 

“What is the meaning of this?” (79), asks Madame Rosepettle in the final line of 

Arthur Kopit’s professional debut.1  Audience members, critics, and scholars alike have 

echoed that question ever since.  Indeed, the play appears designed to solicit exactly such 

a response.  By embedding his characters’ futile quest to make sense of their chaotic 

world in an aesthetic that seems simultaneously profound and self-mocking, Kopit has 

created (consciously or not) an irreconcilable tension about what to take seriously and 

what to dismiss as parody.  The theatrical effect of this tension puts the audience through 

the same experience undergone by the characters.  If we are to find meaning in the work, 

we have to construct it for ourselves, just as we do in our everyday lives.  But whatever 

narrative interpretations we form will be inadequate for explaining the totality of the play, 

just as the characters cannot construct narratives to explain the totality of their existence.   

Oh Dad ... makes this gap between trends in critical thought and the experience of 

daily life specific to the theatre by imposing the philosophical premise of Absurdism on 

the practice of American moralistic psycho-realism.  The work situates a domestic drama 

typical of the latter within the irrational universe typical of the former.  The result is a 

theatrical form that excites and then frustrates the audience’s desire to find “traditional,” 

or psychologically coherent, meaning.  The only way to gain perspective on the material 

is to abandon attempts to make literal sense of the action – even though it seems to invite 

narrative interpretations – and accept the play’s self-contradictory and unsettling vision. 

                                                        
1 Quotes from the text of Oh Dad ... come from the edition published in Three Plays. 
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Critical Contexts 

Reviewers of the play’s original New York production tended to dismiss the issue 

of content altogether – “Who knows?” wrote Howard Taubman in the New York Times – 

in favor of the cleverness of the writing, especially in regard to the long-winded title.  

Kopit was lauded for his inventiveness but accused of conning his audience by passing 

off an extended variety show skit as legitimate theatre.  John Gassner’s description of the 

play as “varied in detail yet monotonous in essence” (170) is typical.  Early scholarship 

followed the same basic pattern.  Literary critics such as Gerald Weales did address the 

question of subject matter but generally found the work simply to be “obvious parody” of 

both avant-garde theatre conventions and domestic themes (“Off-Broadway”).  George 

Wellwarth summed up the play as “wildly funny without being at the same time even 

vaguely disturbing” (22).  It is as though the superficial features of the work obscured its 

deeper significance.  Or perhaps the reviewers did not want to look that deeply. 

More recent scholars have responded to Oh Dad ... quite differently.  According 

to Ruby Cohn, the play’s parodic surface gives a whimsical feel to what is fundamentally 

a bleak vision: “sick to its self-indulgent core, modern life erupts in violence” (16).  

Zoltán Szilassy compares the work to Alfred Jarry’s 1896 Ubu Roi in its aim to “confront 

the audience with the horror of their own complacency and ugliness” (146).  Kopit’s 

“apocalyptical clowning” serves not only to incite laughter but also to “intensify the 

reverse side of social violence – individual helplessness” (147).  In the view of Suzanne 

Burgoyne Dieckman and Richard Brayshaw, such helplessness stems from “psychosexual 

imprisonment” through the institution of the family (198).  Similarly, Gautum Dasgupta 

describes the play as “a bizarre and monstrous indictment of the American family and its 

dissolution amidst the craziness of Western civilization” (19).  Perhaps these later critics 

were sufficiently distanced from the anxieties of the original social moment to be able to 

gain a clearer perspective on how the work expresses them.   

Understanding Kopit’s impulse to write seems like a good way to begin trying to 

determine the meaning of this. 
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Origins and History 

“The truth.  Full disclosure,” confesses Kopit in his introduction to Three Plays.  

“I wrote Oh Dad ... for money” (xii).  To anyone familiar with the play, the idea that its 

author set out to write a box-office smash probably seems ludicrous, even though it did 

achieve significant financial success.  And Kopit realizes that.  He acknowledges that the 

play is “not at all what one would write if one sat down to write a ‘commercial’ play” 

(xii).  The “money” that motivated him to write the piece, it turns out, was the $250 prize 

that was to be awarded to the winner of a Harvard playwriting contest in 1959. 

The 22-year-old had graduated recently with his engineering degree, but over the 

previous few years he had been pursuing, with growing fervor, his true passion: writing 

for the stage.  Six of his early efforts were produced on campus during his undergraduate 

days.  Only one of those plays (the first of them), The Questioning of Nick, has ever been 

published.  Kopit describes another, Gemini: or, Tindaridie Through a Labyrinth, as a 

“very bad” Beckett (Waiting for Godot) derivative that, if a script still exists, no one will 

ever see.2  Given the “variety show” feel that some critics have attributed to Oh Dad ..., it 

should not be surprising that Kopit’s initial forays into playwriting were often satirical – 

and rather juvenile – revues undertaken for the annual Dunster House Christmas party. 

The cash prize attached to the college-wide competition took his aspirations to a 

new level.  “If I can win this,” thought the budding dramatist, “I will be a professional 

writer!” (xii).  But he never for a “nano-second” thought that his “odd play” had potential 

for commercial or professional success beyond the $250 award.  That lack of ambition, 

Kopit believes, was crucial.  “What to me is strongest about the play is its exuberance, its 

energy,” he writes.  “Not a moment’s caution anywhere.  It’s absolutely unrestrained.” 

For his subject matter, Kopit turned to a story that his mother had told him about a 

friend of hers, a widowed mother of an eight-year-old boy.  According to the playwright, 

the widow was rather attractive but overly anxious about sex.  She would ask Kopit’s 

mother nervous questions about, for example, what she should do if she went on a date 

                                                        
2 Kopit had decided to write an “important” play about time, meaning, life, and other significant subjects.  
“I thought,” he told me in June 2000, “this is a play whose profundity is beyond measure.”  The piece met 
with “polite” reception by faculty and students, and it took quite a while for the playwright to realize that it 
was actually “a piece of shit.” 
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and the man wanted to kiss her.  In some respects, the woman seemed to treat her young 

son like a surrogate husband.  She had what Kopit describes as “seductive” meals with 

him.  She took him on a cruise to the Virgin Islands.  At the same time, the woman 

seemed to harbor an unnatural attachment to her deceased spouse.  She kept his clothes in 

the bedroom closet and routinely had them laundered and dry-cleaned.  But as strange as 

the entire circumstance appeared to be, a single incident disturbed Kopit the most: the son 

had been discovered stabbing a stuffed bear that his mother kept beside her as she slept.  

“All I knew was that this was a dangerous situation,” he says.  He was convinced that the 

son had no chance for a healthy adulthood.3 

Although thrilled to win the contest, Kopit felt certain that the Harvard production 

in 1960 would be a failure.  He was glad to be in Europe at the time; it would spare him a 

great deal of embarrassment.  Imagine his surprise, as he sat in a bar in Torremolinos, 

Spain, and received telegrams informing him that the Boston press had proclaimed Oh 

Dad ... the best play of the year.  Four decades later, Kopit continues to credit his 

director, a fellow Harvard student – and later a successful film director – Michael Ritchie, 

for that reaction.  Ritchie, says Kopit, had lied his way into the job by claiming to have 

staged numerous plays (he actually had not directed any).  But it was due solely to his 

incredible publicity skills that reviewers even attended the show.  The playwright and 

director had never met but had exchanged correspondence, in which Kopit had asked 

only one thing of Ritchie.  It was vital that the actor who played Madame Rosepettle 

pronounce her opening line of “Put it in the bedroom!” with the kind of vocal warbling 

that Edith Evans had utilized as Lady Bracknell in The Importance of Being Earnest.  If 

she said “Poooot eet in the bed-rheum!” the audience would immediately grasp the play’s 

farcical tone.  Recognizing that no student would be able to deliver the line in the manner 

Kopit wanted, Ritchie hired an actor from the Boston theatre community for the role. 

Despite its initial success, Oh Dad ... had by no means secured its future.  The 

play was given a disastrous staging at the Lyric, Hammersmith, in London the following 

year.  According to Kopit, his reputation was saved by a kindhearted critic who had read 

the script: “Ken Tynan went to all the other critics and said, ‘I don’t know what’s gone 

wrong.  But just take my word, this is a good play.’”  Reflects the playwright, “Imagine a 

                                                        
3 Kopit concedes that his own psychologically deterministic instincts were wrong; the son turned out fine. 
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critic doing that.”  And the critics did take Tynan’s word for it, says Kopit.  Indeed, a 

reviewer for The Times focused on the “heavy-handed” acting of Stella Adler and the 

poor direction of Frank Corsaro, leaving judgment on the play itself unresolved (“Skit”). 

Publicity generated by the Harvard and London presentations brought the play to 

the attention of Roger L. Stevens, who was to become one of Kopit’s biggest advocates.  

In February 1962, Oh Dad ... opened off-Broadway at the Phoenix Theatre, produced by 

Stevens and directed by the legendary director/choreographer Jerome Robbins.  It ran for 

454 performances and garnered both the Vernon Rice Award and the Outer Critics Circle 

Award.  It then toured nationally before returning to New York for a six-week limited 

engagement at the Morosco on Broadway.  During the next few years, Oh Dad ... had 

successful productions in France and Germany and was made into a feature film.4 

A work written in hopes of winning $250 thus ultimately earned its author a 

financial windfall, critical honors, and international fame.  Does such success – in spite of 

the play’s whimsical origins and fortuitous production history – indicate that there is 

more to Oh Dad ... than a hodgepodge of sight gags and non sequiturs?  Might audience 

interest in the play possibly stem from Kopit’s handling of the “dangerous” situation 

going on down the street?  According to the playwright, the widow who inspired 

Madame Rosepettle read a newspaper article that revealed the character’s basis in 

someone known by his family and attended a performance determined to figure out 

which of her neighbors was caught up in scandal.  Notwithstanding the fact that Kopit 

changed details, exaggerated behavior, and invented action, it seems a bit surprising that 

she failed to recognize herself.  Or does it?  Perhaps her inability to see the play’s 

relevance to her own life reflects the same cultural mindset that kept so many early critics 

from seeing its relevance to their world. 

The American Avant-Garde and Its Discontents 

The initial dismissal of the play’s content no doubt stems in part from its formal 

affinities with what Martin Esslin labeled the Theatre of the Absurd.  Notwithstanding the 

debate about whether that (or any) label accurately describes works by American writers 

like Kopit, Jack Gelber, and Edward Albee (or even ones by French writers like Samuel 

                                                        
4 Kopit characterizes the film as not quite bad enough to have developed a cult following. 
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Beckett, Eugene Ionesco, and Jean Genet), it is abundantly clear that Oh Dad ... employs 

techniques – centered on irrationality – that typify the theatrical avant-garde of the time.  

What is far less clear at first glance is the manner in which those techniques are utilized.  

As the subtitle “A Pseudoclassical Tragifarce in a Bastard French Tradition” implies, the 

play adopts a complex stance toward its aesthetic predecessors.   

According to Paul Hurley, the American version of Absurdism differs from the 

French version in one fundamental regard: the former refuses to accept the philosophical 

premise that life itself, and not just society, is absurd (635).  American writers cannot 

avoid moralizing about social problems, Hurley somewhat simplistically insists, because 

“no country possesses writers entirely separated from the traditions of that nation” (636).  

In his 1961 essay “The Vital Matter of Environment,” Kopit acknowledges that all 

writers work within a framework of cultural tradition.  However, he adds, a writer’s 

individual style not only evolves from but also can rebel against that framework (13). 

Bernd Engler concludes that Oh Dad ... represents exactly such a rebellion, taking 

“pleasure in subverting the entire repertoire of American drama” from the previous two 

decades (282).  For Engler, Kopit’s use of innovative dramatic technique to parody its 

traditional subject matter of “a men-hating mother dominating her emotionally crippled 

son” makes it an example of anti-drama.  Yet the play also negates the conventions of the 

Theatre of the Absurd (Engler 283).  Oh Dad ... is thus in a sense an anti-anti-drama.  

Michael O’Neill adds further insight to this issue.  In his unpublished dissertation, “The 

Evolution of Form in Contemporary Drama” (1980), O’Neill argues that Kopit’s early 

plays reflect “a search for a way in art to effectively assimilate, yet simultaneously move 

away from, the culture that shaped his sensibility” (106).  O’Neill groups Kopit with 

Slawomir Mrozek and Tom Stoppard as writers who use the form of their works to 

embody the artistic dilemma of writing in the wake of anti-drama, of wanting to avoid 

reverting to traditional forms without engaging in an absolute rejection of them (9).  One 

key facet of such contemporary drama is its social consciousness (which should not be 

confused with Hurley’s social moralizing); that consciousness manifests itself in an 

“insistence upon a direct connection between life-as-it-is-lived and the fragments of that 

life which help make up dramatic form” (O’Neill 28).  Indeed, Kopit’s play explicitly 

connects the components of its form to our experience of life through its theatrical effect. 
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Analysis 

The conflict between the Theatre of the Absurd and the moralistic, psychological 

basis of American drama was a source of considerable critical debate at the time the play 

was written, as the reviews and early scholarly analyses attest.  Theatre practice does not 

exist in a vacuum, of course; the anxieties of the art world often mirror those of society as 

a whole, even if the culture does fully comprehend those anxieties.  I suggest that the 

perceived threat of Absurdism to American theatre practice mirrored the general threat of 

existentialist philosophy to American society in the late ‘50s and early ‘60s.  This was 

especially true for the institutions that served as the cornerstones for the moralistic and 

psychological mindset that dominated (and still dominates) U.S. culture.  And no social 

institution has played a more powerful role in cultural indoctrination than the family. 

Even individuals far removed from the philosophical treatises and dramatic works 

of Jean-Paul Sartre and Albert Camus – or the plays of Beckett, Ionesco, and Genet – had 

to sense that the institution of the American family was in danger.  Rising rates of divorce 

and the resulting increase in absent fathers were obvious indications of imminent trouble.  

According to Doris Auerbach, “a series of maternal monsters had invaded the cultural 

scene” following the 1955 publication of Philip Wylie’s A Generation of Vipers, which 

documented what was seen as the widespread trend of “Mom-ism” (75).  Works by 

Eugene O’Neill and Tennessee Williams in particular had brought that phenomenon to 

the stage.  Fear that a substantial cohort of “mamma’s boys” was in the pipeline to 

adulthood must have been especially threatening during an era of international hostility 

that seemed to demand an aggressive (i.e., masculine) national image.  In the context of 

the Cold War, threats to the American family were threats to the American way of life.  

And threats to the American way of life were unthinkable.  The play’s focus on a 

thoroughly dysfunctional mother-son relationship thus tapped into both conscious and 

unconscious anxieties of the immediate social moment. 

The play’s expression of those anxieties centers on the struggle of 17-year-old 

protagonist Jonathan to develop a sense of self independent from the one that his mother 

has inculcated in him.  When his only hope for doing so seems to require forming a bond 

with an/other woman, Rosalie, the teenage babysitter from next door, the fear of losing 
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even the weak identity he possesses through such a union leads Jonathan to murder the 

girl.  Ultimately, he appears to be trapped in the self that has been formed through his 

family background.  Despite efforts at rebellion, he cannot break free from his ties to his 

mother.  Nor, for that matter, can he escape the legacy of his deceased father, whose 

corpse – as promised by the title – literally hangs in the closet. 

The flipside of Jonathan’s struggle is that of his mother.  Madame Rosepettle tries 

to assert her own identity by controlling everyone around her, including both her son and 

her husband (in life and death), as well as a would-be suitor, Commodore Roseabove, and 

even the bellboys at the resort hotel in which the play takes place.  The story of her life, 

as she recounts it for the Commodore, traces Madame Rosepettle’s impulse to dominate 

to fundamental human anxieties about identity.  In doing so, it demystifies the family’s 

function in enabling us to maintain a coherent sense of self by defining others in relation 

to ourselves (thereby negating the threat that their otherwise uncertain identities would 

pose).  Further, through Madame Rosepettle’s metaphorical dimensions, Oh Dad ... links 

our individual impulses to possess others to our cultural tendency for imperialism.   

The play complicates these interpretations by subverting the “civilizing” forces of 

language and tradition, which are shown to be corrupt means for denying our animalistic 

nature and violent history.  The work’s aesthetic form synthesizes seemingly opposed 

dramatic traditions to create its own style, which simultaneously insists on and mocks 

analytical readings like the ones I offer.  For example, Madame Rosepettle’s exaggerated 

carnivorous tendencies at once reflect and parody stereotypical fears of female sexuality.  

Likewise, Jonathan’s exaggerated maternal dependency at once supports and ridicules 

views of the family as an imprisoning force.  By refusing to offer judgments on such 

matters, Oh Dad ... departs from what Hurley describes as the American dramatic 

tradition of social moralizing.  When the characters and action are considered in this 

context, the play’s exploration of specific cultural trends reveals both psychological 

determinism and existentialism as incomplete frameworks for understanding the world.  

Because this effect depends so thoroughly on the style of the work, I quote extensively 

from the dialogue and stage directions in my analysis. 
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The Boy in the Prophylactic Bubble 

“His skin is the color of fresh snow, his voice is like the music of angels, and his 

mind is pure,” says Madame Rosepettle of her son.  “For he is safe,” she adds, “and it is I 

who have saved him” (60-61).  Even if that depiction is not quite accurate (his angelic 

voice, for instance, suffers from extensive stuttering), the point is the same: Jonathan has 

been kept utterly isolated from the world.  He is not allowed to go outside, because, his 

mother explains to girl-next-door Rosalie, “he would burn if the sun struck him. [. . .] I 

don’t let him out because he is susceptible” (36).  As a result of his isolation and maternal 

domination, Jonathan’s identity – when the play begins, at least – has never had a chance 

to mature.  Kopit’s stage directions describe him as “a boy seventeen years old but 

dressed like a child of ten” who follows his mother “about the room like a small helpless 

puppy trailing his master” (7).  His hobbies – collecting stamps, coins, and books – are 

interests that Madame Rosepettle has cultivated in him.  Much of his dialogue echoes 

hers.  Even when he fails to preface a comment with “Mother says ...,” the origin of his 

beliefs can be inferred.  “She doesn’t lock the door to kaka-keep me in, which would be 

malicious,” he says to Rosalie.  “She ... locks the door so I can’t get out, which is for my 

own good and therefore ... beneficent” (31). 

Regardless of how thoroughly Jonathan seems to have internalized his mother’s 

moral vision (and sentence structure), a small part of him remains capable of independent 

thought.  He tells Rosalie about hearing the sound of a distant airplane.  “If I could see ... 

just once ... if I could see just once what they looked like ... then I might ... know what I 

... what I ...” (27), he stammers.  Kopit explains what Jonathan is unable to articulate: “If 

he could see out there, he could know something about who he was.”  So, using the 

tubing from a blowgun that his mother brought back from Zanzibar and lenses that she 

gave him to examine his stamps, he built a telescope.  “And ... and ... and I could see!  I 

could!  I COULD!  I really could,” Jonathan exclaims.  “For miles and miles I could see.  

For miles and miles and miles!” (28).  But the ultimate result was less thrilling.  He found 

that “there’s nothing out there to see,” at least not anything that will give him insight into 

his underdeveloped sense of self. 

The telescope did enable him to see Rosalie, however, which subsequently has led 

to her being invited by Madame Rosepettle to the hotel room for a visit.  Although the 
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mother’s intention was to dissuade her son from watching the girl by showing him what 

she is really like (a “slut” – as most, if not all, young women presumably are in her eyes), 

the visitation ends up encouraging Jonathan’s desire to relate to Rosalie.  In the space of 

their short encounter in the play’s second scene, Jonathan experiences obvious growth in 

his independence; the diminishment of his stuttering as he becomes more comfortable 

talking to her reflects this shift.  A big moment in his growth occurs when he convinces 

her to call him by his given name instead of how he was introduced by his mother.  The 

three names Madame Rosepettle uses interchangeably to refer to her son – Albert, 

Edward, and Robinson – make up, it turns out, the full name of her deceased husband.  

When Rosalie agrees to call him Jonathan, it thus marks the first time that the spoken 

sign of his identity refers to someone unique from his father. 

By the end of the scene, Jonathan proves himself unprepared for the opportunity 

represented by Rosalie.  When she suggests that he come visit her at her place, he loses 

his composure and begins to stutter worse than ever.  It is not totally clear whether his 

response is due to the sexual undertones of her advances or to the thought of actually 

leaving his safety zone (or, as seems most likely, both).  At the same time, he exhibits a 

strong urge to connect with her on an intense level – as long, that is, as his mother does 

not find out.  When a cuckoo clock repeatedly sounds and Rosalie refuses to obey what 

Jonathan tells her is a warning that it is time for her to go, he tries to force her from the 

room while taking nervous glances at the door to the master bedroom.  When Rosalie 

threatens to look into the bedroom, he “throws his arms about her legs and collapses at 

her feet, his face buried against her thighs” (33).  Sobbing uncontrollably, Jonathan says, 

“I love you.”  Asked to repeat himself, he replies, “I-I-I lllllllove you.  I love you, I love 

you, I love you I –” (34), until he is silenced by the self-destruction of the cuckoo clock 

(which has sounded more and more loudly as they have continued to ignore it) and the 

appearance of Madame Rosepettle in the bedroom doorway.  Finally, after his mother has 

ordered Rosalie to leave at once, Jonathan “grabs her hand in desperation” and whispers, 

“Come back again.  Pa-please ... come back again” (37-38). 

By the time Rosalie does return, a week later, a lot has changed.  The third and 

final scene opens with Jonathan sitting alone in the hotel room.  Kopit uses theatricality 

to convey his protagonist’s growing awareness of the world that exists outside.  Initially, 
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Jonathan remains in a quasi-catatonic state as a clock ticks for “an interminably long 

time” (39).  As the pace of the ticking increases, sounds of laughter echo from all around 

the theatre, and before long “the entire world is hysterical.  Cuban drums begin to beat.  

Fireworks explore.  Orgiastic music is heard.”  Finally, Jonathan snaps from his trance, 

covers his ears, and slams the French windows shut, silencing the noise.  His relief is 

short-lived, though, as the French windows begin to sway, then collapse and shatter, and 

the noises return.  The nest in which Jonathan’s mother has tucked him away can no 

longer keep him isolated from the “carnival” going on outside.  But the sense of liberty 

felt by the “people dancing in the streets” (40) remains out of his reach.  As soon as he 

looks down at them and waves, the festive sounds “grow softer and the people begin to 

drift away.”  While this occurs, behind his back the Venus’ flytraps that his mother keeps 

as pets grow larger and attempt to attack him.  Her dominating and destructive influence 

is present even when she is not. 

The entrance of the bellboys to set up the room for Madame Rosepettle’s date 

with Commodore Roseabove interrupts Jonathan’s theatrically literalized inner struggle 

to break free from his carnivorous mother.  He hides and watches both the set-up and the 

date itself.  During the date, he hears his mother tell the story of her courtship with and 

subsequent marriage to his father, whom she claims to have killed and stuffed as a 

trophy.  The story – which I discuss in detail in the next section – is, at the very least, 

disturbing. 

Once Madame Rosepettle has scared off the Commodore and left the hotel room 

herself, Jonathan’s breakdown in identity reaches crisis status.  As the carnival lights 

“flash weirdly against the night sky” (62), the Venus’ flytraps again attempt to attack 

him.  But this time he recognizes the threat, and he removes a fire axe from a glass case 

with a sign above it that reads, fittingly, “In Case of Emergency, Break” (7).  Jonathan 

proceeds to engage the Venus’ flytraps in combat, which he wins by hacking the plants to 

pieces.  Having destroyed one of the symbols of his mother’s control – which he notes 

that he “used to feed” – he now is able “to breathe easier” (63).  As he moves toward the 

bowl containing her pet piranha fish with an “insanely determined” expression on his 

face, Rosalie enters.  Despite her attempts to stop him, Jonathan uses the axe to smash the 

bowl and then chop apart the fish, which screams once in terror and again in agony.  



 47

Having completed the job, he “drops the axe and turns away, sickened and weak” (64).  

Significantly, after this act of rebellion he no longer stutters at all. 

When Rosalie asks if something is bothering him, Jonathan begins to express his 

resentment at being confined by his mother: “She told me she’d never let you visit me 

again.  She said no one would ever visit me again.  She said I had seen enough.”  He then 

has an epiphany in which he realizes that “she hates me” (65).  He goes on to list the 

many ways she restricts his existence, from not letting him listen to the radio or watch 

television to making him read obscure books and tucking him in “so tight I can’t even get 

out till she comes and takes my blankets off” (66).  Each morning, he continues, “before I 

even have a chance to open my eyes, there she is, leaning over my bed, breathing in my 

face and saying, ‘I love you, I love you.’”  And then he gets to the crux of the matter: 

“But I heard everything tonight.  I heard it all when she didn’t know I was here.”  As 

soon as he says the line, he starts to question his key assumption.  “But she must have 

known I was here.  She must have known!  I mean ... where could I have gone?” he 

wonders aloud, working out the psychological implications.  “But ... if that’s the case ... 

why did she let me hear?”  One unsettling explanation soon dawns on him: “Maybe ... it 

didn’t make any difference to her ... whether I heard or not” (67).   

As the implications of such maternal indifference sink in, Jonathan suddenly turns 

to Rosalie and “hugs her closely.”  Throughout the above action, he has more or less 

ignored what the audience must recognize as blatant attempts by her to seduce him.  She 

arrives at the hotel room “dressed in an absurdly childish pink dress with crinolines and 

frills – the picture of innocence, the picture of a girl ten years old” (63), but with rouge-

stained cheeks.  She repeatedly interrupts Jonathan’s musings with lines like “Guess why 

I had this key made” and “Try and guess why I’m all dressed up” and “Stop talking about 

that and pay attention to me!” (66).  Once he hugs her, she seems to sense that the tide 

has turned in her favor.  “She lets him hold her, then she steps back and away from him.  

Her face looks strangely old and determined under her girlish powder and pinkness” (67), 

detail the stage directions.  “Come with me,” she says.  “Leave and come with me.”  But 

she has misjudged the degree of his liberation.  Fear and confusion begin to overtake him, 

and his stutter returns: “What ... wha ... what do you mean?”  When Rosalie tells him that 

she loves him, he asks, “Wha-wha-why?” (68).  She tells him that they cannot remain at 
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the hotel, and he again asks, “Wha-wha-whhhhhy?” (69), sounding more and more like 

an infant.  Her answer – “Because I want you alone. [. . .] I want you for my husband” – 

takes his crisis of identity to a new level.  “I ... I can’t,” he stammers, “I mean, I ... I want 

to ... go with you very much but I ... I don’t think ... I can.  I’m sorry.”  He then “sits 

down and holds his head in his hands, sobbing quietly.”   

At this point, Rosalie switches tactics.  After making sure that Madame Rosepettle 

will be out for quite some time, she makes a move for her bedroom.  “WHAT ARE YOU 

DOING!?” Jonathan screams.  “STOP!  You can’t go in there.  STOP!” (70).  But his 

cries are in vain.  She has soon entered the master bedroom and removed the drapes from 

the windows, allowing “weird colored lights” to illuminate the room in “wild, distorted, 

nightmarish shadows and lights [. . .] like some strange, macabre fun house in an insane 

amusement park.”  The furniture is skewed, with the closet seeming “to tilt over the bed.”  

In response to his continued pleas for her to come out, she tells him to “come in and get 

me,” and then bounces on the bed and remarks how comfortable it is (71).  As Jonathan’s 

anguish peaks, he tries to lure her back into the living room by offering to show her his 

stamp collection.  “Bring it in here,” tempts Rosalie, who vows not to come out until he 

comes in.  Before long he enters his mother’s bedroom, for the first time ever, carrying 

not only the stamps but also his coins and books.  In his moment of desperation, he falls 

back on the interests that have been cultivated in him by Madame Rosepettle. 

Once Rosalie has enticed him into the bedroom, she deflects his efforts to show 

her his collections: “Let me show you something first” (73).  When he continues to resist, 

she shifts gears once more.  “I love you,” she tells him, “and I won’t give you up” (74).  

And although her vision of love – like that of Madame Rosepettle – is one of possession, 

Jonathan cannot resist.  “What do you want me to do?” he asks “softly, weakly” (75).  As 

“the lights outside blink weirdly” and “wild, jagged music with a drum beating in the 

background is heard,” Rosalie ignores his protests and undresses to her slip.  She lies 

down on the bed and repeats her vow of love: “I want you, Jonathan, all for my own.  

Come.”  She then reaches for his hand, and “meekly he sits on the edge of the bed.”  It is 

the moment of truth in his crisis of identity.  And it seems almost certain that Rosalie will 

succeed in turning the “mamma’s boy” into a “pussy-whipped” lover.   
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But there is another element of Jonathan’s identity that has yet to be considered.  

Suddenly, the corpse of his father falls out of the closet and lands across Rosalie’s lap.  

Jonathan, “too terrified to scream, puts his hand across his mouth and sinks down onto 

the bed, almost in a state of collapse” while the music outside “screams” for him (76).  

His stuttering then returns with a vengeance.  In response to her query, “Who the hell is 

this!?” he can muster only, “It-it-it-it ... it ... it’s ...”; even after Rosalie has put the corpse 

back in the closet, Jonathan continues to stammer, “It’s ... it’s ... it’s my ... my ... my ...”  

Finally, as she starts to undress him, he manages to spit out, “It’s ... it’s my ... ffffather.”  

And as soon as the words are spoken, the corpse falls out of the closet again and lands 

with its arms around Rosalie’s neck.  This time, after she shoves the body onto the floor 

and tells Jonathan, “I want you forever” (77), he seems to have another epiphany: “Ma-

Mother was right!  You do let men do anything they want to you.”  And although she 

admits to (and renounces) a few past indiscretions, Rosalie denies his accusation that she 

is dirty, claiming, “I’m full of love and womanly feelings.  I want children.  Tons of 

them.  I want a husband.  Is that dirty?”  Even if her true motives were not transparent, 

her proclaimed adherence to a conventional vision of marriage and family would be 

undercut by her cavalier approach to her profession.  The ten children for whom she is 

responsible go conspicuously unmentioned during the entire seduction scene.  Given that, 

by Rosalie’s own admission, the parents are never home, it seems likely that she has left 

the children unattended. 

When Jonathan still refuses to take off his clothes, she makes one final attempt to 

possess him: 

Forget about your father.  Drop your pants on top of him, then you won’t 
see his face.  Forget about your mother. [. . .]  Come and let me love you; 
tonight and forever.  Come and let me keep you mine.  Mine to love when 
I want, mine to kiss when I want, mine to have when I want.  Mine.  All 
mine. [. . .] Let me show you how beautiful it is ... love. (77) 

She then lies back and begins to raise her slip.  After looking at her legs “in horror” for a 

moment, Jonathan suddenly grabs her skirt and uses it to smother her.  Reminded by the 

corpse of his father how he will end up if he submits to his would-be lover’s advances, he 

turns to violence to overcome the threat to his tenuous sense of autonomy.  He covers her 
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body with his stamps, coins, and books, again relying on the symbols of his maternal 

identification in a moment of crisis.   

Jonathan then attempts to flee the scene of the crime.  But, in a further indication 

of his familial imprisonment, he cannot escape.  First, “his father’s lifeless arms 

somehow come to life” and grab him by the feet, tripping him.  As he lies on the floor, 

“too terrified to move,” a transformation appears to occur: “a soft, ethereal-green light 

begins to suffuse the room and heavenly harp music is heard in the air.”  He rises, “as if 

his body had suddenly become immortal and weightless,” and takes “long, slow, 

dreamlike steps” (78) onto the balcony, where, while floating, he gazes out at the sky 

with his telescope.  Madame Rosepettle returns, and Jonathan ignores her cries of distress 

as she discovers the loss of her plants and fish.  She then enters the bedroom, leaving her 

son alone onstage for the following sequence: 

An airplane is heard flying in the distance.  JONATHAN scans the 
horizon frantically.  The plane grows nearer.  Jonathan follows it with his 
telescope.  It flies overhead.  It begins to circle about.  Wildly, desperately, 
Jonathan waves his arms to the plane. ... It flies away. (79) 

And with that, Jonathan is left to face the questioning of his mother, who has found the 

mess in the bedroom and wants to know its meaning. 

Admire the Beauty but Beware the Thorns 

Perhaps sensing Jonathan’s fledgling independence, Madame Rosepettle prefaces 

her curtain-line inquiry with a reminder of who they are to each other: “As a mother to a 

son I ask you” (79).  But while maternal domination marks her interaction with Jonathan, 

she is much more than that in the play as a whole.  To Commodore Roseabove, she is at 

first a potential conquest and then a life-threatening danger.  To the hotel bellboys, she is 

a source of livelihood but an exploiter of their dependency on her. 

The necessity of motherhood is invention.  As I have noted, Madame Rosepettle 

brags of having saved her son.  In her mind, her absolute control over him keeps him safe 

from “a world waiting to devour those who trust in it; those who love” (62).  Isolating 

him from that world has required her to create a fictional one in its place.  But in the end, 

her efforts are in vain.  The real world, in the guise of Rosalie, eventually intrudes upon 

the haven Madame Rosepettle has tried to maintain, and the results are catastrophic.  The 
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meaning of that outcome cannot be fully understood without a sense of how the boy’s 

mother came to be so disillusioned by the world.  For that I turn to the long story she tells 

Commodore Roseabove during their date, a story that she introduces as “a fairy tale of 

handsome princes and enchanted maidens; full of love and joy and music; tenderness and 

charm” (54).  Her actual narrative, of course, proves to be far from the typical fairy tale. 

The overall thrust of the tale is a frightening (and frightened) vision of relations 

between men and women.  Even by the “tender age” of twenty-eight – the age at which 

she married her husband – she “had the foresight to realize I must know what I was up 

against.”  She continues, “So I watched them huddled in hallways, talking in nervous 

whispers and laughing when little girls passed by.  I watched their hands in crowded 

buses and even felt their feeling elbows on crowded streets” (55).  She locked herself in 

her room, but the men came anyway: 

I don’t know how they got my name.  But I have heard that once a woman 
reaches womanhood her fragrance wanders out into the world and her 
name becomes the common property of Men.  Just as a single drop of 
blood will attract a distant school of sharks, so Man, without any 
introduction, can catch the scent of any woman anywhere and find her 
home.  That is what I’ve heard. [. . .] But they all soon left anyway.  I 
think they caught the scent of a younger woman down the hall. (56) 

Note not only the analogy between man and animal but also the basis of her beliefs in 

what she had heard.  Her vision of life has been formed through both her own experience 

and the narratives of others.  Based on the perceptions she had formed, she decided to 

remain in her room, she recalls, “until the world came to me, exactly as I wanted it.”  The 

way she wanted it took the form of the fat, ugly, sweaty man who, in a “frail and very 

frightened voice” (57), asked her to marry him.  She explains, “I knew he could be mine 

... that no matter where he went, or whom he saw, or what he did, Albert would be mine, 

all mine – mine to love, mine to live with, mine to kill; my husband, my lover, my own ... 

my very own.”  The parallel to Rosalie’s conception of love is obvious. 

The picture of marital life Madame Rosepettle paints is even more unappealing – 

and perhaps more typical than we like to admit.  A single night of sleeping together was 

enough to sour her on the arrangement: 

Never the slightest regard for you, lying in bed next to him, your eyes 
open wide.  No, he stretches his legs and kicks you in the shins; stretches 
his arms and smacks you in the eye.  Lean over to kiss him good night and 
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he’ll belch in your face till all your romantic dreams are dissolved in an 
image of onions, garlic, and baked Boston beans.  Oh, how considerate is 
Man when he’s had his fill of sex. (57) 

She immediately moved into another room, for, as she puts it, “as long as I stayed in his 

room I was not safe.”  After all, she continues, “he was a total stranger to me. [. . .] His 

life was a mystery and his mind contained too many secrets.”  She resolved to figure out 

the things that concerned her most: “what had he done before we’d met, what had he 

wanted to do, what did he still want to do, what was he doing about it?  What did he 

dream about while he slept?  What did he think about when he stared out the window?  

What did he think about when I wasn’t near?” (58).  So she sat beside him every night as 

he slept, listening in vain for “my name upon his lips ... for a word of ‘love.’”  In simple 

terms, she craved emotional intimacy.  But her desire to discover her husband’s inner 

truth clearly stemmed from personal anxiety.  Her uncertainty about his identity created a 

perceived threat to her self.  It is easy to see how this fear of an Other is intertwined with 

the desire to possess someone else through love.  The only way to truly “know” others – 

and thereby negate their threat to our own identities – is to make them part of us.  The 

family, then, can be seen as an institution that, by locking others into roles we can define 

in relation to ourselves, enables us to formulate the sense of identity we all desperately 

need to survive in a meaningless world.  That process is mystified, however, through a 

discursive naturalization of the family as a social institution, as hinted in the rhyme that 

Madame Rosepettle recalls her suitors chanting at her door: 

“Hello in there,” they said. 
“Hello in there, 
My name is Steven. 
Steven S. (for Steven) Steven. 
One is odd 
But two is even. 
I know you’re hot 
So I’m not leavin’.” (56) 

Two is even.  If we fail to pair off as couples, others will see us as odd. 

Typical for a Kopit character, Madame Rosepettle’s unstable identity stems, at 

bottom, from her anxiety about human mortality.  This fear surfaces only briefly during 

her long narrative and, due to its placement, can be overlooked easily.  In the middle of 

her description of how men pursued her in her youth, she relates an incident that occurred 
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soon before she locked herself in her room.  On her way home one night, she saw a man 

through a window.  “I saw him take his contact lenses out and his hearing aid out of his 

ear,” she says.  “I saw him take his teeth out of his thin-lipped mouth and drop them into 

a glass of water.  I saw him lift his snow-white hair off of his wrinkled white head and 

place it on a gnarled wooden hat tree” (55-56).  Because of the context of this description, 

it could be read as an expression of her disgust for men.  But each body part that the man 

removed is not only non-sex-specific, but also associated with aging, the approach of 

death.  And Madame Rosepettle’s recounting of how the incident concluded makes its 

impact on her own sense of identity abundantly clear.  “And when he was done and 

didn’t move but stood and stared at a full-length mirror whose glass he had covered with 

towels,” she recalls, “then I went home and wept.”  We do not want to see the sad reality 

of what exists (or does not exist) beneath our decaying flesh. 

It was into these circumstances that Jonathan was born, quite by accident, and to a 

reluctant mother.  “A month later I found that I was pregnant,” Madame Rosepettle tells 

the Commodore.  “It had happened that first horrible night. [. . .] I do believe he planned 

it that way.  One night, one shot, one chance in a lifetime and bham! you’ve had it” (58).  

But she refused to give her husband the satisfaction of knowing she had conceived; she 

instead pretended to be growing fat.  Even after delivering the boy, she hid the truth from 

his father: “For until I found out exactly why he’d married me, until I understood his 

dreams, until that time I was not safe, and until that time I would not tell him that his son 

had been born” (59).  And as far as we know, she never did tell him.  According to her 

less than reliable account of her “fairy tale” life, her husband died roughly one year later. 

A date with an angel (of no mercy).  Madame Rosepettle’s story clearly cannot 

be taken at face value.  Aside from its allegorical undertones – and its obvious basis in 

her subjective interpretation of her already biased perceptions – there are enough 

inconsistencies and ambiguities to cast doubt on how accurately it really conveys even 

what she remembers of her experience.  After all, it is spoken in a context in which she 

has more than one possible agenda.  As Jonathan later realizes, she must have been aware 

of his presence in the hotel suite, which raises questions about her intent in that regard.  

However, the most apparent of her agendas concerns the object of her narration, her date 

for the evening, Commodore Roseabove. 
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She establishes her interest in the Commodore in the play’s opening scene, which 

depicts her arrival at the luxury hotel in Havana.  Once the bellboys complete the farcical 

series of tasks that she demands of them to prepare her suite, she starts to dismiss them 

but then calls them back to answer a question.  “The yacht in the harbor,” she begins.  

“The pink one with the lilacs draped about the railing.  One hundred and eighty-seven 

feet long, I’d judge.  Who owns it?” (19).  After learning the owner’s name, she 

“distantly” repeats it: “Roseabove.  I like that name” (20).  Bellboy Number One then 

describes the Commodore in glowing terms.  “Oh he’s a well-loved man, madame.  A 

true, true gentleman with a big, big heart,” he says, lauding a characteristic that later will 

take on greater significance.  Continues the Bellboy, “A man who knows no master but 

the sea.  And even the sea, they say, is no match for the commodore and his yacht, which, 

as you know, is the largest yacht in Cuba.”  Indeed she does know.  “And also the largest 

yacht in Haiti, Puerto Rico, Bermuda, the Dominican Republic, and West Palm Beach,” 

she retorts.  “I haven’t checked the Virgin Islands yet.  I thought I’d leave them till last.  

But I doubt if I’ll find a larger one there.”  Then, in one last blatantly Freudian double 

entendre, she adds, “I take great pleasure, you see, in measuring yachts.”  Once the 

bellboys have gone, she again says, “Roseabove.  I like that name” (21).  And that name 

now takes on a sexual connotation to match its implication about social status. 

The Commodore appears for the first time near the beginning of Scene Three, 

when Madame Rosepettle brings him to her hotel room for a “private” evening.  In 

keeping with her fascination about the size of his yacht, the scene seems to be set for 

romance, with champagne on ice and candles flickering.  (The only sign that the mood is 

not quite as romantic as it seems is the wilting rose in a flower vase on the table laid for 

two.)  They dance onstage to the strains of a Viennese waltz.  As the Commodore 

attempts to charm her with his hackneyed sophistication – “Ah, the waltz.  How exquisite 

it is, madame, don’t you think?  One-two-three, one-two-three, one-two-three.  Ahhhhh, 

madame, how classically simple.  How mathematically simple.  How stark; how strong ... 

how romantic ... how sublime” – she plays the role of the coquette, blushing “with 

innocence,” lowering her eyes “demurely and discretely,” and giggling “girlishly” (42).  

He begins to express his overwhelming desire for her: 
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Oh, if only Madame knew how I’ve waited for this moment.  If only 
Madame knew how long.  How this week, these nights, the nights we 
shared together on my yacht; the warm, wonderful nights, the almost-
perfect nights, the would-have-been-perfect nights had it not been for the 
crew peeking through the portholes.  Ah, those nights, madame, those 
nights; almost alone but never quite; but now, tonight, as last, we are 
alone.  And now, madame, now we are ready for romance.  For the night 
was made for Love.  And tonight, madame ... we will love. (42-43) 

Not only is he wrong about being alone; he is dead wrong about what the night holds. 

The Commodore’s love boat goes slightly adrift for the first time when he asks 

permission to kiss her and she catches him off-guard with a simple “Why?”  But he 

recovers fairly quickly and attempts to turn her response into an opportunity for flattery, 

citing the beauty of her lips.  “My lips, Commodore,” she counters ominously, “are the 

color of blood.”  Then, with a smile, she offers him a compliment of sorts: “I must say, 

you dance exceptionally well ... for a man your age.”  Before long, in tune with the power 

dynamic that has begun to emerge, he relinquishes the waltz lead to her.  She soon has 

him spinning under her arm “like a runaway top” while he pleads for her to stop.  When 

she finally does so, it is sudden, and its manner shocks him: she grabs him and kisses 

him.  The kiss continues, and his “shock turns into perplexity and then, finally, into 

panic; into fear” (44).  By the time he finally manages to break free, she has literally 

sucked the life almost right out of him.  “Asthma,” he gasps.  “Couldn’t breathe” (45).  

As she stalks him, he backs away, continuing to heave, “Couldn’t get any ... air. [. . .] 

Didn’t ... expect you to kiss me,” to which she replies, “I know.  That’s why I did it.” 

Having cornered her prey, she backs away to play with it for a while.  After taking 

another jibe at his age, she invites him to sit down and sip pink champagne with her.  

This time, their exchange of romantic platitudes has an edge, especially her laughing 

confirmation that they are “all alone.”  And her total control of the situation begins to 

manifest itself theatrically.  As they go to sit, “the room darkens till only a single spot of 

lights falls upon the table.”  The Commodore’s chair “slides out under its own power” 

and then, once he is in position, “slides back in, as if some invisible waiter had been 

holding it in his invisible hands” (46).  Madame Rosepettle takes her own seat, from 

which she seems to subtly delight in her date’s bumbling attempts at romance.  She reacts 

wryly when he shatters their glasses in an attempt at a toast and seems bemused when, in 
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trying to clean up the mess, he upends the flower vase and spills water all over the table 

and onto her dress.  “She snaps her fingers gaily” (47), and a Waiter appears with a 

second table, already set exactly as the first.  The switch is made, and, after she fills their 

new glasses, they attempt to toast again, this time successfully: “To us” (48).  She 

continues to toy with him for some time, prodding him to articulate his “love” for her 

while nonchalantly side-stepping his inquiries.  She has made the transition from coquette 

to woman of mystery, and he is caught in her wake.  He begs her – “with sudden, 

overwhelming, and soul-rendering passion” – not to leave Havana.  “My heart is yours” 

(50), he tells her.  She asks how much it is worth.  “A fortune,” he answers.  “Good.  I’ll 

take it in cash,” she says.  “But the heart goes with it, madame,” he reminds her, to which 

she rejoins, “And you with the heart, I suppose?”  When he responds in the affirmative, 

she finally tells it to him straight: “Sorry, monsieur.  The money’s enticing and the heart 

would have been nice, but you, I’m afraid, are a bit too bulky to make it all worth while.”  

Unsure how to react, the Commodore accuses her of making fun of his passion.  “But 

monsieur,” she deadpans, “I’ve never taken your passion seriously enough to make fun of 

it” (51).  By this point, he is completely at sea: “Then why have you gone out with me?” 

Madame Rosepettle then moves in for the kill.  She exploits his confusion with 

even more cryptic lines until, “with final desperation, he grabs her hands in his and, 

leaning across the table, kisses them passionately, sobbingly” (51-52).  “Madame ... I 

love you,” he declares, adding, “Forever.  Don’t you understand?”  Upon his avowal, “a 

smile of triumph spreads across her face”; she proceeds to ask if he would like to see her 

husband: “He’s inside the closet.  I had him stuffed. [. . .] He’s my very favorite trophy.”  

After trying to laugh off what he takes as her morbid sense of humor, he gathers the 

courage to ask how her husband died.  “Why, I killed him of course.  Champagne?” (53), 

she replies.  In an even ghastlier juxtaposition, she offers a toast to the Commodore’s 

“continued good health.”  As the music swells, she makes its metaphorical meaning 

explicit: “The waltz.  The Dance of Lovers.  Beautiful ... don’t you think?”  Having been 

torpedoed, he attempts to swim for shore.  “Forgive me, madame.  But ... I find I must 

leave.  Urgent business calls.  Good evening.”  But when he tries to rise, the chair will not 

move, as though the invisible waiter “stood behind the chair and held it in.”  Now it is her 

turn to take his hand.  The two of them are united, she tells him: “We share desire.  For 
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you desire me, with love in your heart.  While I, my dear Commodore ... desire your 

heart” (54).  She moves around behind him and “runs her hands lovingly through his hair 

and down the back of his neck” while asking if he would like to hear her story, which she 

describes as “a bedtime story.” 

In the context of this twisted “dance of lovers,” her narrative becomes an even 

more disturbing vision of male-female relations.  This is especially true in light of what 

the teller eventually cites as the point of the entire tale.  Not long after Jonathan’s birth, 

the boy’s seemingly ignorant father brought a mistress into the house.  As the result of a 

childhood accident involving a laundry mangler, claims Madame Rosepettle, the mistress 

“took on an uncanny resemblance to nothing less than a question mark” (60).  Thus, her 

physical form reflects the anxiety about Others that threatens our own identity stability.  

And although Madame Rosepettle “flatly refused to recognize her presence,” she could 

not avoid feeling that threat, disguised as jealousy.  Suddenly her husband, as he slept 

beside his mistress, “began to talk in torrents. [. . .] He told her things he never told to 

me.  Words of passion and love. [. . .] To a hideous, twisted slut sleeping in sin with him!  

Words he never told to me.”  Of course, this point is lost on Madame Rosepettle. 

For her, the point concerns the circumstances of her husband’s unexplained death 

(which she attributes to “regret”).  “The doctors don’t know why,” she notes.  “His heart, 

they said, seemed fine.  It was as large a heart as they’d ever seen.  And yet he died.  At 

one o’clock in the morning his heart stopped beating” (61).  She then adds with a laugh, 

“But it wasn’t until dawn that she discovered he was dead.”  And that brings her to the 

point: “He was lying with her in bed for nearly six hours, dead, and she never knew it!  

What a lover he must have been!  WHAT A LOVER!”  Noticing that the Commodore 

does not share her amusement, she explains further: 

Well don’t you see?  Their affair, their sinfulness – it never even existed!  
He tried to make me jealous but there was nothing to be jealous of.  His 
love was sterile!  He was a child.  He was weak.  He was impotent.  He 
was mine!  Mine all the time, even when he was in bed with another, even 
in death ... he was mine! (61) 

For Madame Rosepettle, it seems, her possession over others comes from rendering them 

impotent.  But her logic has an obvious – and telling – flaw.  That someone unknowingly 

slept beside a dead body for six hours offers little insight into the couple’s sex life.  Her 
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false logic reflects her fundamental need to feel a sense of possession over her husband, 

so that she might overcome the threat of his uncertain identity to her own. 

Madame Rosepettle then sends the Commodore crawling out the door with an 

expression of the flipside to her fear of not possessing an Other: anxiety that she herself 

might be possessed through sex.  “Leave my room and enter your world again” – she 

commands – “your sex-driven, dirt-washed waste of cannibals eating each other up while 

they pretend they’re kissing” (62).  This view of sexuality has been successfully instilled 

in her son.  His violence toward Rosalie, in the context of his having watched this 

encounter immediately beforehand, even more explicitly reflects his tremendous fear of 

losing control of his identity.  The irony is that he never has control of it in the first place. 

Nor does Madame Rosepettle, in truth, as her actions following her date with the 

Commodore suggest.  Immediately after his departure, she heads out to the beach for 

what is later revealed to be a nightly activity.  “She likes to look for people making love,” 

Jonathan tells Rosalie.  “When she finds them she kicks sand in their faces and walks on” 

(69).  And she derives significant pleasure from the pastime.  When she returns at the end 

of the play, she is not only disheveled, but also exhilarated from her adventure.  “Twenty-

three couples,” she announces before noticing the destruction of the room.  “I annoyed 

twenty-three couples, all of them, coupled in various positions, all equally distasteful.  

It’s a record, that’s what it is.  It’s a record!” (78).  Unlike her son, her motivations are 

not quite as transparent as they first seem.  She is a mass of contradictory impulses.  And 

beneath them all lurks anxiety about knowing who she is. 

An American werewolf in Havana.  As much as Madame Rosepettle’s complex 

psycho-sexual makeup rings true for her status as an individual lacking a coherent sense 

of self, the attitudes she expresses in her interactions with the hotel bellboys ring true for 

a specific “type” of person: namely, the ugly American abroad.  The control she attempts 

to exert over them – and her son – can be read both as an extension of her fundamental 

need for a stable identity and as a representation of U.S. cultural imperialism.  Indeed, 

nearly a decade after the play was written, Kopit compared Madame Rosepettle’s 

relationship with Jonathan to that of America’s with Vietnam (Hennessy interview 72).  

In the introduction to Three Plays, the playwright describes our involvement there as “the 

expression of some deep national madness, a real disease – but that our being there was 
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not the disease itself but a symptom of this disease” (xiv).5  And even though Oh Dad ... 

considerably predates the Vietnam War, by setting his play in Cuba, Kopit suggests that 

our economic “colonization” of Caribbean countries, not to mention our participation in 

the Cold War, can be seen as symptomatic of that same national madness.6 

From her first line in the play – the all-important “Put it in the bedroom!” – 

Madame Rosepettle barks orders at the bellboys and casts aspersions their way when they 

do not execute them to her satisfaction.  Her second and third lines, respectively, are 

“Fools!” and “Morons!  Imbeciles!” (7).  Throughout the scene, she treats the bellboys as 

though they should be instinctively familiar with her way of doing things, as if it were the 

right way of doing things.  When Bellboy Number Three asks where she would like her 

Dictaphone placed, she exclaims, “Great gods!  Are you all the same?  The center table, 

naturally!  One never dictates one’s memoirs from anywhere but the middle of a room.  

Any nincompoop knows that” (9).  Much like her imposition of her own values on them, 

her inability to tell them apart reflects a typical American response to Others, especially 

those of a lower socio-economic status.  This becomes abundantly clear when Bellboy 

Number Three attempts to assert his own identity (at the expense of his fellows, no less).  

“I will have you know I am not a common bellboy,” he insists.  “I am a lieutenant.  

Notice, if you will, the finely embroidered stripe on my hand-tailored sleeve.  I am a 

lieutenant, madame, and being a lieutenant am in charge of other bellboys and thereby 

entitled to a little more respect from you” (9-10).  “If you’re going to insist upon pulling 

rank,” she retorts, mocking both his claim and his manner, “I’ll have you know that I am 

a tourist.  Notice, if you will, the money.  And being a tourist I am in charge of you.  

Remember that and I’ll mail you another stripe when I leave.” 

Kopit exaggerates her sense of power over the bellboys to an extreme degree as 

the scene progresses.  Her plans to discipline them for various miscues, about which she 

instructs Jonathan (a servant of sorts himself) to take notes, start with merely decreasing 

her usual tip.  She soon decides that Bellboy Number Three “must be barred from all 

                                                        
5 This national madness is the primary focus of Kopit’s Indians (see Chapter Two). 
6 An early version of the play was set in Port Royal, Jamaica, once famous as “the wickedest city on earth.”  
Although that locale would make a fitting destination for Madame Rosepettle and maintain the play’s sense 
of cultural imperialism, the Cold War parallel would be lost.  Kopit explores the latter concern much more 
directly in End of the World With Symposium to Follow (see Chapter Four). 
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hotels, everywhere” (15).  And by the time she “viciously” orders the entire group from 

the room, she has vowed to “restaff this hotel” first thing in the morning (20).  This 

treatment of the locals contrasts starkly with the way the Commodore treats them.  The 

latter, according to Bellboy Number One, is not only wealthy, “but a gentleman, too.”  He 

continues, “Why I’ve seen him with my own eyes toss real silver dollars to the native 

boats as he sailed into port.  And when some poor diver came to the surface without a 

coin glimmering in his hand, Commodore Roseabove, without the slightest hesitation, 

dropped a dollar bill instead” (20).  But even though the bellboys prefer the Commodore 

over Madame Rosepettle – who tips them worthless items from her son’s stamp and coin 

collections – his beneficence is simply another face of American cultural imperialism. 

Both techniques prove successful.  Even Madame Rosepettle seems generous by 

third-world standards.  When the bellboys arrive near the beginning of Scene Three to set 

up for her date, one of them remarks that their task seems strange, in response to which 

another urges, “Just do it.  After all ... she tips very well” (40).  The bellboys proceed to 

prepare the room, in the words of Number Two, “just the way she wanted it” (41).  They 

later execute the switch to a dry table with remarkable efficiency.  Whether it is fear or 

financial gain that inspires them, they have learned to play her game by her rules, as all 

subjects of imperialism must do to survive.   

When Madame Rosepettle is read on a cultural level, her tale becomes an emblem 

for American historical narratives that mystify the fundamental basis for our need, as a 

society, to dominate others.  At the “heart” of our imperialistic impulses is the threat to 

our national identity from people we do not possess and, therefore, do not understand. 

ExTradition from Foreign and Domestic “Soil” 

My discussion of the attempts by Jonathan and Madame Rosepettle to assert their 

identities has hinted at the way communication, and specifically language, functions in 

relation to the formation of a seemingly autonomous self.  Jonathan, for example, blindly 

echoes not only the beliefs but also the speech patterns of his domineering mother.  And 

the degree of his stuttering reflects his level of independence from her.  She, meanwhile, 

deliberately mimics the speech of the bellboys and the Commodore, as if to demonstrate 

her ability to “possess” their use of language.  In some other Kopit plays, such as Wings 
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(see Chapter Three), breakdowns in language cause and/or reflect breakdowns in identity.  

In Oh Dad ..., characters often fail to achieve true communication – “Oh, this talk is 

getting us nowhere,” says Madame Rosepettle to Bellboy Number Three (9) – but the 

emphasis is on how language constructs our reality.  It is both a tool for self-expression 

and a guiding factor in our perceptions of ourselves, others, and the world around us. 

Language is also a tool for forming “civilizations” – built on institutions like the 

family – to give our lives the sense of structure that the world lacks.  In Oh Dad ..., 

symbols of civilization abound.  Some of them, such as the airplane, suggest a potential 

to achieve liberation from the forces that imprison us.  Of course, that potential remains 

out of reach for Jonathan, and it may be nothing more than false hope.  The play’s 

primary symbols of civilization – stamps, coins, and books – have multiple levels of 

significance.  As items for collection, they reflect the same human instinct to “possess” 

that manifests itself in our relations to others.  Further, as items of commemoration, they 

reflect the basis of our cultural identity in tradition.  But just as Madame Rosepettle’s 

narrative account of her life reveals flaws in memory that serve the identity she has 

constructed for herself, Jonathan’s collections prove to be corrupt (an issue I address 

below).  By extension, our traditions themselves cannot be trusted; the process of 

commemoration helps construct illusory stable cultural identities that enable us to 

function as social collectives.  And through its “bastardization” of artistic traditions, the 

play expands its demystification of the construction of identity to the aesthetic level. 

A rose by any other name would still smell like a beast.  One obvious way in 

which the play explores the function of language in relation to identity is through the use 

of names.  Names function not only as signs of identity but also as devices for controlling 

it.  Rosalie says that her primary duty as babysitter for ten children is “to make sure I 

keep [their] names straight” (29).  In contrast, Madame Rosepettle refers to her son by the 

three names of her deceased husband.  But the potential Oedipal implications somehow 

seem less important than its restrictive impact on Jonathan’s sense of self and the feeling 

of possession she maintains over him as a result.   

And then there are all the names that begin with Rose.  Kopit denies what some 

scholars have cited as a deliberate allusion to Tennessee Williams’ The Rose Tattoo:7   

                                                        
7 Weales (“Off-Broadway”) and Engler are two examples. 
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It just felt to me that they should all have a name that was a variation of 
the same name.  It created a kind of hermetic world. [. . .] And Madame 
Rosepettle was because she was so dangerous that I wanted her to have a 
beautiful flowery name ... but there are thorns. 

The other “roses” can be read in a similar fashion.  Roseabove implies the Commodore’s 

social standing as well as his manly endowment.  Rosalie similarly has two related 

symbolic meanings: she represents a lie, and she wants to lie with Jonathan.  And the 

diminutive aspect of her name furthers the parallel to his mother: she is a “little” Madame 

Rosepettle.  The final Rose name, Rosalinda – Spanish for “pretty rose” – belongs to both 

the pet piranha fish and the dead husband’s mistress.  Madame Rosepettle describes the 

latter, of course, as anything but pretty: “the only person I ever met who was equally as 

ugly as he” (59).  She notes a similar discrepancy in terms of her husband: “I never could 

figure out how he ever got such a name as Albert Edward Robinson Rosepettle III”; it did 

not fit his fat, sweaty, and ugly image (55).  But which should we believe are accurate, 

the depictions offered by a jealous and resentful wife or the meanings of the names?  

Further, given that the piranha fish can be read as a symbolic extension of Madame 

Rosepettle, should we view the mistress in the same manner?  Or does naming her pet 

after her husband’s lover reflect an attempt by Madame Rosepettle to take (symbolic) 

possession of the mistress and thereby overcome the threat she poses to her identity?  

These ambiguities about Rosalinda call the apparent meanings of all the Rose names into 

question, much like the ambiguities surrounding Madame Rosepettle’s motivations call 

into question the textbook psychoanalytical readings of Jonathan. 

The use of one name for both a human and an animal also highlights one of the 

play’s most pervasive concerns with language: its potential to separate man from beasts.  

This capacity gets established in the opening scene, when Madame Rosepettle grows 

frustrated with her son’s stuttering.  “Can’t you talk like a normal human being without 

showering this room with your inarticulate spit!?” she roars (12).  Jonathan’s stammering 

worsens in response, and his mother sardonically tells him, “Oh, all right, stick out your 

paw and point” (13), which he then does.  During her date with the Commodore, Madame 

Rosepettle reinforces the dichotomy.  “Feelings are for animals,” she contends.  “Words 

are the specialty of Man” (48). 
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This perspective seems flawed in the world of the play as a whole, however, and 

ironic in light of three of her specific actions.  First, she presumes to have the ability to 

communicate with her pet piranha fish.  When Rosalinda “sadly” says “glump” about 

being fed an inferior alley cat instead of her customary Siamese, her owner laments, “Oh, 

dear thing.  You can just tell she’s not feeling up to snuff” (19); a few moments later, 

when Rosalinda “gleefully” responds with “gleep” to Madame Rosepettle’s enthusiasm 

about the Commodore’s name, her owner gushes, “Ah, listen.  My lovely little fish.  She, 

too, is feeling better already” (21).  Second, despite faulting men for their animalistic 

traits – such as hairy paws and shark-like senses of smell – she herself is as vicious a 

predator as they come.  Her actions toward the Commodore prove that beyond doubt.  

Third, there are moments when her mastery of language fails her.  The key one comes 

during the story of Jonathan’s origins: 

Twelve months later my son was born.  He was so overdue that when he 
came out he was already teething.  He bit the index finger off the poor 
doctor’s hand and snapped at the nurse till she fainted.  I took him home 
and put him in a cage in the darkest corner of my room.  But still I – 

“Was it a large cage?” interrupts the Commodore.  After a brief moment’s hesitation, she 

nonchalantly corrects herself: “I’m sorry.  Did I say cage?  I meant crib” (59).  And with 

that she moves on with the story.  Even when her unconscious perception of her son as an 

animal slips out, she refuses to acknowledge it.  To do so would implicitly concede her 

own animal nature.  Together, these behaviors reveal much about language and identity.  

Most importantly, Madame Rosepettle’s obsession with words reflects a compulsion to 

elevate herself above the animalistic aspect of her identity.  The idea that we are mere 

animals is nearly as scary as the idea that we have no coherent self at all.  And it is 

equally true as well, regardless of how we try to talk our way out of it. 

Beneath the clouds of dust, the past is freshly minted.  Each of Jonathan’s 

“superlative” collections shows signs of unreliability or irrelevance in the contemporary 

world.  With the possible exception of Turgenev and Alighieri (a.k.a. Dante), the authors 

of his “simply unbelievable” – literally not to be believed – set of books are hardly 

household names: Trollope, Haggard, Daudet, Gautier, Sholokhov, and Alain-Fournier.  

Jonathan himself is aware of this fact.  In his Scene Three diatribe against his mother, he 

complains that she “makes me read and reread books no one’s ever read” (66).  Yet when 



 64

the bellboys dump the books onto the floor, he “falls on top of them like a starved man 

upon food” and speaks of the writers as his “old fra-fra ... friends” (15).  Although 

covered in “a cloud of dust,” they provide him with a feeling of nourishment; they make 

him feel not quite so alone.  No matter how obscure they seem, in the absence of a true 

historical memory, our traditions give us a sense of continuity with the past. 

That sense of continuity is a fabrication, however, as Jonathan’s interchangeably 

“fantastic” and “fabulous” – literally the stuff of fantasy and fables – assortment of coins 

reveals.  The value of the 1889 Danzig gulden that Madame Rosepettle gives to Bellboy 

Number Two depends on how it is being used.  When she offers it as a tip, she claims 

that it is “worth a fortune” (13).  But later she admits that “it’s not worth a thing except in 

Danzig, and hardly a soul uses anything but traveler’s checks there anyhow” (18).  As the 

world changes, the value (or meaning) of the past undergoes revision to suit our present 

needs.  In some cases, it is invented fresh.  The newest addition to the coin collection, 

which Madame Rosepettle gives Jonathan in Scene One, is a 1372 Javanese Yen-Sen.  It 

is as rare as they come, she says: not a single one was minted; she made it herself (14).  

Kopit ridicules our tendency to value tradition (especially foreign) over innovation (in 

particular domestic) through Madame Rosepettle’s reaction to finding a 1959 American 

ten-cent piece mixed in with the other coins.  “Fegh!” she cries as she “flings the dime to 

the ground as if it had been handled by lepers.”  Jonathan’s disappointed response: 

“Some ... some ... someday it will be ... as rare as the others” (13).  For the time being, 

though, it “contaminates” the traditions represented by the specious collection. 

The fragility of those traditions can be seen in Jonathan’s remaining collection, 

which also is described as both “fantastic” and “fabulous.”  Thrown haphazardly into a 

trunk, his stamps – like the fragments of our past – tend to get stuck together, especially 

when handled by careless human fingers.  And like the Javanese Yen-Sen, some of them 

are not authentic, as careful scrutiny will reveal.   Madame Rosepettle apparently wants 

her son to detect that lack of authenticity.  Suspecting that “some were fake,” she gave 

him the set of lenses.  Sure enough, he tells Rosalie, “I’ve discovered three actual fakes!” 

(27).  But his response to the discovery is even more telling.  Out of the nearly one billion 

stamps in his collection, he looked at 1,352,769 with the lenses.  The last three that he 

examined were the fakes.  Faced with a gnawing awareness that the bulk of his collection 
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might be bogus, he opted to abandon the project and use the lenses to build his telescope.  

When commemoration falters as the basis for a coherent identity, we are left to scrutinize 

the faces of others for a glimpse of who we are.8 

Even as Jonathan struggles to suppress his growing knowledge that his collections 

are worthless, he continues to incorporate them into his weak sense of self.  When asked 

where he wants the bellboys to put them, he points at his bureau.  It is a fitting place for 

him to keep the items that he uses to dress up his identity.  Ultimately, though, the naked 

truth cannot be disguised; our tokens of commemoration, as symbols of our historical 

traditions (and, by extension, narratives), are shown to be most useful for covering up the 

violence we do to others in order to protect ourselves. 

Oh Tennessee, poor Tennessee, the French have dragged you from the closet 

and Art’s feelin’ so free.  The play’s critique of tradition in general carries over to 

artistic tradition in particular through its references to numerous earlier works.  Kopit 

admits having been influenced by a few plays, such as The Visit and The Waltz of the 

Toreadors.  But he denies consciously borrowing some of the more obvious parallels.  

This is especially true in regard to Tennessee Williams.  Much like he claims that the 

Rose names were not taken from The Rose Tattoo, Kopit rejects the notion that his 

Venus’ flytraps are a deliberate allusion to Suddenly Last Summer.  According to the 

playwright, the plant had held “mythic” importance for him since seeing, at a very early 

age, a Tarzan film.  In the end, it does not matter how conscious Kopit was of specific 

parallels.  I agree with Zoltán Szilassy that “none of them are being parodied separately 

but all of them together” (146).  And what really matters is how Oh Dad ... combines 

domestic and foreign dramatic traditions to create its own form. 

One key element is Kopit’s use of characterization, which juxtaposes the tradition 

of American psycho-realism with the existentialist philosophy that underlies the Theatre 

of the Absurd.  On one level, the characters’ psychological motivations seem to mirror 

those found in a typical play by Williams, O’Neill, or Miller.  On another level, those 

                                                        
8 Another way that Jonathan attempts to discover his identity is by writing letters to everyone in the phone 
book, asking “what they look like” (65).  It is doubtful that his mother actually mails the letters, but the 
mention of them establishes stamps a means for making contact, for communicating, with others.  They 
thus provide a point of contrast from the coin and book collections, which symbolize culturally valued 
forms of wealth (money and ideas) as well as dividing forces (social class and canonized thought). 
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motivations seem to be mocked by the play’s style, which combines overt literalism with 

heavy-handed symbolism.  Rosalie, for instance, is exaggeratedly self-aware.  Jonathan, 

meanwhile, does not express his motivations quite so directly but still reveals them in 

textbook psychoanalytical fashion.  As for Madame Rosepettle, is it possible that a yacht 

is just a yacht?  Regardless of how over-the-top the Freudian interpretations seem to be, 

the play persists in suggesting them.  As a result, it is impossible to determine which are 

being ridiculed and which are being offered more earnestly.  Intentionally or not, Kopit 

manages to have it both ways at once. 

A second key element of the play’s form is its structure.  The central conflict is 

Jonathan’s struggle to break free from his domineering mother, a typical domestic (in 

both senses of the word) plot line.  But that dramatic action is embedded in a world that 

defies the bounds of realism.  The play’s theatricality at once literalizes the inner truth of 

the characters’ experiences and reflects their existence in an irrational universe.  Overall, 

the world of the play seems true to the way Madame Rosepettle describes it to Rosalie: 

“Life is a lie, my sweet. [. . .] It builds green trees that tease your eyes and draw you 

under them.  Then when you’re there in the shade and you breathe in and say, ‘Oh God, 

how beautiful,’ that’s when the bird on the branch lets go his droppings and hits you on 

the head.  Life, my sweet, beware.  It isn’t what it seems” (35).   

When these elements are viewed together, the play’s form reflects our quest for 

stable identities in a world that denies them.  We are led to identify with Jonathan and 

attach meaning to his experience.  But those efforts are frustrated by our inability to trust 

the psychological interpretations that present themselves, as well as by our recognition 

that the world of the play is not as it seems.  In a sense, Jonathan represents American 

drama and Madame Rosepettle represents the European avant-garde.9  Our inevitable 

attempt to find meaning in Jonathan’s struggle reflects the U.S. cultural bias toward 

psychological determinism.  In the end, the vision of Madame Rosepettle provides a 

necessary – but still incomplete – perspective for comprehending the irrational nature of 

our world.  She may have killed the traditions of psycho-realism, but a nostalgic lament 

of that loss – as in the title of the play – is premature.  Our bastardized heritage includes 

                                                        
9 Engler offers a similar reading.  But his conclusion that “the contemporary dramatist is condemned to 
endlessly ‘re-present’” American tradition “either by slavishly imitating it or rebelling against it” (283) 
fails to account for the play’s assimilation of the seemingly opposed traditions into a single aesthetic form. 
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the legacy of those “dead” traditions, which will continue to tumble out of the closet and 

remind us of the dangers of giving in to the seductiveness of foreign ownership. 

The Meaning of This 

Kopit’s flippant challenge to the audience to come up with a serious interpretation 

is an appropriate ending for a play of this style.  On a moment-to-moment basis, the best 

lens for viewing the action seems to vacillate between American psycho-realism and the 

Theatre of the Absurd.  But the only way to comprehend the work in its entirety is to 

simultaneously embrace the competing traditions throughout.  Otherwise, whatever 

narratives we construct to explain the play will eventually unravel, just as the narratives 

constructed by the characters to explain their world eventually unravel.  And to embrace 

both traditions – which might well be an impossible task – is to reject them both as true 

expressions of reality.  Psychological determinism may create a false impression of order, 

but the Absurdist vision leaves no room for even a partial reliance on psychology.  In a 

sense, Oh Dad ... “tricks” its audience into an experiential comprehension of the complex 

nature of our existence.  No matter how irrational the universe seems, we instinctively try 

to establish a coherent relationship with the objects around us.  If that sense of coherence 

falters, we simply attempt to incorporate the disruptive force into a revised understanding 

of our selves and our world.  The play invites and then frustrates such interpretations. 

In combining these opposing perspectives, Oh Dad ... expresses a sense of social 

consciousness without engaging in social moralizing.  The play explores relevant cultural 

issues from the moment in which it originated, such as the institution of the family, 

feminine sexuality, and imperialism, but refuses to critique those aspects of society as ills 

in their own right.  It instead digs below the surface of our impulse for possession to hint 

at its source: fundamental human anxiety about identity.  All of our efforts to gain a sense 

of stability ultimately fail, but we cannot help pursuing that elusive goal.  Although our 

personal and societal attempts to possess others may seem sick in and of themselves, they 

are symptoms of a much deeper madness.  Existentialist philosophy confirms our fears 

that underneath our fragile bodies we are nothing, that we are mere animals cloaked in 

language and tradition.  If we somehow escaped the imprisoning institution of the family, 

we would simply have to fashion another means for maintaining the illusion of order. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

MAKING THE MYTH OF AMERICA’S DESTINY MANIFEST: 

THE DISEASED FEAR OF “DYIN’ WRONG” IN INDIANS 

“Like an individual, a nation can rearrange the pieces of the past in order to create 

a version of the truth that is more psychologically satisfying,” writes Stephen Bertman in 

Cultural Amnesia: America’s Future and the Crisis of Memory.  “And if certain pieces do 

not fit, a political regime or even a whole people can dispense with them altogether, 

choosing sweet oblivion over the pain of remembrance” (63).  Arthur Kopit’s Indians 

suggests that the U.S. has done, and continues to do, precisely that.  The play’s focus on 

the legend of Buffalo Bill as an analog to the myth of Manifest Destiny – within an 

aesthetic that disrupts its own narrative composition – demystifies the process of 

constructing history.  Through this conjunction of form and content, Kopit’s work reveals 

the genocide of Native Americans, the Vietnam War, and all our acts of aggression 

against other people to be mere symptoms of a national madness.  That madness 

originates in a fundamental reality of our existence that deprives us of ever having a truly 

stable identity: human mortality.  Indians shows how our desperate but insatiable need 

for a fixed identity inevitably leads to acts of brutality.  It further shows how we seek to 

justify our violent behavior through the construction of a seemingly authentic identity.   

In diagnosing the deeply rooted cultural disease resulting from our fear of death – 

“inauthentic” death in particular – Kopit’s highly theatrical, outrageous, and disturbing 

work expresses the complexities of contemporary existence and their underlying sources 

with remarkable clarity.  It offers tremendous insight into the innate human quest for a 

stable identity in an unstable world.  And it is relevant not only to the social moment of 

its creation, but also to the present one. 
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Critical Contexts 

Indians is unique among the plays of Arthur Kopit in having generated a fairly 

substantial body of scholarship.  It is not unique, however, in terms of the mixed reaction 

with which it has been greeted.  As with Oh Dad ..., some initial critics appear to have 

been too caught up in the immediate social moment – the late ‘60s and early ‘70s in this 

case – to gain a clear perspective on how the work expresses the deep cultural anxieties 

of its day.  Although a number of reviewers observed parallels between the play’s literal 

subject matter (the genocide of Native Americans during U.S. westward expansion) and 

such topical issues as Vietnam and the Civil Rights movement, others dismissed the piece 

as a simplistic, overly moralistic apologia for our past abuses of the continent’s native 

people.  Martin Gottfried described the play as “straight out of grade school American 

history” and explicitly rejected claims that its concerns extend beyond the surface ones: 

“Indians is about Indians and only Indians.”   

Writing from the vantage-point of a dozen years later, Michael O’Neill offers a 

potential explanation for that sort of response: “To a nation plagued by upheavals at 

home and a surreal war abroad, Indians may have seemed as confusing as the milieu 

which helped to shape its theme and form” (“History” 493).  O’Neill and other more 

recent critics have explicated specific ways in which Indians inhabits its immediate 

socio-historical context.  According to Karl Gross, for example, Vietnam “is a presence 

written into every scene and action of the play” (89). 

Also as with Oh Dad ..., much of the early critical response to Indians focused on 

Kopit’s technique, which John Simon characterized as “sophomoric” (245).  Walter Kerr 

was particularly hostile in that regard: “We do not deserve a play in which the argument 

is unorganized, in which the conflict is undramatized, [. . .] in which all the speeches are 

tipped so far one way or the other that we can never have the sensation of touching truth.”  

Lost on Kerr (and, to be fair, on nearly every critic who wrote about the original London, 

Washington, and New York productions) is the possibility that the play is designed to 

deny the very existence of objective truth. 

Once again, later critics seem to have had sufficient distance to see how Indians 

approaches other kinds of truth, especially through its creative interpretation of the 
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“facts” of the past.  O’Neill argues that the work transcends both its historical topic and 

its contemporary parallels through a metaphorical exploration of myth and power in 

American identity (“History” 494).  John Lahr examines the play’s treatment of 

history/myth within its political and commercial contexts, exploring “America’s furious 

attempt to justify the means of colonization by the ends of democracy: to sustain the 

myth of unlimited economic horizons; the need of capitalism to maintain an enemy to 

function efficiently” (148).  Several others have found connections in Indians between 

national mythmaking and personal identity.  For John Bush Jones, the central question is 

one of “impersonation versus authenticity” (443).  Suzanne Burgoyne Dieckman and 

Richard Brayshaw elaborate on that issue: “To become a ‘performer’ in the mythology 

causes loss of true identity” (203). 

These and other scholars have provided a thorough foundation for my analysis.  

An equally vital foundation for my analysis lies in Kopit’s own perspective.  Not only has 

Indians generated more published criticism than his other works, but it is the play that he 

himself has discussed at greatest length. 

Origins and History 

Kopit locates the genesis of Indians in a single “startling” moment.1  It involved 

the juxtaposition of a piece of music, Charles Ives’ Fourth Symphony, with a newspaper 

article.  The symphony itself features a juxtaposition of two contrasting orchestras: one 

playing peaceful American folksongs, the other playing brassy patriotic marches.  Or, as 

he described it to me, “Two orchestras at war with each other.”  As Kopit listened to the 

recording for the first time, in March 1966, he encountered an item in the back pages of 

the New York Times about an incident in Vietnam.  After someone cried “Vietcong!” in 

the streets of Saigon, U.S. soldiers shot and killed over a dozen Vietnamese civilians, 

including some who were confined to hospital beds, none of whom turned out to be VC.  

As appalled as Kopit was by this senseless violence, it was not the incident itself that 

truly outraged him.  It was General Westmoreland’s response – “In war, these things 

happen” – followed by what Kopit recounts as an “obscene statement: ‘Our hearts go out 

to the innocent victims!’” 

                                                        
1 His account of this moment appears, among other places, in the introduction to Three Plays. 
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As he grew nearly “berserk” with anger, the playwright had an epiphany about a 

subject he had been struggling to come to grips with as material for his work.  “For some 

time,” he notes, “I had believed that our involvement in Vietnam was the expression of 

some deep national madness, a real disease – but that our being there was not the disease 

itself but a symptom of this disease” (TP xiv).  He goes on to add, “What I saw was that 

this had all happened before.  And I thought of the Old West, about the Indians and the 

White Man, and that what was happening to us in Vietnam was part of a struggle we had 

been fighting throughout our history with people we thought of as being [. . .] our 

inferiors” (xv).  Kopit knew immediately that he would write a “hallucinatory panorama” 

about the earlier historical period.  He would base the play on in-depth investigation but 

would not feel compelled to honor any particular version of history.  It was roughly a 

month into the research process that Kopit stumbled across the historical figure known as 

Buffalo Bill and “immediately knew: he was the man for me.” 

Despite the suddenness with which Kopit conceived of the work and identified his 

protagonist, the development of Indians hardly occurred overnight.  In fact, it was more 

than two years later in 1968 – fittingly (or perhaps ironically) on the Fourth of July – that 

the play opened at the Aldwych Theatre in London, performed by the Royal Shakespeare 

Company.  When asked why he had premiered the piece in England, Kopit cited both the 

economics of Broadway production and the existing U.S. political climate.  In London, 

he told the Transatlantic Review, “you can put on a serious play and get a fair hearing” 

(Hennessy interview 69).  A substantially rewritten version finally appeared in the U.S. – 

in the nation’s capital, no less – when Indians had a limited run at Arena Stage the 

following May before making its New York debut at the Brooks Atkinson Theatre that 

October.  Despite being nominated for a Tony Award, it closed after 96 performances.  

Robert Altman’s 1976 film Buffalo Bill and the Indians, or Sitting Bull’s History Lesson, 

which starred Paul Newman in the title role, was loosely adapted from Kopit’s play. 

Mythic Proportions 

Kopit envisions Indians as part of a cycle of plays called City of Faith that also 

includes Road to Nirvana and Discovery of America (which, at the time I write, is a 

work-in-progress).  The playwright set out to explore “how we create, not consciously 
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but perhaps intuitively, a mythology that justifies something that otherwise might be 

intolerable or so contradictory and confusing that we couldn’t handle the situation.”  

Specifically, the cycle focuses on the myths that have underpinned the formation of 

American national identity.  Discovery of America (see Conclusion), takes its material 

from the true story of a group of Spaniards who, shipwrecked off the coast of Florida in 

the 16th century while searching for a city of gold, made an amazing trek to Mexico.  

Road to Nirvana (see Chapter Five) depicts Hollywood as the modern-day El Dorado.  

And, finally, Indians treats the genocide of Native Americans during 19th-century 

westward expansion, when U.S. frontiers were being extended to their geographical 

limits under the auspices of Manifest Destiny.  That myth held, in sum, that American 

settlers, as a result of their willingness to develop fully the natural resources of the 

continent, possessed a “higher,” if not prior, claim to land inhabited by others (Trask 

257).  Notes Kopit, “It was about a cover story.  Because when we arrived, it was all 

over.  Because this was the land, and we were going to take the land.”   

Analysis 

Indians shows how we attempt to sustain the identity we envision for ourselves 

through a process of remembering, mis-remembering, and forgetting.  For the U.S., that 

identity depends on the myth of Manifest Destiny.  For William Cody, it depends on the 

legend of Buffalo Bill.  My analysis focuses on the construction and deconstruction of 

those identities.  But the play does more than demystify this general process.  It reveals 

how the specific myth of How the West Was Won continues to influence American 

identity.  From Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show to Hollywood Westerns, frontier history 

has been told and re-told with images that perpetuate the prevailing narrative.  Kopit uses 

such images to correlate our enduring “Cowboys and Indians” mentality to the Vietnam 

War.  A number of scholars have documented how Indians establishes this basic parallel, 

but the play reflects a more complex understanding of U.S. involvement in Vietnam than 

has been identified to date.  This emerges chiefly through an aspect of the work that has 

been documented but not linked explicitly to Vietnam: the role of capitalism in westward 
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expansion2 – or, in its more recent manifestation, the rise of consumerism in the post-

World War II United States as a cultural antidote to Soviet Communism. 

Through its focus on Buffalo Bill, the demystification of the mythmaking process 

in Indians expresses the conflict between the human need for order and meaning and 

contemporary philosophical views of existence as fragmented and chaotic.  At the bottom 

of his struggle is a fear of death.  He claims to fear only “dyin’ wrong” (161)3 – which to 

him means with his “makeup on” – but the work as a whole implies that there is no other 

way; there is no authentic self under the makeup of our constructed roles.  Kopit’s play 

extends that fear from a cause of personal identity anxiety to a cause of societal anxiety.  

Represented as an individual case of a national epidemic, Buffalo Bill shows that our 

seemingly inescapable desire for cultural identification is an outgrowth of our unsatisfied 

desire for a stable personal identity. 

The form of Indians is indeed a “hallucinatory panorama” – one in which 

historical events are reinterpreted and in which recurring cultural images of the Old West 

are juxtaposed with political developments of the past and present.  The play’s thirteen 

scenes alternate among three distinct threads that become fully interwoven in the final 

scene.  The unifying element in the three threads is the character of William “Buffalo 

Bill” Cody.  The first thread depicts Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show in performance.  

Introduced in Scene One, the Wild West Show resurfaces in Scenes Five and Nine before 

taking over at the end of Scene Thirteen.  It thus provides a framework through which to 

view the rest of the play: it is all one big show.  The second thread fictionally reenacts a 

real-life 1886 visit by a committee of U.S. senators to Standing Rock Reservation to 

investigate Indian grievances.  Presented as continuous (but structurally interrupted) 

action in Scenes Two, Four, Six, Eight, and Eleven, the meeting serves as a focal point 

for the play’s disruption of the dominant historical narrative.  The “truth” of the factual 

record is repeatedly challenged when Cody lapses into memory to reconsider his own 

role in the Indians’ plight.  The third thread chronicles the transformation of ordinary 

western scout William Cody into mythic hero Buffalo Bill.  Consisting of Scenes Three, 

                                                        
2 See, in order of this theme’s centrality to their arguments, Lahr, Peterson, and Chase. 
3 Quotes from the text of Indians come from the edition published in Three Plays. 
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Seven, Ten, and Twelve, this thread exaggerates the Old West of popular imagination to 

the extreme.  It highlights the expansive national interests beneath the legend and images. 

Cold-War Cowboys on the Capitalist Frontier 

To evince the full implications of the personal, cultural, and aesthetic breakdowns 

that occur through this action, I must first address three interrelated aspects of the play: 

Vietnam, masculinity, and capitalism. 

Vietnam.  As I stated earlier, various scholars have documented how the play 

achieves a parallel between the genocide of Native Americans and the U.S. military 

action in Vietnam.  A survey of their work is useful to establish the presence of a general 

“Cowboys and Indians” mentality in late-20th-century politics.4 

In an article exploring “History as Dramatic Present” in Indians, Michael O’Neill 

reminds us that Lyndon B. Johnson, U.S. president for a significant portion of the 1960s, 

frequently posed in cowboy hat and boots when being photographed at his Texas ranch; 

Dwight D. Eisenhower once said in a presidential speech that his life had been guided by 

the code of Abilene, Kansas – Wild Bill Hickok’s code (501).  O’Neill suggests, without 

going into detail, that Indians links these contemporary manifestations of the Cowboy 

archetype to the past through the caricature of the Ol’ Time President.  Indeed, in Kopit’s 

play, after seeing Wild Bill perform (as himself) in a melodrama, the Ol’ Time President 

begins to dress like him.  He even exercises, costumed as the western figure, by riding a 

mechanical horse while listening to “On the Old Chisholm Trail” in the White House 

gym.  “Tell me,” he asks Cody.  “You think I look a little bit like Hickok?” (146). 

Karl Gross, meanwhile, argues that nearly every sentence in Scene Three (one of 

the lengthiest ones in the play) refers to Vietnam (91).  That scene, which I discuss more 

fully later, centers on Cody’s killing of 100 buffalo with 100 shots – in the dark, no less – 

to impress a visitor to the Wild West, the Grand Duke Alexis of Russia.  Desirous to 

emulate the American legend, the Grand Duke fires a shot of his own into the night and 

kills Cody’s native friend Spotted Tail.  For the sake of political expediency, Cody falsely 

identifies Spotted Tail as a dangerous Comanche.  Gross connects this central action to 

what he calls the “They’re Only Gooks” rule of Vietnam, according to which there was 

                                                        
4 I will later explore the enduring legacy of that mentality in the early 21st century. 
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no harm in killing a Vietnamese civilian due to the difficulty of distinguishing innocent 

farmers from Vietcong guerillas (92). 

Gross relates several other facets of the scene to Vietnam.  In Cody’s enthusiastic 

tabulation of dead buffalo (which are played by Indians), he sees an allusion to the “body 

counts” and “kill ratios” used by the military to demonstrate “progress” in the war; in the 

sport-hunting of the Indians’ food supply, he finds a parallel to accounts that American 

soldiers shot the cattle and water buffalo of Vietnamese farmers for mere fun (92).  He 

further cites a correspondence between the media’s romanticizing of the Vietnam War 

during its early stages and the journalistic method of Ned Buntline in Kopit’s play.  Like 

many reporters flown into Vietnam by their hometown papers prior to 1968, Buntline 

willingly accepts – and even encourages – obviously false “official” statements (in this 

case, made by Cody) in order to glorify the national image (93). 

The most important (for my purposes) parallel that Gross draws between the two 

situations concerns what he calls “the declaration of good intentions” (95).  As he points 

out, hundreds of thousands of Vietnamese and Indians alike lost their lives to Americans 

vowing to help them (96).  According to Gross, the play reflects one of the stated goals of 

the U.S. Vietnam policy in Cody’s statement to Spotted Tail, shortly before the Indian is 

shot, that “my plan is t’ help people.  People like you ferinstance” (102).  Spotted Tail is 

killed, of course, by the Grand Duke, not by Cody.  But in context, the death seems at 

least indirectly attributable to the American.  For Gross, the main point is that differing 

intentions and strategies on the part of Cody and Alexis lead to the same result (96).  As 

O’Neill puts it, Spotted Tail’s death can be seen as a metaphor for innocent Vietnamese 

killed in the power struggle between the U.S. and U.S.S.R. (“History” 497).5 

I address a key aspect of the power struggle between the United States and Soviet 

Union below.  But the inherent contradiction in the American mentality of “killing you to 

help you” requires immediate further attention.  In a 1998 article on “The Indian Wars 

and the Vietnam War” (which makes no mention of Indians), David Trask suggests that 

such a conflicted approach to Others is embedded in American culture.  Tracing the roots 

of our values back to Enlightenment philosophers Francis Bacon and John Locke, Trask 

finds a desire to simultaneously “respect the natural rights of others” and “transform the 

                                                        
5 Kopit thoroughly explores other implications of the Cold War in End of the World ... (see Chapter Four). 



 76

world of these others in the name of civilization and progress” (260).  The many parallels 

between the Indian Wars and Vietnam grow out of this contradictory set of core beliefs, 

the latter half of which are typified in Manifest Destiny (257).  Interestingly, Trask sees 

our ambiguous morality not only as a facilitator of our military actions, but also as an 

inhibitor of our military success in both instances.  Even as our desire to advance the 

cause of civilization has been used to justify our aggression against others, our desire to 

respect basic human rights has impeded us from carrying through that aggression to an 

unambiguous victory. 

The most obvious parallel to Vietnam in Indians, and the one most frequently 

noted by scholars, occurs near the start of the final scene.  As Colonel Forsyth addresses 

the press, surrounded by the dead bodies of Indians killed at Wounded Knee, Kopit has 

him paraphrase the “obscene” quote by General Westmoreland that inspired the play: 

Of course it was harsh.  And I don’t like it any more than you.  But had we 
shirked our responsibility, skirmishes would have gone on for years, 
costing our country millions, as well as untold lives.  Of course innocent 
people have been killed.  In war they always are.  And of course our hearts 
go out to the innocent victims of this. (165) 

If the rationale for the massacre cited by Forsyth seems even slightly credible, consider 

that Kopit prefaces this rhetoric-laden passage with a bit of plainer speaking.  Asked by a 

reporter how many Indians were killed, the Colonel replies, “We more than made up for 

Custer.” 

Masculinity.  Generally implicit, and at times explicit, in the connections made in 

the play between Vietnam and the Old West is the hyper-masculinity of the Cowboy 

mentality.  In establishing a link between pioneer and contemporary masculinities, John 

Lahr cites an advertisement for the U.S. Army: “Vietnam.  Hot.  Wet.  Muddy.  Perilous.  

To prove yourself here is to prove yourself to the world.  No test is harder.  No trial more 

demanding.  But when a man serves here, he proves himself a man.  To his country.  To 

himself”; according to Lahr, the evocation of the frontier spirit in a sales pitch such as 

this reflects a cultural confusion between masculinity and “the luck of the draw” (154). 

Kim Marra offers a theoretical framework for this gendering of the frontier spirit 

that dates back to Aristotle.  In the classical Greek paradigm, the male was seen as an 

active, ordering principle, and the female as chaotic, primitive matter for the male 
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principle to work upon (Marra 54).  The emphasis in Manifest Destiny on the progressive 

encroachment of civilization into savagery clearly reflects the gender roles established in 

this discursive tradition.  As Marra puts it, the male pioneer sought “freedom and fortune 

in a wilderness figured as a woman’s body ripe for possession”; further, the threat of 

emasculation posed by a “savage” wilderness “fueled increasingly aggressive male 

assertions of control over both feminine nature and actual women” (54-55).   

This trope finds dramatic expression in Scene Seven of Indians, in which Cody, 

Buntline, and Hickok perform a melodrama for the Ol’ Time President and First Lady at 

the White House.  The enacted scene-within-a-scene depicts the western heroes’ rescue 

of a virgin Indian maiden from “torture, sacrifice, and certain violations” by an “evil” 

Indian chief (125).  This scenario embodies the basic premise of Manifest Destiny that 

American settlers could make the best use of the virgin land.  After being killed in the 

raid, the villainous Indian rises and rationalizes his own death with rhetoric that becomes 

an obvious (albeit unintentional within the scene) parody of the myth: 

I am Uncas, Chief of the Pawnee Indians, recently killed for my lustful 
ways.  Yet, before the white men came and did me in, I had this vision: the 
white man is great, the red man nothing.  So, if a white man kills a red 
man, we must forgive him, for God intended man to be as great as 
possible, and by eliminating the inferior, the great man carries on God’s 
work.  Thus, the Indian is in no way wronged by being murdered.  Indeed, 
quite the opposite: being murdered is his purpose in life. (128) 

True to Marra’s claim, the Indian maiden Teskanjavila sexualizes herself according to a 

similar perspective.  “Saved!” she exclaims, adding, “And may I say, not a bit too soon!  

Already, my soft thighs had been pried open; my budding breasts pricked by the hot tip 

of an Indian spear.”  But her body remains pure and ripe for possession by the pioneers, 

as made clear in her avowal, “Yet, through it all, my maidenhead stayed secure” (128). 

The origin of these lines suggests the cultural pervasiveness of this mentality.  

The scene-within-a-scene is said to be from a play by Buntline, Scouts of the Plains.6  But 

in response to inquiries by Hickok, Cody explains that the speeches of the Indian chief 

and maiden were modified by their (notably German and Italian) actors.  “They all do it,” 

                                                        
6 This meta-theatrical frame calls attention to the fact that Sitting Bull and the other seemingly “authentic” 
Indians in Kopit’s play are likewise written from a Eurocentric perspective, an issue I address later. 
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he notes.  “It’s our style” (129).  Indeed, each of us plays a role in the performance of our 

national identity and contributes to the perpetuation of the central myth.   

The full irony of casting Europeans as Indians – a fact established early in the 

scene – reveals itself in the Ol’ Time President’s line “I’m watching the girl.  Note her 

legs.  How white they are.  For an Indian” (127).  The native body can be sexualized only 

if it can be perceived by the settlers as similar to their own.  But a further implication lies 

in the specific nationalities of the actors: two opponents of the U.S. in World War II.  

Even the fascists, it seems, are now (1880s and 1970s) onboard the American Express.   

The climax of the scene exemplifies the second part of Marra’s argument, which 

concerns male aggression and the fear of emasculation.  Earlier in the performance, 

Hickok has apologized to his presidential hosts for participating in “this dude-written 

sissyshit” (124) and objected that “this ain’t a proper place for a man t’ be!” (125).  

Faced with such humiliation, Hickok stabs Buntline to death and prepares to rape the 

Indian maiden/Italian actress.  Asking the audience to “note carefully the basic goodness 

of [my] very generous intentions” – lest they be “mistaken for lust” – Hickok rips open 

her buckskin dress to reveal a frilly Merry Widow corset (132).  The Italian actress, who 

by now has dropped any pretense of being an Indian – or, for that matter, a maiden – 

willingly accepts what would otherwise have been a rape.  “Eh, bambino.  If you don’ 

mind, I’d like a little privacy,” she tells him.  “After all, I’ve not rehearsed this.”  In 

Kopit’s de-mythologized reenactment of a western melodrama, the male aggression 

toward feminine nature and actual women cited by Marra is made into a well-intentioned 

and even consensual act.  The scene-within-a-scene ends as Hickok lowers the curtain to 

the applause of the Ol’ Time President: “Good show, Cody!  Good show!” (133). 

The Ol’ Time President’s response to the improvised ending shows his inability to 

distinguish between fact and fiction.  It also provides an exclamation point for the idea 

that the violent nature of the Old West is a source of (sexual) pleasure for those who 

experience it vicariously through its mythic forms.  Near the beginning of the scene, the 

First Lady declares her eagerness to see their “first real cowboys” (120).  Later, while 

“clearly phony” Indians dance to drums and the heroes prepare to attack, she comments 

on Hickok’s manly attractiveness, prompting her husband’s assessment of the Indian 

maiden’s “white” legs.  When the Ol’ Time President notes that “one can almost see the 
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soft inner flesh of her thighs,” the First Lady blurts out, “This play excites me” (127-28).  

And as Hickok prepares to rape Teskanjavila, they actually climb onstage to get a better 

view.  Remarks the First Lady, “Ooooh, look what he’s doing now!” (132). 

Ultimately, Hickok’s need to perform so heightened a masculine identity stems 

from anxiety about his own identity.  The source of his humiliation is “havin’ to 

impersonate my own personal self!” (130).  Just before stabbing Buntline, he calls Cody a 

“dumb, dudelickin’ FRAUD” and tells him, “If I gotta play Hickok, I’m gonna play 

Hickok the way Hickok should be played!” (131).  In this series of lines can be seen a 

conflation of authenticity and masculinity.  Cody is not merely a fraud but a dudelickin’ 

one.  To be himself, his authentic self, Hickok must perform the kinds of aggressive acts 

expected of a frontiersman.  Above all else, he must not be seen as a dude.  A dude, Cody 

earlier tells Spotted Tail, is “a new breed o’ people” (102).  And as Spotted Tail remarks, 

“They seem neither men, nor women” (101). 

Capitalism.  Through the encroachment of dudes into the Old West, Indians puts 

Hickok’s gender anxiety into a larger context.7  As Lahr notes, the play is set during a 

period in which the language of the Great Plains was shifting from adventure to profit 

(140).  The frontier construction of masculinity had no choice but to adapt to the new 

circumstances brought about by economic expansion.  And this meant responding to the 

arrival of “men” who did not meet the existing standard – men like writer Ned Buntline, 

who came west in search of commercial opportunity.  As he tells the Ol’ Time President 

and First Lady in the verse introduction to his play, “Ned Buntline’s the name, / It’s me 

who’s brought Bill Cody fame. / Wrote twenty-seven books with him the hero. / Made ‘m 

better known than Nero. / And though we sold ‘em cheap, one for a dime, / The two of us 

was rich in no time.”  However, that personal financial gain is immediately justified as a 

mere by-product of a higher calling.  Continues Buntline, “I saw the nation profit more 

than us. / For with each one of my excitin’ stories, / Cody grew t’ represent its glories. / 

Also helped relieve its conscience” (121).  I will discuss Buntline’s role in propagating 

the image of Buffalo Bill, and the crucial implications thereof, throughout my analysis.  

                                                        
7 In its exploration of the emasculating potential of capitalism, Indians expands on Oh Dad ... (see Chapter 
One) and anticipates Road to Nirvana (see Chapter Five). 
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What is most important to establish at this point is the way in which commercial activity 

at the frontier is naturalized as a mechanism for national success and stability. 

In addition to its historical relevance, this process directly reflects a key tension of 

the time period in which the play originated.  In The End of the American Avant Garde, 

Stuart Hobbs describes the rise of a “consumer culture” in the post-World War II United 

States.  According to Hobbs, postwar prosperity brought not only new opportunities but 

also new challenges to personal identity as more Americans went to work in a 

bureaucratic setting in which people no longer had (or felt they had) complete control 

over their own destinies (142).  Consumerism, as a result of its emphasis on the 

cultivation of individual image through acts of consumption, allowed such “problems of 

prosperity” to be ameliorated.  Significantly, the dominant discourse of consumer culture 

locates the construction of a personal style as an exercise in freedom.  However, the 

coercion of consumption always lurks beneath the rhetoric of freedom (Hobbs 143).  An 

enduring image of American freedom, the West as frontier seems a perfect place to set a 

play exploring this tension.  In the words of John Lahr, “The West as an idea holds the 

seeds of democracy; the West as fact reflects the betrayal of capitalism” (137). 

The tension between freedom and consumption also relates specifically to 

Vietnam.  By the time of our military intervention in the Asian country, national defense 

was a huge commercial industry.  Space exploration (a.k.a. “the new frontier”) and the 

quest for sophisticated missile defense systems are two Vietnam-era examples cited by 

Lahr in support of his assertion that “programmed fear is a cornerstone of capitalism” 

(150).  But there is another, even more fundamental (and perhaps obvious) aspect of the 

connection between the U.S. involvement in Vietnam and the freedom-by-consumption 

discourse.  After all, the most deeply programmed fear in American culture at that time 

was the fear of Soviet Communism.  For many people, that fear went well beyond any 

rational form.  It thus seems vital to ask exactly what about communism is so frightening.  

Although the socio-economic dimensions of that question are extremely complex, the 

relevant answer is fairly simple: communism fails to solve the challenge to personal 

identity specified by Hobbs.  We fear that, without consumption as an outlet for self-

expression, we will lose touch with the meaning of our individual existence.  However, as 

Indians tries to show us, consumerism itself provides only an illusion of meaning. 
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The play depicts what John Lahr (citing economist Joseph Schumpeter) calls the 

problem of heroism in a capitalist age: namely, that commercial activity does not satisfy 

our need to believe in the moral worth (in the knight’s sense) of our actions.  For Lahr, 

the “Cowboys and Indians” mentality functions as a means of “wish fulfillment for a 

modern economy” (145).  Robert Corrigan has described this problem in greater detail.  

According to Corrigan, manipulation – of everything from ideas to people – is the 

primary trait of industrial collectivism (194).  In such a society, man loses his sense of 

individuality in the Renaissance-humanistic tradition, becoming instead a collective 

social personality (195).  A collective society has no need for heroes; in fact, for the sake 

of the system, it perverts our human need for heroes by promoting celebrities, “those 

heroes of the surface who play their constantly shifting roles well” (198).  In Indians, the 

character of William Cody cannot make the adjustment from hero to celebrity that his 

culture demands of him. 

Incidentally, under its original title of Cody’s Will, the play’s protagonist was a 

contemporary middle-aged business leader who was pretending to be the reincarnation of 

Buffalo Bill or who had gone mad (Teitzman 67).  Even in its final form, the language of 

Kopit’s play echoes present-day corporate lingo, highlighting the parallel between the 

Wild West setting and the late 20th-century American consumer culture. 

Buffalo Bill Rides Again 

If my discussion of Vietnam, masculinity, and capitalism seems a bit muddled, it 

is because the relationship among them – in our culture and in Kopit’s work – is precisely 

that.  Ultimately, though, this convoluted worldview provides a fitting context for a much 

more coherent facet of the play: the identity crisis suffered by Buffalo Bill Cody.  He is 

the first character to enter the stage and the last to exit, and the intervening action unfolds 

as a disjointed flashback as he relives/recalls the various events. 

He appears in the opening scene as if emerging from the recesses of history.  At 

the top of the show, the stage has a museum-like feel.  Large glass cases, each spotlighted 

from above, contain life-size effigies of Buffalo Bill and Sitting Bull and an assortment 

of western artifacts.  As the play begins, strange music and wind sound throughout the 

auditorium, and the cases disappear.  Dim spotlights search the stage as a mysterious 
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Voice calls out, “Cody ... Cody ... Cody! ... CODY!” (91).  Finally, the lights converge on 

Buffalo Bill astride an artificial white stallion.  As horse and rider increase from slow 

motion to normal speed, vague cheers and faint rodeo music are heard, and a corral rises 

from the floor to encircle them.  “Then!” according to stage directions, “It’s a WILD 

WEST SHOW!” with loud music and blazing lights; Bill suddenly has command of “the 

whole world, the universe; eternity” (92).  He waves his hat to the crowd proudly.  

“Yessir, BACK AGAIN!” he exclaims.  “Should o’ known here’s where I belong!  The 

heat o’ that ol’ spotlight on my face.”  After pausing to take in his environment for a 

moment, he wryly quotes General Custer (“one o’ the great dumbass men in history”): “If 

there is one thing a man must never fear, it’s makin’ a personal comeback” (93). 

It soon becomes clear that his return is from somewhere less innocuous than the 

historical record.  After snapping at the Voice when it prompts him to get started, Bill 

apologizes with an explanation that can be read as a metaphorical description of death: 

I’m sorry.  But if I seem a trifle edgy to you, it’s only ‘cause I’ve just 
come from a truly harrowing engagement; seems my ... manager, a ... 
rather ancient gentleman, made a terrible mistake an’ booked me int’ what 
turned out t’ be a ghost town!  Well!  I dunno what you folks know ‘bout 
show business, but le’ me tell you, there is nothin’ more depressin’ than 
playin’ two-a-day in a goddam ghost town! (93) 

The feeling evoked by this familiar Western image neatly sums up our instinctive fears 

about our mortality.  What if death is a state of eternal emptiness?  It must be a mistake. 

It also soon becomes clear why Cody has returned.  His comeback is far more 

personal than that adjective initially suggests.  In a desperate attempt to justify his role in 

the systematic slaughter of nearly an entire race of people, he seeks an affirmation of the 

identity that he envisions for himself.  “I am a fine man,” he insists as Indians begin to 

creep forward on all sides of the ring.  “And anyone who says otherwise is WRONG!” 

(94).  When the Voice continues prompting him to get started, he finally gets to the key 

point: “I’m sorry, this is very ... hard ... for me t’ say.  But I believe I ... am a ... hero.... A 

GODDAM HERO!” 

The rest of the play depicts Cody’s simultaneous experiencing of the construction 

and de-construction of his own legend.  With his need to believe in that legend firmly 

established, the action shifts to the congressional committee’s investigation of grievances 
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at Standing Rock Reservation.  In that thread, Cody relives his efforts to aid the tribe of 

Sitting Bull.  But he repeatedly lapses into flashbacks that undercut those good intentions. 

Call me Buffaloed Bill.  Cody’s first lapse into memory occurs when Sitting Bull 

blurts out – after a reference by the white-educated John Grass to the disappearance of 

the central Indian food source – “I prayed for the return of the buffalo!” (98).  The lights 

fade out on everyone but Buffalo Bill as gunshots sound from the offstage distance of his 

memory.  This segues to the last few rifle blasts of Cody’s successful endeavor to impress 

the Russian Grand Duke by killing one hundred buffalo with as many shots.  In such 

close juxtaposition to the conditions facing the Indians on the reservation, the irony of the 

scene is inescapable.  “These people ... must be very hungry,” remarks Spotted Tail.  “To 

need so many buffalo” (101).  When Cody stares at a dead buffalo (played by an Indian) 

and then looks away in pain, it seems clear that in hindsight he sees a connection between 

his deed and the later plight of the people he calls his friends. 

As the scene continues, it offers insight into why Cody would commit such an 

obviously shortsighted action.  It turns out that he has a plan to avoid being left behind by 

what he recognizes as changing times.  When he describes that plan to Spotted Tail, it 

seems at once ridiculously vague and tellingly specific: 

My plan is t’ help people.  Like you, ferinstance.  Or these people I’m 
with.  More ... even ... than that, maybe.  And, and, whatever ... it is I do t’ 
help, for it, these people may someday jus’ possibly name streets after me.  
Cities.  Counties.  States!  I’ll ... be as famous as Dan’l Boone! ... An’ 
somewhere, on top of a beautiful mountain that overlooks more plains ‘n 
rivers than any other mountain, there might even be a statue of me sittin’ 
on a great white horse, a-wavin’ my hat t’ everyone down below, thankin’ 
‘em, fer thankin’ me, fer havin’ done ... whatever ... it is I’m gonna ... do 
fer ‘em all. (102) 

In short, he seeks the admiration of others as a means to immortality.  He wants to be the 

very legend that he becomes, riding a white stallion and waving his hat to the crowd. 

Cody’s rise to such heights of glory would not be possible without help, a reality 

that he seems – on some level – to understand.  After detailing his plan, he excitedly tells 

Spotted Tail, “That’s Mister Ned Buntline, the well-known newspaper reporter.  I think 

he’s gonna do an article on me!” (103).  When the Grand Duke asks Cody to recount an 

instance in which he was outnumbered, Buntline entices the western scout to abandon his 

show of modesty: “Go on, tell ‘m.  It’ll help what I’m plannin’ t’ write” (106).  The 
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reporter then implies that Cody should not feel restrained by anything, including the 

truth.  “Tell ‘m what he wants t’ hear” (107), he urges.  And the would-be hero tries to do 

exactly that, responding in kind to intensifying encouragement from Buntline: 

BUFFALO BILL. Certainly it’s true that I’ve been outnumbered.  And–
uh–many times.  Yes. 

BUNTLINE. That’s the way. 
BUFFALO BILL. More times, in fact, than I can count. 
BUNTLINE. Terrific. 
BUFFALO BILL. (Warming to the occasion.) An’ believe me, I can count 

pretty high! 
BUNTLINE. SENSATIONAL! 
BUFFALO BILL. Mind you, ‘gainst me, twelve’s normally an even 

battle–long’s I got my two six-shooters that is. 
BUNTLINE. Keep it up, keep it up! 
BUFFALO BILL. THIRTEEN!  If one of ‘em’s thin enough for a bullet t’ 

go clean through.  Fourteen if I got a huntin’ knife.  Fifteen if there’s a 
hard surface off o’ which I can ricochet a few shots. 

BUNTLINE. Go on! 
BUFFALO BILL. Um, twenty ... if I got a stick o’ dynamite.  HUNDRED!  

IF THERE’S ROCKS T’ START A AVALANCHE! (107-08) 

Cody then “remembers” an encounter with fifty Comanches (who, he says, are his good 

friends).  His account of the battle takes his self-aggrandizing to an even higher degree: 

Well, there was no alternative but t’ fire back.  Well I’d knocked off ‘bout 
thirty o’ their number when I realized I was out o’ bullets.  Just at that 
moment, an arrow whizzed past my head.  Thinkin’ fast, I reached out an’ 
caught it.  Then, usin’ it like a fly swatter, I knocked away the other 
nineteen arrows that were headin’ fer my heart.  Whereupon, I stood up in 
the stirrups, hurled the arrow sixty yards. ... An’ killed their chief. (108) 

It is an anecdote that outdoes even the most preposterous Hollywood Western.  Yet Cody 

claims that the events represent “sort o’ what ya might call a typical day!” 

The tale proves to have an unintended effect on the Grand Duke, who declares 

that he wants to kill a Comanche himself, leading Cody to realize that his “story may’ve 

worked a bit too well” (109).  Buntline’s suggestion that Cody find the Grand Duke a 

Comanche prompts a tacit admission that the episode was invented: “I ain’t ‘xactly sure 

what they look like” (110).  Right then, the Russian fires a rifle into the darkness, and 

Spotted Tail lurches onstage and dies.  Cody approaches the body and gazes down at it as 

“weird music” and abstract lighting take him to another realm.  Spotted Tail rises and 

speaks: “My father was a Sioux; my mother, part Cherokee, part Crow.  No matter how 
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you look at it, I’m just not a Comanche.”  In response to the Grand Duke’s demand for a 

translation, Cody is initially dumbfounded.  Finally, after taking a look at Buntline, he 

gathers his resolve and falsely attributes to Spotted Tail the dying proclamation that he 

should have remained at home with his “Comanche” tribe.  “Fabulous!” cries Buntline as 

he snaps a photograph of Spotted Tail’s body.  “Absolutely fabulous!” (111).  The scene 

ends with Cody dizzily standing center as the lights around him fade.  Although he may 

not fully grasp all the implications of the mythmaking now underway, he finds himself an 

active participant in the process, and not even he can deny his complicity in the death of 

his friend.  He already has lost control of his plan for achieving immortality. 

Lingering reservations.  Cody’s role in wiping out the Indian’s primary food 

source, and by extension the Indians themselves, is the first of three major failures as a 

“friend” that confront him and call for his recognition over the course of the play.  The 

second such failure involves his pledge to Sitting Bull’s tribe to bring “the Great Father” 

– a.k.a. the Ol’ Time President – to Standing Rock. 

As early as the first scene on the reservation (Scene Two), Cody acknowledges 

that failure but plays down its significance.  “I know how disappointed you all must be 

that the Great Father isn’t here; I apologize for having said I thought I ... could bring 

him,” he tells the Indians.  After a pause, he adds, “However!  The three men I have 

brought are by far his most trusted representatives.  And I promise that talking to them 

will be the same as ... (Pause.  Softly.) ... talking to him.”  Then, in the kind of tic that 

would give away a poker player’s bluff, “he rubs his eyes as if to soothe a headache” 

(96).  But it is not until much later, when the discussion between John Grass and the 

committee of senators has reached a complete impasse at the end of Scene Six, that 

Sitting Bull presses the issue: “Where is the Great Father, Cody? ... The one you said 

would help us. ... The one you said you knew so well” (119). 

Sitting Bull’s question prompts another lapse into memory by Cody, this time to 

the White House performance of Scouts of the Plains.  The action in that scene offers no 

indication that Cody has the slightest personal relationship with the Ol’ Time President.  

On the contrary, the latter acknowledges the former solely as a celebrated performer.  As 

in the case of the Scene Three “flashback” to Spotted Tail’s death, this lapse ends with 

Kopit’s protagonist reeling in confusion as the lights around him fade to black. 
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The definitive answer to Sitting Bull’s question comes in Scene Ten, when Cody 

relives his actual appeal to the Ol’ Time President.  This is the same scene in which the 

President “exercises” by riding a mechanical horse dressed like Hickok.  In fact, Cody 

can induce the head of state to take a momentary break from his western fantasy only by 

finally yelling, “STOP THIS!!!” (146).  Needless to say, the President’s response to his 

visitor’s request for assistance falls short of Cody’s hopes.  “Tell me: this–uh–Sitting 

Bull,” he begins.  “Isn’t he the one who wiped out Custer?”  Once his suspicion has been 

confirmed, he states his position on the matter clearly and simply: “Can’t help” (147).  

When the President rebuffs his continued attempts at persuasion, the desperate Cody 

concedes that, without aid, the Indians will die.  After a long pause, the President – as a 

favor to Cody for everything he has done for the country (via his Wild West Show) – 

offers to send the committee, noting, “I think the gesture will mean something.”  Cody’s 

reply – “To WHOM?” (148) – conveys that he knew all along that the meeting would not 

provide any discernible benefit to the Indians. 

Throughout the following scene, which depicts the conclusion of that meeting, 

Cody still refuses to recognize his failure.  “He couldn’t come.  It’s not my fault!” he 

insists to Sitting Bull.  He then adds, presumably without intending the irony, “Besides, 

these men are the Great Father’s representatives!  Talking to them is like talking to him!” 

(150).  This time, there is no telling pause in the middle of the line, nor does Cody show 

visible signs of struggling with the truth.  It is as if his conversation with the Ol’ Time 

President never took place, as if he erased it from his memory in order to see himself as 

the friend he claims to be.  To be fair, Cody does make a last-ditch – and highly rational – 

effort to bring the opposing sides together.  Although his speech takes up most of a page, 

he sums up the conflict in a single line: “Well, what I’m getting’ at is this: if their way o’ 

seein’ is hard fer us to follow, ours is just as hard fer them” (151).  But his insight falls on 

deaf ears.  The perceptual bias he describes makes it impossible for either side to grasp its 

full implications.  Instead, the gap between the senators and Sitting Bull widens, and the 

scene ends with the Indians walking out of the meeting. 

Playing Cowboys and Indians.  Cody’s third failed attempt to be a true friend to 

the Indians concerns their participation in his Wild West Show.  His stated intention for 

soliciting their involvement was to help them.  However, as two additional lapses into 
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memory on his part reveal, exactly the opposite occurred.  These lapses do not have such 

obvious points of departure as the ones prompted by Sitting Bull’s lines at the end of 

Scene Two and Scene Six.  As a result, the transitions have an even more disjointed feel. 

Cody’s first lapse into a memory of his Wild West Show, unlike all the other 

flashbacks in the play, offers no indication that he has even a remote awareness of its 

ironic aspects.  However, the scene takes place soon after his realization at the end of 

Scene Three that his desire to be a legend could bring disastrous effects (especially to the 

Indians).  In fact, the very short intervening reservation scene seems to be set in a 

“twilight” location between reality and memory.  The senators and Indians are seen only 

dimly as Cody addresses them.  When he asserts that “what becomes of [the Indians] is ... 

our responsibility” (112), the other characters disappear and the Voice introduces one of 

the marquee features of the Wild West Show.  After being described as “THE MOST 

FEROCIOUS INDIAN ALIVE!” (114), Geronimo crawls onstage through a tunnel-cage, 

prodded along like a wild animal by larger-than-life Cowboy Roustabouts.  Once locked 

into a large central cage, he launches into a tirade that resonates disturbingly in terms of 

some of our deepest fears about both mortality and masculinity: 

Around my neck is a string of white men’s genitals!  MEN I HAVE 
KILLED! ... Around my waist, the scalplocks of white women’s genitals.  
WOMEN I RAPED AND KILLED! ... No Indian has ever killed or raped 

more than I!  Even the Great Spirits cannot count the number! ... My body 
is painted with blood!  I am red from white men’s BLOOD! ... NO ONE 
LIVES WHO HAS KILLED MORE WHITE MEN THAN I! (115) 

Dressed in his fancy buckskin outfit, Buffalo Bill enters and steps into the cage.  Once he 

has Geronimo’s attention, he approaches and turns his back to the “vicious” Indian, who 

becomes frenzied but fails to attack.  Buffalo Bill coolly exits, leaving Geronimo in a 

state of paralyzed rage as the scene ends.  Even though Cody never experiences a visible 

recognition moment, the point of the flashback is clear.  Responsibility for the image 

perpetuated by Geronimo’s performance, and its impact on White America’s relations 

with the Indians, lies with the show’s creator and star.  And on some level, he knows it. 

When the play returns to the Wild West Show thread in Scene Nine, Cody’s 

awareness of his responsibility seems to have grown.  In the interim, the conversation 

between John Grass and the senators grows progressively hostile, and Cody’s attempts at 

mediation are reduced to interjections such as “Please!” and “What’s going on here?” 
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(136).  As the meeting falls into a state of chaos, the sounds of the Wild West Show 

impose themselves upon the scene and lead the transition to the rodeo ring setting.  The 

spectacle begins with the Voice presenting “Buffalo Bill’s fantastic company of authentic 

western heroes,” who are described in the stage directions as “heroically oversized” 

Roughriders on “heroically artificial horses” (139).  Before long, Buffalo Bill himself 

rides onstage in his fancy buckskin.  He leads the Roughriders in a triumphant tour of the 

ring and then takes center as they exit.  He addresses the crowd with what seems to be a 

typical show-opening speech – listing the various acts on the performance slate – until he 

is interrupted by the Voice’s interjection of “Bill.”  “Hm?” replies the “startled” front 

man.  “Bring on the Indians,” instructs the Voice, which then, in response to an 

ostensibly oblivious “What?” from Cody, repeats emphatically, “The Indians” (140).  It 

is suddenly apparent that his introductory speech omitted any mention of Indian-related 

acts.  He looks “uneasily” toward the wings at the entering Indians; it is as though he 

would prefer to purge them from his memory of the show.  But the Voice, which by now 

fairly obviously represents Cody’s conscience, will not permit such an erasure. 

The rest of the scene depicts two of the show’s more famous Indian exhibitions, 

the effects of which on Buffalo Bill become increasingly profound.  First, the “old and 

hardly able to walk” Chief Joseph – whom Bill introduces as a “courageous warrior” – 

recites his “I will fight no more forever” speech with “exaggerated and inappropriate 

gestures” (141).  Just before exiting, Chief Joseph comments on the applause invariably 

elicited from the audience by this grotesque reenactment of his surrender, leaving the 

emcee momentarily speechless.  But Cody’s awareness of the humiliation suffered by the 

Indian leader is nothing new.  The performance is prefaced, after all, by Chief Joseph’s 

account of how he came to join the show, an account that clearly implies otherwise.  

According to Joseph, Cody “looked away” as he explained how the Chief could earn his 

release from prison and receive food for his tribe.  “Just repeat, twice a day, three times 

on Sundays, what you said that afternoon when our army caught you at the Canadian 

border, where you’d been heading” Cody is reported to have said, with a telling addition: 

“where you and your people would have all been safe’” (141). 

Forced to reckon with a memory that contradicts the one he has constructed, the 

showman attempts to change the subject but soon faces an even harsher assault on his 
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conscience.  He recovers from his speechless moment by introducing the Sun Dance, the 

Indians’ “way of proving they were ... real Indians.”  However, Buffalo Bill clarifies, the 

government has banned the religious ritual, so it will be merely imitated – “And no one ... 

will be hurt” (144).8  The Indians then reenact the Sun Dance in a manner similar to Chief 

Joseph’s recitation, hooking the barbed leather thongs onto chest harnesses and making 

an exaggerated display of pain.  The show soon takes a turn that astonishes the Indians 

and Cody alike.  John Grass enters and forces his way into the performance area.  He 

strips the harnesses from the Indians, removes his shirt, and pierces his chest muscles 

with the barbs.  As John Grass begins to perform the ritual in “authentic” custom, the 

other Indians offer encouragement; they greet his eventual collapse with revered silence.  

The scene ends with Cody holding the bloody dead body of John Grass in his arms. 

The significance of this sequence to Cody requires a non-literal interpretation.  

For if John Grass had actually died in such a fashion, it would be impossible for him to 

be present during the reservation scenes.9  Given his role as spokesman for the Indians in 

those scenes, I read the action as a metaphorical recognition by Cody that trying to get 

the Indians to live in a way that was not their own was destined to be not only futile but 

fatal.  What the U.S. government did through its Indian policies (and was in the process 

of doing in Vietnam), he did through his Wild West Show. 

Such an interpretation raises a fundamental issue in regard to the flashbacks as a 

whole.  It seems clear that they take place in Cody’s mind, but it is not at all clear how 

much of the action really happened the way he “remembers” it.  Of course, the point is 

not whether John Grass died performing the Sun Dance, or whether Spotted Tail was shot 

by the Russian Grand Duke, or Buntline stabbed by Hickok.  The “flashbacks” reflect the 

experience of the protagonist’s identity crisis.  Significantly, when the action shifts back 

to Standing Rock for Scene Eleven – which picks up exactly where Scene Eight leaves 

off – John Grass, who has been the most visible Indian throughout the earlier reservation 

scenes, no longer has a discernible presence onstage.  It is as though he has been erased 

from existence by his “death” in Scene Nine, despite the non-linear order of the scenes.  

As a result, the reservation scenes – which until this point have had a fairly authentic tone 

                                                        
8 The stage time that elapses between the lines I have cited is not as great as it appears.  Pages 142 and 143 
in the Three Plays edition of the text consist of reproductions of advertisements for the Wild West Show. 
9 The real John Grass died of influenza in 1918 and is buried in the Catholic cemetery at Standing Rock. 
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– can no longer be taken as accurate reflections of what actually occurred.  Their content 

depends on how Cody “mis-remembers” them to sustain his heroic identity. 

This subjective feel is a crucial aspect of the play’s aesthetic.  Although Cody is 

unmistakably at the center of Indians, Kopit’s “hallucinatory panorama” frequently shifts 

perspective.  As I already mentioned, Chief Joseph offers his own remembered account 

of the origin of his participation in the Wild West Show.  Spotted Tail similarly imposes 

himself on Cody’s memory of the hunting expedition when he rises from the dead in 

order to deny being a Comanche.  Earlier in the same scene, Spotted Tail creates doubt 

about whose vision is being staged when he indicates that he sees the dead buffalo the 

same way their shooter does, as Indians.  And the first reservation scene is introduced by 

narration from Sitting Bull, as if he is the one remembering that thread.  By the end of the 

scene, however, “control” transfers to Cody.  This approach reflects what Jeanette Malkin 

describes as a defining characteristic of “postmodern” drama.  To match the fragmented 

self and fractured experience posited by that school of thought, the postmodern theatrical 

aesthetic severs the link between subject and recall; in doing so, it challenges the ability 

of memory to convey truth, retrace origins, or resolve psychological anxieties (Malkin 7).  

Cody continues to seek coherent meaning in the remembered events, even as the aesthetic 

of Indians frustrates his attempt.  His struggle thus mirrors our own inevitable search for 

order – particularly in the form of stable identities – in a world that denies it. 

Bury my guilt at Wounded Knee.  The final two scenes of the play take place 

after the conclusion of the meeting at the reservation, when Cody can no longer ignore 

his failure to help the Indians.  His crisis of identity reaches its peak in Scene Twelve (as 

in high noon?), in which he calls on Hickok in a shadowy saloon populated by Wild West 

figures Jesse James, Billy the Kid, and generic sidekick Poncho.  “Mus’ say, you’ve sure 

got some ... famous ... people here,” Cody tells Hickok with a nervous laugh.  “Well, ya 

know,” replies Wild Bill, “it’s ... that kind o’ place” (159).  He means, of course, the kind 

of place where legends spend eternity.  But it is not the sort of place Cody has in mind for 

himself.  The scene opens with Jesse James singing a song about “a dead man walkin’ 

straight toward me” – presumably a reference to Cody, who soon enters.  Continues 

James, “This dead man clearly ain’t feelin’ well, / If you ask me I think he’s just found 

hell” (157).  Cody ventures into such dangerous territory to get advice from Hickok.  “I 
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dunno what’s happenin’ anymore. ... Things have gotten ... beyond me,” he agonizes.  “I 

see them everywhere,” he then discloses, at which point “INDIANS appear in the 

shadows beyond the saloon” (159).  He goes on to recount having seen Indians reach up 

at him from under the surface of a river as he took a drink.  “I dunno whether beggin’,” 

he confides, “or t’ ... drag me under” (160). 

As he confronts his specific failures, Cody still attempts to dodge responsibility 

for them.  “I wiped out their food, ya see,” he concedes, quickly adding, “Didn’t mean to, 

o’ course.”  After another nervous laugh, he offers a seemingly rational, if desperate, 

explanation: “I mean IT WASN’T MY FAULT!  The railroad men needed food.  They 

hired me t’ find ‘em food.  Well.  How was I to know the goddam buffalo reproduced so 

slowly?  How was I to know that?  NO ONE KNEW THAT!”  But even if this defense 

absolves him of conscious intent, it cannot justify actions such as his legend-making 

display of marksmanship for the Russian Grand Duke.  Cody similarly tries to deflect 

blame for his failure to bring the Ol’ Time President to Standing Rock: “The ... hearing 

was a shambles.  I brought these Senators, you see.  To Sitting Bull’s reservation. [. . .] 

He ... insulted them” (160).  But this account ignores the perception problem that Cody 

himself identifies in the previous scene; it privileges White America’s way of seeing 

things over the Indian perspective.  It seems that such bias also continues to blind Cody 

when it comes to recognizing the impact of the Indians’ involvement in his Wild West 

Show.  He never directly mentions that failure to Hickok, instead referring only obliquely 

to the horse he gave Sitting Bull in exchange for his participation.  As with the flashback 

to Geronimo’s performance, the context of the reference illuminates it.  Cody brings up 

the horse in reporting the recent killing of Sitting Bull.  The great Indian chief was shot 

by order of the government, he tells Hickok, while the horse “danced his repertory of 

tricks in the background.  Since a gunshot was his cue to perform” (161).  Cody laughs 

again at the end of the line and then takes a long pause, suggesting that he recognizes the 

deeper irony of the image even if he cannot bring himself to articulate it.  Notably, in 

detailing Sitting Bull’s demise, Cody inadvertently reveals an even more direct failure on 

his part.  It turns out that he discovered the government’s plan in advance.  “So I rode 

back,” he recounts.  “Rode all night.  Figuring, maybe ... if I can just warn him.”  But his 

heroic intentions were dashed, he claims, when reservation soldiers “stopped me and ... 
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made me ... drink with them” (160).  The lameness of this excuse is magnified by earlier 

commentary from one of the senators about the Indian propensity for getting drunk. 

Cody goes to Hickok for help in dealing with Sitting Bull’s death.  “I’m scared,” 

he admits.  His fear, he clarifies, is not just of dying but of dying wrong: “Dyin’ ... in the 

center of my arena with ... makeup on” (161).  In other words, he does not want to die 

while wearing the mask of his performed identity.  He seeks authenticity, which he thinks 

Hickok can provide.  “I thought of you,” says Cody.  “Remembered that night in the 

White House.  Remembered thinking, ‘My God!  Look at Hickok.  Hickok knows just 

who he is!’”  Hickok’s response – “Funny.  That night, in the White House, I remember 

thinking: ‘My God, it’s Cody who’s got the answer’” (162) – therefore comes as a 

considerable surprise to his visitor. 

Wild Bill proceeds to make matters worse for his struggling guest by unveiling a 

plan – using words that echo Cody’s own assertion of authenticity during the White 

House performance – for “takin’ what you were and raisin’ it to a higher level.”  After 

all, notes Hickok, millions could benefit from “your ... simultaneous presence!” (163).  

On cue, a group of duplicate Buffalo Bills enter in even more elaborate buckskin than the 

original, with masks of his face over their own.  Cody mows down the replicas with a hail 

of gunfire, but they immediately get back up and surround him.  He continues to shoot 

with a scream until the simulacra suddenly vanish and the saloon fades away.  Alone 

onstage, Cody responds to his nightmarish showdown with his own mass celebrity by 

throwing himself into his most comfortable role.  “AND NOW TO CLOSE.  AND NOW 

TO CLOSE!” he barks.  But again his conscience steps in.  “Not yet,” instructs the Voice, 

adding after a pause, “They also killed the rest of his tribe” (163).  Cody watches the 

Indians enter dolefully with a large white sheet, then slowly exits.  The Indians complete 

the transition to the final scene by piling themselves onto the sheet like corpses. 

Scene Thirteen features a post-crisis Cody, one who has suppressed his identity 

anxiety by losing himself in “bigger” things.  The first part of the scene depicts the press 

conference in which Colonel Forsyth paraphrases the quote from Westmoreland that 

incited Kopit to write the play.  Cody stands among the participants, quietly holding a 

satchel, as Forsyth spouts such rhetoric as “One can always find someone who’ll call an 

overwhelming victory a massacre.  I suppose they’d prefer it if we’d let more of our own 
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boys get shot!” (165).  Cody remains behind when Forsyth leads the reporters offstage, 

gazing at a corpse/grave that has been identified – mistakenly – as that of Sitting Bull.  

As Cody moves to place a pine sprig on the grave, the dead Indian enters and corrects the 

error.  Sitting Bull then points out the futility of Cody’s attempt to appease his guilt: “As 

you see, the dead can be buried, but not so easily gotten rid of.”  After yet another 

attempt by Cody to deflect blame from himself, the Indian apparition voices an apparent 

contradiction between the stated intentions and actions of his counterpart: “What I cannot 

understand ... is why you did all this, and at the same time ... professed your love” (166). 

This time, Cody’s conscience temporarily breaks through to his consciousness.  

“Oh, God,” he confesses.  “Imagine.  For awhile, I actually thought my Wild West Show 

would help.  I could give you money.  Food.  Clothing.  And also make people 

understand things ... better” (167).  After a laugh, he adds, “That was my reasoning.  Or, 

anyway, part ... (Pause.) of my reasoning.”  He finally sees that other factors influenced 

his conduct.  “You know what worried me most?” he asks.  “The fear that I might die, in 

the middle of the arena, with all my ... makeup on” (168).  He now recognizes that his 

fear of dying wrong did not originate with Sitting Bull’s death; it has been with him all 

along.  His nagging sense of his lack of authenticity – his unstable identity – has been the 

basis for all his deeds and drives, especially his aspirations for stardom.  But sustaining 

such self-knowledge would create a state of constant trauma.  Paradoxically, the same 

would be true of accepting that his actions were ultimately meaningless.  As a result, after 

Sitting Bull bids Cody farewell with an accusation of exactly that – “I never killed you ... 

because I knew it would not matter” – Kopit’s protagonist has no choice but revert to his 

heroic self-image: “If only I could have saved your life!”  

Left alone onstage, Cody prepares for his own inevitable departure.  “Naturally,” 

he says to the audience, “I’ve been thinking ‘bout this moment for quite some time now.  

As any performer would” (168).  Indeed, we – as performers of ourselves – tend to dwell 

on our mortality more than any other topic.  How, and when, will death come?  Will we 

have accomplished everything we intend?  What legacy will we leave behind?  For Cody, 

these questions have become intertwined with circumstances that extend beyond himself.  

His actions have had moral worth only if the collective mentality that has elevated him to 

heroic status can be justified.  To gain possession of an authentic identity he must identify 
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completely with that mentality.  When the Voice prompts him to close the show, he thus 

insists on first making a curtain speech “in defense of my country’s Indian policy” (169). 

Cody, referring to prepared notes, proceeds to spout the official stance on a litany 

of government actions and policies, seemingly oblivious to the obvious irony of passages 

such as these: 

Reports that the Cherokees were unhappy at their removal are decidedly 
untrue.  And though many, naturally, died while marching from Georgia to 
the Mojave Desert, the ones who did, I’m told, were rather ill already, and 
nothing short of medication could have saved them. 

[. . .] 

Also, the Government policy of exterminating the buffalo, a policy with 
which I myself was intimately connected, has practically reached fruition.  
Almost no buffalo are now left, and soon the Indians will be hungry 
enough to begin farming in earnest, a step we believe necessary if they are 
ever to leave their barbaric ways and enter civilization. (169) 

This latter passage effectively alleviates one of his main sources of personal guilt under 

the guise of “killing them to help them” cited by Trask in relation to Manifest Destiny.  

Cody becomes increasingly emphatic about the central values underlying that seminal 

national doctrine, noting the “moral obligation” of the U.S. to vanquish the “temporary 

occupants” of land it owned by “right of discovery” in order to make the optimal use of 

that land.  Eventually, he conflates the higher law allegedly sanctioning Manifest Destiny 

with societal law by citing various court rulings.  The Indians, who have risen from their 

graves and gathered behind Cody, provide a counterpoint to the tune of his speech by 

softly stating, one after another, that each of them – Sitting Bull, Spotted Tail, Geronimo, 

et al. – “is dying” (170-71).  When John Grass’ turn arrives, Cody halts in mid-sentence 

and takes a long pause.  He finally recovers by finding the decision he sought all along.  

“In the case of Sitting Bull versus Buffalo Bill,” he reads over the sorrowful moans of the 

Indians, “the Supreme Court ruled that the inadvertent slaughter of ... buffalo by ... I’m 

sorry, I’m ... ” (171-72).  Unable to fully overcome his conscience, he abruptly changes 

the subject and trails off.  “Think I’d better close,” he concludes after a pause.  Then, 

expanding his opening-scene assertion of his individual goodness to the collective, he 

proclaims that “anyone who thinks we have done something wrong is wrong!” 
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Cody’s shift from asserting a personal identity to embracing a cultural one occurs 

more gradually than the above account probably suggests.  As early as Scene Three, he 

shares with Spotted Tail his desire to be “part o’ things.”  And his identity as Buffalo 

Bill, the legend, emerges inseparably from national factors.  His exaggerated tale of his 

heroic deeds for the Russian Grand Duke is preceded by Buntline’s encouraging “I think 

you could be the inspiration o’ dis land” (107).  When Hickok questions Cody about his 

performance in the clearly phony Scouts of the Plains, the latter replies, “I am doin’ what 

my country wants!  WHAT MY BELOVED COUNTRY WANTS!” (126).  The Ol’ Time 

President reinforces this view when he acknowledges his gratitude to Cody for the impact 

of his Wild West Show on “this country’s pride, its glory” (148). 

The interconnected development of Cody’s personal and cultural identifications, 

like his overall experience in the play, mirrors contemporary identity theory.  In “The 

Deconstruction of the Self,” Edward Sampson argues that the individual and society are 

never independent, self-defined entities.  Instead, they are formed in relation to one 

another; specifically, “society constitutes and inhabits the very core of whatever passes 

for personhood” (4).  Similarly, Cody’s inability to feel an authentic sense of self adheres 

to a view put forward by Kevin Murray.  In “The Construction of Identity in Narratives 

of Romance and Comedy,” he cites the need – originally described by Rom Harré – for 

individuals to simultaneously find a satisfactory place in society and retain a sense of 

biographical uniqueness.  According to Murray, the personal side of that project can 

become a challenge for those who identify too closely with the official social order (180).  

And finally, Cody’s utter submission to the “party line” reflects the position of Arthur 

Neal, author of National Trauma and Collective Memory: Major Events in the American 

Century.  A personal crisis in meaning, writes Neal, compels an individual to reestablish 

a “place in the broader scheme of human affairs” (4).  Such a crisis further has enduring 

effects that are not easily overcome; the conditions surrounding a trauma “are played and 

replayed in consciousness” as the individual tries to derive order from an incoherent 

experience (4).  Cody’s future thus entails a psychological Catch-22: the vicious circle of 

identity.  His blind identification with the national cause will only exacerbate his lack of 

individual authenticity as he continues to re-imagine the events that led up to his crisis.  

His need to locate himself in a larger context will then intensify.  And so on.  And so on. 



 96

The ending of the play suggests precisely such a cycle.  After the lights have 

faded on the trembling Cody, the stage suddenly transforms into the Wild West Show.  

Accompanied by blazing lights and rodeo music, the Roughriders prepare to welcome the 

headliner.  Buffalo Bill enters on his artificial stallion and circles the ring, his complete 

lack of individuality indicated by the “glassy smile on his face” (173).  As he waves his 

hat to the crowd, the Indians approach from the shadows of his conscience, reminding 

him of his personal failure.  The lights go to black.  When the house lights rise, the three 

glass museum cases are onstage, in place for the top of the show.  Cody can never escape 

his imprisonment in the legend of Buffalo Bill. 

The National Epidemic 

Although Indians focuses on Cody’s personal struggle, the intertwined creation of 

his legend and the myth of Manifest Destiny makes him emblematic of a similar struggle 

taking place on the cultural level.  Further, the process by which he attempts to bury his 

identity anxiety in a larger context is shown to be a pervasive trend.  In emphasizing the 

widespread nature of that process, the play provides a broad view of the national madness 

that underlies our identity as the “great” United States of America.  Buntline establishes 

the lure of the collective mentality during Scene Three; echoing Cody, he refers to the 

desire for ordinary people to “feel ... part o’ things.”  People achieve a sense of belonging 

through heroes: “Someone t’ listen to, observe, identify wid” (106).  Naturally, the 

reporter himself has a role to play.  “Through my magic pen, others will hear also,” he 

urges on Cody, adding, “Da nation needs men like me, too” (107).  Even though the 

Grand Duke may not be an American, his desire to kill a Comanche after hearing Cody’s 

embellished account of his heroic exploits gives credence to Buntline’s theory of hero 

worship/identification.  “Boofilo Beel!” shouts the chest-pounding Russian.  “I ... am 

BOOFILO BEEL!” (109). 

Real men turn a profit.  The dimensions of this epidemic come into sharp focus 

in Scene Seven, the White House presentation of Scouts of the Plains.  Several issues 

raised in my earlier discussion of masculinity and capitalism are worth reiterating.  First, 

the speech revisions made by the actors of the play-within-the-play convey the idea that 

we all contribute to the national identity through our performance in its mythology.  
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Second, the responses of the Ol’ Time President and First Lady to the play suggest that 

we derive sexual pleasure from the vicarious experience of the mythic – and violent – 

West.  Finally, Buntline’s prologue shows how we justify personal financial gain/greed 

by claiming it to be a minor by-product of advancing the national cause.  Buntline’s role 

in Scouts of the Plains offers further insight into the widespread process of identity 

construction.  His introduction by Cody as “one o’ the finest sharpshooters o’ the West” 

suggests that he now has outgrown his apparent satisfaction to simply wield the magic 

pen that promotes Buffalo Bill (124).  Like the Grand Duke, he wants to be the legend.  

But as his final words before being murdered by Hickok make clear, he is not up to the 

part: “Put that knife away, please! ... For godsakes.  Cody, HELP ME!  Cody!” (131).  

The dangers of hero-worship could not be more obvious.  Few of us can successfully 

emulate the exaggerated example of our culturally endorsed champions. 

Hickok initially seems to be one who can, as well as an exception to the blind 

embracing of the national mythology.  But those first impressions eventually give way to 

a complex picture of a man who would be the stuff of legends.  His reluctance to perform 

an inauthentic version of himself is merely a performance of authenticity.  His takeover 

of Scouts of the Plains grows out of insecurities about his masculinity and an awareness 

of his audience.  After Cody has defended his involvement in the fraudulent play on the 

grounds of national interests, Wild Bill turns to the First Family and asks, “This ... is ... 

what you want?” (126).  When they respond with resounding affirmations, the stunned 

Hickok sits and watches the action.  Although he is drawn back into the performance by 

the sight of the “Indian” maiden writhing against a totem pole, he begins to participate 

fully only after Cody has given him tacit permission to improvise.  “Well then, guess it 

mus’ be my turn!” he exclaims as he draws his bowie knife (129).  Then, after stabbing 

Buntline and as he prepares to rape the Italian actress, he offers his presidential audience 

a narrative description of his character that makes him out to be a legend among legends: 

Hickok, fastest shooter in the West, ‘cept for Billy the Kid, who ain’t as 
accurate; Hickok, deadliest shooter in the West, ‘cept for Doc Holliday, 
who wields a sawed-off shotgun, which ain’t fair; Hickok, shootinest 
shooter in the West, ‘cept for Jesse James, who’s absolutely indiscriminate; 
this Hickok, strong as an eagle, tall as a mountain, swift as the wind, fierce 
as a rattlesnake–a legend in his own time, or any other [. . .]. (132) 
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But even Wild Bill would rather perform another role.  “You said if I came here, I could 

play Bat Masterson!” he reminds Buntline in the midst of their confrontation.  Asked why 

Hickok should play himself instead, the reporter replies, “Well, there’s audience appeal.”  

Chimes in the First Lady, “There sure is!” (130). 

It is worth noting, incidentally, that in Scene Twelve Cody gets the drop on two of 

the very western figures to whom Hickok favorably compares himself.  The third, Poncho 

informs him, is “out to lunch” (158); otherwise, Cody presumably would imagine a way 

to overcome even the “unfairness” of Doc Holliday’s sawed-off shotgun.  The main 

feature of the saloon is a poker table, but the game these legends play is one-upmanship.  

And in Cody’s fantasy, he always wins.  By the end of his visit to the saloon, the name of 

the game becomes “let’s make a deal,” as Hickok has withdrawn from the competition.  

He has decided to exploit Cody’s celebrity instead, which highlights another aspect of our 

deep national madness.  The plan Hickok unveils to mass-produce replicas of Buffalo Bill 

clearly has profit at its core.  “Naturally, for my services, I get a small fee.  Percentage.  

You get 50 per cent right off the top,” he tells Cody, reassuringly adding, “Of course, if at 

any time you aren’t happy, you can leave.  Take your business elsewhere.  That’s written 

in.  Keeps us on our toes” (162).  Even as Hickok proceeds to pitch the deal from another 

angle, personal financial gain remains an obvious, if less explicit, motive: 

Mind you, this ... enterprise ... is still in its infancy.  The potential, though ... 
is unlimited.  For example, think of this.  The great national good ... that 
could come from this: some of you, let’s say, would concentrate strictly on 
theatrics.  MEANWHILE!  Others of you would concentrate on purely 
humanitarian affairs.  Save ... well, not Sitting Bull, but ... some Indian 
down in Florida.  Another up in Michigan.  Perhaps expand into Canada.  
Mexico.  Central America.  SOUTH AMERICA!  My god, there must be 
literally millions of people who could benefit by your presence! (162-63) 

Hickok is now fully assimilated into the cultural discourse of capitalism-as-progress.  

Every one of those millions of people is, after all, a potential consumer for his product.  

In fact, Wild Bill’s recognition of economic considerations can be traced back to the 

scene at the White House, early in which he contends, “A man may need money, but no 

man needs it this bad” (124).  But whatever manly independence he may have had has 

been lost.  Hickok’s frontier notion of masculinity has succumbed to consumerism, and 
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he is not alone in that regard.  “I’m sure that once you think about it, you’ll agree it’s the 

only way,” he rationalizes.  “Just like Jesse has.  Billy.  Doc Holliday.  The boys” (162). 

A complete triumph of the capitalist ideology must encompass Cody, of course.  

And although he never mentions personal financial gain as one of his goals, the fact that 

he did indeed profit from his legend is made explicit by Buntline’s prologue to Scouts of 

the Plains.  Then there is the matter of his Wild West Show.  Not only did it misrepresent 

Indian identity; Cody benefited monetarily from its use of real Indian performers.  But 

the audience must infer this for themselves from such fairly subtle hints as Sitting Bull’s 

Scene Thirteen line, delivered with a slight smile, “Your show was very popular” (167). 

The most direct link between Cody’s economic exploitation of the Indians and the 

Wild West Show occurs late in the play, after his “brainwashed” defense of the nation’s 

Indian policy and before the sequence that ends with his image in the museum case.  As 

the chorus of dead Indians stare at him from the periphery, Cody unpacks an assortment 

of items from his satchel.  “Some ... examples of their excellent workmanship,” he notes.  

“Moccasins.  Beads.  Feathered headdresses for your children.”  He displays the items to 

the audience, even now espousing the best of intentions: “Pretty picture postcards.  Tiny 

Navaho dolls.  The money from the sale of these few trifling trinkets will go to help them 

help themselves.”  But he soon stumbles over an unwelcome reminder.  “No, sorry, that’s 

a–uh–buffalo skin,” he explains as he quickly returns it to the bag.  He then removes one 

final trinket, which he places overlooking all the other items.  “Look, just look ... at this 

handsome replica of an ... Indian,” he implores haltingly.  Then, as if he understands that 

the carved head hardly compares to the flesh-and-blood duplicate Codys of the previous 

scene, he adds, “Made of genuine wood” (172).  But there are few real Indians left, so the 

replica will have to do.  His exhibition of wares complete, Cody sits trembling beside the 

trinkets as one of the rare Indian survivors, Chief Joseph, enters and reenacts his Wild 

West Show performance.  As he recites his famous speech, the lights on both characters 

fade; only the trinkets are still illuminated by the time he gets to his closing line: “From 

where the sun now stands, I will fight no more, forever” (173). 

This seems a fitting juxtaposition of verbal message and visual image.  After all, 

the reduction of Indian culture to such token artifacts was accomplished through both 

military and economic warfare.  The Indians did not share the capitalist ideology of the 
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white settlers; thus, they could not be incorporated into the national identity.  As Cody 

notes during his Scene Eleven attempt at reconciliation, “The majority of ‘em, ya see, 

don’t understand how land can be owned, since they believe the land was made by the 

Great Spirits for the benefit of everyone” (151).  Of course, as the play makes clear, the 

U.S. took possession of the land without paying for it anyway.  And the nation justified 

its theft through the myth of Manifest Destiny.  “For the truth is,” declaims Cody in his 

ironic oration, “the Indian never had any real title to the soil of this country” (170). 

The specific land issue raised in Indians is the sale of the Black Hills, which John 

Grass cites repeatedly as an unfulfilled agreement.  The responses of the senators imply 

that the government’s paternalistic attitude toward the Indians is merely a cover for its 

shady dealing.  In Scene Six, Senator Dawes explains why the purchase price is being 

held “in trust” instead of paid to the former owners: “The Great Father is worried that 

you’ve not been educated enough to spend it wisely.  When he feels you have, you will 

receive every last penny of it.  Plus interest” (117).  Apparently that education occurred 

slowly.  It was 1980 before the U.S. Supreme Court finally ruled that eight Sioux tribes 

were owed $106 million in compensation for the dispossession – $17.5 million for the 

land’s 1877 value, plus interest.  However, the money was still being held in trust as of 

2001 (having grown to $570 million), as the Sioux dispute ever selling the Black Hills, 

which they consider sacred.  According to an Associated Press report, an 1868 treaty 

preserving the land “for the absolute and undisturbed use and occupancy of the Sioux” 

was abrogated when gold was discovered there (“Sioux”).  Even though only ten percent 

of the adult male Sioux population agreed to the terms of a new treaty – reportedly 

proposed with strong-arm tactics – Congress enacted it into law in 1877.  In the opinion 

of a federal judge whose ruling was upheld by the high court, “a more ripe and rank case 

of dishonorable dealing will never, in all probability, be found in our history” (“Sioux”).  

Despite this apparently critical view of the underlying premise of Manifest Destiny by at 

least one branch of the present-day U.S. government, Native American appeals to get the 

actual land back have continued to be denied. 

Re-viewing history.  The Black Hills conflict is only one of the real 19th-century 

incidents referenced in the play.  But, as various scholars have noted, Indians makes use 

of history without claiming to be history.  It freely and openly distorts, exaggerates, and 
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conflates historical events and blurs the lines between fact and fiction and then and now.  

And while the primary focus is on deconstructing the myth of Manifest Destiny (via its 

expression through the legend of Buffalo Bill), the play treats history itself as no more 

reliable than memory.  It thus challenges the foundation of the prevailing U.S. national 

identity; our self-image as a “great land” depends on our perception of history, much as 

Cody’s view of himself as a fine man depends on how he remembers his past. 

A national identity is arguably harder to keep stable than an individual one.  Due 

to its collective nature and its endurance over generations, it must be transmitted from 

person to person and lifetime to lifetime; cultural memories thus come to us secondhand 

and lack the vividness of memories of our own experiences (Bertman 31).  We overcome 

the inherent vulnerability of that personal distance through acts of commemoration.  Like 

the operation of individual memory, the process of commemoration generally features 

selective recall and selective distortion for the sake of the desired identity (Neal 207). 

Indians explodes the commemorative function of history through the theatrical 

experience it provides.  As I noted earlier, the three glass cases that are onstage before the 

show starts create a museum-like feel, as though the past represented by their contents 

were a fixed entity.  The initial appearance of Buffalo Bill – in a spotlight that has swept 

the stage “as if trying to locate something in space” (91) – immediately suggests that the 

past is still alive, even if uncovering its surviving form requires careful scrutiny.  Cody’s 

subsequent ride out of the dim shadows and into the lights-blazing Wild West Show ring 

brings history into a new context: the past endures most visibly in the way that its legacy 

is performed through culture.  In her introduction to Performing America: Cultural 

Nationalism in American Theater, J. Ellen Gainor documents the American tradition of 

using cultural expression as the source for a national identity.  According to Gainor, 

culture has long been a mechanism for persuading the general populace “to embrace a 

given set of political, ideological, or social constructs deemed ‘American’” (8).  Indeed, 

the remainder of the play is filled with images of how American frontier life has been 

performed/commemorated in our culture to serve a particular history/identity. 

The scenes depicting Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show might be the most obvious 

examples.  Notably, when Cody takes on the role of emcee in those scenes, the audience 

for Indians is put into the role of the audience for the Wild West Show.  As a result, the 
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patent phoniness of the Indian performances and the exaggerated stature of the Cowboy 

Roustabouts force them – at least in theory – to adopt a critical attitude toward their 

consumption of Western images in general. 

Other scenes are slightly subtler in their approach.  Scenes Three, Seven, Ten, and 

Twelve distort the Old West of popular imagination, but without the “live” performance 

context of the Wild West Show.  This thread emphasizes the cultural media that have 

contributed to the public understanding of frontier history.  In addition to making explicit 

reference to the role of Buntline’s novels in helping people feel “part o’ things” and the 

impact of the Wild West Show on the nation’s wellbeing, these scenes explore the 

function of two other prominent modes of expression: the melodrama and the Western. 

The White House performance of Scouts of the Plains mercilessly satirizes the 

first of these genres.  By ridiculing the conventions of the melodramatic form, the play-

within-a-play calls attention to how those conventions serve a particular political agenda.  

Kopit’s version of Buntline’s script undercuts the approach to characterization that pits 

upright heroes against dastardly villains.  The language is so stilted that the distinctions 

between good and evil seem completely contrived.  And the reactions of Hickok make it 

clear that this is not simply the result of a more contemporary sensibility: 

BUNTLINE. Could it be that you seek, as I do, the camp of Uncas, evil 
Pawnee chief? 

BUFFALO BILL. Yes, verily.  We seek his camp so that I, the great 
Buffalo Bill, can, once again, save someone in distress.  

(HICKOK groans.) 
BUFFALO BILL. This time, specifically, a virgin maiden–– 
HICKOK. You gotta be jokin’. (124-25) 

The ideology of the speeches is further undercut by the performance style.  According to 

the stage directions, Cody and Buntline are “wooden as only the worst amateur actors can 

be”; the canvas backdrops are “of the worst melodramatic order” (122).  A prop moon is 

made from cardboard.  Buntline tap-dances his way onstage to create the “illusion” of 

approaching horse hooves.  And the presidential audience eats it up. 

Although less satirical in its approach, Scene Twelve similarly borrows, and thus 

calls attention to, the conventions of the Western.  Kopit’s description of the stage distills 

the typical saloon setting to its essentials: “Most of it is in shadows.  Only a poker table is 

well lit.  A bar is in the distance.  Swinging doors.  Various COWBOYS slouch about” 
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(157).  The climax of the scene, when Cody blasts away at the replicas of his legendary 

persona, is a distorted version of the traditional “shoot ‘em up” finale.  Indians implies a 

twofold legacy of such films.  The saloon scene suggests that romanticized depictions of 

western life have helped foster and promulgate the Cowboy mystique.  Cody’s earlier 

account of his heroic exploits against the “Comanche” to the Grand Duke, meanwhile, 

shows how the slightly less farfetched battle scenes typical of the genre have glorified 

white violence against the “barbaric” Indians. 

The characterization of the Indians in the more realistic scenes warrants comment 

in this regard.  Even then they seem (from a present-day perspective at least) to have 

wandered onstage straight from a Hollywood studio, although the emphasis is on the 

“noble” instead of the “savage” aspect of the familiar image.  But the structure of the play 

deconstructs that identity even as the characters embody it.  The audience eventually 

comes to understand that the Indians are being seen through Buffalo Bill’s obviously 

subjective perspective.  A speech by the ghost of Sitting Bull is telling in this regard.  The 

chief notes the last thing he said to his son before they entered the reservation for good: 

“Now,” I said, “you will never know what it is to be an Indian, for you 
will never again have a gun or pony....”  Only later did I realize what I’d 
said.  These things, the gun and the pony–they came with you. (168) 

His identity – as expressed through Cody’s consciousness – is as much a Eurocentric 

construct as Teskanjavila and Uncas in Scouts of the Plain.  And the Sitting Bull who 

appears in the glass museum case in simple buckskin is no more accurate an image.  The 

genocide of the continent’s indigenous population has erased their “authentic” traditions 

from our collective consciousness.  Kopit’s characterizations are necessarily just as 

phony as the ones Buffalo Bill presents in his Wild West Show.  And that is the point. 

In addition to alluding – in specific scenes – to how the frontier past is performed 

in melodramas and Westerns, the work as a whole calls attention to another mode of 

cultural expression that contributes to our national identity.  It does so by subverting its 

surface “identity” as an American history play.  Thomas Grant writes, “The drama of 

American history from its beginnings to the present, with remarkable lack of exception, 

forms collectively an essentially commemorative tradition” (328).  Carol Weiher gets at 

the ideological agenda beneath that commemorative model: “In the American dramatic 

tradition, the past has often been brought on stage to kindle present patriotism and 
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national harmony [. . .] or, more generally, to glorify the nation’s past” (406).  Grant and 

Weiher alike cite Maxwell Anderson’s Valley Forge (1933), Sidney Kingsley’s The 

Patriots (1943), and Dore Schary’s Sunrise at Campobello (1958) as prime examples of 

the American history play.  As both scholars explain, Kopit’s work departs radically from 

this tradition, instead joining other plays from the 1960s – such as Martin Duberman’s In 

White America (1963) and Robert Lowell’s The Old Glory (1964) – that take a more 

innovative approach to history and its legacy.  In rejecting the typical form of the genre, 

Indians implicitly challenges the dominant ideology of this American dramatic tradition. 

The play accomplishes this by taking on the most directly accessible component 

of the commemorative process: history itself.  As I mentioned earlier, the reservation 

scenes have the greatest feel of historical authenticity.  They are by far the most realistic, 

with straightforward – and more or less believable – action and dialogue.  The thread is 

introduced as a seemingly non-fictional chronicle by Sitting Bull’s opening narration: “In 

the moon of the first snow-falling, in the year half my people died from hunger, the Great 

Father sent three wise men ... to investigate the conditions of our reservation” (95).10  As 

a result of this beginning, Scene Two hints at the process – described by Hans Kellner in 

Language and Historical Representation: Getting the Story Crooked – through which we, 

as a nation, seek to overcome the discontinuity of history.  By constructing the historical 

record as a narrative, notes Kellner, we make it appear “seamless” (54). 

Indians ultimately deconstructs the narrative established at the start of Scene Two.  

Each of the subsequent reservation scenes picks up precisely where the previous one left 

off, as if to insist on the continuity of history.  The play disrupts that continuity, however, 

through its structure, which interrupts the action of the reservation thread with repeated 

shifts to other times and places.  And the intervening “flashbacks” challenge the record 

documented in the meeting by suggesting that there are other sides to the story, even if 

they are told through at least partly imagined scenes.  In Scene Eleven, the content of the 

discontinuous, fabricated scenes actually impacts the action at the reservation when John 

Grass seemingly disappears from the historical record after his “death” in Scene Nine. 

                                                        
10 The Christian imagery in the language used to describe the representatives of the U.S. government 
clearly suggests the “higher calling” aspect of Manifest Destiny. 
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Through this structure, the play not only conflates fact and fiction but also erases 

the boundary between past and present, further challenging the historical narrative and its 

role in American national identity.  Cody reacts to the events depicted in the flashbacks 

as if they are taking place both then and now.  The idea that past and present cannot be so 

neatly delineated is reinforced by the parallels between the period in which Indians is set 

and the period in which it was written.  As O’Neill puts it, the relevant question becomes 

not “What really happened?” but “What does the past mean for us now?” (“History” 

497).  In its search for an answer to the latter question, the play diagnoses the chronic 

symptoms of our deep-rooted national disease in order to search for a cure.  It reveals that 

the most important ways in which the legacy of the past is performed in contemporary 

culture are the ways that we do not recognize as continuations of history. 

Buffalo Bill Rides Again (and again)? 

By the time the museum cases reappear onstage, it is clear that Buffalo Bill is not 

the only one trapped inside the commemorative process they symbolize.  Through its 

focus on Cody’s personal struggle as emblematic of a national epidemic, Indians explores 

the process by which we all seek to overcome individual anxiety by identifying with a 

“larger” context.  More specifically, it shows how we attempt to escape the fact of death 

by achieving less literal forms of immortality.  Ultimately, it concludes, we cannot avoid 

“dyin’ with makeup on”; impersonation – whether of heroes, celebrities, or ourselves – is 

the human condition.  The disorienting theatrical experience of the play, meanwhile, puts 

the audience through a process that mirrors Cody’s crisis.  To find coherent meaning in 

this “hallucinatory panorama,” the theatergoer must construct a rational narrative out of 

fragmented, contradictory glimpses of “truth” – a process that reflects the profound gap 

between contemporary philosophical views and our daily existence.  We cannot help but 

strive to maintain stable identities, despite a worldview that denies them.  Indians thus 

expresses what I have described as the dominant anxiety of the late 20th century in both 

its form and content. 

Kopit’s work similarly expresses deep anxieties of its immediate social moment.  

O’Neill has noted how the “mosaic” form of the play functions as a metaphor for 1960s 

America: “Indians reflects the spirit of a time when assassinations, domestic unrest, and 
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the Vietnam War constantly challenged a nation’s tolerance for and perception of fact” 

(“History” 498).  Through its specific parallels to Vietnam, meanwhile, the play asserts 

that the myth of Manifest Destiny still influences American policy nearly a century after 

the West was won.  It explores how frontier notions of masculinity and the rationalization 

of capitalism as necessary progress, via the expansion of democracy, continue to find 

expression in contemporary culture.  And it concludes that the disease underlying these 

symptoms inevitably manifests itself in violence. 

Unfortunately, the insights offered by Indians seem to have been largely lost on 

its original audience.  Four years – almost to the day – after the play’s U.S. premiere at 

Arena Stage, a 70-day occupation at the site of the 1890 Wounded Knee massacre ended 

with the deaths of two Native American protestors in a shootout with federal marshals.  

The occupation, led by members of the American Indian Movement (AIM), began in 

response to claims by local Sioux residents that they were being beaten and shot by 

representatives of the government-appointed administrator of the Pine Ridge Reservation.  

Even after the siege ended in a negotiated settlement, hostilities continued.  Over the 

following three years, 342 physical assaults of AIM members and supporters were 

reported on the reservation, and 69 people connected to the movement were killed.  The 

Federal Bureau of Investigation failed to solve a single one of the murders, even though 

eyewitnesses identified “thugs” known to be associated with the reservation administrator 

as perpetrators of many of the crimes (“Wounded”). 

Today, of course, that sort of thing could no longer happen.  In the post-colonial, 

post-Cold War New World Order, any imperialist impulses left over from America’s 

early history have been expunged from its national identity.  At least that is what the 

dominant discourse says.  But no matter how enlightened we seem to have become, we 

are still “Enlightened” in the sense described by Trask.  Our underlying cultural values 

still reflect the conflicted approach to other people that enabled us to commit genocide 

against the native population of this continent.  It does not matter that we now recognize 

the absurdity of Manifest Destiny.  Its legacy endures in less visible forms.  And that is 

why Indians remains a vital expression of our cultural mindset. 

To illustrate this vitality, I conclude with some thoughts on how the play – written 

to address a deep cultural anxiety of more than thirty years ago – can provide us with 
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insight into a deep cultural anxiety of our own historical moment.  As I finalize this 

chapter in March 2003, the United States government has been engaged in what it terms a 

“war on terror” for eighteen months.  Before I address some specific ways in which 

Indians can illuminate the nation’s response to the terrorist attacks of September 11, 

2001, I need to make two things clear.  First, I do not suggest that the three situations – 

the genocide of Native Americans, the Vietnam conflict, and the war on terror – should, 

or can, be seen as directly analogous.  The full socioeconomic and political dimensions of 

the three situations are well beyond the scope of this project.  Second, I absolutely do not 

mean to imply that the terrorist attacks were in any way justified.  Again, the dimensions 

of the foreign policy issues that have been identified as potential motives for the attacks 

are well beyond my expertise.  I am simply arguing that some aspects of the nation’s 

response to the attacks can be seen as manifestations of the national disease that Kopit’s 

work seeks to diagnose. 

Arthur Neal argues that collective memory – and, by extension, national identity – 

is subject to challenges from both internal and external forces, the most serious of which 

are national traumas.  Neal describes the impact of such a trauma: 

National trauma evokes imagery of living in a dangerous world that is 
unresponsive to personal needs and interests.  Under conditions of national 
trauma, borders and boundaries between order and chaos, between the 
sacred and the profane, between good and evil, between life and death 
become fragile.  People both individually and collectively see themselves 
as moving into uncharted territory.  The central hopes and aspirations of 
personal lives are temporarily put on hold and replaced by the darkest of 
fears and anxieties. (5) 

That sounds about right.  On September 11, 2001, I had recently finished surveying the 

scholarship on Indians and was in the process of outlining my analysis of the play.  The 

horror that I felt in response to the terrorist attacks made it impossible to focus on what is 

unquestionably the central aspiration of my personal life: completing my dissertation.  It 

took nearly a year for me to overcome my anxiety and resume work on the project. 

Neal goes on to explain that collective reaction to traumas tends to be governed 

by society’s shared moral boundaries, by the shared identity that has been shaped through 

previous social traumas and the way we remember them through myths (21).  And that is 

precisely what I have observed since the attacks.  Consider the attitude of moral 
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superiority implicit in the rhetoric of an “Axis of Evil” and even “God Bless America.”  

Such phrases smack of the “higher calling” that formed the basis for Manifest Destiny.  

Could the trauma of September 11 have rekindled the collective sense of identity that 

gave rise to the “Cowboys and Indians” mentality in the first place? 

The most obvious way in which the nation’s response to the terrorist attacks has 

reflected the legacy of the Old West lies in the overwhelming public support for our 

current president.  It is a coincidence, of course, that George W. Bush – like LBJ – hails 

from Texas.  Or is it?  Bush’s famous call for Osama bin Laden to be brought in “dead or 

alive” is merely one example of his propensity for cowboy jargon.  “When I take action,” 

Bush told a group of senators roughly two weeks after the attacks, “I’m not gonna fire a 

$2 million missile at a $10 empty tent and hit a camel in the butt” (qtd. in Steyn).  This 

claim of potency echoes Kopit’s Hickok, the “fastest, deadliest, shootinest shooter in the 

West.”  It also, as Spectator columnist Mark Steyn notes, directly contrasts Bush to his 

immediate predecessor by way of its allusion to Bill Clinton’s failed military strike 

against bin Laden after the 1998 bombings of several U.S. embassies in Africa.  Could it 

be that Bush made it to the White House in large measure because he presents himself as 

a modern-day cowboy?  Could it be that we, as a nation, saw in Ol’ Dubya the potential 

fulfillment of a deep-rooted need for a heroic leader?  It certainly seems to be working 

out that way.  Once ridiculed, he is now revered.  With high approval ratings despite a 

number of troubling domestic and foreign policy issues, not to mention his shaky claim to 

office, George W. Bush seems well on his way to becoming the Buffalo Bill of our time. 

In light of this development, what seems most manifest about our destiny is the 

inevitability that, when faced with national trauma, we will seek to appease our anxiety 

by impersonating the heroic images we glean from our historical myths.  And we will 

rationalize our violence with claims of advancing “civilization” into the “savagery” of the 

less developed world.  As John Lahr quotes Daniel J. Boorstin, “The more uncertain the 

destiny, the more necessary to declare it manifest” (148). 

But does it have to be that way?  I have argued that our need to identify with a 

collective mentality stems from our inevitable anxiety about our individual identities.  If 

we could alleviate that personal anxiety, perhaps we could more successfully resist the 

comfort of the collective.  According to Edward Sampson, the alternative to the concept 
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of selfhood as an integrated whole would entail a “multi-dimensional” subject free from 

“hierarchical integration” (15).  Making such a complete paradigm shift would not be 

easy.  As Sampson explains, changing our conception of selfhood would require “a major 

shift in the shape of the underlying culture that has produced it and sustains it” (3). 

That brings us back to the national trauma of September 11, 2001.  Arthur Neal 

asserts that a substantial enough trauma can provoke societal change: 

A national trauma frequently has liberating effects on a social system.  
Older ways of doing things are called into question, and new opportunities 
for change and innovation surface.  The very fact that a disruptive event 
has occurred opens up the possibility that the social system will be 
perceived as defective in some way or another. (18) 

So far, that does not seem to be happening.  Is it possible that we can learn from Kopit’s 

work now what we apparently failed to learn from it – on a deep enough level anyway – 

in its original social moment?  No play can cure the national disease that infects our 

cultural identity, of course.  But by demystifying the process through which that identity 

is perpetuated, Indians resists the dominant historical narrative and attempts to escape its 

legacy while still acknowledging the function of that narrative in the formation of our 

present-day identity.  In doing so, it demonstrates the need for – and value of – constantly 

re-visioning facts, images, and even society itself. 

The stakes for doing so in this social moment are high.  The way we, as a nation, 

respond to the trauma of September 11 not only reflects who we are today, but also helps 

determine who we will be in the future.  “We Will Remember” has become a rallying cry 

throughout American society.  That message – commodified on bumper stickers, window 

decals, and T-shirts – can function as a justification for retaliation as well as a tribute to 

the innocent victims.  We have taken great care to commemorate those victims, and 

rightly so.  We also have been constructing a myth to rationalize our own aggression. 

The lesson of Indians is that yes, we will remember.  It is what we remember, and 

how we remember it, that matters. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

“FLYING BLIND” INTO THE POSTMODERN HEREAFTER: 

A STROKE OF PERSONAL HOPE IN WINGS 

Wings begins – for all practical purposes – where most of Arthur Kopit’s plays 

end, with its protagonist in a full-blown identity crisis.  That structural reversal is one of 

several ways in which the piece seems particularly unique within the playwright’s body 

of generally dissimilar works.  Wings also deals less explicitly than the typical Kopit play 

with the complexities of its particular social moment; its focus on an elderly woman’s 

struggle to recover from a stroke emphasizes the personal (and, by extension, universal) 

over the cultural.  The character engages in the same fundamental tasks that challenge all 

of us in our quests to create meaningful, coherent narratives about our existence.  But 

when her condition is interpreted metaphorically, reading the theatricality of the work as 

a representation of postmodern life, the play takes on a much more immediate dimension. 

Critical Contexts 

Critical reception is another way in which Wings stands apart from Kopit’s other 

major works.  Like Indians, it was nominated for a Best Play Tony Award and short-

listed for the Pulitzer Prize.  Unlike its predecessor, the work garnered nearly universal 

acclaim from reviewers, who typically lauded its lyricism and profoundly moving effect.  

Richard Eder described it as “a brilliant work; complex at first glance yet utterly lucid,” 

adding that, although “small” in the sense of being compact, “it has nothing whatever of 

the minor work about it” (“Theater”).  Eder specifically called the protagonist’s battle to 

reacquire language skills “the image for what is tongue-tied in all of us” (“Searching”).  

John Beaufort similarly noted the play’s metaphorical exploration of “the struggles that 

are part of the human situation even when it doesn’t reach a state of physical crisis.” 
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Early scholarship puts these themes into larger contexts.  In Jürgen Wolter’s view, 

“Wings demonstrates how a human being, at the zero point of his identity and his relation 

to life, starts out on his quest for a meaning to his existence” (70).  For the first (and so 

far only) time in the playwright’s career, that vast majority of critics from the immediate 

social moment seem to have grasped how Kopit’s vision expresses profound anxieties of 

contemporary life.  This apparent “lucidity” may be a direct result of the play’s unusually 

optimistic outlook toward those anxieties.  According to Doris Auerbach, the play implies 

that human courage “can overcome existential human isolation” (108).  In reference to its 

treatment of death, Suzanne Burgoyne Dieckman and Richard Brayshaw argue that 

“Wings seems to offer at least a hope of something beyond” (208).   

This sense of optimism likely stems from Kopit’s impetus for writing the play. 

Origins and History 

Wings was conceived as a radio drama, commissioned by National Public Radio 

for its Earplay series in the fall of 1976.  But its inspiration came half a year earlier, when 

the playwright’s father George – to whom the work is dedicated – suffered a major stroke 

that incapacitated his speech.  In the preface to the play, Kopit recounts the questions that 

arose as he tried to understand his father’s experience of being trapped incommunicado in 

his damaged body: “To what extent was he still intact?  To what extent was he aware of 

what had befallen him?  What was it like inside?” (180).1  Beneath these questions lay an 

impression that “regardless of how reduced his senses were, the isolation he was being 

forced to endure had to verge on the intolerable.”  Given such compelling personal 

circumstances, not to mention the nature of radio as an artistic medium, it is no wonder 

that Kopit chose to use the unconditional commission from NPR to explore aphasia. 

The playwright realized that he would not “hold any hope of objectivity” if he 

were to model his central character on his own father.  So he instead focused on three 

other individuals he met at the rehabilitation center: two patients and a speech therapist.  

He was drawn to the first patient by what he speculates was some “nourishing spring of 

inner strength and light” that had provided her with a “capacity to perceive and appreciate 

adventure” and as a result, he supposes, “kept her going” (183).  When he learned that the 

                                                        
1 Quotes from the preface to and text of Wings come from the edition published in Three Plays. 
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woman had been an aviatrix and wing-walker during the post-World War I barnstorming 

era, Kopit knew that he had found his primary model, as well as the title for his play.  But 

as much as he admired the woman’s extraordinary spirit, he recognized that other patients 

possessed more interesting speech patterns and readily observable thought processes.  

With that in mind, he based those aspects of his protagonist on a young woman who, as a 

result of being left-handed, had retained a more than usual degree of “verbal lucidity and 

insight” (185).  As he studied this second woman, writes the playwright, “a remarkable 

and quite vivid interior landscape began to form in my mind, frightening and awesome in 

its details, its blatant gaps, its implications” (186).  But Kopit’s clearest understanding of 

the inner world of an aphasiac came from his conversations with the speech therapist, a 

woman who herself had once suffered from a temporary form of the condition.  He chose 

to model the structure of his play, which he designed so the audience would experience it 

through the consciousness of a stroke victim, on the therapist’s process of recovery.  

Given the paucity of factual evidence about such a person’s inner reality, he opted to 

strive for “emotional truth, informed by fact” (188). 

Kopit attributes the theatrical success of Wings to its initial incarnation as a radio 

drama, which aired in the summer of 1977.  The demands of that medium forced him to 

focus on the key elements of aphasia, which is principally a language disorder.  In fact, 

when Robert Brustein requested that he adapt the piece for the Yale Repertory Theater, 

Kopit was initially at a loss how to make it work onstage.  When I interviewed him in 

June 2000, he credited his creative breakthrough to a comment made by a doctor at the 

rehabilitation center where he did his research.  After hearing a tape of the radio version, 

a neurologist turned to Kopit and said, “But you haven’t touched upon her perceptual 

problems.”  And the playwright suddenly saw the solution to various structural and 

thematic challenges.  The stage version premiered at Yale Rep in March 1978 and had a 

limited run at the New York Shakespeare Festival’s Public Theater that June.  The same 

production, directed by John Madden (like the radio version), opened at Broadway’s 

Lyceum Theatre in January 1979, where it ran for 113 performances.  A musical 

adaptation by Jeffrey Lunden and Arthur Perlman debuted at Chicago’s Goodman 

Theater in November 1992 and transferred to the Public the following March. 
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Analysis 

The playwright’s stated desire for “emotional truth” and his process of selecting 

models for the protagonist are keys to my reading of Wings.  They relate not only to the 

work’s unusually optimistic feel, but also to another of its unique features: it deals with 

the identity crisis of only a single character.  Kopit’s other major plays provide multiple 

depictions of self-construction and de-construction.  The more narrowly defined focus of 

Wings has significant implications in terms of the work’s impact on its audience and its 

relationship to the rest of the dramatist’s oeuvre.  Mrs. Stilson’s personal struggle offers 

an atypical perspective on what I consider to be the central anxiety of late 20th-century 

life: the conflict between the human need for order and our existence in a world that 

denies it.  Whereas Kopit’s earlier and later plays provide contradictory, fragmented, and 

unsettling theatrical experiences, Wings ultimately resolves the tensions that it creates.  It 

does what his other works challenge audiences to do for themselves: forge a meaningful 

interpretation from chaos.  Instead of reflecting the frustration of contemporary existence, 

it alleviates it.  Perhaps that explains why it was so well received. 

Specifically, the play employs various aesthetic elements – visual and verbal 

images, sound, and scenic/lighting effects – in an attempt to represent its protagonist’s 

subjectivity from within her own consciousness.  As James Hurt notes, the frequent and 

abrupt shifts between the character’s inner and outer realities are theatrically engaging as 

well as clinically accurate in terms of the experience of a stroke victim.  But two aspects 

of Kopit’s technique counteract this process of “radically decentering [the audience’s] 

perceptions” (Hurt 82).  The work features a clarity of action that reaffirms the binary 

division between normal and abnormal and an overall effect that, as the production notes 

indicate, progresses “from fragmentation to integration” (195).  The play’s aesthetic thus 

corresponds to the experience of its protagonist, who progresses from a state of total 

incomprehension to one of at least partial understanding and apparent acceptance of her 

condition.  Significantly, Mrs. Stilson achieves an integrated sense of self only through 

what seems to be her death, which comes as a relief to her and to the audience members, 

who are allowed to return to “the natural and logical perceptions” upon which their 

comforting views of life depend (Smith 82). 
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Along the way to this anxiety-alleviating conclusion, Wings does raise important 

questions about identity.  The process of self-reconstruction undertaken by the central 

character after the trauma of her stroke reflects several seemingly “universal” dimensions 

of human existence: her awareness of her inevitable death, her perceptions of herself in 

relation to others, and her response to her inadequate language and imperfect memory.  

And a careful examination of the play’s “optimism” in the context of Kopit’s creative 

process and personal circumstances shows that the text (inclusive of both script and 

preface) offers a more complex exploration of its immediate social moment than might 

otherwise be noted.  In particular, viewing the inner world of the stroke victim as a 

metaphor for postmodern life highlights some deep-seated cultural implications of the 

playwright’s drive to express the emotional truth of that (those) condition(s).  How – and 

particularly when – the theatrically realized world of the play reflects postmodern thought 

is paramount in this regard, as is the reliance on a disability narrative to express that 

unsettling view of the human condition.  In light of the circumstances under which Kopit 

conceived and wrote Wings, some incongruities in his stage directions and production 

notes, as well as in his prefatory account of his creative process, can be read as a personal 

expression of the same anxieties that the work resolves.  These issues color the emotional 

“truth” of the play in a way that helps to explain its uniqueness within Kopit’s canon. 

Essentially Whole 

The roughly eighty-minute play consists of four sections performed without 

interruption.  The first two, Prelude and Catastrophe, take up very little stage time in 

depicting the moment of Mrs. Stilson’s stroke and its immediate aftermath.  The 

remaining two sections, Awakening and Explorations, dramatize her intense quest to 

reconstruct her self as it unfolds over the next – and final – two years of her life. 

Although the introductory sections do not provide a clear sense of the character’s 

individual identity in her pre-trauma state, Prelude offers a brief glimpse of her engaging 

in the routine activity of reading a book, effectively establishing her as a “whole” person.  

That initial section also shows her react more or less coherently to the strange sensations 

of her oncoming attack before the completely disorienting experience of Catastrophe.  

The play’s opening thus “normalizes” the protagonist and prepares the audience to accept 



 115

her subsequent struggle for self-knowledge as typical of her condition and by extension 

universal.  After all, a stroke can happen to anyone at any time.  Even during the chaos of 

Catastrophe, Mrs. Stilson exhibits an instinctive drive to understand the nature of her 

existence.  “Where am I?  How’d I get here?” (207), she asks in reference to her 

disintegrating consciousness but using language that could apply to the more abstract 

mystery of life itself.  “What’s my name?  I don’t know my name!” (209), she adds in a 

generalized expression of personal identity anxiety.   

In Awakening, Mrs. Stilson’s fragmented thought-process connects language, 

memory, and death as principal aspects of human identity.  Her stream-of-consciousness 

monologue that continues intermittently throughout the play starts with a homophonic 

allusion to her surname.2  That distorted self-reference initiates a sequence of real and 

invented words linked as much by sound and spelling as by meaning: “Still ... sun moon 

too or ... three times happened maybe globbidged rubbidged uff and firded-forded me to 

nothing there try again” (216).  But this seemingly nonsensical babble at times becomes 

relatively lucid as she attempts to get a grasp on her reality.  After reassuring herself that 

she’ll “soon be out of this,” she pauses.  “Out of ... what?” she asks, then pauses again 

before describing her surroundings as “dark ... space vast of ... in I am or so it seems feels 

no real clues to speak of.”  But her perceptions are soon disrupted: “SOMETHING ELSE 

IS ENTERING MY! – no wait got it crashing OH MY GOD!  CRASHING!” (217).  She 

then recalls an experience in which she almost crashed her plane during a night flight.  

She “somehow wasn’t scared why a mystery,” she reflects, adding, “we’ve all got to die 

that I know,” before getting to the relevant point that “anyhow then day came light came 

with it so with this you’d think you’d hope just hold on they will find me I am ... still 

intact.”  She intuitively understands that she is not dead and therefore confidently asserts 

an undivided identity, even though that identity is currently inaccessible due to her being 

“wrapped in dark” and memory-less – she “can remember nothing.”  The question of the 

memory’s reliability seems less important than her instinctive turn to familiar imagery – 

in this case, that of her aviatrix background – to make sense of her present situation.3 

                                                        
2 The content of her “interior” monologue is sometimes spoken live, sometimes recorded (at the discretion 
of the director).  For the sake of readability, I will treat all of her articulated thoughts as standard dialogue. 
3 I explore one aspect of this recurring imagery in regard to the play’s use of a disability metaphor. 
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The protagonist’s first semi-conscious interaction with the hospital staff reiterates 

the importance of names as symbols for the self.  While asking her to open her eyes, a 

nurse and doctor repeatedly address her by title and surname, prompting her to “proudly, 

triumphantly” declare, “My name then – Mrs. Stilson!” (220).  But her newly discovered 

security proves short-lived.  After hearing someone paged over a public-address system, 

she becomes confused, wondering, “My name then – Mrs. Howard?”  Her sense of self is 

vulnerable to temporary destabilization by so much as the slightest doubt about her name. 

By this time, her monologue has already highlighted a connection between names, 

family identifications, and memory in regard to identity.  In the midst of another more or 

less nonsensical passage, she suddenly states that “what my son’s name is cannot for the 

life of me yet face gleams smiles as he tells them what I did but what his name is cannot 

see it” (218).  Being able to recognize his relationship to her is not enough; her inability 

to remember the name of an immediate family member causes uncertainty about her own 

identity.  As she segues into what seems to be sensory recall of the “what I did” that her 

son recounts, the thread soon leads to her admission that “least I ... think it’s me.” 

Later in Awakening, Mrs. Stilson’s quest to fashion a sense of self through family 

identifications shifts from her children – “Or at least, I was told they were my children.  

Never saw them before in my life” (231) – to her parents, her recollections of whom 

appear to be more intact.  Significantly, she becomes agitated by the specific memory that 

she accesses, which happens to concern her mother’s death.  “Mother!” she cries out 

before trailing off with, “didn’t say as she usually ...” (232).  “And I thought late enough 

or early rather first light coming so when didn’t move I poked her then with shoving but 

she didn’t even eyes or giggle when I tickled,” she recalls after a pause.  “What it was 

was not a trick as I at first had –” she utters between two more pauses, further hinting at 

the basic human instinct to reject death with her subsequent, “Well I couldn’t figure, he 

had never lied, tried to get her hold me couldn’t it was useless.”  She proceeds to reflect 

on the magnitude and value of her and her father’s grief: “Then his face was, I had never 

known a face could ... It was like a mask then like sirens it was bursting open it was him 

then I too joining it was useless.”  But as much as their efforts to comprehend the loss 

were useless, its impact on them – as a family and as individuals – was quite significant.  

“So then well I was on my own,” she reminisces.  “He was all destroyed, had I think they 
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say no strength for this.”  In terms of its universal dimensions, this final thought on the 

matter offers a complex perspective on how we are at once made more independent and 

personally shattered by the deaths of those close to us, especially our parents and spouses.  

The experience brings our own inevitable mortality to the forefront of our existence. 

Of course, our identities depend not only on our connections to family members – 

with whom we, presumably, share aspects of our selves – but also on our relationships to 

those outside our circles of intimacy.  And Mrs. Stilson’s response to her experience in 

the hospital shows how differentiation from such outsiders contributes to her process of 

self-construction.  When she first opens her eyes after the stroke and sees doctors, nurses, 

and medical equipment around her on all sides, her impulse is to perceive the strangers as 

vaguely defined others: “Oh my God!  Now I understand!  THEY’VE GOT ME!” (220).  

As her consciousness awakens through the rest of the section, she forms a progressively 

detailed narrative explanation of the situation.  In the early going, she moves from 

general wonderment – “How it came to pass that I was captured!” (224) – to more 

specific contemplation – “This is not a hospital of course, and I know it!  What it is is a 

farmhouse made up to look like a hospital.  Why?” (226).  Before long she has convinced 

herself that she was “captured after crashing by the enemy and brought here to this farm 

masquerading as a hospital” (227).  She even has a basic idea about the purpose of her 

imprisonment.  “For I would say offhand information,” she speculates, adding, “Of what 

sort though hard to tell.”  After all, the enemy “doctors” have been asking all sorts of odd 

questions.  The seeming irrelevance of those questions stems partially from Mrs. Stilson’s 

damaged language skills, but even more from her need to maintain a perception of her 

self as intact.  “Good thing I’m all right,” she notes.  Later, just before a similar 

insistence, “I am doing well of course!” (233), she ignores a doctor’s diagnosis and 

prognosis of her condition while developing a plan to escape.  “Must get word out, send a 

message where I am,” she schemes.  The universal implications are clear.  Our need for 

stable, fixed identities – compounded by a tendency for linguistic misinterpretation – 

leads us to reject the reality of human existence and construct alternative visions.  

Perhaps most insightful, and alarming, is the insinuation that our fictional narratives tend 

to pit us against others who are not genuine threats. 



 118

The protagonist’s efforts to re-integrate her self are facilitated by her interactions 

with Amy, a therapist introduced in the final sequence of Awakening.  “I can’t make it do 

like it used to” (237), bemoans Mrs. Stilson of her fragmented thought-process.  All Amy 

can do to help her overcome her linguistic breakdown is gently, and empathetically, 

encourage her to slow down her speech (and thought).  But the therapist’s attempts to jog 

her patient’s “dream-like” memory of her life before the stroke prove more effective.  

When Amy asks, “You used to fly, didn’t you?” Mrs. Stilson suddenly snaps out of a 

semi-catatonic state.  “Oh yes indeed!  Very much!” she exclaims, “softly, proudly” 

adding, “I walked out on wings” (239).  She then takes off on a flight of fancy in which 

she recalls the experience so integral to her identity and, in particular, the fortitude it 

required: “Looks more bad than really is, still needs good balance and those nerves and 

that thing that courage thing don’t fall off!” (240).  By reliving the fear and triumph of 

her past challenges, she finds present access to her inner, emotional truth; she emerges 

from the reverie to discover “something ... wet” in her eyes.  And this renewed 

connection to her feelings is accompanied by an improved capacity for language.  In 

response to Amy’s prodding, Mrs. Stilson correctly identifies the wet things as tears.  

Further, she is able to establish a link between a symbol and its meaning (or at least one 

of its potential meanings).  When Amy asks if she knows what crying signifies, Mrs. 

Stilson replies, “... Sad?” 

Following this progress toward self-awareness, the play segues from Awakening 

to Explorations.  That final section chronicles the protagonist’s increasingly assertive 

attempts to fortify her fragile identity by formulating a more coherent understanding of 

her internal and external worlds.  Her ability to do so is greatly enhanced by her transfer 

from the hospital to a rehabilitation center, where she no longer feels so alienated.  “Yes, 

no question, this ... place better,” she tells herself, adding, “All these people just ... like 

me, I guess” (250).  Still, even in this more comfortable environment, she struggles with 

fundamental aspects of her experience.  Her interior monologue resumes in Explorations 

with an inquiry: “Wonder ... what’s inside of it ...?” (244).  “I mean, how does it work?” 

she elaborates a moment later.  As she continues pondering the operation of her 

consciousness, her already labored thought-process is interrupted by outside stimuli until 

she loses the thread completely.  On the universal level, this can be seen as a reflection of 
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how the limits of our language and the acuteness of our physical senses tend to impinge 

upon our efforts to comprehend the more abstract dimensions of our existence.  We 

cannot quite get – and keep – our minds around the most compelling questions facing us. 

Like much of the human population, Mrs. Stilson turns to science for insight into 

her condition.  But a sequence in which she contemplates a series of medical perspectives 

on stroke patients ends with a sense that such explanations are inadequate.  After the 

voice of one doctor suggests that “the victim, you could say, has been cut adrift,” another 

replies, “Ah, now you’re really flying blind there!” (250).  Ultimately, there are no hard 

facts about the stroke victim’s experience, just as there is no absolute certainty about the 

origin of human consciousness.  And the possibility that it may reside exclusively in the 

brain, without a soul to live on after the death of the body, creates tremendous anxiety.  

Midway through Explorations, Mrs. Stilson rejects the scientific account of her condition.  

After listening to a recording of her doctor, she rewinds the tape, takes a deep breath, and 

starts it again.  But right as the doctor is about to repeat that the damaged part of a stroke 

victim’s brain “can no longer get oxygen ... And subsequently dies” (258), she stops the 

tape and stares out silently.  She is ready to accept a vision of herself as partially dead. 

The remainder of the play’s final section consists of two sequences between Amy 

and Mrs. Stilson.  The first is short and depicts the therapist’s ongoing effort to jog her 

patient’s memory.  “What about Rhinebeck?  Tell me about Rhinebeck” (259), she 

prompts.  Mrs. Stilson then haltingly recounts going on an outing with her son over the 

previous weekend to see the planes in which she used to fly and walk out on the wings.  

“I couldn’t believe I could have ever done this” (260), she says, no longer cognizant of 

the past emotional life with which she reconnected at the end of Awakening.  But then a 

strange thing happened.  “I saw my hand was pushing on this ... stick ... Then my hand 

was pulling.  Well I hadn’t you know asked my hand to do this, it just went and did it on 

its own,” she explains.  “And then all at once – it remembered everything!” she asserts, 

affirming the optimistic notion that memory, and by extension the self, exists outside the 

conscious mind alone.  Even if it does, however, maintaining access to it is a challenge.  

After a long pause, she ends the exchange by stating, “But now it doesn’t.”   

This view that tactile contact assists the functioning of memory and language 

resurfaces in the final unit of action, in which Mrs. Stilson and Amy visit a wintry park.  
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“Look.  You see?” says the former as she scoops white powder off a bench.  “If I pick 

this ... stuff up in my hand, then ... I know its name.  I didn’t have to pick it up to know 

what it was” (262).  And sure enough, when Amy asks her what its name is, she correctly 

identifies it as snow.  An even more noteworthy feature of this moment is the implication 

that the object possesses a knowable essence independent of its linguistic definition. 

The conclusion of the play posits that the same is true for people.  This idea is 

conveyed through the protagonist’s report of an encounter that she had – possibly as a 

dream – the night before.  “Well, this ... person ... came into my room,” she explains.  “I 

couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman or ... young or old” (265).  In other words, her 

visitor’s identity did not depend on labels.  It approached her bed and smiled at her, she 

recalls, and then whispered, “‘Emily ... we’re glad you changed your mind.’”  Following 

the encounter, Mrs. Stilson adds, she had an out-of-body experience.  “I looked down and 

I was still there in my bed!” she proclaims.  “Wasn’t even scared, which you’d think I 

would be ... And I thought, wow! this is the life isn’t it?” (266). 

With that rhetorical – and ironically phrased – question, she slips back into her 

interior monologue.  “Amy is still beside me but I am somewhere else.  I’m not scared.  It 

has taken me, and it’s clear again.  Something is about to happen,” she says.  She then 

remembers the “trick” of wing-walking that enabled her to do it: “I’d strap myself with a 

tether to the stays, couldn’t see the tether from below, then out I’d climb” (267).  The 

“lifeline” made it possible for her to create the illusion of courage.  For the next several 

minutes, she feels as if she is truly reliving and not merely recalling – “No, I’m simply 

there again!” she insists – a night when she was “flying blind” through a snowstorm 

while lost and low on fuel.  The experience offers a metaphorical description of the 

typical human approach to life and death: 

So I begin to circle, though I know I’m wasting fuel and I’ll crash if I keep 
this up!  But somehow, I just can’t tear myself away!  Though I know I 
should pull back on the stick, get the nose up, head north into darkness – 
Omaha must be north!  But no, I keep circling this one small silly street in 
the one small town ... I’m scared to leave it, that’s what, as if I guess once 
away from it I’ll be inside something empty, black, and endless ...” (268) 

After an extended struggle, she steers the plane away from the familiarity of the town 

below and out into the vast darkness.  “GOD, BUT IT TAKES EFFORT!” she exclaims.  

“JUST DON’T WANT TO DO IT! ... But I do,” she adds, her terror dissipating.  Her last 
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fully coherent thought conveys a newfound sense of calm.  “Actually, odd thing,” she 

notes, “once I did, broke free, got into the dark, found I wasn’t even scared ... Or was I? 

[SLIGHT LAUGH] Can’t remember ... Wonder where that town was ...?” 

As confusion begins to overtake Mrs. Stilson, Amy calls out, “Emily!  Emily, are 

you all right!” (269), leaving little doubt that the protagonist is having another stroke.  

She soon reverts to babble for the first time since Awakening.  But on this occasion she 

seems to have an awareness of what is happening.  And she welcomes it.  Her final words 

are spoken softly and with a faint smile: “Thank you.”  The play ends with Mrs. Stilson 

flying blind – with “no trace of terror” – into the greatest “exploration” of all.  The last 

sound heard is the death-knell evoking “hint of bells” just before the final blackout (270).  

The hope of an afterlife free of the forces that divide and isolate us apparently gives her 

the courage to face her mortality without fear. 

The action of Wings thus takes the protagonist from “wholeness” to fragmentation 

and, by implication, back again.  The perspectives on identity that her experience elicits 

have seemingly “universal” dimensions in terms of the ways in which we construct our 

selves through memory and language and in relation to others.  Her experience also taps 

into the fundamental human fear of death as a state of nothingness and, in the end, offers 

hope that it is not so.  By speculating that we do indeed have essential selves beneath the 

ones we construct, the play affirms the immortality of human consciousness. 

“Victims” of Postmodernism? 

The apparent universality of Mrs. Stilson’s personal struggle is complicated by 

the techniques employed by the playwright to take the audience inside her consciousness.  

As Margot Anne Kelley has put it, the experience of Kopit’s protagonist offers “a 

startling transformation of the subject” that corresponds to Fredric Jameson’s view of 

postmodern life (383).4  Indeed, the fragmented world in which Mrs. Stilson exists – as it 

is achieved through extensive theatricality – bears close resemblance to the vision of 

reality generally labeled “postmodern.”  Although postmodernism is an elusive, widely 

debated topic, two central (and applicable here) characteristics are the “transformation of 

                                                        
4 Jameson describes that transformation as “one in which the alienation of the subject is displaced by the 
fragmentation of the subject” (63). 
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reality into images” and the “fragmentation of time” (Sarup 132).5  Kopit’s production 

notes, in which he describes the stage as “a void” (195), establish a generally postmodern 

feel.  He calls for shifting black scrim panels, some mirrored in order to “fracture light” 

and “multiply and confuse images.”  He also calls for both live and pre-recorded, 

amplified sound that comes from all directions.  There should be “[n]o clear boundaries 

or domains in time or space.” 

The effects of these devices peak in intensity as Mrs. Stilson suffers her stroke in 

Catastrophe, which Kopit refers to as “an experience in chaos” (201).  The text for that 

section is printed in three columns: visual images, external sounds, and the protagonist’s 

words.  According to an item from the first column, “Nothing [is] seen that is not a 

fragment.  Every aspect of her world has been shattered” (206).  The use of the panels 

should always “convey a sense of layers, multiplicity, separation” (208).  Doctors and 

nurses appear and disappear “like apparitions,” while “mirrors multiply their 

incomprehensibility.”  The external sounds include both “a woman’s scream” that has 

been “altered by filters so it resembles other things, such as sirens” and a siren that has 

been “altered to resemble a woman screaming” (206), as well as “many people asking 

questions simultaneously, no question comprehensible” (208) and “endless echoing” 

(210).  It is a world in which a multiplicity of perspectives and a sense of indeterminacy 

are the norm.  As I noted earlier, Mrs. Stilson’s words convey an instinctive drive to 

understand her experience and maintain the coherent identity denied by these features.  

Juxtaposed with her probing questions are shifts in emotional response from confused 

terror – “Oh my God oh my God oh my God” – to relaxed acceptance – “Yes, feels cool, 

nice ... Yes, this is the life all right!” (207) – to quiet desperation: “Help ...” (209).  

Through identification with the protagonist, the audience becomes similarly immersed in 

her complex postmodern world. 

Signs of normalcy.  This begins to change in Awakening.  Although Kopit 

continues to employ theatrical techniques that correlate Mrs. Stilson’s consciousness with 

postmodernism, the play’s overall aesthetic takes on another dimension.  As it does so, it 

makes increasingly clear distinctions between the character’s fragmented inner world and 

the more “coherent” – and presumably real – external world. 

                                                        
5 Sarup centers his summary of postmodern theory on the work of Jean-François Lyotard. 
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At first, these distinctions are subtle, humorous, and insightful into basic anxieties 

about human existence.  For instance, Mrs. Stilson alludes to the universal fear of 

isolation/alienation when, after a doctor quickly passes through the darkness behind her, 

she says, “Something tells me I am not alone” (216).  A short time later, when the distant 

sound of a floor polisher “resembles an animal’s growl,” she returns to that idea, noting, 

“No, definitely I am not alone!” (217).  According to the stage directions, she is “trying 

hard to be cheery” with the line.  Existing in a world of beasts might be the one thing 

scarier than being alone, and the audience is likely to admire her plucky attitude.6  At the 

same time, the staging conveys to the audience – who can “dimly” see the attendant 

polishing the floor, as well as other “vague images” of hospital personnel – that her 

perceptions are distorted.  Not only is she safe from the threat of beasts; she is surrounded 

by people dedicated to her wellbeing.  A similar effect occurs when Mrs. Stilson hears 

Mrs. Howard paged over the public-address system and questions her own name as a 

result.  Both the humor and the dramatic impact of these sequences depend on the 

audience’s discerning the discrepancy between the protagonist’s experience and reality. 

Once Mrs. Stilson begins to interact with the doctors and nurses more directly, the 

audience is consistently led to infer the “truth” of what is happening from the dialogue 

and actions of the peripheral characters.  During the earliest of these interactions, two 

doctors remain in the distance as they question her.  She answers affirmatively each time 

they ask if she can hear them, but they repeatedly respond as though she has said nothing.  

Later, when she correctly identifies Washington as the first president of the United States, 

one of the doctors says to the other, “I don’t think she hears herself” (223).  While this 

technique effectively depicts a clinically sound understanding of the inner experience of 

an aphasiac, it does so by reaffirming the abnormality of that experience.  The audience 

makes more sense of Mrs. Stilson’s experience than she can; that discrepancy diminishes 

the degree of the audience’s vicarious identification with the stroke patient and highlights 

the difference between the two worlds.  As a result, the parallels to postmodernism are 

rendered irrelevant to the audience’s real-life – and comparatively coherent – existence. 

The play’s approach to language illustrates this point.  Gautam Dasgupta asserts 

that Wings deals less with “the meaning of language as it relates to human individuation” 

                                                        
6 Oh Dad ... explores a similar concern through Madame Rosepettle’s denial of her own animal nature. 
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than “the fact of language and its inseparable bond to an understanding of the world” 

(24).  The jargon that Mrs. Stilson speaks at the start of her intermittent monologue and 

during various moments of crisis reflects postmodern linguistic models.  The chain of 

words connected varyingly by sound, spelling, and meaning hints at the indefinite, ever-

shifting relationship between signifier and signified theorized by Jacques Derrida.  But 

that relationship seems to apply only to the protagonist’s inner world.  When she asks a 

nurse for a sweater and then unquestioningly accepts the pillow she is given, the audience 

knows exactly where the communication breakdown occurred.  If anything, the 

interaction reaffirms the efficacy of language in the non-stroke world.  She clearly both 

meant and said pillow, even though she heard the word sweater in her own mind. 

No self-control.  Mrs. Stilson’s inability to make her inner world correspond to 

the external one extends beyond words.  This loss of control over her reality can be read 

as a representation of the subject’s lack of agency that theorists such as Louis Althusser 

and Michel Foucault theorize in their anti-humanistic concepts of ideology and discourse.  

Kopit stresses this aspect of her experience throughout the play.  “Something has relieved 

her of command,” he writes in Catastrophe.  “Something beyond her comprehension has 

her in its grip” (202).  Not only is she rendered powerless; she is subject to forces that she 

cannot understand.  The overall aesthetic reinforces this vision: lighting and sound 

effects, indicating shifts in her state of consciousness, occur for no apparent reason.  All 

she can do is react to external forces within a circumscribed range of possibilities.  Her 

vague awareness of her impotence impacts her sense of identity.  During the early stages 

of Awakening, she describes herself as “something moving without movement” (218). 

In keeping with the play’s movement from fragmentation to integration, Mrs. 

Stilson’s comprehension improves gradually.  At first, she exhibits tremendous anxiety 

when she notices the gap between her intentions and their outcomes.  Following her 

realization that “everything I speak is wronged,” a doctor asks her to repeat a simple 

phrase: “We live across the street from the school.”  After she replies, “Malacats on the 

forturay are the kesterfats of the romancers,” a “look of horror comes across her face” 

(234).  Her discovery of this terrifying aspect of her existence initially causes her to 

regress emotionally to childhood.  “Please no-mommy-callming holdmeplease to 

sleeEEEEP” (235), she cries out while a nurse prepares to inject her with a sedative.   
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As Mrs. Stilson gains increasing control over her language and memory, she 

begins to form a more coherent identity.  She eventually responds to this process of self-

reconstruction and the insights into her condition that it brings with a combination of 

frustration and acceptance.  Near the end of Awakening, she describes her experience to 

Amy with a sense of resigned flippancy: 

The thing is ... doing all this busy in here gets, you know with the talking 
it’s like ... sometimes when I hear here [SHE TOUCHES HER HEAD] ... 
but when I start to ... kind more what kind of voice should ... it’s like pfffft! 
[SHE MAKES A GESTURE WITH HER HAND OF SOMETHING 
FLYING AWAY] (238) 

After a long pause, she expresses her dismay at being perceived as abnormal.  “And then 

these people, they keep waiting ... And I see they’re smiling and ... they keep ... waiting 

...,” she explains, before offering a “faint smile” and a “helpless gesture.” 

The only times she escapes her imprisonment even temporarily, and exhibit even 

minimal self-control, are during her flights of fancy.  The one that occurs right after Amy 

prompts Mrs. Stilson’s proud recollection of having walked out on wings warrants closer 

scrutiny.  As the lights fade on Amy, the protagonist resumes her inner monologue: 

Sitting here on my bed I can close my eyes shut out all that I can’t do with, 
hearing my own talking, others, names that used to well just be there when 
I wanted now all somewhere else.  No control.  Close my eyes then, go to– 

SOUND OF SOMETHING FLAPPING RAPIDLY. 

A FIBRILLATION. 

LIGHTS BECOME BLUE.  SENSE OF WEIGHTLESSNESS.  
SERENITY. 

Here I go.  No one talks here.  Images coming I seem feel it feels better this 
way here is how it goes: this time I am still in the middle Stilson in the 
middle going out walking out wind feels good hold the wires feel the hum 
down below far there they are now we turn it bank it now we spin! (239-40) 

But not even the intense emotional joyride of her memories can be sustained for long.  

After recalling the courage that her feat required, she continues, “And now I’m out ... and 

back and ... [WITH SURPRISE] there’s the window.”  The lights return to normal; she is 

back in her room.  And she responds by getting tears in her eyes.  The section ends with 

Kopit’s protagonist “awakening” to the sad fact that she will never regain the exhilarating 

feeling of freedom that she experienced in her past for more than a moment. 
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The final liberation.  Faced with that new knowledge, Mrs. Stilson searches in 

Explorations for ways to make her condition bearable.  And Kopit continues to employ 

theatrical effects – suggestive of postmodernism’s fragmented reality and time – to show 

her degree of success.  At various points in her section-opening inquiry into the operation 

of her consciousness, disjointed external sounds pulse louder and then diminish as she 

fights against them (245).  Locations change instantaneously as if her distinct experiences 

took place in one perpetual present.  Her struggle in this case proves to be a lost cause.  

Still, even though she acknowledges the possibility that she “may not get much better 

even though I’m here” (247), she carries on with her expedition through what the staging 

presents as an endless maze of self images and a random cacophony of scientific data. 

Before she reaches the point where she rejects the medical perspective and gives 

herself over to flying blind into the unknown of death, she attempts to construct a viable 

identity by interacting with other stroke patients.  Aside from Mrs. Stilson’s final scene 

with Amy in the wintry park, the group therapy session that takes place roughly in the 

middle of Explorations marks the play’s longest uninterrupted realistic sequence.  The 

structure of the play thus progressively distances the audience from the postmodern chaos 

of the stroke victim.  The conversation initially possesses a fairly “normal” quality, but 

that lucidity ultimately unravels, reinforcing the fragile nature of the characters’ ability to 

function in the external world.  The action abruptly comes to a halt when the protagonist 

lapses into contemplation of her apparently futile struggle and its inevitable end: 

What it was ... how I heard it how I said it not the same, you would think 
so but it’s not.  Sometimes ... well it just goes in so fast, in-and-out all the 
sounds.  I know they mean– 

PAUSE. 

I mean I know they’re ... well like with me, helping, as their at their in 
their best way knowing how I guess they practice all the time so I’d say 
must be good or even better, helps me get the dark out just by going you 
know sssslowww and thinking smiling ... it’s not easy. 

PAUSE. 

Sometimes ... how can ... well it’s just I think these death things, end it, 
stuff like sort of may be better not to listen anything no more at all or 
trying even talking cause what good’s it, I’m so far away!  Well it’s crazy 
I don’t mean it I don’t think, still it’s just like clouds that you can’t push 
through.  Still you do it, still you try to.  I can’t hear things same as others 
say them. 
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PAUSE. 

So the death thing, it comes in, I don’t ask it, it just comes in, plays around 
in there, I can’t get it out till it’s ready, goes out on its own.  Same I guess 
for coming.  I don’t open up the door. (256-57) 

Even her halfhearted yearnings for death exceed her control.   

By the end of the play, Mrs. Stilson – according to her ghostly visitor at least – 

has “changed her mind” about joining the spirit world.  Given the minimal likelihood of 

recovery, it appears to be the only way out of her fragmented reality.  Indeed, the staging 

of her death implies that it is an escape into a liberating, eternal flight of fancy.  But even 

that journey, she notes as she begins the final resumption of her monologue, invades her 

consciousness “without my asking” (266).  And she overcomes her fear of venturing into 

what she surmises to be an endless night only because she has no choice: “I know I have 

to.  It’s a luxury I can’t afford.  Fuel is running low, almost gone” (268). 

The reason her death comes as a relief, to her and to the audience, is that her life 

seems so imprisoning.  For someone who has suffered a stroke, dying might well be 

liberating – or at least seem so from the perspective of someone who can only imagine 

what living in that state would be like.  For most of us, death remains something to be 

feared.  Wings exploits that fear by representing aphasia as more frightening than death.  

What is scariest about that condition is the complete loss of control experienced by its 

victim, a lack of agency comparable to that often posited by postmodern theory.  Mrs. 

Stilson has no control over the operation of her consciousness, just as we have no control 

over the swirl of postmodernism.  The play’s overall aesthetic gives audience members 

an imaginative entry into the world of a stroke victim and then gradually extracts them 

from that world.  It thus presents the postmodern era as a potential but unrealized threat. 

Wings in Context: the Personal as the Cultural 

The full cultural implications of this effect can be understood only through an 

examination of some contradictions inherent both within the text of Wings itself and 

between it and Kopit’s other plays.  I will address the former area presently by taking a 

closer look at the playwright’s creative process as conveyed in the stage directions and 

preface.  I will establish a context for those incongruities by addressing the latter area. 
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Paging Dr. Kervorkian.  To do so, I turn to the one-act Good Help Is Hard to 

Find.  First produced in early 1981 (as part of the Ensemble Studio Theatre’s annual 

festival), the short work offers a perspective contemporaneous to that of Wings.  Beneath 

its satire about a wealthy couple’s “servant problem” lies a disturbing exploration of the 

instinctive denial and fear of human mortality that harks back to Kopit’s early one-act 

Sing to Me Through Open Windows.  The action begins with the drunk Hugo and agitated 

Dorothy seated on the deck of their summer home, waiting in vain for their lunch to be 

served.  Toward the end of the first scene, Dorothy responds to her husband’s acceptance 

of their inattentive servants with an accusation: “You’re on the verge of DEATH! ... 

that’s your problem.  You’ve accepted it!” (10).  As the shaken Hugo reaches for a liquor 

bottle, she adds, “You’ve given up hope!”  For Mrs. Stilson, accepting death represents 

embracing and not relinquishing hope. 

Scene Two has Hugo and Dorothy return to the agency that provided their current 

help.  Earlier, Hugo tells his wife that he was first brought to the unmarked, out-of-the-

way, cobweb-filled office by a former prep-school classmate after they bumped into each 

other on the street.  “Funny!” he recalls.  “I distinctly remembered him as having died!  

Apparently not” (8).  Hugo’s memory failure extends beyond the classmate – who, it 

turns out, was actually his roommate – to encompass where his wife went to school.  But 

even breakdowns in memory as basic as these seem far less disconcerting than the total 

memory loss experienced by Mrs. Stilson. 

To Dorothy, the sweet old lady who presents herself at their house later that 

afternoon as a replacement domestic seems perfect.  But Hugo senses something ominous 

in the arrival.  After the woman, Mrs. Stevenson, lists all the chores she does for her 

dollar-a-day wage – a list that includes “check your pulse” (16) – the husband remarks, 

“Never been so frightened in my life!”  Mrs. Stevenson proceeds to fly up to the ceiling 

and dust away some cobwebs.  “Yes, I’ll have you all straightened out in no time flat,” 

she tells them upon her descent.  “I love you very much,” Hugo says to his wife in a tone 

that stage directions describe as “softly, sadly, as if about to leave for good” (17).  When 

the Angel of Death comes calling in this play, it is not a happy occasion.   

The transition to the play’s fourth and final scene features “ethereal” music with 

mysterious, chime-like sounds that call to mind the “hint of bells” that ends Wings.  



 129

Dorothy sits at a vanity table, scrutinizing her skin in the empty frame of a mirror.  As 

she gives thought to her next round of plastic surgery, she calls out for her husband.  “I 

dreamed last night that Hugo died” (17), she says after getting no response.  “Hugo’s 

very old,” she adds a few lines later.  “Much too old for me!” (18).  After vainly calling 

his name again, she continues, “In my dream he seemed prepared ... Didn’t seem to need 

my help.”  As if on cue, Mrs. Stevenson’s voice is heard from the darkness.  “He’s doing 

fine,” she says soothingly.  When Dorothy again points out that her husband is much too 

old for her, Mrs. Stevenson asks her how long they have been married.  “Ohhhhh, long 

time,” replies the wife.  “In fact, nearly all our lives.  We’ve known each other since 

nursery school.  We grew up together you see.  We were childhood sweethearts” (19).  

Dorothy initially smiles at the memory, but then its implications sink in.  “Suddenly,” 

according to the stage directions, “she sees herself in the mirror and her smile turns to 

alarm.”  She has shattered her comforting illusion of comparative youth.  But at least she 

has the ability to construct, and if necessary re-construct, that illusion through language. 

Mrs. Stevenson then goads Dorothy to contact the childhood friends that she has 

complained about not seeing.  As she does so, lights rise and intensify on a phone, at 

which Dorothy stares in growing terror.  “If the people that you want aren’t there,” the 

ever-helpful servant informs her insinuatingly, “there may be someone there who can tell 

you what became of them.”  She proceeds to invite her paralyzed-with-fear employer to 

go see her husband now.  “Or,” she offers, “you can go to sleep yourself.  Or stay awake, 

as you wish.  I’m in no rush.”  Death is both inevitable and patient.  The play ends with 

the lights fading around Dorothy as she looks out in terror, exactly the opposite image 

that concludes Wings. 

Good Help Is Hard to Find thus offers a rather stark – and typical for Kopit – 

view of the human response to death.  The contrasts between the situation facing Hugo 

and Dorothy and the one facing Mrs. Stilson suggest that a gradual loss of mental and 

physical capacities is far more tolerable than a sudden impairment of those capacities.  

For “those who identify themselves as normates” (or non-disabled), writes Rosemarie 

Garland Thomson in Extraordinary Bodies: Figuring Physical Disability in American 

Culture and Literature, the latter situation “is almost always experienced as a greater 
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loss” (14).  And that difference reinforces the optimistic feel of Mrs. Stilson’s death for 

the comparatively “normal” audience members. 

Oh Dad, poor Dad, a stroke has left you catatonic and I’m feelin’ so scared.  

The less typical outlook of Wings can be read as a direct result of the playwright’s 

personal connection to the material.  Kopit’s unwillingness to accept the kind of loss 

noted by Thomson in terms of his father can be seen in his avowal that “it seemed to me 

(indeed, seemed irrefutable) that in some ineffably essential way, reduced as he was, he 

was still the same person he had been” (180).  More to the point, “the look of terror in his 

eyes was unmistakable.”  This is not to say that the work should be dismissed as a mere 

product of the playwright’s struggle to come to terms with the loss of his father (who died 

from stroke-related complications in 1977).  On the contrary, in examining how Kopit’s 

grieving process seems to have impacted his creative process, I suggest that the author’s 

response to his emotional circumstances is a reflection of the same cultural anxieties 

about postmodern life that Wings posits as characteristic of the world of a stroke victim.   

In chronicling the play’s origins, I noted the playwright’s desire for a form of 

objectivity he described as “emotional truth.”  This desire, he writes in the preface, was 

the main factor in keeping him from using his father as a model for his protagonist.  But 

Kopit’s process of selecting the models he did use belies his claim to have achieved 

emotional distance from the subject matter.  At the end of the same paragraph in which 

he concedes that his perceptions of his primary model’s adventurous spirit were sheer 

speculation, he recounts that she and he “shared the same birthday” (183).  And his 

discovery of her aviatrix background – Kopit’s fascination with female pilots goes back 

to Chamber Music – clinched her key status.  These coincidences clearly heightened his 

sense of identification with a person to whom he attributed traits that he hoped existed in 

his father, whose case, he admits as a secondary reason not to use him as a model, “was 

too severe, too grim” to be suitable material: “my audience would turn away” (180).  Yet 

the woman’s experience as a stroke victim, he asserts without any scientific basis, surely 

“bore resemblance to my father’s.  Courage was not her quality alone” (184).  The tacit 

desire for the play to be uplifting revealed in such contradictory statements undercuts the 

playwright’s intention to render his protagonist’s “condition as it was, not as I might have 

preferred it” (188). 
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Kopit’s reasons for selecting his other two models reinforce the view that his own 

emotional needs influenced his creative process.  They even more profoundly reflect an 

instinctive resistance to postmodernism.  He chose the left-handed woman as a model for 

his central character’s speech ostensibly to give his work “greater linguistic richness” 

(185), a seemingly legitimate concern for a dramatist.  But implicit in that choice is a 

rejection of the less lucid, and more relentlessly arbitrary, speech of the other woman.  By 

mixing the two vocal patterns, the playwright integrated two distinct aspects of aphasia 

into one more coherent whole.  He thus diminished the sense of fragmentation of his 

stroke victim’s world, an effect that was enhanced by his incorporation of the speech 

therapist into the character.  Consider his account of her “sojourn” into aphasic life: 

“What she described was a world of fragments, a world without dimension, a world 

where time meant nothing constant, and from which there seemed no method of escape” 

(186-87).  Yet escape she did, thanks to her eventual recovery from her temporary form 

of the condition.  And Kopit chose to structure his play according to her progression out 

of the isolation and confusion of her original experience, even though such a progression 

is unlikely to occur in someone with permanent, stroke-induced brain damage.  The same 

is true, of course, in the case of postmodernism, a condition from which the possibility of 

recovery – in the sense of a return to a more coherent reality – seems like a naïve dream. 

A resistance to postmodernism surfaces in the script itself as well.  The play’s 

aesthetic subverts the effects of its theatrical devices by facilitating the construction of 

meaning by an insistence on a predetermined order.  This takes place not only through the 

overall structure, but also through the employment of those devices on an individual 

basis.  In his notes to Catastrophe, Kopit seems to embrace the randomness of the 

experience.  “Theoretically,” he writes, “any sound or image herein described can occur 

anywhere in this section” (201).  The items in the three printed columns, he adds, are just 

“building blocks” that can be “repeated, spliced, reversed, filtered, speeded up or slowed 

down” (202).  But he also imposes order on the section by specifying that a final 

sequence should be “composed” in rehearsal, determined according to a “musical” sense.  

Further, many of the items in the three columns are meaningfully indicative of the 

protagonist’s external reality, in which she is transported to the hospital during her stroke.  

And the phrasing of the last visual image makes it clear that it belongs right where it is: 
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“Finally, Mrs. Stilson is led by attendants downstage, to a chair.  Then left alone” (210, 

my emphasis).  The play’s other most overtly postmodern sequence conveys a similarly 

conflicted approach.  Early in Explorations, Mrs. Stilson’s expedition through a maze of 

mirrored passageways is accompanied by sixteen “blocks of sound” that represent the 

diverse aural stimuli of her experience as an aphasiac.  These blocks range from riffs of 

scat by Ella Fitzgerald to snippets of neurological science to actual bits of conversation 

presumably directed at her by doctors, nurses, and speech therapists.  According to the 

stage directions, the blocks “can be used in any order and combined in any way desired, 

except for the last five blocks, numbers 12-16, which must be performed in their given 

sequence and in a way that is comprehensible” (248).  Those last five blocks notably end 

with the “flying blind” comment that propels Mrs. Stilson out of the maze and then later 

figures so prominently in her final flight of fancy.  The play’s uplifting ending depends 

on a linear order that has been constructed to flow seemingly organically out of chaos. 

An open-ended conclusion (to existence as we knew it).  My purpose in reading 

these inherent incongruities has been to explore Kopit’s process of writing Wings in two 

main contexts.  One of those contexts is his overall body of work.  It seems to me that the 

playwright in this case has exhibited the same kind of behavior that he typically assigns – 

with heavily ironic touches – to his characters.  He has constructed a narrative that served 

his apparent need to bring order to chaotic circumstances.  And he seems blind to his own 

complicity in mystifying the cultural construction of a falsely comforting view of reality.   

One culturally constructed view of reality that the play seems to reaffirm is that of 

disability.  David Mitchell and Sharon Snyder coin the term “narrative prosthesis” – in 

their book of the same name – to describe the use of narratives to resolve “a deviance 

marked as improper to the social context” (53).  That process begins with exposing a 

deviance and ends with correcting the deviance through rescue, extermination, or 

revaluation (53-54).  Wings clearly fits that schema.  In particular, Kopit’s use of airplane 

imagery corresponds to the way literary narratives “deploy the mutable or ‘deviant’ 

body” as a counterpoint to “the ‘meaning-laden’ and ethereal projections of the mind” 

(49).  When Mrs. Stilson escapes into the realm of her “intact” self, she soars; when her 

aphasia fragments her identity, she crashes.  That death is portrayed as her only means of 

achieving unfettered flight reiterates the belief that a healthy soul cannot survive within a 
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disabled body.  The “emotional truth” of aphasia seemingly expressed by the play might 

be better characterized as the cultural truth of the condition. 

This reading is somewhat complicated, however, by the second main context in 

which I wish to explore Kopit’s creative process.  That second context encompasses deep 

anxieties of the social moment in which he conceived and wrote the play.  With the 

advantage of twenty-five years of hindsight to clarify my vision, I still cannot imagine the 

shock waves that surged through U.S. culture in the late 1970s.  On top of the lingering 

societal impact of the tumultuous 1960s, a new way of understanding existence itself was 

taking shape in the form of postmodern/post-structuralist philosophy.  Many ideas that by 

now have become fully assimilated into our cultural mindset were just beginning to enter 

mainstream thought.  For those few who intuited the implications of those ideas in regard 

to identity, it must have seemed as though we were living on the edge of a precipice, as 

though a major catastrophe were imminent.  Arthur Kopit appears to have been one of 

those intuitive few.  He seems on some level to have sensed the coming societal tensions.  

And he expressed those tensions, perhaps totally unconsciously, through metaphor in his 

depiction of a stroke victim.  According to Thomson, the only “positive or transformative 

interpretative of the extraordinary” is the ritualized assimilation of anomaly in order to 

alter cultural patterns (37).  Even though, due to its eventual retreat into a familiar trope, 

Kopit’s play falls short of that effect, it at least sets out to achieve it. 

When its social moment of origin is considered, Wings takes on a new dimension.  

Instead of extracting the audience from the frightening grip of postmodern existence, the 

play’s aesthetic provides an anticipatory sense of what the future holds (or held).  The 

“stroke” of postmodernism had not yet occurred in the cultural mind, but its fragmenting 

effect – just like aging and death for individuals – was inevitable.  Still, there was no way 

to predict the full impact of that fragmentation on American society.  The only certainty 

was that we would soon be flying blind into the swirl.  Ultimately, Wings implies that the 

best way to navigate the cloudy night sky of postmodernism is by trusting our senses and 

letting go: of our fear of death, of our need to define reality with linguistic labels 

(including the ones that stigmatize disability), of our selves.  Was this practical advice?  

In hindsight, the answer seems to be no. 

But there is always something to be said for hope, regardless of its origin. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

DETECTING AMERICAN MADness: 

THE ILL LOGIC OF NOT BELIEVING WHAT WE KNOW 

IN END OF THE WORLD WITH SYMPOSIUM TO FOLLOW 

When Arthur Kopit’s play about nuclear proliferation debuted on Broadway, it 

was billed simply as End of the World.  During a trial run in the nation’s capital, the 

author had decided to shorten the title.  “I actually heard people come up to the box office 

at the Kennedy Center and ask what time the symposium went on,” he says, “because 

they didn’t want to stay for the symposium.”  In his introduction to the revised 1987 

acting edition, Kopit expresses a preference for the original, full name.  He suggests 

writing it on a single line, without parentheses or commas, and capitalizing the first letter 

of “With” in order to convey that it “is in fact a title and not a social announcement” (8).1 

As trivial as this anecdote may seem, it reflects the dilemma at the heart of the 

work.  How can a playwright entice the public to listen to, and absorb, information that it 

does not want to hear?  In this case, that information encompasses not only the “gloomy” 

subject of nuclear war, but also the complicity of audience members – and all of us – in 

the ill logic that made (and still makes) global annihilation seem inevitable.  Kopit’s 

answer was to create an aesthetic puzzle that the audience must solve for itself in order to 

find meaning in the experience of the play.  Further, by disguising that puzzle within the 

familiar conventions of the film noir detective genre, the playwright sought to make the 

process of solving it fun.  The result, as the tone of the full title suggests, was surprisingly 

light-hearted: a comedy about the potential and perhaps inevitable mass destruction of the 

planet.   

                                                        
1 Quotes from the text of End of the World ... also come from the “definitive” 1987 acting edition. 
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Critical Contexts 

Some initial reviewers found the playwright’s approach unsuccessful.  “One can 

understand Kopit’s reluctance to treat the material somberly,” wrote Howard Kissel, “but 

much of the humor he has devised simply seems contrived” (276).  John Simon reported 

a similar view: “The format of End of the World cheapens its real subject; the jokes are a 

dead end, keeping the play from its goal” (“Bangs” 104).  Others had the opposite 

response.  Gerald Weales declared that “even Kopit’s most outrageous gags contribute to 

his serious themes” (“American” 599).  John Beaufort applauded the mixture of “satire, 

mock realism, and philosophic discourse,” calling the production “a major event of this 

or any other season” (“End”).  Still others took a more moderate position.  Clive Barnes 

described the play as both “vastly entertaining” and “half-baked,” as both “thoughtful” 

and “not always completely thought-out” (“Laughing”). 

Jack Kroll likewise expressed a mixed reaction, one that is noteworthy for another 

reason.  “Unwieldy, uneven, garrulous, grotesque,” commented the Newsweek critic, 

“End of the World nonetheless has guts and feeling and a fine American impertinence.”  

The playwright, he added, possesses “an American rock-bottom sincerity.”  The national 

pride implicit in that assessment should not come as a surprise; the play appeared during 

the height of the Cold War.  Ironically, Kroll’s denoting of sincerity as a specifically 

American trait reflects the very cultural attitude that the work questions.  The critique of 

United States nationalism that is inextricably bound up with Kopit’s parody of the U.S. 

government’s nuclear policy seems to have been completely overlooked by observers 

from the play’s immediate social moment. 

The two published articles on the play, both from the early 1990s, offer greater 

insight into its exploration of the arms race and provide a foundation for my analysis.  

Daniel Zins notes that Kopit’s nuclear-strategist characters exhibit an “inability or refusal 

to [. . .] see how the world looks from the Soviets’ point of view” (136).  Thomas Adler 

explicates the work’s demonstration that “a dissociation of feeling from thought: 

rationality devoid of morality” results in “insanity” in public policy (“Public” 223). 

The irrationality, cited by Adler, of the U.S. government’s policy of nuclear 

deterrence finds expression not only in the play’s satirical content but in its theatrical 
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conceit as well.  End of the World With Symposium to Follow dramatizes the struggles of 

playwright/detective Michael Trent to envision a suitable form for a work about nuclear 

doom.  This approach paradoxically emphasizes the impossibility of writing the very play 

that the audience is watching – a parallel to the convoluted logic of weapons policies 

based on the premise of “Mutual Assured Destruction” (MAD).  Through metaphorical 

dimensions, Kopit’s work traces the inherent madness of MAD to its roots in human and 

national identity. 

The concept and structure of the play are noteworthy for another reason as well.  

As the following account details, they stem from the playwright’s real-life experience in 

coming to terms with the subject matter. 

Origins and History 

End of the World ... is the only one of Kopit’s major plays that did not result from 

an idea original to him.  The project was initiated by Leonard Davis, a concerned – and 

quite wealthy – citizen who offered Kopit a private commission of $30,000 to write a 

play based on his own four-page outline about nuclear proliferation.  At first skeptical 

about an arrangement of that kind, Kopit eventually succumbed to what he saw as an 

artistic challenge: “Could I write a play in which the audience will come in and learn 

something about the issue that they haven’t understood before?” (qtd. in Shewey 104). 

After studying “The Prompt and Delayed Effects of Thermonuclear Explosions” 

and similar subjects, Kopit had no idea how the experts on nuclear war willingly faced 

the prospect of global holocaust on a daily basis.  For that, he went to Washington, DC 

and conducted interviews with key figures in the military and the consulting industry.  “I 

didn’t care to talk to the freeze movement, the people who said we’ve got to stop,” Kopit 

explains.  “That I understood.  I wanted to meet the hard-liners who say we need more 

weapons” (qtd. in Shewey 104).  Clearly, exposing the irrationality of their perspective 

requires presenting that perspective accurately.  When I interviewed Kopit in June 2000, 

he told me that someone in the White House box at the Kennedy Center premiere – a 

Reagan man – turned to him after the show, looked around to make sure no one was 

watching, then said, “You got it right.”  Kopit thanked him, and the Reagan man replied, 

“Fingers crossed, fingers crossed.”   
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Kopit says that whenever he discussed his research in public, the people around 

him would move away, as if fleeing the information.  “I had to find some way that they 

would listen,” he recalls.  He realized that the trick was to find a vehicle for the material 

that would invite audience members to enjoy themselves.  He therefore rejected Davis’ 

scenario, which consisted of a straightforward conversation between the U.S. president 

and Soviet premier.2  In order to personalize the abstract horror of nuclear annihilation 

and make the audience’s experience fun, Kopit opted to focus on a semi-autobiographical 

playwright/detective who becomes embroiled in a film noir type mystery. 

For a while, Kopit was stymied by the fact that he had been chosen for the project 

simply because of outward circumstances.  Davis was a major contributor to New York’s 

City College, where the playwright happened to be teaching a workshop in 1980.  The 

conventions of the film noir genre demand a more motivated connection.  Kopit finally 

remembered an incident with his infant son Alex “that had to do with the illicit allure of 

perversity, the allure of doing the worst thing possible [. . .] the allure of the act for which 

there is no forgiveness.”  In the play, the Kopit-like protagonist’s innate – but repressed – 

understanding of that allure serves as the reason that he is selected for the commission. 

End of the World With Symposium to Follow had a four-week commercial tryout 

at the Kennedy Center before opening at Broadway’s Music Box Theater in May 1984.  

The New York production, directed by Harold Prince “as if it were a musical” (Barnes, 

“Laughing”), closed after 33 performances.  The play was revived in 1986, under the 

restored title and with a revised script,3 at the American Repertory Theatre in Cambridge, 

MA, directed by Richard Foreman. 

Analysis 

Through its focus on the MADness of the U.S. government’s nuclear policies, 

End of the World ... explores the “diseased” American national identity deconstructed in 

                                                        
2 A similar approach to the topic was taken by Lee Blessing for his 1987 play A Walk in the Woods. 
3 Kopit says that he cut a scene set in the Russian Tea Room “because it was hurting the momentum of the 
play.  It was a set piece.  It was very funny, but it kept it from its trajectory.”  The other major changes, 
which were made to accommodate specific production considerations and which Kopit considers optional, 
are documented in an appendix to the 1987 acting edition. 
 



 138

Kopit’s earlier work Indians (see Chapter Two).  Both plays depict that identity as based 

on the questionable assumption that we, as a society, possess a moral superiority over 

other people.  But End of the World ... approaches this issue from a different angle.  

Where Indians re-visions the past to show how the legacy of Manifest Destiny infects our 

contemporary collective mindset, the later work focuses squarely on the present-day 

symptoms of our national illness.  In doing so, it expresses deep cultural anxieties of its 

moment of origin.  That anxiety extends beyond the widespread fear stemming from the 

general threat of nuclear war to encompass less explicitly articulated (in society) concerns 

about the U.S. government’s actual strategies for waging the Cold War and the presumed 

superiority of our socioeconomic system itself.  And where the earlier work exposes the 

human fear of death as a fundamental underlying cause of our personal and national 

identity anxiety, End of the World ... suggests that our emotional response to the fact of 

our mortality is a conflicted one.  Alongside our fear, we demonstrate a powerful 

fascination with death, and the play implies that the fear and fascination alike influence 

our aggressive behavior.  In The Illusion of the End, Jean Baudrillard sheds light on this 

seemingly contradictory aspect of our cultural mindset.  To alleviate the anxiety created 

by the inevitability of an end beyond our control, humanity “will prefer to stage its own 

death as a species” and thereby “pretend to be the author of its destiny” (71). 

The play’s treatment of national identity flows out of its approach to personal 

identity.  The key to this effect is protagonist Michael Trent’s discovery – when he finally 

remembers the incident involving his infant son that convinced mysterious benefactor 

Philip Stone to offer him the commission – of his own capacity for evil.  Trent ultimately 

realizes that his drive for self-preservation cannot fully offset the strange allure of self-

destruction.  But the protagonist is merely one of several “divided” characters in End of 

the World ..., which complicates facile notions of good and evil by insisting that each of 

us has the potential to act on either impulse.  Evil, Baudrillard notes, “circulates in the 

same arterial system as Good and feeds off it, in all innocence, in all perversity” (47).   

Kopit’s work shows that when we deny the role of instinct in the function of 

reason or the role of emotion in the exercise of intellect – or, in a parallel dramatic thread, 

the role of personal lives in the practice of public professions – we construct misleading 

images of ourselves.  The play further suggests that such biased self-perceptions often 
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lead to hostile relations with others.  Specifically, the U.S. government’s reliance on 

convoluted terminology to explain its nuclear policy is treated as an absurd effort to 

maintain a national identity that denies any aggressive tendencies by projecting them onto 

the U.S.S.R.  Significantly, there are no Russian characters in End of the World ...; the 

Soviets exist only as unseen Others, just as America’s Cold War opponents did in real life 

for most U.S. citizens.  But the overall effect of the play challenges cultural assumptions 

about such Others by showing that our assumptions about ourselves are open to challenge 

and inviting audience members to extend that process to the people of foreign lands.  In 

this regard, the work transcends its topical material and remains particularly relevant to 

the current state of global affairs. 

The play’s form reinforces its dramatic effect.  It starts as film noir mystery but 

becomes a fusion of Sam Spade detective story, Pirandellian meta-theatre, Brechtian 

learning play, Escher puzzle/art, and Kopit autobiography.  By keeping the audience 

guessing about its aesthetic identity, it mirrors Trent’s attempt to solve the mystery facing 

him.  The autobiographical dimensions of End of the World ... are especially important.  

By integrating his private and public lives through his work, Kopit willingly undertakes 

an act of self-interrogation that his characters avoid.  In doing so, he offers an alternate 

model for responding to the unsettling aspects of our existence documented in the play.  

If there is a way out of the parallel paradox of nuclear armament – or the fundamental 

problem of identity – it begins with accepting that who we are may not always be who we 

would like to be.  Once we truly believe what we know about ourselves, the work as a 

whole implies, we can strive to channel our discomforting impulses into creative, non-

destructive behavior. 

End of the World With Symposium to Follow is written in three acts, descriptively 

titled – in chronological order – The Commission, The Investigation, and The Discovery.  

The first two are intended to be performed as a single unit; according to Kopit’s prefatory 

note, holding an intermission between Act One and Act Two “will greatly work against 

the play’s through-line and cumulative effect” (10).  Each act opens with Trent onstage 

alone in a trenchcoat à la the classic hardboiled detective.  He initiates the action through 

film noir narration, with expository passages juxtaposed with quasi-cinematic flashbacks 
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until Trent steps into a scene and performs it as the present.  During the first two acts, he 

continues to address the audience with periodic asides typical of the genre.   

Act One depicts the appearance of wealthy Philip Stone at Trent’s office, where 

he offers to pay any sum to have his four-page scenario about global doom developed 

into a play.  After much wavering due the implausibility of the scenario, Trent accepts the 

proposal.  He finally agrees to the deal, he tells the audience, for two reasons: “One, of 

course, was the money”; the other “was curiosity” (32-33).  The obvious cause of that 

curiosity is Stone’s mysterious reference to a past incident that convinced him that Trent 

possesses “a thorough understanding of evil” (32).   

Act Two recaps Trent’s ten-plus months of research into the subject matter, with 

primary focus on his meetings with people who think about nuclear war every day.  

These include a top Pentagon official, an academic expert on the Soviet Union, and a pair 

of war-gamers from a government-funded think tank.  The interviews leave Trent just as 

perplexed as he continues to be by Stone’s personal insinuation.  To get answers, the 

playwright arranges a clandestine rendezvous with a high-level informant known only as 

The Shadow, who turns out to be the same Pentagon official Trent already met.  The 

curtain falls before The Shadow can reveal why he would risk his career and possibly 

even his life to help Trent. 

In Act Three, the emphasis shifts to Trent the stymied playwright, as he discards 

the trenchcoat and drops his detective persona.  Scrambling to satisfy Stone’s demands 

for evidence of progress on the project, Trent articulates his concept for a play about a 

playwright/detective who is commissioned to write a play about doom.  His asides are 

now delivered to his agent Audrey, who in effect becomes an onstage representative of 

the audience (and general public) in regard to her understanding of and reaction to the 

nuclear issue.  She eventually lapses into blind denial, telling Trent, “I don’t want to 

know any more” (86).  Her departure is followed by an exchange between Stone and 

Trent that prompts the latter’s recollection of the incident to which the former alluded in 

Act One.  Even after he makes “the discovery” about himself that Stone believes will 

enable him to proceed with the play, Trent continues to resist, claiming in his final line 

that “it is totally beyond me!” (91).  End of the World ... ends, however, with Trent lost in 

thought, as if he is beginning to conceive a solution to the puzzle. 
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A key element of the closing image is the background interaction between Trent’s 

wife Ann and son Alex.  In fact, the appearance of those characters onstage is vital to the 

play’s overall vision.  Throughout the action, Trent tries vehemently to keep his family 

out of his work, and his ultimate failure to do so has implications that extend far beyond 

his domestic life.  In order to explicate those implications fully, I first must outline the 

“big picture” in which they are situated. 

Do You Believe in Evil Empires? 

Summarizing the paradox of nuclear armament, or even Kopit’s expression of it, 

is no easy task.  Indeed, one of the central premises of the play is that people will not 

believe the truth of the situation unless they discover it for themselves.  “This information 

is at first blush so incredible,” Stone says to Trent, “that were I to simply tell you what it 

is you would be bound not to believe it, just as I at first did not, and in some ways still do 

not, cannot! though I know full well all of it is true” (30).  By the end of his investigation, 

Trent finds himself in a similar position.  He does not believe even what he has learned 

firsthand, he tells Stone, “because I don’t want to” (76).  And Audrey’s reaction to 

Trent’s subsequent account of his meeting with The Shadow upholds Stone’s view.  “But 

clearly somewhere in your research you’ve gone wrong,” the agent insists after the 

playwright details his new knowledge.  “The world you are describing, this is not a world 

I know,” she explains.  “Furthermore,” she adds, “it’s not a world I care to know” (86).  

And that is the crux of the matter.  Regardless of our intellectual grasp of a situation, 

some truths are too difficult to accept on an emotional level.  This disparity has 

convinced Stone that his sense of inevitable doom can be conveyed only through a play.  

The theatre, he tells Trent, “alone among the arts engages, in equal measure, the emotion 

and the intellect.  And both must be touched here, if we are to survive” (30). 

Killing ourselves to protect ourselves.  Still, it is possible to describe the purely 

intellectual paradox.  Trent sums up one side in recounting his meeting with The Shadow: 

I tell him I think the notion of using nuclear weapons to prevent the use of 
nuclear weapons – which is the system we currently depend upon – simply 
doesn’t work, not in the long run, too many places where the system just 
plain breaks down.  Breakdown, in fact, I say, seems built in.  What we’ve 
got, I say, is a fail-safe, built-in breakdown machine. (78) 
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Yet, at the same time, deterrence seems to work.  The Shadow confirmed that actually 

launching nuclear weapons is unthinkable, because “we know the enemy would retaliate 

and wipe us out in return” (84).  Paradoxically, the breakdowns alluded to by Trent arise 

from the very same instinct for survival cited by The Shadow.  According to Pete, one of 

a pair of think-tank “war-gamers” interviewed by Trent in Act Two, scenarios inevitably 

show that nuclear conflict “breaks out PRECISELY because no one WANTS it to!” (56).  

In every scenario, the initial launch results from fear that the other side is going to launch 

first, an unacceptable occurrence given the mutual understanding that “going first is 

going best.”  As Pete puts it, “I mean, these notions of us riding out a nuclear attack and 

then launching again, without substantial loss of capability, well it’s nonsense” (59).  In 

such a situation, notes Pete’s partner Jim, “holding back is clearly wrong, politically and 

militarily.”  In defiance of all logic, the unthinkable becomes the only discernible option.  

Even so, barring a “discontinuity” – which Pete defines as an event that causes “a sudden 

and radical shift in the general mode of thinking” (62) – maintaining a nuclear weapons 

balance appears to be the most credible means of preventing their use, given the fact of 

their existence.  As presidential adviser General Wilmer tells Trent earlier, “In the past 

forty years, have we had a nuclear war?  No.  Why?  Nuclear weapons!” (47). 

The real problem is that maintaining such a balance is nearly impossible.  “The 

system is dynamic,” explains Wilmer.  “Change is built in” (41).  Neither side can afford 

not to develop new and improved weapons if they wish to deter future attack.  And this 

process of perpetual escalation guarantees the eventual emergence of exactly what it is 

intended to guard against.  In time, one side is bound to gain an advantage on the other.  

In light of this inherent flaw in the system, The Shadow admitted, the U.S. government 

has designed – in theory – “an improvement” over deterrence.  One day, he told Trent, it 

will be possible to prevent the retaliation that makes launching weapons unthinkable.  

The key is the creation of an “invulnerable window shade allowing our missiles out but 

nothing in” (84).  But as Trent points out, such an innovation once again inevitably would 

lead to mutual destruction, as the Soviets surely would discover the American plan before 

it could be implemented, forcing them to attack preemptively.  “We’re right back where 

we STARTED!” exclaims Trent.  “You cannot beat the system!  Not even when it seems 

you can, because it just turns you right back in on itself, it’s a closed-loop!” (85). 
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The best defense is a good offense (or is it vice versa?).  Significantly, the 

“invulnerable window shade” conceptualized by The Shadow corresponds to an actual 

Reagan Administration proposal.  The name of that real-life proposal, the Strategic 

Defense Initiative (also known as SDI and informally as “Star Wars”), offers an example 

of how the paradox of the Cold War manifests itself in our sense of morality.  At first 

glance, a system designed to deflect incoming missiles does indeed seem defensive in 

nature.  Then again, as Trent informs Audrey, the U.S. military considers measures as 

aggressive as a first strike to be defensive.  She is understandably baffled: 

AUDREY. Hitting someone first is a defensive act? 
TRENT. If you know he’s planning to hit you. 
AUDREY. Why would he be planning to hit you? 
TRENT. Because he thinks you’re planning to hit him. 
AUDREY. Well, ... he’s right. 
TRENT. There you are. 
AUDREY. Dear, by this scheme, nobody does anything offensive. 
TRENT. Exactly.  Every act of aggression is defensive here.  It’s a 

completely moral system! (83) 

And for The Shadow, the “defensive” missile screen would allow the U.S. to ominously 

“take care of things” (84).  When Audrey objects to the barbarism of The Shadow’s plan, 

Trent explains, “Well, because even if we aren’t [barbaric], they’ve got to be!  Just in 

case we are.  Which means they are.  Which means we have to!  You see?  Defensive!  

Again, it’s a completely moral system!” (84).  Once embraced, the illogic is inescapable.  

Kopit’s play satirizes how that ill logic infects the thinking of military strategists 

by highlighting the extreme to which they take it.  One of Trent’s interviewees, academic 

expert on the Soviet Union Stanley Berent, blatantly twists language in a manner that 

blurs the distinction between offensive and defensive acts.  Berent rejects Trent’s use of 

the term “first strike” for having an aggressive connotation.  In order to convey its 

defensive nature, he calls it “anticipatory retaliation” instead.  “Some prefer ‘pre-emptive 

strike,’” he notes, “but that can get cumbersome.  Because, if you sense they’re about to 

pre-empt you, then what you have to do is pre-pre-empt them” (51).  Trent quickly 

catches on.  “By this same token,” he ventures, “if the other side should somehow learn 

that you’ve discovered their plan to preempt, and are therefore about [to] pre-preempt 

them, they have no recourse but to start discussing a pre-pre-preemptive strike against 

you!  And one can obviously just get LOST in this kind of talk.”  Berent misses the point.  
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“That’s right,” he says.  “Anticipatory retaliation simply covers everything.”  But utility 

is not the only advantage of his preferred term; it also obscures the convoluted logic of its 

origin. 

Berent reveals a key effect of such linguistic manipulations when he outlines his 

concept of “a credible nuclear war fighting policy,” which basically entails bombing 

anywhere that Soviet leaders might hide.  “Sounds to me like you’re about to wipe out all 

of Russia,” observes Trent.  “Well, that’s certainly not what we intend,” the scholar 

clarifies, then matter-of-factly affirms Trent’s designation of that outcome as a “side 

effect” (53).  By his reasoning, the entire Russian population can be justifiably killed. 

Playing the ultimate-stakes poker game.  The cornerstone of Berent’s strategy 

is an assumption that such a conflict can be fought, and won, on a limited basis.  To 

begin, “you employ what we call ‘a controlled counterforce strike with restraint’” (49), 

which amounts to targeting everything but your opponent’s cities.  “And what you do is,” 

continues Berent, “you tell him you’ll demolish them if he doesn’t capitulate” (50).  As 

long as you have an adequate civil defense system, he explains, “even if the Russians 

strike back, you should be able to absorb the blow and still have enough left to strike 

back at them.  And this time just wipe them out.”  Unfortunately, laments Berent, such a 

“rational” approach depends on having weapons that are more advanced than the existing 

ones.  Until the “proper” weapons can be developed, he proposes sending the Russians a 

clear signal saying, “you fuck around with us, we’re gonna fuck around with you!” (50). 

Berent is not alone in this regard.  According to General Wilmer, the first thing 

the U.S. must do to prevent nuclear war “is let the other side know we’re able to fight a 

nuclear war!  And at all levels, too.  Even though they’re probably unwinnable, and 

unfightable” (43).  He goes on to point out that “what your opponent thinks you will do is 

far more important than what you actually will do!” (44).  Even the presumably more 

independent Pete and Jim support this perspective.  In describing a scenario that could 

potentially lead to a nuclear launch, they hypothesize that the U.S. president might move 

nuclear weapons into a contested region without any intention of actually using them.  

“He’s just hoping that by showing strength, the Soviets will re-think their position and 

pull back,” says Pete.  “In other words, it’s a bluff,” chimes in Jim, a line later adding, 

“And by the way, probably the proper move to make” (58). 
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The crucial factor in using a bluff as a successful deterrent, Wilmer discloses, is 

being perceived as genuinely capable of irrational behavior: 

The Soviets, who know it makes no sense for us to strike with nuclear 
weapons if they move in, nonetheless are deterred from moving in because 
it’s just possible we might be crazy enough to do it.  This is why it’s so 
important for our President, whoever he is, to every so often say something 
that sounds a bit insane.4 (46) 

For Wilmer, deterrence ultimately depends on fear, which – in yet another dimension of 

the paradox – both prevents and starts wars.  Every scenario developed by Pete and Jim 

shows nuclear war breaking out due to “fear that the other guy’s going to do it first” (59).  

The problem with a nuclear freeze, Wilmer notes, is that by making people feel safer “it 

actually raises the chance of war” (46).  Similarly, Berent asserts that lasting security can 

be achieved only through the mutual threat of total annihilation.  And despite what appear 

to be inherent flaws in logic, deterrence – up to that point at least – has worked.  

Trapped in an impossible box?  End of the World ... does more than merely 

expose the implicit absurdity, latent brutality, and intrinsic risk of our Cold War thinking.  

For starters, it raises the question of how that mentality arose in the first place.  Late in 

Act Two, Trent receives a package from The Shadow containing an oversized photograph 

(known as Crazy Crate) of an “impossible box” – a series of boards nailed into a frame 

that defies spatial reality.  One of the rear vertical slats crosses over one of the forward 

horizontal slats, and one of the rear horizontal slats crosses over one of the forward 

vertical slats.  “Hey, Mike, how do ya build a box like that?” (65), asks Trent’s secretary 

Stella in an inquiry that extends beyond the image itself, through metaphor, to the illogic 

of nuclear policy.  When Trent shows the photograph to Audrey and Stone in Act Three, 

his agent repeats the question: “How does one construct an object like this?” (80).  “Not 

quite sure,” replies Trent, and no one ever articulates a better answer. 

The play seems more concerned with exploring how we can get out of the box 

than with reproducing the blueprint for its original construction.  But even then, it treats 

the issue – on a superficial level anyway – preposterously, as Trent’s exchange with Pete 

and Jim about a potential “discontinuity” that could resolve the nuclear paradox conveys: 

TRENT. Okay!  all right! ... any candidates? 

                                                        
4 “So that’s what’s been going on!” retorts Trent in an undisguised jab at Ronald Reagan. 
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PETE. Well, I’d say the best we’ve come up with so far is ... (He looks to 

JIM for help.) 
JIM. (to PETE) Extraterrestrial? 
TRENT. (stunned) You mean, like E.T. comes down? 
PETE. You got it! 
TRENT. Jesus Christ! 
JIM. That’s another! (62) 

The point beneath the humor is that a true discontinuity cannot be anticipated.  Egyptian 

president Anwar al-Sadat’s 1977 trip to Jerusalem (during which he became the first 

Arab leader to recognize Israel) – Jim’s example of a previous occurrence – was 

completely unforeseen.  In hindsight, the same can be said about the foreign and domestic 

reforms initiated by Soviet general secretary Mikhail Gorbachev in the mid-to-late 1980s 

that eventually led to the end of the Cold War. 

Even if the play does not provide clear answers about the origin of or solution to 

our “impossible” existence, it offers a strong hint about how we manage to endure it.  

After showing Audrey and Stone the photograph of the box, Trent displays an image that 

he says was hanging on the walls of everyone he interviewed in Washington.  The print – 

of Dutch artist Maurits Cornelis Escher’s Waterfall – features a zigzagging waterway that 

flows to a waterfall that spills back into the source for the waterway.  It thus creates the 

illusion of water running both upward and downward in the same direction.  “There’s 

something very wrong with this” (80), observes Audrey.  “And yet, ... it looks all right” 

(81), she concedes.  “I bet they knew there was something wrong with it!” she proclaims 

about the people Trent interviewed, adding, “And they couldn’t figure it out either.”  

According to The Shadow, Trent relates, all those involved in the formation of nuclear 

policy already know that deterrence does not really work but “don’t believe what they 

know!” (79).  Their fascination with the Escher print symbolizes their reliance on illusion 

to ignore knowledge that they are unable or unwilling to accept.  And that fascination and 

reliance illustrate the emotional aspects of the paradox. 

Radiating with excitement.  The hardest part for Trent to accept about what he 

learns through his investigation is the attitude his interviewees exhibit toward their work.  

“... Funny,” he says near the end of his meeting with General Wilmer.  “Before I came 

down here, I actually thought that thinking about this stuff, day in, day out, would be, you 

know, ... gloomy!”  After a laugh from Wilmer, Trent remarks, “I bet you can’t wait to 
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get to work in the morning,” to which the General replies, “Beats thinking about tanks!” 

(47).  Pete and Jim, meanwhile, treat the subject as though it were material suitable for a 

vaudeville routine.  Once Pete describes the “curious paradox built into deterrence” in 

which military strength both deters and invites attack, Jim chimes in, “HOIST on your 

own petard!” (56).  Later in the scene, after outlining a scenario that could lead to a 

nuclear launch, the two of them exclaim in unison, “HOIST ON OUR OWN PETARD!” 

in a line Kopit qualifies as “a la W.C. Fields” (59). 

Trent’s account of his meeting with The Shadow takes this attitude to a new level.  

His informant’s eyes were “glistening with delight” as he brought up the plan to develop 

a missile-defense system that would prevent retaliation.  And after Trent pointed out the 

mutual annihilation inevitably resulting from that “improvement” on deterrence, The 

Shadow’s animation increased.  “‘Right!’ he said,” recounts Trent.  “And I could see his 

eyes, they were on FIRE!  I mean this man was excited!  I thought, am I dreaming this?  

This makes no sense!” (85-86).  But even more perplexing to Trent is what happened 

next.  The Shadow grabbed the playwright’s hands, stared at him with his “still-gleaming 

eyes,” and – just before disappearing into the fog – said, “Stop me” (86).  Unlike those 

who do not believe what they know in order to deny their fascination with global 

destruction, The Shadow admits that his work has an unwelcome stranglehold on him. 

In the end, Stone helps Trent solve the mystery of that stranglehold.  “There’s a 

glitter to nuclear weapons,” he finally confides once Audrey has left him alone with the 

playwright.  He describes the awesome intensity of a nuclear test detonation he witnessed 

in the South Pacific years earlier.  “I’d never seen anything like this in my life! ... And I 

thought, this is what it will be like at the end of time” (88), he remarks.  Then, after a 

pause, he adds, “And we all felt ... the thrill of that idea” (89).  But on the societal level, 

the play asserts, we refuse to acknowledge that thrill.  We do not believe what we know. 

U.S. versus them.  In order to deny the presence of that self-destructive impulse, 

we cling to perceptions of ourselves as wholly benign.  The nation is seen to stand for all 

that is good.  General Wilmer conveys this perspective early in his meeting with Trent. 

The challenge facing the U.S. in its conflict with the Soviets, he says, “is to find a way to 

avoid nuclear war, while preserving the values that we cherish” (40).  Significantly, the 

dialogue never specifies what those values are.  The characters seem to take them – and 
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the worthiness of preserving them – for granted.  Given that assumption, the only way to 

comprehend the Cold War is to see the Soviet Union as opposed to those values and, by 

extension, as opposed to what is good.  Once again, the play leaves this view implicit.  

There is no need, after all, to tell the audience something it already understands.  “All you 

have to do” to avoid a nuclear war, Wilmer reports telling a crowd of student pacifists in 

order to silence their protests, “is surrender” (40).  To do so would be unthinkable.  The 

national perspective had been clearly articulated by our political leaders, most famously 

in Ronald Reagan’s 1982 “Evil Empire” speech to the British House of Commons. 

Instead of reiterating such heavy-handed rhetoric, End of the World ... treats the 

matter somewhat more subtly by featuring characters who have thoroughly internalized 

the prevailing cultural attitude, which is never explicitly challenged.  For example, in 

justifying the use of deterrence, General Wilmer lets slip his perception that the Soviets 

are inherently aggressive.  “Well what’s the alternative?” he asks Trent.  “We say we’d 

never, under any conditions, go first?  And the Russians actually believe us.  So they go 

first” (42).  According to Wilmer, the U.S. would go first only during a crisis in which a 

launch seemed inevitable.  The root cause of the Cold War thus lies in our opponents’ 

potential belligerence.  Trent’s response questions this assumption, albeit only briefly and 

implicitly.  “Why would they go first if they believe us?” he asks, adding, “You just said 

they go first because they’re afraid of us going first!”  Wilmer’s dismissive rejoinder – 

“Either way” – deflects attention away from his entrenched opinion of the Russians and 

toward the convoluted logic of arms proliferation.  Wilmer’s attitude toward the “enemy” 

notably neglects a basic similarity between us that he tacitly acknowledges.  “We get 

jumpy ‘cause we know what they’re thinking,” he notes in describing how an imbalance 

in the arms race could start a cycle of conflict escalation, adding, “mostly ‘cause it’s what 

we’d be thinking if we were them” (41).   

The less directly involved nuclear strategists exhibit similar beliefs, which again 

go unchallenged on the play’s surface.  After Trent asks Berent why the U.S. should not 

try to negotiate a peace agreement with the U.S.S.R. before a crisis hits, the academic 

momentarily praises the idea.  “And yet,” he asserts, “if history shows anything, it shows 

that the Soviet Union cannot be trusted to keep the terms of a treaty!” (53-54).  That our 
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own history shows the same thing is left conspicuously unsaid.5  “If we knew they could 

be trusted, why would we need TREATIES?” replies Trent, debating a premise of 

Berent’s logic without acknowledging his one-sided interpretation of history.  Trent never 

even reacts, meanwhile, to a casual display of anti-Russian bias by Pete and Jim.  The 

launch scenario they outline depends on the Soviets misinterpreting an American bluff, 

something Jim characterizes as not far-fetched.  “Particularly,” Pete interjects, “given 

their tendency to paranoia!” (58).  “Right!” exclaims his partner. 

While the dialogue does not explicitly critique such beliefs, End of the World ... 

does imply that our prevailing cultural attitude toward the Soviet Union might be flawed.  

Through analogy, that attitude is equated to the widespread fascination with the Escher 

print.  As a society, the work as a whole suggests, we cling to whatever illusions about 

others will enable us to disbelieve what we do not wish to know about ourselves.  The 

clearest statement about this process of denial and its implications for the U.S. as a nation 

comes through the play’s approach to personal identity. 

The Things We Can Least Afford to Lose Are Our Selves 

As the scrambling Trent outlines his concept for a play on doom, he explains that 

there is a playwright at the center of the work “because he’s the only reality I can hang 

onto here!” (76).  That line epitomizes something that End of the World ... depicts as a 

basic human trait: faced with an irrational external world, we inevitably turn inward.  

Trent embraces his conception of the playwright as a detective in an effort to make sense 

of what he has learned through his interaction with The Shadow.  The unsettling illogic of 

our collective mentality leads him to seek stability in his individual identity.  But what he 

finds deep inside himself ultimately fails to offer the comfort he desires.  And by treating 

Trent’s experience as emblematic of a cultural epidemic, the play shows that our national 

MADness cannot be separated from its manifestation in our personal lives.   

Innocent until proven curious.  A key component of Trent’s sense of self is a 

belief in his essential goodness.  Even before Stone expresses his conviction that the 

protagonist has a “thorough understanding of evil” (32), Trent insists to the audience that 

“I was, of course, an innocent” (22).  And he continues to reiterate this self-perception 

                                                        
5 Kopit had already made this point in Indians. 
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throughout the action.  In the narration that opens Act Two, he emphasizes that his ten-

plus months of research have yet to uncover any clues to support Stone’s accusation.  

“Frankly, I’ve still no idea what he meant when he said I understood evil,” he claims, 

adding, “As far as I know, I’m a pussycat” (34).  By the start of Act Three, with his 

investigation complete, Trent’s inability to reconcile Stone’s view of him with his own 

has begun to confound him.  “Why me?” he asks.  “Why has Stone picked me?” (68).  In 

response to what he has learned about the world, his need for self-assurance has grown. 

Trent’s idealized identity comes under direct attack when Stone arrives to discuss 

the playwright’s (lack of) progress on the project.  After Trent persists in lying that his 

meeting with The Shadow was cancelled, Stone denounces his treachery.  “Sir, please,” 

he exhorts, “the time for innocence is past” (72).  Once Trent finally admits that he lied, 

he demonstrates a clear need to re-establish his basic goodness.  In outlining his concept 

for the play, he insists that the autobiographical playwright character “is without doubt 

the very salt of the earth!”  But he immediately makes a significant concession: “Though 

possibly with some knowledge of evil, I still haven’t figured that one out, I may have to 

come back to you for that, I’m nowhere on that so far, that’s the truth” (76).  Notably, he 

no longer even sounds like he truly believes what he says.  “I just can’t remember where 

we met,” he then adds, intimating that his failure of memory leaves room for self-doubt.  

Near the end of the play, the protagonist does indeed return to Stone for help in solving 

the two-part mystery.  “What the hell was The Shadow up to?  And why have you picked 

me for this?” (86), he asks.  And as Trent soon learns, the answers to those seemingly 

distinct questions are more closely related than he likely imagined. 

Trent gets the hint he needs when his son makes a surprise entrance.  Stone stuns 

the playwright when, after acknowledging the boy’s presence, he casually remarks, “I’ve 

never met the lad, though of course I heard you speak of him many years ago” (89).  He 

explains to the eleven-year-old Alex, “I met your father shortly after you were born.”  

The lights soon fade on everything but the reeling Trent.  “Now I know where we met!” 

he declares, subsequently noting that he once related a personal anecdote to a friend in 

Stone’s presence.  “But evil?” he wonders aloud, still not clear on the connection. 

Trent then delivers a monologue in which he recounts the anecdote in question, 

about the first time he was alone with his infant son.  As he held the five-day-old in his 
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arms, he recalls, “I saw that I was standing near a window.  And it was open.  It was but a 

few feet away” (90).  Despite feeling pure love for the boy, he had a sudden impulse to 

drop him out the window of their high-rise apartment overlooking the Hudson River.  

“And I went toward the window,” he says, “because I couldn’t believe this thought had 

come into my head, where had it come from?”  Trent realized that he would feel a thrill 

from watching the child fall and knowing that he could not get him back.  “I felt a thrill at 

the thought of doing something which had no reason whatsoever!” he avows.  He goes on 

to explain how he managed to combat the impulse: “It wasn’t hard to do, resisting wasn’t 

hard ... BUT I DIDN’T STAY BY THE WINDOW! ... AND I CLOSED IT!” (90). 

Earlier in the play, Trent and Stone discuss the source of such impulses during a 

meeting at the latter’s fortieth-floor penthouse.  After Trent grows dizzy from looking out 

the half-open window – which, he notes, “I desperately did not want to do but felt myself 

compelled to do” (23) – Stone offers a potential explanation.  “Many people – perfectly 

normal people, people of a sunny disposition! – confronted suddenly by an open window, 

all at once find themselves wondering if they shouldn’t jump!” he asserts.  “The notion 

takes their breath away” (24).  When his guest denies having had a thought of that nature, 

Stone exclaims, “You’re a man of imagination!  How can you look at a window and NOT 

think about jumping?”  Trent’s insistence that he does not contemplate jumping because 

he is not in despair astonishes Stone.  “The urge to leap out of windows does not derive 

from despair,” he avers.  “It derives from curiosity” (25). 

The full implications of that perspective do not become clear until the later scene.  

Much like the urge to jump out windows does not derive from despair, Trent’s urge to 

drop his son out the window did not come from malice.  It came from a kind of curiosity.  

And that unexpected origin likewise applies to the bigger picture.  As Trent contemplates 

the seductiveness of the act that he once imagined, he has an epiphany.  “If doom 

comes,” the playwright observes, “... it will come in that way.”  The thrill that he 

experienced is the same thrill that he saw in The Shadow’s eyes, the same thrill that 

Stone admits having felt when watching the nuclear test detonation.  After confirming 

Trent’s insight, Stone drives the point home by confessing that doom, if it does occur, 

“would not be altogether without interest. [. . .] It arouses my curiosity” (91).  Unlike 

natural catastrophes, which are unforeseeable and therefore the source of great anxiety, a 
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“deliberate and experimental” catastrophe would be of our own doing and therefore a 

sign of our self-determination (Baudrillard 71). 

Trent’s eventual acknowledgment of his own capacity for evil, albeit not quite the 

“evil” that we typically imagine, proves that he is not the innocent he claims.  Neither are 

we as a society as virtuous as we believe ourselves to be.  But unless and until, like Trent, 

we experience firsthand the irrationality of our collective mindset, we will resist looking 

at ourselves honestly.  When Stone first alludes to his past encounter with the playwright, 

Trent asks whether his failure to remember the incident surprises the would-be producer.  

“No, sir,” replies Stone.  “I thought you might blot it out” (32).  Just as the people who 

work on nuclear policy collectively disbelieve what they know about the illogic of 

deterrence, we individually disbelieve – or, in this case, forget – what we know about the 

irrationality of our own impulses. 

Maintaining domestic tranquility.  Stenciled on the door to Trent’s office are 

the words “MICHAEL TRENT, PLAYWRIGHT / – No Domestic Comedies –” (12), and 

the significance of that declaration goes beyond its satirical humor about the standard 

American dramatic fare.  Through unspoken but fairly obvious wordplay, Trent’s artistic 

philosophy reflects our national reluctance to be self-critical, our reluctance to examine 

the domestic absurdity at the heart of our foreign conflicts.  On the individual level, this 

reluctance manifests itself in the protagonist’s desire to protect his family from what he 

has learned about the world. 

Trent establishes this desire in the opening moments of the play.  After making a 

reference to his wife, son, and two golden retrievers, he emphatically notes, “As things 

now stand, you won’t see any one of them.  I want to keep them out of this!” (12).  Our 

families, after all, are supposed to be our safe havens.  As Audrey reassures her client in 

an effort to calm him after he first reads Stone’s implausible scenario, “Really dear, 

you’re still young, you’ve got a lovely wife, a lovely child, this is no time to panic” (17).  

Trent even contemplates abandoning his work when his research begins to affect his 

home life.  “I am scaring the shit out of my family!  My son runs from me in HORROR 

when he sees me coming!” (38), he tells Audrey.  “You know why?” he asks rhetorically.  

“Because I have become a sentimental goddamn dishrag!  I see him walking towards me 

and I start to weep.  I see him playing on the lawn with his dogs and I start to weep.”  But 
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this emotional response ultimately enhances Trent’s interest in the project by creating a 

mystery for him to solve.  “WHAT SORT OF PEOPLE CAN THINK ABOUT THIS 

STUFF EVERY DAY?” he demands to know. 

At the start of Act Three, which takes place at Trent’s house in Connecticut – the 

“beloved retreat to which [he has] retreated” (68) – the playwright senses that he will be 

unable to maintain his idyllic separation of work and family.  After the offstage voice of 

his son announces Stone’s arrival, Trent says, “My wife is in the library, on a couch, 

reading Yeats.  That’s what life’s like, here, in the country” (69).  And like “domestic,” 

the word “country” has two common meanings, one relevant on the personal level and 

one on the societal.  “Now,” Trent continues, “if things go well today – and at this point 

I’ve no idea just how that’s possible – you won’t be meeting either my wife or my son.” 

Sure enough, the forced division soon breaks down, and Trent’s reaction to that 

breakdown, initially handled humorously, eventually turns deadly serious.  First, Ann 

enters to inform her husband that Audrey has unexpectedly come to the house.  When she 

goes toward Stone as if to shake his hand, Trent intervenes.  “Get out of here!  Go!  I’ll 

tell you about it later” (70), he explains in sotto voce.  “I don’t want you involved in this!  

Out, get out!” he adds as he “leads/pushes/coaxes” her off in an amusing overreaction.  

Later, right after Trent admits that he does not want to believe what he has learned from 

The Shadow, his wife makes another uninvited appearance, this time to bring tea to their 

guests.  “Ann, I asked you specifically–” begins the angry protagonist before being cut 

off.  “Dear, I am not coming to sit in on your meeting,” interjects Ann with playfully 

mocking reassurance, “this is your meeting, not mine” (77).  A few lines after her exit, 

which seems to conclude her intrusions, Kopit throws in a bit of comic stage business: 

ANN. (Comes back in holding the sugar bowl. She comes face to face with 

a glowering TRENT.  She puts the bowl down on the floor.) The sugar. 
(She tiptoes back out.)  

STONE. She’s very graceful, your wife. 

Ann’s visible pregnancy punctuates the irony of Stone’s observation.  (Even if he means 

it sincerely, the timing highlights the absurdity of Trent’s behavior.)   

Ann’s response to her husband hints at an alternative – if simplistic – approach 

toward relating to others.  After she delivers the iced tea, she turns to Trent and says, “I 

was being nice.  You might try the same” (77).  But the more intriguing aspect of her 
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gesture comes from her emphasis on giving it a personal touch.  “The mint is from the 

garden,” she notes to Audrey and Stone, who expresses his appreciation for that touch 

near the end of the play, right after his admission that the prospect of global doom 

arouses his curiosity.  “This is really good iced tea!” he exclaims.  “My compliments to 

your wife.  I think the secret is fresh mint, nothing like fresh mint” (91).  The secret of 

our relations with others may be as simple as genuinely caring about their comfort. 

To this point, the protagonist does not seem to have anything meaningful at stake 

in keeping his family out of his work on doom.  But his response to an inquiry from his 

offstage son soon hints otherwise.  As Trent frantically tries to convey the illogic of the 

nuclear paradox to Audrey and Stone, Alex’s voice calls out, “DAD, CAN I ASK YOU 

A QUESTION?”  In the context of the conversation, Trent’s response – “No!  And stay 

out of here.  Go to your room” (79) – takes on a tone that complicates the line’s stock 

parody of an overprotective parent.  And Alex’s actual appearance onstage is no laughing 

matter.  He enters as Stone recounts the nuclear test detonation that he witnessed.  

Unobserved by the others, he listens to a description of “smoking, twisting, fantastically 

contorted birds crashing into things” (88) and hears Stone acknowledge the “thrill” of the 

experience.  “Was that a movie you saw?” (89), asks Alex once his presence has been 

noticed.  “Yes.  A movie,” lies Stone, prompting the boy to nod and exit.  Even if the 

young “innocent” believes Stone, Trent’s subsequent monologue makes clear that trying 

to keep his son out of the national madness is a lost cause.  Like his father, Alex is deeply 

involved already. 

The people who work on this stuff every day.  Among the nuclear experts that 

Trent interviews during his investigation, General Wilmer provides the most direct point 

of contrast in regard to domestic tranquility.  The meeting with Wilmer takes place at his 

Virginia estate – the equivalent, for someone who works in Washington, of a Connecticut 

home for someone who works in New York.  Their conversation is interrupted repeatedly 

for either work or household matters, and Wilmer’s reaction varies according to that 

factor.  When his aide-de-camp enters with a folder, the general communicates to his 

assistant with a simple gesture and continues the interview.  Similarly, when a coded 

message is delivered via intercom, Wilmer responds with efficiency and professionalism.  

He deals with military matters as though they are not intrusions at all.  When his family is 
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concerned, however, he tries to dismiss the interruptions completely.  The first time his 

son buzzes on the intercom, he says, “I’m sorry, not now” and disconnects (44).  When 

the intercom buzzes again, Wilmer no longer ignores it.  “What?” (45), he answers curtly.  

“Dad?” asks a little boy’s voice, prompting the general to reply, “Dear.  Not now.  All 

right?” before disconnecting again.  When the aide-de-camp enters with a note, Wilmer 

pauses from explaining something to Trent only long enough to order, “Have his mother 

take care of it.”  The intercom buzzes mere moments after the aide’s departure.  “Yes?” 

says the general “with annoyance” (45).  After a woman’s voice declares, “This is for you 

to handle, dear” (46), Wilmer remarks, “I’ll take care of it later” and disconnects once 

more.  And that is the last interruption.  By commanding his home life like a military 

unit, he maintains a more or less full separation of work and family. 

Although Trent’s other interviewees do not experience family intrusions, they 

provide another point of contrast through the complete integration of their professional 

and domestic lives.  “They very graciously invited me to Jim’s house,” explains Trent, 

adding, “though perhaps it was Pete’s, I was never altogether sure – one of theirs” (55).  

The pair work on preparing a gourmet dinner for Trent throughout the scene, casually 

discussing the possibility of nuclear war as they do.  The two seemingly incongruous 

activities even come together at one point.  Pete and Jim’s exclamation, in unison, of the 

paradox of deterrence – “HOIST ON OUR OWN PETARD” – leads to this exchange: 

JIM. By the way, where is the petard? 
PETE. (tossing a jar of mustard) Petard! 
JIM. (catching it) Petard. 
PETE and JIM. (together, a la W.C. Fields) Ahhhh yes! (59-60) 

They have no need to separate their personal lives from their work, as they are among 

those who do not believe what they know.  At the same time, Pete and Jim demonstrate 

another form of integration that warrants closer scrutiny.  Just as Trent could not tell 

whose house it was, the duo’s teamwork blurs the difference between self and other.  

They are completely in sync on every level, from their preparation of the dinner to their 

description of the paradox of deterrence.  Trent has very few lines in the scene, as Pete 

and Jim take turns speaking in what feels like a very natural flow.  They finish each 

other’s thoughts, and even when they elaborate on or modify each other’s comments, 

their interjections never seem like interruptions.  Their sense of shared identity finds 
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explicit articulation when they recount their initial difficulty in devising a scenario that 

would lead to a nuclear launch.  “Finally, we solved it,” says Jim.  “You solved it,” credits 

his partner, prompting the former to reply, “I solved it, you solved it, what’s it matter?  

We solved the thing!” (57).  By focusing on their common problems instead of worrying 

about individual success, they achieve mutual success.  But they show no signs of being 

able to expand that approach from the interpersonal to the international level. 

Berent, meanwhile, shows no sign of even having a life that is distinctly domestic.  

He meets Trent in a restaurant that, based on his familiarity with the menu and staff, he 

apparently visits on a regular basis.  He orders the meal and attends to such details as 

getting the proper utensils in the same breath that he describes his “rational” strategy for 

waging nuclear war.  Like Pete and Jim, he is completely inured to the horrifying aspects 

of the topic.  His overall characterization complicates the very notion of national identity.  

Kopit’s dramatization of the restaurant scene implies that language, in particular, is an 

artificial cultural difference.  Berent’s country of origin is unspecified, although he is 

noted to speak with an Eastern European accent.  Presumably, he is a Soviet bloc refugee.  

Yet Trent attributes the scholar’s fondness for a Japanese restaurant, in which they sit 

uncomfortably on tatami mats, to “war guilt” (48), so the interviewer presumably sees his 

subject as American.  Berent, who speaks fluent Japanese and calls attention to the fact 

that Trent does not, colloquially prefaces his use of the term “diddily-shit” with “forgive 

my French” (50).  As I have described, he freely and strategically manipulates English in 

order to blur the distinction between offensive and defensive acts.  This overall fluidity 

breaks down the linguistic divisions that form a major part of the basis for our national 

identities.  Berent is literally a man without a country.  Significantly, the character with 

the least stable national identity most stridently adheres to the collective mentality of his 

adopted homeland.  His plan to wipe out the entire Russian population proves Trent’s 

description of him as “a real hard-liner” (48) toward the Soviet Union an understatement.  

The “don’t fuck with us” message that he wants to send, he asserts without any clear 

basis for his judgment, “is the sort of talk the Russians understand” (50). 

The sort of talk Americans understand.  Although the characters in End of the 

World ... take the superiority of their values for granted and resist seeing the connection 

between domestic conditions and foreign relations, the work as a whole offers a more 
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self-aware perspective.  It does so primarily through its implicit critique of materialism.  

In the world of the play, the allure of money may be even stronger than the appeal of 

curiosity.  When Trent identifies those two things as his reasons for accepting the 

commission, he names them in that order. 

The motivating power of financial gain surfaces as early as the opening narration.  

When Stone first called with his proposal, he “assured me he’d pay well,” notes Trent, 

adding, “I told him to come right out” (12).  But once the prospective client arrives at his 

office, Trent instructs Stella to make him wait.  “It was important that Stone think I was 

in the middle of a project,” he explains.  Otherwise, “he might figure he could get me 

cheap” (13).  Honesty thus becomes the first value to be sacrificed for the sake of money.  

When Stone says that he wants his play written right away, Trent turns that urgency into 

a bargaining chip.  “Well, I could shuffle this I guess,” he remarks as he flips through his 

appointment book.  “Delay this commission here ... Might have to give up some work 

over here, that’s something I really wanted too, damn!” (14-15).  He then asks, in an 

attempt to seem casual, “What uh kind of dollars exactly are we uh talking about?” 

The cutthroat nature of doing business is so deeply ingrained in Trent that he does 

not know how to respond to Stone’s conciliatory approach.  Even after he is invited to 

name his price, the playwright continues to negotiate.  “What I WANT!  Well that’s not so 

... easy to say,” he postures.  “It depends very much on how long this will take to write.  

Then to re-write! ... Then to re-write that revision!”  He milks the situation further by 

broaching his potential need to conduct research and the expense of transportation, all of 

which his visitor accepts without argument.  “I use a limousine.  No reason you should 

not,” Stone offers, prompting Trent to reply, “My God, the theater needs men like you!” 

Audrey’s response to the proposal shows that Trent is not alone in terms of his 

priorities.  “He’ll agree to whatever terms you want,” reports the agent.  “The man is 

mad!” exclaims Trent, prompting Audrey to remark, “That’s no reason not to work with 

him” (19).  Her subsequent transition – during the course of a phone call with Stone – 

from skepticism about the merits of the project to confidence in its potential shows that 

common sense is another trait readily sacrificed for the sake of money.  When Stone tells 

her that he wants his play produced because he believes that the earth is doomed, Audrey 

tells Trent in an aside, “He is mad!” (20).  A few lines later, she adds, “You’ve got to get 



 158

out of this!”  Her attitude changes drastically, however, once she realizes the full extent 

of the opportunity.  After Stone vows to keep the show running regardless of whether 

anyone comes to see it – “One doesn’t close a play when the earth’s future is at stake!” 

(21) – Audrey exclaims to Trent, “We’ve got to keep this man to ourselves!”  She then 

tells Stone, “I think this is one of the most unusual and worthwhile projects I’ve ever 

come across,” echoing an earlier statement that she clearly did not mean.  But by this 

time, she has half-convinced herself that it is true.  “What if he really knows something 

here?” she asks Trent.  “Talk with the man,” she encourages her client.  “If a play of 

yours could in some way help prevent global doom, well–!” (21-22).  Her sudden reversal 

illustrates the American propensity for justifying the accumulation of wealth as a by-

product of a higher pursuit.6  It is another example of our not believing what we know. 

Trent’s drive for prosperity, like his obsession with keeping his family out of his 

work, is treated with both humor and seriousness.  Anticipating Stone’s arrival, the 

playwright notes, “My pulse was going wild; I’d been hoping to sell out for years.  This 

could be it” (13).  Yet there are limits to how completely he will abandon his integrity.  

You do not become a playwright, he notes, “because that’s where you figure the big 

bucks lie” (18).  He continues, “You do it ... and you spend your life doing it, because it 

matters.  And you have a kind of pact with yourself.  And it says you don’t screw around 

with what matters, or else it’s gone.”  He thus resists accepting the commission due to his 

certainty that there is “no way anyone, ANYONE! can write a play based on this” (17).  

But he finds himself in a quandary based on his pressing need – not merely a desire – for 

money.  Audrey is stunned to learn that Trent has spent the ten-thousand-dollar advance 

that Stone gave him by ten-thirty the next morning.  When she asks, “What do you do up 

there in Connecticut?” Trent answers, “We used it to pay our mortgage.  We owed for a 

lot of months” (17).  He and his family have much more at stake than personal profit.  In 

a society based on possessing property, money is a requirement for survival. 

The financial stakes for Trent increase substantially in the third act.  Stone, it 

turns out, not only can afford to flout societal conventions governing money to get what 

he wants, but also knows how to apply economic pressure toward the same end.  Audrey 

reports, “It seems, dear, that your producer has instituted legal action against you” (71).  

                                                        
6 Kopit depicts this process in greater detail in Indians and Road to Nirvana (see Chapter Five). 
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The amount of Stone’s lawsuit, she informs him, is fifteen million dollars.  “WHAT’S 

HE THINK I’VE GOT?” (72), asks the befuddled playwright.  “Well,” answers his agent, 

“... you’ve got this house.”  After Trent exclaims, “He doesn’t need another house!” 

Stone confirms that his true interest is in the protagonist’s ruination.  “And I expect your 

legal fees alone should accomplish that,” he notes.  Of course, what he really wants is for 

Trent to complete the project.  He threatens to sue only as a motivational tool.  And it 

works.  By the end of the play, after Trent has made the connection between the incident 

involving his son and the thrill of global doom, Stone appears to have no more need for 

threats.  “I’m glad you’ve taken this job,” he tells the playwright.  When Trent persists in 

claiming to be incapable of writing the play, Stone “warmly” replies, “Work on it” (91).  

Even though the threat gets dropped, the response that it generates shows how beholden 

the average American is to money.  Individual greed is but a symptom of a systemic ill. 

This notion is reinforced by an exchange in the scene with Pete and Jim.  As they 

describe how they and their colleagues release anxiety by spontaneously and collectively 

screaming at least once a day, Pete notes that they perform the ritual only “when no one 

from the Pentagon is around.”  The one time they did it in the presence of military brass, 

they lost, Jim laughingly explains, “I don’t know how many grants!” (60).  Economic 

factors influence our behavior in myriad ways, and usually without challenge.  The point 

is not that the Soviet model would necessarily be better.  The point is that the dominant 

American values may not be as purely positive as we tend to believe. 

It could be argued that Stone represents how wealth can be used for social good.  

His example is impractical, however, for those of us who lack the economic resources to 

produce plays that we think can save the world.  Still, a specific aspect of his affluence 

merits closer attention.  In recounting the time that he witnessed a nuclear test detonation, 

Stone says, “It was not inappropriate for me to be there, for among my many interests at 

that time, one was a laboratory and development center.  It was in Utah.”  Trent inquires, 

“... You make weapons?”  Stone smiles slightly and replies, “I used to” (87).  Divesting 

financially of the weapons industry was his way of stepping away from the window.  At 

best, his decision presents a model for balancing personal integrity with the pressures of 

survival in a capitalist society. 
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The paradox of self-preservation.  In this context, Trent’s search for a suitable 

form for a play about doom becomes a quest for his own survival.  It thus offers an 

individual case study of the larger cultural paradox.  He accepts a job that threatens his 

artistic integrity – a key component of his sense of self – in order to alleviate the 

economic pressures that threaten his place in society as breadwinner and homeowner.  

And his resulting dilemma reflects the play’s exploration of how our desperate attempts 

to sustain our selves ironically lead to behavior that might destroy our selves. 

Berent declares to Trent that the thing the Soviet leaders can least afford to lose, 

other than their nation’s population, is “themSELVES!” (52).  And that is an equally 

accurate assessment of the American leaders.  In fact, the instinct for self-preservation 

extends throughout those involved in the Cold War.  “People just will not go nuclear,” 

says Pete.  “To the man,” adds Jim about the participants in test scenarios they designed, 

“they just refused to believe there wasn’t some other way to resolve the crisis!” (56).  The 

only way that the war-gamers finally got them to push the button – ignoring a Pentagon 

official’s advice, “Don’t tell ‘em it’s the button!” (57) – was “to assume that a nuclear 

war is the last thing either side wants.”  Once the mutual drive for self-preservation had 

been established, it was relatively easy to devise a scenario in which a nuclear launch 

seemed inevitable and, as a result, led to one. 

During their conversation about the urge to jump out windows, Trent tells Stone, 

“I’m the most self-protective person you have ever met!” (24).  That impulse manifests 

itself in various ways.  A seemingly minor one surfaces in the early part of Act Two, 

when Stella calls Audrey to report that Trent’s research into nuclear weapons is causing 

him to moan.  “Actually, I was not aware I was making this dreadful noise.  I thought I 

was just reading quietly to myself,” explains Trent.  “I did hear the noise, and thought it 

came from next door.  I was in fact about to complain to the landlord, telling him that it 

was hurting my concentration” (37).  But this comic misunderstanding has far-reaching 

implications.  It metaphorically encapsulates the entire arms race.  Trent is prepared to 

take action to rid himself of an unwelcome intrusion, not realizing that he is projecting 

his own internal turmoil onto the most convenient other, even as he continues to engage 

in the behavior that causes him to suffer, behavior that seems necessary for his survival. 
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At bottom, Trent’s impulse to drop his infant son out the window came from the 

same drive for self-preservation, although not in the literal sense.  “God will notice me 

with this” (90), the playwright recalls thinking about the act he was imagining.  And to be 

noticed by God would be to gain a sort of immortality.  It is the ultimate sign of identity.  

The curiosity that threatens to destroy us and our children, individually and collectively, 

derives from our deep-seated fear that we have no real, stable selves to preserve.   

Stone’s attraction to nuclear weapons takes this a step further.  He elucidates what 

he means by the “glitter” that he has felt inside himself in their presence: 

If you come to these things as a scientist, it is irresistible, to feel it’s there 
in your hands so to speak, the ability to release this energy that fuels the 
stars! ... to make it do your bidding!  to make it perform these miracles!  to 
lift a million tons of rock into the sky.  And all from a thimbleful of stuff.  
Irresistible!” (87) 

Although he couches his fascination as stemming from a “scientific” instinct, it is clear 

that the true allure comes from the potential exercise of absolute power.  His language 

reflects a desire not merely to be noticed by God, but to play God. 

Short of this ultimately unattainable goal, our best hope for achieving a form of 

immortality – for preserving our selves beyond our inevitable deaths – would seem to be 

through our children.  When Alex is viewed as a symbol of the future, the play’s final 

image conveys exactly what is at stake in the paradox, not only for Trent and his family, 

but for the entire world.  Alone on the back patio of his house, the playwright watches 

through the window as his son tries to reenact Stone’s “movie” for Ann by mimicking the 

motion of birds with his hands.  According to the stage directions, “It is unclear whether 

he has in fact understood what STONE’S birds were really doing there” (92).  Alex’s 

degree of understanding is not the point.  The point is that children learn by imitating.  

And in trying to protect them, we teach them not to believe what they know. 

Kopit was not the only artist of the day to explore the role of children in nuclear 

war.  British pop music star Sting’s song “Russians” was written in 1984 and released the 

following year on his debut album The Dream of the Blue Turtles.  It reached #17 on the 

U.S. singles chart and was performed live to open the 1986 Grammy Awards show.  As 

might be expected in a comparison between a full-length play and a four-minute song, the 
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musical piece offers a somewhat less complex vision of the arms race.  But its simplicity 

does not detract from the power of its message.  Consider the second of its three verses: 

How can I save my little boy 
From Oppenheimer’s deadly toy? 
There is no monopoly on common sense 
On either side of the political fence 
We share the same biology 
Regardless of ideology 
Believe me when I say to you 
I hope the Russians love their children too 

In a quote posted on the official Sting web site, the musician articulates his intentions for 

the song.  “Of course the Russians love their children,” he explains, “but I don’t think 

we’re meant to think that.  If we’re to consider them our enemies it would be easier if we 

thought of them as being unfeeling” (“The Dream”).  End of the World ... implies that if 

nuclear war does occur, it will be precisely because the Russians love their children too. 

An Aesthetic Approach to Learning 

Sting reinforced his ideas aesthetically in “Russians” by combining his original 

lyric with a melody that he “borrowed” from Soviet composer Sergei Prokofiev.7  “I’m 

just saying that if we’re going to save ourselves we have to learn about them and they 

about us” (“The Dream”), he notes.  Kopit might add that the learning process needs to 

include self-discovery and be firsthand.  “What I have come to know, on my own,” Stone 

tells Trent, “you must somehow come to know on your own, as well” (30). 

The same is true for the audience.  In order for the content of End of the World ... 

to be believed, it must be presented in a manner that allows theatergoers to experience 

Trent’s discoveries for themselves.  If they are simply told the truth of the situation, they 

will respond like Audrey does, saying, “I don’t want to know any more” (86), and 

abruptly departing.  Indeed, Gerald Weales recalls the “members of the audience who 

wrapped themselves in aesthetic platitudes and fled during the second act” (“American” 

599).  For Weales, the walkouts demonstrated both the rightness of Kopit’s approach and 

the immense challenge of his endeavor.  When something cannot be expressed in concise, 

logical fashion, many people simply refuse to listen.  After Trent accuses him of being 

                                                        
7 “Romance” from Lieutenant Kijé Suite. 
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insane and threatens to walk out of their meeting, Stone says, “That’s because you are 

short-sighted.  You see only the immediate!” (27).  And that line could easily apply to the 

fleeing audience members.  Stone persuades Trent to hear him out only by holding him at 

gunpoint.  The only weapon Kopit that had at his disposal was fun.  As he writes in his 

notes to the 1987 acting edition, the goal of a production should be allowing the audience 

“to enjoy the adventure story and mystery it is watching” (111).   

Of course, enticing audience members to stay in their seats is but the first step in 

getting them to actually learn from a play.  And to truly understand their complicity in the 

situation, audience members must undergo more than a vicarious experience.  Several 

aspects of the play’s aesthetic operate toward that end.  On the whole, that aesthetic 

defies categorization.  Its artistic identity combines seemingly incompatible elements, just 

as Trent’s individual identity encompasses both good and evil impulses.  And that is a 

central way in which it actively engages the audience in the experience of watching it.  

As the action unfolds, the play seems to be one thing at one moment and another at the 

next, or – impossibly – even multiple things at once, impelling the audience to constantly 

re-evaluate what they are seeing and question the judgments that they have formed.  The 

key components of this process are the work’s manipulation of film noir conventions, its 

meta-theatrical commentary, and its autobiographical basis. 

I never meta clue that didn’t puzzle me.  “I have now, at most, two hours left, 

two hours to solve a mystery which so far seems to yield no solution” (11), begins 

Trent’s opening narration.  This allusion to the typical two-hour running time for a play 

immediately fuses the familiar image of the hard-boiled detective to a self-referential 

approach to theatrical conventions.  Standing in a spotlight clad in a trenchcoat and 

puffing on a cigarette, with “lazy, bluesy music” playing underneath his lines, he invites 

the audience to piece together the seemingly incomprehensible puzzle for themselves. 

The fun of the genre is in our attempt to figure out the solution before the detective 

reveals it at the end.  Trent more or less insists that audience members participate by 

appealing to their own sense of self-preservation.  “If I fail,” he says, “it is highly 

possible that I and all of you will die sooner than we’d hoped.”  He proceeds to identify 

himself as a dramatist even as he continues to sound just like a film noir protagonist: “My 

name is Trent, Michael Trent, I’m a playwright.  I work out of Stamford, Connecticut, 
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that’s where my office is, that’s where this case began, when Philip Stone can to see me 

with a notion for a play.  Generally I don’t take commissions.  This time I did.” 

Once the lights rise on Trent’s office, he extends his invitation for audience 

participation.  “Actually, in real life, where these events occurred, it doesn’t look like this 

at all,” he remarks about his stage office, adding that “neither do the characters who were, 

and still are, involved” (12).  This insistence by a fictional character on the factual basis 

for and ongoing existence of the imaginatively enacted people and events hints at the 

interpretive paradox that soon emerges in full.  “I have altered these details,” he notes, 

“not so much to protect the innocent, as to heighten interest.  That’s how playwrights 

work.”  But this admission is not merely a playful comment on dramatic technique; it is a 

clue to the audience about how to solve the mystery.  Trent spells out the meaning of this 

clue when, after Stella’s voice is heard through an intercom, he admits that he did not 

actually have a secretary.  “And that’s all I’m going to tell you,” he says.  “From here on, 

you’re going to have to figure out what I’m making up, and what I’m not, on your own” 

(13).  He thus puts audience members into the role of detective on a second level.  As 

they try to solve the mystery that makes up the play’s content by following Trent’s trail, 

they must try to solve the mystery that makes up its form by blazing their own. 

Although the complete dimensions of the aesthetic puzzle are not made clear until 

the third act, the audience gets a strong clue in that regard as early as Act One.  When the 

protagonist meets with his agent to discuss the impossibility of writing a play based on 

Stone’s scenario, he tells her that it is entitled “The End of the World” (19), alerting the 

audience to at least the possibility that they are watching the very play being discussed 

onstage.  Later, when Trent later outlines his concept for a play on doom, he makes this 

idea explicit.  The playwright at the center of his play “is conceived ... as being very 

much like a detective” (76), he brainstorms.  “And this playwright is sent on a strannnnge 

mission by a man, I would say, quite like you,” he says to Stone, recapping the events of 

the first act.  He proceeds to do the same for the second act: “Okay, so this playwright, 

down he goes to Washington figuring, if this mystery can be solved anywhere, here’s the 

spot.”  Notably, there is no recap for the third act.  Unlike the first two, it has yet to take 

place, for the audience and the characters alike.  Trent’s narration at the start of Act One 

and Act Two sets up their respective action as flashbacks.  But his narration at the start of 
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Act Three brings the action into the present.  “About an hour ago, Stone called to say he 

was coming out to see how I’m doing” (68), he notes mere moments before the producer 

arrives.  This makes it impossible, of course, for him to subsequently conceive of the still 

unwritten play, if it is indeed the one that is being enacted.  The play thus presents itself 

as a stage version of an Escher print and as an experiential analogue to the illogic of 

nuclear armament.  And although Trent makes the self-discovery that Stone thinks will 

enable him to move forward by the end of the third act, his final line asserts that he 

cannot write the play.  It is left up to the audience to figure out how he ultimately did. 

Character study.  A hint in that direction can be found in the play’s approach to 

characterization.  A central premise of the film noir genre is that the detective will 

eventually determine “whodunit.”  The hero will identify the villain.  And everyone he 

meets along the way will be a suspect.  But Trent finds that there is no villain.  There is 

only a collective mentality that projects “evil” onto the most convenient Other in order to 

avoid seeing it within ourselves.  Trent’s discovery of his complicity in that process 

offers a model that invites audience members to contemplate their own capacity for evil. 

The play most explicitly reinforces the unreliability of how we see our selves – 

and others – through its approach to two additional characters.  One is Stella.  Not long 

after Trent admits that he did not have a secretary in “real” life, his fictional assistant 

enters.  Following the conventions of the mystery genre, the stage directions describe her 

as “a real dish.”  When Trent says to the audience, “If you’re going to invent a secretary, 

might as well go with it all the way!” (14), his actual profession turns this comment into a 

revelation/reminder about dramatic technique.  A playwright creates characters that both 

conform to audience expectations and realize an artistic vision.  They serve the narrative 

being constructed by the playwright, which in this case is a narrative about himself.  The 

same is true of all our visions of the world.  We are each at the center of our own identity 

narratives; the way we characterize the other participants in the story of our lives depends 

on the perspective that we wish to uphold.  Stella does more than serve Trent’s image of 

himself as a hard-boiled detective; she also enables him to see himself as a caring boss.  

After learning that, for the sake of confidentiality, his secretary has been sent back to 

New York from Washington by a liaison to The Shadow, Trent remarks, “Poor Stella.  

And she hates flying, too!” (36).  He then segues into expository narration with, “I’ll tell 
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you, this whole thing, it’s not been easy on her ... Right from the start.”  The audience 

knows, of course, that he is making up these details, which should raise the question of 

why.  The obvious answer is that they support Trent’s “innocent” self-image. 

It seems fitting that Trent’s communication of this information is juxtaposed with 

the first mention of The Shadow, the other character most relevant to this issue.  Like the 

“real dish of a secretary” Stella, the mysterious informant known as The Shadow seems 

to fit the conventions of the genre perfectly.  Trent’s meeting with the informant is 

shrouded in typical cloak-and-dagger secrecy.  The cryptic note that he sent to Trent had 

promised to enlighten him about “what’s really going on” (35).  But the second act opens 

with the initial meeting being called off due to Trent’s failure to come alone as instructed.  

“The man you are about to see,” explains the liaison, who appears onstage as a literal 

shadow, “is privy to such sensitive information that merely talking to you places into 

jeopardy not only his position in the government, but his life.” 

The play then uses the resulting tension about The Shadow’s real identity as the 

driving force for the act.  Roughly two-thirds of the way through Trent’s investigation, 

the audience gets a clear reminder of this tension, when he phones Stone right after his 

interview with Berent.  “The mystery is solved.  I’ve discovered why we’re doomed” 

(54), the playwright asserts, adding as explanation, “We’re in the hands of assholes!”  

Stone’s nervous response to the call – “I’m afraid I cannot speak right now,” he says in a 

low voice – suggests that the mystery may be deeper than Trent thinks.  Indeed, when the 

lights subsequently rise on Stone’s location, they show that he is not alone.  The audience 

can see only the legs of his companion, who sits in a wing chair facing upstage.  “Sir,” 

replies Stone to Trent’s declaration, “I can only tell you, if you persist in believing these 

men you’ve met are not smart, or not ... (in a whisper) dangerous ... (back to his normal 

voice) ... you are gravely mistaken, I can say no more, not now” (54-55).  Even if Stone’s 

companion is not The Shadow, the exchange reminds the audience that true identities are 

not readily apparent. 

The climax of Trent’s investigation is a meeting with The Shadow, held in dense 

fog at the Jefferson Memorial.  Trent hears footsteps approach through the mist.  “All we 

can see of this MAN are the bottoms of his legs” (67), the stage directions specify, thus 

creating a visual parallel between him and Stone’s companion.  The Shadow then steps 
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into view, revealing himself to be General Wilmer.  Trent later recounts his amazement to 

Audrey and Stone by noting, “My mysterious inside informant? – someone I’ve already 

met!” (77).  That aspect of The Shadow’s identity most likely surprises the audience as 

well.  After all, as Trent explains to Audrey, at their first meeting The Shadow “was Mr. 

Gung-ho Government Supporter.”  But people are not always (ever?) what they seem.  

The military leader’s seemingly genuine expression of both confident and fearful 

attitudes toward nuclear policies that he himself helps to formulate mirrors Trent’s 

divided self: each of them possesses a complex drive for self-preservation that leads them 

to experience self-destructive impulses.  And so do we all, even if the play cannot hope to 

document our own individual complicity. 

Selective autobiography.  The play’s aesthetic thus invites audience members to 

solve the aesthetic puzzle and also invites them to re-evaluate their perceptions of others 

and themselves.  The latter process is the first step in the former one.  The second step 

requires the audience, like Trent, to continue thinking about the play after it ends.  The 

answer to the question of how Trent wrote the play is that he did not.  Kopit did.  And 

when the work is considered in terms of its autobiographical elements, Trent/Kopit’s 

decision to put himself at its center, originally based on an instinct for self-preservation, 

becomes a model for resisting the collective mentality of not believing what we know. 

The content of End of the World ... implies that it is at least part autobiography.  

That status is reinforced by Kopit’s acknowledgments, in the published text and the 

playbill, that much of the work derives from actual interviews, as well as by his crediting 

Leonard Davis for the initial idea.  The play’s origins were further publicized in a New 

York Times feature article published a week before the Broadway opening, in which Don 

Shewey described it as “almost entirely autobiographical” (104).  But exactly how much 

– and what part – of it is autobiography remains a mystery.  Like Trent, Kopit has no 

doubt changed some of the details in order to “heighten interest.”  Or, to put it another 

way, he has attempted to arouse the audience’s curiosity. 

Trent’s conception of himself as a detective symbolizes how playwrights create 

art through their own curiosity.  “When there’s a mystery, there’s at least the possibility 

of a play” (38), he notes.  The same curiosity that he concludes may bring about global 

doom fuels his creative impulses.  It is no major stretch to see artistic endeavor as an 
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expression of the same deep-seated instinct for self-preservation that drives us to engage 

in destructive acts in order to be “noticed by God.”  Traditionally, after all, works of art 

have been valued for their sense of “timelessness” – thereby achieving a form of 

immortality for their creators.  According to Shewey, by focusing on so topical an issue 

in End of the World ..., Kopit braves “the indifference of posterity for the opportunity to 

affect an audience today” (105).  The play thus represents a surrender of individual self-

preservation for the sake of our mutual self-preservation. 

Audience members curious about the autobiographical aspects of the play will 

find, without much effort, that two names conspicuously have not been changed.  When 

Davis commissioned Kopit, the playwright’s agent was Audrey Wood, which happens to 

be the name of Trent’s agent in the original script.  In the 1987 acting edition, which is 

dedicated to Audrey Wood – who by then had died from a stroke that she suffered in 

1981 (she was in a coma in 1984) – the agent’s name has been changed to Audrey West.  

But she is generally referred to in the dialogue as Audrey.  The other name taken from 

Kopit’s real-life experience is that of his eldest son Alex.  The implications of the use of 

these names are profound.  The combined effect connects Kopit to Trent, in a literal way, 

as both artist and father; it is in this combination that the solution to Trent’s dilemma can 

be found.  In order to write the play that Trent cannot, Kopit willingly does not keep his 

family out of his work about doom.  Instead of denying the “evil” impulse that he once 

felt to drop his infant son out the window, Kopit admits it not only to himself but also to 

the public.  By doing so, the real-life playwright provides a model for self-interrogation 

that none of his characters – with the possible exception of Stone – exhibit.  Even if 

audience members never learn that Trent’s son has the same name as Kopit’s, and even if 

Kopit never really had the impulse in question, the effect still works.  The interpretive 

paradox of the play’s meta-theatrical commentary and its autobiographical background 

make Trent’s discovery seem real enough to engage, in equal measure, the emotion and 

the intellect.  “And both must be touched here,” Stone adds to his assessment of the 

theatre, “if we are to survive” (30). 

No play can guarantee our survival, of course.  And End of the World ... never 

stakes a claim to do so.  It simply implies that there is a way out of the impossible box of 

nuclear proliferation.  And it starts with individual action.  Kopit’s approach in this play 
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is to accept his divided nature and use it creatively to expose the illogic that threatens to 

destroy us if left undetected.  We each write our own autobiographies; how we construct 

our self-narratives is up to us.   

End of the Cold War with Hostilities to Follow 

Since the breakup of the Soviet Union, societal fears of nuclear annihilation have 

been far less prevalent than they once were.  But through its detection of the underlying 

causes of our fascination with doom, End of the World With Symposium to Follow paints 

a disturbing picture of humanity’s likelihood for long-term survival that transcends the 

Cold War.  To see how deeply ill logic still infects us, all one need do is look critically at 

the current state of global politics.  Before I do so, I need to reiterate a disclaimer that I 

made in Chapter Two in relation to parallels between Indians and the war on terror.  First, 

I do not suggest that the Cold War and our present foreign conflicts should or can be seen 

as directly analogous.8  The full socioeconomic and political dimensions of the various 

situations are well beyond the scope of my expertise.  Second, I do not mean to endorse 

or condemn any specific political positions.  I simply argue that some aspects of current 

United States foreign policy offer clues that the MADness detected in End of the World ... 

continues to bias our national identity. 

When I drafted this chapter in December 2002, the U. S. government had recently 

released documents that outline its policies for deterring and pre-empting the use of 

weapons of mass destruction by hostile nations and terrorist groups.  The three countries 

at the crux of the matter are the ones that President George W. Bush described as an “axis 

of evil” in his 2002 State of the Union Address.  Bush’s use of that phrase to refer to Iraq, 

Iran, and North Korea echoes both Ronald Reagan’s “Evil Empire” speech and the World 

War II alliance between “Axis” powers Germany, Italy, and Japan.  It thus delineates our 

current conflicts as extensions of the same worthy cause that has been the ostensible basis 

for our military actions for over half a century.   

                                                        
8 On the other hand, they may be more closely related than we often realize.  In 1992, Baudrillard predicted 
that the “thaw in the East” might create such “a political greenhouse” that “the shores of the West will be 
flooded” (30).  As long as “Evil was opaque,” he noted, “it could be held at a distance”; its “transparent” 
manifestation was already taking “the form of terrorism” (40). 
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The situation involving Iraq offers the most insight in this regard.  In a 33-page 

report entitled “The National Military Strategy for the United States of America” and 

released in September 2002, Bush justified his intention to topple the Saddam Hussein 

regime, which the U.S. claims to be developing weapons of mass destruction.  “As a 

matter of common sense and self-defense,” the president wrote, “American [sic] will act 

against such emerging threats before they are fully formed” (qtd. in Kellman).  He further 

vowed “to exercise our right of self-defense by acting preemptively” against terrorists.  

At the cornerstone of these statements’ illogic, as in the first-strike philosophy articulated 

by Kopit’s Berent, is the notion that self-defense can include pre-emptive action. 

Incidentally, the change from Berent’s preferred term of “anticipatory retaliation” 

to the Bush Administration’s “pre-emptive self-defense” may be more significant than it 

seems.  Self-defense is an even less aggressive concept than retaliation.  According to an 

ABC News report, the shift from “anticipatory” to “pre-emptive” could radically redefine 

foreign policy.  The standard for “anticipatory” self-defense goes back 150 years to 

Daniel Webster, who wrote that such an action was justifiable when a threat was “instant, 

overwhelming, leaving no choice of means and no moment of deliberation” (qtd. in 

Donnelly).  Some scholars suggest that adopting the term “pre-emptive” could serve as a 

way around those criteria.  “You open an enormous Pandora’s Box,” remarks George 

Washington University international law professor Sean Murphy (qtd. in Donnelly).   

Another parallel to Kopit’s play can be seen in the Bush Administration’s widely 

proclaimed goal to “disarm” Iraq.  “If we get in a major crisis with these people,” Berent 

says of the Russians, “I want the ability to disarm them to the greatest extent possible” 

(50).  “Disarm?” asks Trent, prompting Berent to explain: “Remove.  Surgically remove.  

As much of their military capability as is possible” (51).  Of course, as Berent concedes, 

it is the threat of such pre-emptive action that forces the other side to pre-preempt. 

Even if the impending U.S. action does not provoke “pre-emptive self-defense” 

by Iraq, a recent political cartoon expressed another aspect of the illogic of invading the 

country in order to prevent its use of weapons of mass destruction.  The panel features 

Saddam Hussein sitting behind a desk with his palms pressed together in front of his 

chest, as if waiting anxiously for something.  On the wall behind Hussein, a hammer 
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hangs beside a glass case containing two vials marked with skull and crossbones.  Above 

the case is the instruction, “BREAK GLASS IN CASE OF INVASION” (Anderson).   

Clearly, the U.S. government recognizes the potential for Saddam Hussein, if 

backed into a corner, to use the chemical, biological, or even nuclear weapons that the 

Bush Administration believes he might already possess.  And it has attempted to prevent 

that outcome by releasing – on December 11, 2002 – a six-page report called “National 

Strategy to Combat Weapons of Mass Destruction.”  According to an article published at 

CNN.com, one of the overall strategy’s three “pillars” – known as “counter-proliferation” 

– includes “deterrence with the threat of nuclear weapons” (“U.S. Warns”).  (The other 

pillars are “nonproliferation” and “consequence management”).  Co-authored by National 

Security Adviser Condoleezza Rice and Homeland Security Director Tom Ridge, the 

document states that the U.S. “reserves the right to respond with overwhelming force – 

including through resort to all of our options – to the use of WMD [weapons of mass 

destruction] against the United States, our forces abroad, and friends and allies.”  Said a 

senior Bush official, “What we are talking about is a different kind of deterrence.”  

Unfortunately, it appears to be just as insane as the old kind.  If it is a bluff, we had better 

hope it works.  For the purpose of deterrence, Kopit’s General Wilmer notes, “a bluff 

taken seriously is infinitely better than a serious threat taken as a bluff!” (44).  Perhaps 

that is why White House press secretary Ari Fleischer has publicly insisted that “this 

president does not bluff” (qtd. in “U.S. Not”). 

Another aspect of the U.S. government’s current foreign policy threatens to lead 

the nation, ironically, into a renewed, but modified, Cold War.  On December 17, 2002, 

President Bush announced plans to implement the first stage of a missile-defense shield, 

based on the original Reagan proposal, within the next two years.  In a written statement, 

he cited his commitment to protect American citizens from “the catastrophic harm that 

may result from hostile states or terrorist groups armed with weapons of mass destruction 

and the means to deliver them” (qtd. in King).  Russia’s foreign ministry issued a written 

response the following day, noting that the National Missile Defense (NMD) program 

“can lead only to a weakening of strategic stability, a new arms race in the world, 

including the spread of weapons of mass destruction” (qtd. in “Russia”).  A day later, a 

senior-level Chinese diplomat echoed that view, saying the NMD initiative would 
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“disrupt global strategic balance” (qtd. in Lam).  The potential significance of these 

reactions can be seen in General Wilmer’s acknowledgment that “any imbalance at all is 

dangerous, even if the imbalance is only imagined” (41).  The development of the 

“defensive” plan will thus have an effect opposite to that intended.  Do our leaders really 

believe that hostile states or terrorist groups will sit around and wait for the system to be 

deployed?  Even if none currently possess both the weapons in question and the means to 

deliver them – as both Russia and China do – they will certainly be motivated to pursue 

them before it becomes too late.  Incidentally, Berent’s claim that the Soviet Union 

cannot be trusted to keep treaties takes on a new measure of irony.  The development of 

NMD has been facilitated by the recent expiration of the 1972 Anti-Ballistic Missile 

Treaty with Moscow, from which the U.S. unilaterally withdrew under Bush’s leadership. 

Perhaps most telling is the national self-image articulated in public statements 

about these policies.  “We do not use our strength to press for unilateral advantage,” 

asserted President Bush in the September report.  “We seek instead to create a balance of 

power” (qtd. in Kellman).  Ari Fleischer has stated that “what the world has seen in the 

20th century is a benevolent America that uses its strength for good around the world” 

(qtd. in Kellman).  At least, that is our perspective. 

From the point of view of our international adversaries, the opposite is true.  In 

December 2002, the United States announced that it has evidence that Iran is constructing 

facilities to make nuclear weapons.  But, according to a CNN report, Iranian officials 

replied that the U.S. government “cannot be trusted on the details of its nuclear program 

since Washington does not want Iran to have any program – not even for civilian energy” 

(Ensor).  North Korea apparently shares Iran’s attitude.  “If the U.S. persists in its moves 

to pressurize and stifle the DPRK [Democratic People’s Republic of Korea], the latter 

will have no option but to take tougher counter-action” (qtd. in Chinoy), the official 

North Korean News Agency warned in response to tensions over that nation’s own secret 

nuclear program.  “If the U.S. will drop its hostile policy,” the agency further reported, 

North Korea would participate in a dialogue about security concerns.  From the North 

Korean perspective, the U.S. was first to violate a 1994 agreement that halted the North 

Korean nuclear program in exchange for the construction of two safer nuclear reactors, 

which are years behind schedule, and oil deliveries, which have been delayed (Chinoy). 
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Let me repeat that my intention in citing these reports is not to enter into a debate 

about political policy.  By the time anyone reads this, one or more of these conflicts may 

have been resolved, either peacefully or not.9  But if so, another one will come along 

eventually.  My point is that nothing has really changed since the end of the Cold War.  

In National Trauma and Collective Memory, Arthur Neal distinguishes between two 

causes of national trauma (7-8).  The Cold War offers a good example of what Neal terms 

a “chronic” crisis.  As nuclear anxiety persisted over decades, the U.S. responded to the 

perceived threat to its existence by clinging to a comforting worldview.  I suggest that the 

recent reemergence of that worldview is a response to the “acute” crisis of the September 

11, 2001 terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center, which caused a sudden disruption in 

America’s collective sense of order.  According to Neal, in the face of a national trauma, 

“borders and boundaries between [. . .] good and evil, between life and death become 

fragile” (5).  And we instinctively seek to reestablish those boundaries.  Neal offers an 

account of how we do so: 

It is through causal explanations that the dynamics of the social world are 
constructed into coherent patterns.  We make assumptions about cause and 
effect because we must if we are to live in a world that is understandable.  
Without the assumption of causality, events would appear to be random, 
haphazard, and chaotic.  In this respect, we construct the world through 
our perceptions of it. (13) 

End of the World ... shows this process at work.  After he and Pete outline the scenario 

that will lead to a nuclear launch, Jim describes the post-apocalyptic symposium that he 

imagines being held “in the big debriefing space in the sky” so that “the good Lord” can 

figure out how the catastrophe came about.  “The end result being that everyone realizes 

no one wanted to do it!” he anticipates.  “But there was suddenly no choice.  Or no choice 

that they could see.  And the symposium gets nowhere” (60-61).  On multiple levels, the 

play depicts our hostile foreign relations as an inevitable result of our failure to believe 

what we know about ourselves.  Until we admit – as individuals and as a society – that 

we are not the innocents we perceive, we will project our own “evil” onto others and 

rationalize our own aggression as defensive.  The illogic of cause and effect demands it. 

                                                        
9 Indeed, as I finalize the project, the U.S. has invaded Iraq under an operation it termed “Iraqi Freedom.” 
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But the play also shows that it does not have to be this way.  If, like Kopit/Trent, 

we concede that our drive for self-preservation at times manifests itself in self-destructive 

behavior, we might just begin to see solutions to seemingly impossible puzzles.  And if 

we do, instead of letting our curiosity bring about the end of the world, we might be able 

to channel it into creativity and merely bring about the end of the world as we know it. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

THE ROAD TO EL DORADO IS A ROAD TO EMASCULATION: 

IMMOR(T)ALITY, HOLLYWOOD-STYLE, IN ROAD TO NIRVANA 

“Repugnant!  Pornographic!  Scatological!  Horrible!” is how one person publicly 

described Arthur Kopit’s satire of the Hollywood film industry.  But that assessment was 

not offered by a concerned critic or even by an outraged audience member.  It was made 

by the playwright himself, who at the same time insisted that beneath the play’s offensive 

surface “is a profoundly moral tale” (qtd. in Kelly, “Kopit’s Road”).  At the heart of that 

tale are the obsessively materialistic, hyper-masculine values epitomized by Hollywood 

but endemic throughout the United States.  Road to Nirvana implies that when wealth 

and power become the only legitimate symbols of substance – the only imaginable means 

to achieve the illusion of immortality – such values inevitably predominate.  Ultimately, 

though, the work shows that the uncompromising pursuit of a seemingly stable identity 

through financial and professional clout leads, in a doubly ironic touch, to a form of self-

sacrifice that undercuts those very values. 

Critical Contexts 

Road to Nirvana might be Kopit’s least respected work.  To date, it has received 

no scholarly attention whatsoever.1  Most reviewers of the initial New York production – 

including Clive Barnes (“Road”), Frank Rich, and Howard Kissel (“‘Road’”) – dismissed 

it as a trivial and tasteless imitation of David Mamet’s Speed-the-Plow.  At best mixed, 

the overall critical reaction came as no surprise to Kopit.  “Nobody could write this play 

and expect to be patted on the back and have people say, ‘Oh what a wonderful play 

                                                        
1 In his unpublished master’s thesis, “‘Theatre Matters’: Theatricality in the Plays of Arthur Kopit,” Craig 
Matthew Smith does devote six pages to the play. 
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you’ve written,’” he concedes.  But he also says that the off-Broadway production, due to 

casting issues, did not accurately reflect the work.2  Nor does the playwright deny having 

been influenced by Mamet’s piece; Nirvana even premiered – at Actors Theatre of 

Louisville’s 13th Annual Humana Festival of New American Plays in 1989 – under the 

allusive title Bone-the-Fish. 

The play’s debt to Speed-the-Plow and the other circumstances under which it 

was inspired and conceived provide an important contextual framework for my analysis. 

Origins and History 

Kopit had wanted to write a Hollywood play since serving an apprenticeship with 

Otto Preminger in the early 1960s.  His assignment for the legendary filmmaker involved 

“researching” the Los Angeles drug scene by hanging around fringe players from the 

industry, would-be producers who sold drugs while waiting for the single idea that would 

vault them from obscurity to power.  The playwright recalls feeling “more foreign” in 

Los Angeles than in the various European cities that he had visited the previous summer.  

“They were talking the same language, but I didn’t really understand what they meant.  I 

kept feeling for my passport.”  The people he met lied to each other constantly, and they 

believed only those things that supported their self-deluding dream that The Biz could be 

conquered through a simple three-step process: “Today I’m a drug dealer.  Tomorrow I’m 

an associate producer.  And the next day I’m the head of a studio.  Like the sun rises and 

the sun sets every day, this was a truth.”  When he told them that he had a contract to 

write a film for Preminger, they called him a liar.  It didn’t match their deluded vision of 

reality.  When Kopit changed his story to claim, falsely, that he was merely hoping for 

such a deal, they accepted him.  “The only way to survive was to create a lie,” he reflects. 

His creative interest in the power of self-delusion resurfaced in the wake of the 

1988 Broadway production – starring Madonna – of Speed-the-Plow.  Kopit’s reaction to 

the preview he attended, in which the pop star gave “possibly the very worst performance 

[he] had ever seen on a professional stage,”3 was one of cognitive dissonance.  In a play 

                                                        
2 The generally much more positive reviews of early productions in Louisville, Boston, and Los Angeles 
support this claim. 
3 Some reviewers did not share Kopit’s overwhelmingly negative assessment of Madonna’s performance. 
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about values, Madonna had been cast solely for her box office draw.4  Kopit initially felt 

disappointed by his fellow playwright: “It was a play about selling out, and it seemed to 

me he had sold out.”  He eventually grew convinced that Mamet had been seduced by 

Madonna’s mysterious popularity: “I’m sure he thought that this was the way it should be 

done, that this was the right kind of performance.”  Kopit then became interested in how 

the “immortality of stardom” could beguile someone like Mamet.  He asked himself, 

what would those fringe players have done?  To them, stardom “has to do with a talent 

that they can’t even recognize: ‘That person is a star for reasons you won’t understand.’”  

The actual impulse to write came from Kopit’s desire to understand “how one could take 

a moral person and get him to do the worst thing in the world in a very short time.”  In a 

play about Hollywood, that particular dramatic action would have to involve a deal that 

“is the worst deal in the world and makes no sense whatsoever, but in the end will not 

only make money but is about immortality.” 

Kopit says that he wrote the play very fast, while standing up, no less, “to feel its 

energy.”  He settled on Bone-the-Fish as the original title because he “didn’t want to deny 

the connection” to Speed-the-Plow, even though he knew that the piece ultimately had to 

stand on its own.  The final title was chosen not, as Frank Rich mistakenly presumed, “to 

bask in reflected glory from Athol Fugard’s Road to Mecca,”5 but in allusion to “Road” 

work of another kind.  In Kopit’s mind, his play had been a Bob Hope-Bing Crosby film 

all along, albeit “a drug addict’s version” of the duo’s comic adventures in Singapore, 

Morocco, and other exotic locales.  Road to Nirvana opened off-Broadway at the Circle 

Repertory Theatre (via the Alley Theatre in Houston, the American Repertory Theatre in 

Cambridge, and the Wellfleet Harbor Actors Theatre on Cape Cod) in the spring of 1991, 

nearly two years after its Louisville premiere.  It ran for 54 performances, which is more 

than any other show in Circle Rep’s season that year, but did not transfer to Broadway. 

Mythic Proportions 

As I noted in Chapter Two, Kopit envisions Road to Nirvana as part of a cycle of 

plays called City of Faith that also includes Indians and Discovery of America (which, at 

                                                        
4 Kopit’s speculation about the motivation for casting Madonna should be taken as a personal opinion. 
5 In fairness to Rich, the comparison does have merit in regard to the spiritual connotations of the two titles. 
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the time I write, is a work-in-progress).  The plays in the cycle focus on the foundational 

myths of American national identity, moving west (by chronological setting) to reflect 

the mythological pull of the sun, a pull felt most strongly in the quest for immortality, via 

the sun’s endless cycle of death and rebirth.  Discovery of America (see Conclusion), 

originally set in the Canary Islands in the 16th century,6 takes its material from the true 

story of a group of Spaniards who, shipwrecked off the Florida coast, made an amazing 

trek to Mexico.  Indians (see Chapter Two) treats the genocide of Native Americans 

during 19th-century westward expansion under the auspices of Manifest Destiny.  And 

Road to Nirvana depicts Hollywood as a modern-day El Dorado.  That myth holds that a 

city of infinite riches, paved with streets of gold, lies hidden – and ripe for conquest – 

somewhere in the wilderness of the Americas.  The extension of U.S. frontiers to (and 

beyond) the geographical limits of the continent long ago exhausted the possibility that 

such a place might exist in a literal way.  But the myth survives through metaphors such 

as striking it rich in Show Biz.  “In Hollywood,” says Kopit, “mythology becomes real.” 

Analysis 

Road to Nirvana, like the earlier Indians, deconstructs the cultural mythmaking 

process through its exploration of personal identity construction.  As they instinctively 

seek to deny their mortality, the characters in the play create self-deluding narratives to 

justify wildly irrational actions.  The experience of protagonist and (for Kopit) Mamet-

like figure Jerry, a Hollywood fringe player, most clearly demonstrates this process.  

Increasingly caught up in an onslaught of obsessively materialistic and hyper-masculine 

cultural values, Jerry rationalizes his pursuit of “the deal to end all deals” by convincing 

himself that the project has profound significance.  In doing so, he conflates two models 

for achieving immortality identified by Jean Baudrillard in The Illusion of the End.  The 

age-old goal “to lose oneself in something prodigious,” writes Baudrillard, has been 

replaced by a desire to secure “an accumulation of proofs” of existence (21).  For Jerry 

and his partners Al and Lou, the “glory” of Hollywood success encompasses fantasies of 

both.  Their belief that they can achieve such glory through a single film deal reflects 

                                                        
6 For reasons I explore in the Conclusion, the most recent draft is set in a theater in the present time. 
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Baudrillard’s assertion that we now seek “real-time immortality” – immortality 

experienced while we are still alive (90).  In contrast to imagined immortality, which 

Baudrillard terms an “illusion,” immediate immortality is by definition an “absurdity.”  

Kopit’s play highlights that absurdity through its hyperbolic tone. 

Through parallels between the modern dream of making it big in Hollywood and 

the Renaissance myth of El Dorado, Road to Nirvana depicts the cultural crisis resulting 

from our conflated drive for immortality in an amoral, commercialized world.  The play 

emphasizes the myth’s seductive potential, its ability to delude us into making outrageous 

sacrifices in pursuit of an ultimately unattainable goal.  Jerry is so seduced by the myth – 

as embodied by the character of Nirvana, a Madonna-like pop icon – that he agrees to be 

literally emasculated.  He thus sacrifices what he considers to be the physical essence of 

his identity in order to sustain belief that he can achieve his absurd notion of immortality.  

Jerry’s emasculation can be read metaphorically as an indictment of capitalism, an 

economic system in which masculine traits seem to thrive but eventually lead to self-

destruction.  In a sense, this approach to cultural identity is reminiscent of Wings (see 

Chapter Three), a play that uses “disability” as a metaphor for postmodern existence.  

Both works rely on the trope of a specific identity category to explore a generalized 

social condition.  But Nirvana, unlike Wings, challenges cultural assumptions about its 

underlying trope.  The difference is a result of the hyperbolic tone, which highlights the 

social construction of “masculinity.” 

That tone is a key to the play’s aesthetic.  The extreme vulgarity has an effect 

beyond shock value.  By forcing audience members to sit through a barrage of profanity 

and savage behavior, Kopit makes their experience of the play parallel that of Jerry.  A 

comparison between Road to Nirvana and Speed-the-Plow sheds light on this effect.  

What is figurative or merely suggestive in Mamet’s play becomes literal or fully explicit 

in Kopit’s.  As a result, the depravity of life in Hollywood (and, by extension, the U.S. in 

general) can be felt more directly by the audience.  This complete immersion into the 

values being satirized facilitates the deconstruction of those values.  Kopit’s titular 

allusion to the Hope-Crosby film series, meanwhile, invites a comparison between the 

vision of masculinity in his play and that of an earlier era.  In particular, Road to Utopia, 

in which Bob and Bing seek gold in the Alaskan wilderness, provides a point of contrast 
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for the values underlying and stemming from the enduring power of the El Dorado myth 

in contemporary culture. 

The “energy” of the piece that Kopit says inspired him to write standing up is 

another notable aesthetic feature of the work.  The sheer relentlessness of the play’s pace 

heightens the theatrical effect by never allowing audience members a chance to catch 

their breath or think through the full implications of the actions until after the fact.  Like 

Jerry, they get caught up in the intensity of the moment.  Only once the end of Road to 

Nirvana has been reached, when it is already too late for Jerry, can they contemplate the 

relevance of his mythmaking process to their own lives. 

A brief analytical synopsis of the play will pave the way for my explication of 

that relevance.  Along with providing a summary of the plot and a basic introduction to 

the characters, the following section establishes the conflicts and themes that permeate 

the entire chapter. 

Road to Interpretative Comprehension 

As the play opens, Al and his girlfriend Lou (a noteworthy masculinization of 

Louise) wait anxiously on the former’s poolside patio.  The tension between them makes 

it clear that more is at stake than the casual meal suggested by the table set for three.  Al 

even says that he is “trying to stay off drugs and booze today” (10).7  Not long after an 

old friend of Al’s, Jerry, is said to be over an hour late, the tardy character arrives.  The 

ensuing Mamet-like exchange of greetings and introductions establishes a strongly homo-

social world, in which the hyper-masculine Al appears to be king.  It turns out that the 

two men formerly worked together at a major studio.  Some time after Jerry had been 

“done in” by a person he knew (soon revealed to have been his host), Al was let go in a 

completely “impersonal” manner.  Having survived a stretch of “very dark” days, Al has 

begun to succeed as an independent film producer.  Crediting Lou with helping him 

discover the all-important ability “to say ‘fuck you!’ and mean it”– a power she terms 

“enlightenment” (17) – Al has made her his partner.  Jerry’s life since their estrangement 

has not gone so well.  His wife has died, and, from Al’s perspective, he has been “suckin’ 

dick and ass for less than a hundred grand” (26) in the educational film world.  Despite 

                                                        
7 Quotes from the text of Road to Nirvana come from the 1991 acting edition. 
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having garnered numerous awards for his work on AIDS prevention and, ironically, 

substance-abuse intervention, Jerry admits to missing the thrill of life in Hollywood. 

Once he sees that Jerry still has “the spark” in his blood, Al gets to the point of 

the meeting.  He wants to bring Jerry in on a blockbuster deal that he and Lou have been 

putting together, for which they require a third partner to give the owner of the material 

“assurances” that they will deliver.  The catch: until Jerry convinces Al and Lou that he 

can be trusted, Al refuses to share any information besides the project’s code name and 

the author’s pseudonym.  To learn more, Jerry must slit his wrists in a gesture symbolic 

of his loyalty – as Al and Lou have done previously (they even have the scars to prove it).  

After quite a struggle, Jerry manages to demonstrate his commitment to their satisfaction, 

and Al writes the author’s real name on a napkin, which he gives to Jerry to read and eat 

as symbolic proof of his “hunger” for the deal.  Jerry then learns that the deal involves the 

rights to the life story of Nirvana, “the biggest fuckin’ rock star in the world” (50), who, 

it turns out, due to excessive cocaine use, cannot remember anything she has done.  In 

place of a memoir, she has rewritten Herman Melville’s Moby Dick and made two key 

changes: replacing Ahab’s name with her own and turning the whale into a giant penis.  

Al insists that the source of the material is not important; Nirvana fans are unlikely to 

have read the novel.  Further, Nirvana has agreed to appear in the film.  As soon as Jerry 

asks, “Can she act?” (54), he realizes the irrelevance of the question.  Her fans simply do 

not care.  The project truly is the opportunity of a lifetime.  But before Al and Lou will 

take Jerry with them to Nirvana’s mansion to close the deal, he must pass one final test.  

He must literally eat shit.  Granted, it is only one spoonful, and it is a spoonful of no 

ordinary shit.  It is, rather, special shit.  It is shit that comes exclusively from nuns, or, as 

Jerry comments in the play’s singularly worst pun, “Holy shit” (62). 

Act Two dramatizes the meeting at Nirvana’s mansion, the entire deal resting on 

whether or not she accepts Jerry.  As in Act One, the action takes place on a pool deck, 

although there is no comparison between the two patios.  Nirvana’s, according to stage 

directions, “looks like the Grand Temple of Karnak combined with a bit of Uxmal” (67), 

with a grand staircase leading down to the deck.  The singer’s motivation for having built 

the temple is her belief, based on a “vision” by Lou, that she was the ancient Egyptian 
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queen Hopsepsut in a past life.  It also turns out that the reason Al and Lou have managed 

to get this close to making the deal in the first place is that they supply her with drugs. 

In an effort to impress Nirvana with Jerry’s credentials and character, Al puts a 

distorted spin on their estrangement.  He tells her that Jerry quit working in features by 

his own volition, to pursue a “higher calling” and to honor “a vow made to his beloved 

dying wife that he would turn his astounding genius, after she departed, to the bettering 

of the uneducated world” (70).  Jerry later tells Nirvana the truth about his leaving.  He 

was fired for telling Al that a film they had made was a piece of shit, after it was in profit.  

By the end of the same extended private conversation between Jerry and Nirvana, she has 

accepted him as the third partner.   

The twist comes when Nirvana declares her terms.  In yet another brutally literal 

symbol of Hollywood deal-making, Jerry must give up his testicles.  For the first time, it 

becomes clear to Jerry why the two original partners brought him in on the project.  The 

rest of the act consists of Al and Lou’s attempts to persuade him to go through with it.  

For reasons I explore throughout the chapter, Jerry finally accedes to Nirvana’s demand. 

Road to Emasculation 

Jerry’s acceptance of Nirvana’s terms is more than simply a literal representation 

of how far fringe Hollywood players will go in pursuit of “the deal to end all deals” (36).  

It is also a prime example of how far Kopit’s central characters will go to incorporate a 

crisis of meaning into their sense of self.  Ironically, Jerry allows himself to be physically 

emasculated in order to maintain a feeling of continuity in his heavily masculine identity. 

At the core of Jerry’s struggle is the fact that there is no such thing as genuine 

trust in Hollywood, where people will say or do anything for the sake of a deal.  As a 

result, “trust” must be constructed through symbolic, and in this case increasingly absurd, 

gestures of commitment.  In the play, this negotiation of trust is a gendered process.  Al 

first plays on Jerry’s male insecurities to manipulate him into a series of demeaning acts 

designed to establish trustworthiness.  Nirvana then tests that trustworthiness for herself 

through both challenges to and exploitation of Jerry’s masculine identity.  Ultimately, the 

Hollywood version of trust emerges as a complex power dynamic in which the signposts 

of masculinity are used to lure those desperate for success down a road to emasculation. 
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The fundamental lack of trust between characters is established near the outset of 

the play.  When Lou expresses doubt that Jerry will show up for the meeting, Al counters 

with complete confidence.  “Jerry gives his word on something you can count on it!” he 

exclaims, adding, “I am tellin’ you his word’s like his fuckin’ bond” (11).  Yet only 

moments pass after Jerry’s arrival before Al questions his supposedly bond-like word, 

asking him, “I mean you’re not just sayin’ it?” (13).  A few lines later, Jerry himself 

implies a potential discrepancy between what he says and what he really believes.  He 

tells Al not to worry about their old conflict, stating, “What’s past is past.”  When Al 

replies with “You said it,” Jerry asserts, “I believe it, too.”  However, Jerry is not the only 

one whose word should not be taken at face value.  After Al tells his old friend, “You 

look fabulous. [. . .] And I don’t say things like that!  I don’t bullshit,” Jerry responds 

with a simple “Hey!” prompting the other to admit, “All right, so I bullshit.”  But Al then 

makes a crucial distinction: “Am I bullshitting now?  No” (14).  Both characters clearly 

realize that whatever they say is subject to challenge, and both concede that fact as a 

strategy for making their current claims seem credible.  It also should be noted that 

Jerry’s assertion that “what’s past is past” gets repeated five additional times in the first 

act, eventually becoming a “mantra of forgetting” that enables the two men to construct 

“trust” despite a history that involves a malicious betrayal and significant emotional pain. 

At the same time that Al and Jerry play this cautious game of trust, they perform a 

similar dance of masculinity.  Upon Jerry’s entrance, the stage directions call for them to 

“hug, slap each other’s backs” as they exchange the following dialogue: 

AL: Fuckit, man, fuckit! 
JERRY: Jesus! 
AL: Been too long. 
JERRY: Too long! 
AL: Too fuckin’ long! 
JERRY: Mustn’t happen again. 
AL: Never! 
JERRY: Never again! 
AL: Never fuckin’ again! 
JERRY: You said it! 
AL: Why’d it happen? 
JERRY: Who knows?  It happened! 
AL: Never fuckin’ again. (12) 
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This staccato salutation concludes with appropriately macho stage directions: “JERRY 

punches Al.  AL punches Jerry.  THEY spar.  THEY wrestle.”  But then, in a noteworthy 

show of quasi-feminine emotion, Jerry says, “Look.  I’m almost in tears,” to which Al 

replies, “Wha’dya think these are?”  It is okay for these men to get emotional over the 

depth of their fraternal bond.  In fact, Al later remarks, “Jerry, I don’t just love you, man.  

I love you so goddamn much I wish I was queer so I could fuck you” (32).  The gender-

related power implications of this moment do not become totally clear until later.  For 

now, it is enough to note that Al is the one who would do the fucking. 

Trust and masculinity become explicitly intertwined during the sequence of acts 

designed to symbolize Jerry’s commitment.  When Al offers Jerry a knife and tells him to 

cut his wrist, Jerry objects with “It’ll HURT!” (42).  Al replies, “Of course it’ll hurt.  

That’s the fucking point!” adding, a few lines later, “We need to know you can be 

counted on.”  Gaining trust depends on being willing and able to withstand physical pain, 

qualities typically assigned as masculine in our culture.  This becomes even more evident 

after Jerry has tried twice, without success, to pierce his skin.  Only when Al challenges 

his masculinity – telling him that he is “playing pussy shit” – can Jerry bring himself to 

slice deeply enough to draw blood. 

It takes an even more aggressive attack on Jerry’s manhood to get him to eat from 

the bowl of excrement.  First, Al hits Jerry in what he knows is a sensitive spot: “Your 

fuckin’ wife kills herself, and you’re like this?  Like this?  Get out o’ here.  When you get 

home, slit your fuckin’ wrists for real, do something useful with your life!  You’re a 

fuckin’ disgrace” (49).  Stage directions then juxtapose the verbal implication of Jerry’s 

masculine inadequacies with a parallel visual image: “JERRY goes for Al.  AL knees 

him.  JERRY falls” (50).  When Jerry refers back to their earlier, and apparently not-so-

forgotten, falling-out with “I should o’ fuckin’ killed you,” Al’s reply is reminiscent of 

playground bullies everywhere: “Sure.  Right.  You and what army?”  This boyish taunt 

quickly leads to a more adult-oriented insult when he adds, “Your wife killed herself 

because being bored to death with you was just too fuckin’ slow.”  Although the full 

significance of this line is not realized until much later, when it is revealed that Al slept 

with Jerry’s wife, the accusation is clear – Jerry was not man enough to satisfy her.  This 

prompts him to again go at Al, who again subdues him.  Al’s demonstration of physical 
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prowess once again accompanies a verbal insinuation of Jerry’s inadequacy as a man.  In 

a final exhortation of the project’s potential, Al calls it “something that takes balls!” – a 

description that proves more literal than Jerry, or the audience, could have anticipated. 

Throughout the act, Al relentlessly goads Jerry, through attacks on his sense of 

masculinity, into a series of acts that are so demeaning that they ensure trustworthiness.  

They also establish Al’s dominance within their power hierarchy.  All of that changes in 

the second-act meeting with Nirvana.  In a negotiation of trust between members of 

opposite sexes, masculinity functions in a less one-dimensional manner.  As a result, the 

power dynamics become much more complex. 

When Nirvana enters with her face covered by a veil, Lou explains to Jerry, “She 

just doesn’t trust you yet” (68).  It does not take long, however, for an initial bond of trust 

between them to get established.  The first step in the process occurs when Nirvana hears 

his name.  She declares the need for a better one, then asks, “How’s Janet?”  After Jerry 

shocks her, and his partners, by refusing to have his name feminized, Nirvana offers a 

subtle but significant joke, saying, “I like that.  He has balls!” (69).  Pretty soon she not 

only shows him her face; she allows him to kiss it.  And in a continued reversal of his 

first act “pussy shit” behavior, Jerry takes an aggressive stance, asking Nirvana, to the 

astonishment of the others, “Can I put my tongue in your mouth?” (75).  Although she 

denies the request for the time being – “Not yet ... Maybe tomorrow” – they appear to 

have developed a considerable degree of intimacy.  As Nirvana tells him, “I gave you my 

trust. [. . .] I give very few my trust” (77). 

In fact, she soon makes it clear to Jerry that she does not really trust Al and Lou.  

“I think they may be here to chew me up” (81), she says to him once they have been left 

alone.  Ultimately, it turns out that she does not really trust Jerry either.  After they 

discuss the details of the project, Nirvana cuts to the chase, “All right.  Here’s the deal.  If 

you say to me, Nirvana, go with this film, I will go with it.  And if you say don’t, I won’t.  

And if you sell me out, you’re dead” (87).  When he attempts to deny the last possibility, 

she interrupts with, “HEY!  Of course you would.”  After all, in the world of the play, no 

one is above lying for personal gain.  After calling Al and Lou onstage again, Nirvana 

takes Jerry aside for a final private word.  She reaffirms that her involvement depends on 

his decision and tells him that if he backs the deal, she will present her terms.  Then, just 
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before putting the veil over her face again, she proclaims, “You’re my protector now” 

(89).  With that single line, which elevates Jerry into a traditionally masculine role and 

pits him against his partners, she restores his belief that she trusts him. 

Jerry takes advantage of his newfound power over Al and Lou by telling them that 

he has to consider whether or not to keep them on the project (90).  For the first time in 

their long history, Jerry is the top man.  After establishing his power – “Al, you were 

afraid of me! ... I’ve never felt anything so fantastic in my entire life!” (90-91) – Jerry 

violently directs nearly a dozen “fuck you”s at Al, who by the end is “cowering in fear.”  

Having achieved the state of “enlightenment” that accompanies “The Fuck You Power!” 

Jerry retracts his threat to exclude the others and tells Nirvana to take the deal. 

Predictably, his initial response to her terms is one of shocked horror.  In a show 

of support, Al attempts to renegotiate.  When Nirvana insists that her terms were fair, Al 

replies, “Hey, to you they’re fair, you don’t have testicles” (94).  He soon returns to Jerry 

with good news: “I knocked it down to one. [. . .] The choice of which – left or right – is 

yours” (95).  When Jerry continues to resist, suggesting that Al make the not-so-symbolic 

sacrifice, Lou reveals that he is not capable of it.  Al explains, “It took one ball to get the 

option on this thing. [. . .] My other ball I gave up years ago in a deal that sounded kind 

o’ good at the time” (96).  A few lines later he adds, “To me it was worth a ball.  I only 

had one left – I gave it up.  I would not have given two.  You, you motherfucker, you’ve 

got two!”  Al then shifts focus to another “equipment” consideration, saying, “I mean, 

like, what do you value?  Is she asking for your cock? [. . .] You’ll still get it up.  I get it 

up.”  He then seeks confirmation from Lou as to whether or not he still gets it up, to 

which she replies, “Sometimes.”  While it would be easy to dismiss this passage as a 

familiar impotency joke, I believe that it offers a manifestation of how these characters 

ultimately define masculinity.  Al’s argument here is that manhood is not a question of 

“having balls” so much as it is a matter of being able to fuck others, either literally or 

figuratively through the exercise of power over them.  When the two men had a conflict, 

Al fired Jerry and slept with Jerry’s wife, a sort of double fucking.  And Al’s comment 

about wishing he were queer so that he could fuck Jerry can now be seen as less about 

expressing love than about asserting power.  Through such aggression, Al manages to 

maintain masculine power despite his literal lack of balls. 
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Only when Lou threatens his power, telling Nirvana they will find a replacement, 

does Jerry overcome his hesitancy to accept the terms.  He launches into a monologue 

that both reasserts and relinquishes his masculinity.  First, he reclaims the advantage of 

intimacy he thinks he holds over Lou and Al: “I’m the one she needs.  You understand 

me?  Needs.  We have a connection you will never have.  Never!” (100).  Next, he not 

only accepts Nirvana’s terms, he one-ups Al: “You want two?  Say the word and I will 

give you two.”  Of course, that offer also could be seen as an unprecedented gesture of 

submissiveness, especially since he adds, “I will leave this decision entirely to you.  You 

say you need to know you can trust in me?  Well I will trust in you” (101). 

We never learn how many of Jerry’s balls Nirvana does take.  If the number of 

offstage screams is an accurate indicator, it is only one.  The point is the same either way.  

Jerry’s desire to maintain the power he feels as a result of Nirvana’s manipulation of his 

masculine identity leads him to an act of “trust” that translates into a literal emasculation.  

As the next section explores, however, there is more at stake for Jerry than just his place 

in the fringe-player food chain.  His ability to sacrifice the physical signs of his masculine 

identity depends on his construction of a new sense of self that can negate that loss. 

Road to El Dorado 

The masculine values that guide Jerry on his road to emasculation cannot be 

separated from the materialistic values in which they are entrenched in Hollywood and 

throughout our entire culture.  The latter values, in turn, relate directly to the foundational 

myth of El Dorado and its implicit promise of immortality.  In the centuries since 

Europeans first arrived on New World shores, countless lives have been lost or wasted in 

vain quest for either a literal or metaphorical city of gold.  To get a full sense of Jerry’s 

breakdown of identity, it is necessary to examine the parallels – in the play’s imagery and 

action – between the Renaissance dream of discovering a gilded city and the 

contemporary dream of hitting the Hollywood jackpot.  Road to Nirvana depicts how, 

even today, the myth of El Dorado tends to delude us into making outrageous sacrifices 

in order to feel like we are part of something bigger than our individual lives. 

As I noted earlier, compared to the potential glory of Hollywood, Jerry’s success 

in educational films has felt meaningless.  “Life without this life is not life” (33), he says 
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to Al.  Once Al sees that Jerry still longs for the glory, he decides to tell him about the 

deal in the making, which he casually refers to as “the kingdom” and “paradise” (35).  Al 

uses similar language to extol the project’s potential.  When asked to name the “single 

greatest driving force” of Al’s life, Jerry replies, “It used to be ‘staying out of jail.’”  

Although Al concedes the general importance of that goal, he asserts that “it’s not what I 

dream of being known for when I die.”  He then explodes: “I want to make my fuckin’ 

MARK!  I wanna put my fuckin’ footprint down in the sands of TIME!  That’s what I 

want.  And I bet anything you do too” (55-56).  When Jerry seems shaken by his outburst, 

Al continues, “Jer.  With this film, Us and History will be wed!  We will leave our 

footprints in the fuckin’ sands of time with this!”  According to stage directions, Jerry 

begins to nod and smile at this point, and it is not long before he has fully given himself 

over to the power of Al’s vision.  “I think maybe we were born for this,” Jerry notes, 

adding a couple lines later, “What it is ... it’s the fucking culmination!” (59). 

In the world of the play, the drive to become part of history is an extension of a 

drive for wealth.  Of course, this link is by no means unique to contemporary culture.  A 

connection between the two existed in the original context of the El Dorado myth through 

its symbolism involving the sun.  Gold has long been a symbol for the sun, and the sun 

has long been a symbol for immortality.  Thus the drive for gold manifested in the quest 

for El Dorado can be see an as extension of the drive for immortality.  Gain gold, gain the 

sun; gain the sun, gain immortality.  Indeed, our instinctive but mysterious attraction to 

the sun is established as the play opens.  At rise, Lou relaxes poolside in a chaise.  The 

first line is Al’s “If you don’t want sun, what’re you doin’ in the sun?” to which she 

responds, “I dunno,” but then adds, “It feels good” (9).   

In contemporary culture the link between wealth and immortality has turned into 

complete conflation, as the true value of Al’s dream reveals.  It is not enough to merely 

make his footprint; the mark must be attributed to its maker: “Some anthropologist looks 

down upon the soil of this fair earth and says ‘Behold!  I know that print!  Al Sereno 

walked here.’  And people will know what he means by that” (56).  Recognition is only 

the first step, though.  Al continues, “And they’ll build a fence around that meager dusty 

footprint.  And charge money to gaze at it.  And people will PAY!” (56-57).  Only through 
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commodification does his longing for immortality have meaning.  The value of making 

his mark depends on its being confirmed as a product worth buying. 

Al similarly conflates the value of artistic creation with that of gaining power over 

competitors.  After characterizing their potential financial reward in blatantly golden (and 

mythic) terms as “roughly anything from our own personal Fort Knox to King Solomon’s 

Mine” (54), he turns to the question of artistic reward.  “Jerry,” Al asks, “what do you 

think the captains of the film industry will say when this film that you, Lou, and I have 

independently produced, is released?  They will say, ‘How come we didn’t get this fucker 

OURSELVES!?’  When’s the last time you’ve had that kind of artistic satisfaction?” (55).  

Once again, Jerry quickly embraces Al’s vision.  When Al asks him to explain why he 

wants in on the deal, Jerry describes the combination of envy, hatred, and feigned love 

that others will direct their way.  In response to Al’s query about why feigned love is 

better than real love, Jerry answers that you can “bank” it.  More importantly, “Whatever 

deal you want after this is YOURS!”  Further, “Anything you want, if it exists, is yours.”  

And if you want something that does not to exist, “God will see that it is made to exist” 

(58).  The delusional power of their mythology is staggering. 

That self-delusion further intensifies in the second act, during which the quest for 

a metaphorical El Dorado is reflected clearly in Nirvana’s palatial pool deck.  The link 

between Egyptian temples and hidden golden treasures is immediate for most Americans, 

especially those who saw the King Tut exhibit when it toured the U.S. in the late 1970s.  

Still, audience members need not possess knowledge of pharaohs and pyramids to get the 

picture.  Stage directions call for Lou to flick a switch on the side of the moonlit temple, 

after which lights come on one by one, accompanied by “seraphic” music (67).  This 

ceremonial illumination creates the effect of their having suddenly stepped out from the 

jungle onto the edge of the legendary gilded city itself; Kopit even describes the deck as 

surrounded by tropical foliage.  As a result, the singer’s property represents visually what 

she means symbolically to Al, Lou, and Jerry.  Built based on her alleged origins as 

Hopsepsut, it is a replica of the temple of Ra, the Egyptian god of the sun.  It turns out, of 

course, that Nirvana is not quite as susceptible to conquest as the trio thinks.  She sees 

through Al and Lou.  She even suspects that the vision of pyramids “jutting up from the 

sands of time” (78) that inspired her immortal identity was really a sales pitch Lou used 
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to get herself and Al in the door – another indication of the conflated manifestation of the 

myth in contemporary culture. 

The self-deluding power of the Hollywood dream peaks when Nirvana’s terms are 

revealed.  Al’s confession that he gave up his first testicle “in a deal that sounded kind o’ 

good at the time” (96) implies that he has the ability to recognize that he is prone to false 

assessments of a project’s potential.  But the fact that he gave up his other testicle merely 

to get an option on the rights to Nirvana’s story shows that he remains susceptible to the 

allure of immortality.  Ironically, in order to have even an outside chance at Hollywood 

glory, Al relinquishes his ability to achieve at least a semblance of eternal life through the 

more traditional method of procreation. 

In this case, of course, it is Jerry’s judgment that matters, although Al does all that 

he can to influence him.  In a last-ditch effort to persuade the former to accept the terms, 

the latter articulates his view of existence: “I see life essentially, essentially, as a mystery. 

[. . .] Jerry, sometimes I lay awake at night and I think, I am without substance.  And yet I 

exist!  How is this possible?”  He then reminds Jerry that the Nirvana deal presents a 

chance for them to become “major players in the Big Picture” and to make footprints in 

“The Sands of Time” – and in doing so to gain substance through the possession of its 

symbol: money.  What is most notable about this passage is not Al’s recurring conflation 

of wealth, power, and immortality.  What is even more notable is the link that Al makes 

between obtaining those things and gaining “substance” in existential terms – gaining an 

identity.  For Kopit, this seems to be the crux of the mythologies we embrace.  Just as 

Nirvana has accepted herself as the reincarnation of an ancient Egyptian queen in order to 

fill the memory gaps that deprive her of a tangible identity, Al and Jerry – like all of us – 

dream of immortality in order to satisfy our insatiable desire for a real, stable self.  It is 

the most basic fact of our existence, as sure as the sun will rise and the sun will set. 

With Al’s philosophical appeal fresh in his mind, Jerry responds to Lou’s threat to 

replace him.  It is the fear of missing out on the potential blockbuster – the fear of letting 

immortality slip through his grasp – that incites him to seize the opportunity.  But even he 

fails to recognize the deep-seated fear that motivates him.  He instead falls back on the 

notion of culmination that he used to convince himself to join the partnership, this time 

bestowing even greater consequence on the project: 
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The gods did not send me to you.  They sent you to me!  This film is going 
to set clocks ticking in a whole new fuckin’ direction.  This film is going 
to make fuckin’ HISTORY!  And I am going to be part of it!  And no 
one’s going to fuckin’ stop me.  NO ONE!  “MOBY FUCKIN’ DICK!”  
Melville knew where his book would lead, he fuckin’ KNEW!  That’s why 

he wrote the book! (101) 

Jerry not only expands the grand plan that has led up to the project to include Herman 

Melville; he displaces Nirvana at the center of that plan with himself.  In order to accept 

her terms, which in effect will remove a significant component of his masculine identity, 

he must construct a narrative – a myth – that gives him an even more potent sense of self. 

The closing moments of the play replicate this process.  Al and Lou are left alone 

onstage when Jerry strides “heroically” into a steam-filled operating room with Nirvana 

at his side.  As Jerry’s scream is heard offstage, Al and Lou turn their conversation to the 

heavens.  Says Al with a reverent gesture upwards, “He saw,” adding a line later, “... And 

He smiled on us” (102).  During an exchange about what it feels like to be “smiled upon” 

from above, the two demonstrate growing signs of anxiety.  Al then says, “Wonder why 

He smiles on some ... but not on others,” to which Lou replies, “I don’t know.  It’s like, 

you know ... a mystery.”  Then, according to the stage directions, “AL nods.  THEY stare 

out at the pool and the sky – in an awe bordering on terror.  LOU snuggles up next to 

him, as if chilled.  Same for him.  Slow fade to BLACK” (103).  This final image offers a 

snapshot of the play’s representation of the human condition: paralyzing, bone-chilling 

fear being combated through self-deluding myths about our importance in the universe.  

The only way we can make sense of the “mystery” of our lives is by constructing 

meaningful narratives with ourselves at their center.  And in a world where the profit 

motive rules, those narratives inevitably involve accumulating riches. 

Road to Madonna 

Jerry’s emasculation in pursuit of a modern-day version of the El Dorado myth 

clearly makes up the central dramatic action of the play.  But an analysis of the work as a 

whole depends equally on an examination of Nirvana.  According to Kopit, the character 

is meant to represent an entire line of stars, from Marlene Dietrich to Cyndi Lauper, upon 

whom the general public bestows a sort of “mystified worship.”  He says the Hopsepsut 
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idea comes from a real-life story about Tina Turner, who reportedly read a book by an 

English writer/mystic and came to believe that she was the reincarnation of an Egyptian 

queen.  Nirvana’s temple-like pool, Kopit has been told, actually (and coincidentally) 

exists at a mansion owned by Cher, allegedly even complete with private operating room 

for her frequent cosmetic surgeries. 

In The Theatre in Search of a Fix, Robert Corrigan offers insight into our 

predilection for worshipping such stars.  He traces the rise of the celebrity, what he calls 

“the triumph of the ordinary,” to the void left by the decline of the hero in our culture.  In 

a collective – or post-individual – society like ours, industrialization and specialization 

lead first to a “pluralistic deviation” and then to a “leveling” of heroic types.  As a result 

of the diminished stature of heroism, attention shifts to celebrities, “those heroes of the 

surface who play their constantly shifting roles well” (198).  Corrigan goes on to identify 

a key implication of this shift: “the one thing that characterizes the hero of surfaces [. . .] 

is precisely the fact that he lacks the dimensions of spiritual awareness, personal 

morality, and social responsibility” that typified the traditional hero (198-99). 

Clearly, the lack of such values is a major focus of Kopit’s play.  The absence of 

spirituality, morality, and responsibility in contemporary culture enables the materialistic 

values epitomized by Hollywood to thrive.  To follow Corrigan’s line of analysis, the 

forces at work within the collective system – in this case “pluralistic industrialism” (or 

advanced capitalism) – have won out over communal concerns.  Economic power and 

public image overshadow any lingering desire to forge genuine relationships with other 

humans or to seek a truly spiritual connection to the world.  The name of Kopit’s title 

character reinforces this idea.  Through its allusion to religious teaching, her name seems 

doubly ironic: as both subject and object, she functions as a sign of money and image.  

Nirvana means both a state of ultimate bliss and a state of oblivion or nothingness.  In a 

world in which even spirituality can be commodified – e.g., the advertising campaign in 

the mid-‘90s that used the Taoist mantra “Simplify” to sell Hondas to Americans – those 

who set out on the “Road to Nirvana” pursue a dream of bliss that ultimately will prove 

empty.  Kopit was not the only artist to tap into this conflation/conflict.  The same year 

that his play opened in New York, another Nirvana, the emerging Seattle-based grunge 
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band, released an album with a pointed image on its cover: a naked infant swimming 

underwater in pursuit of a dollar bill that is being used as bait on a large fishing hook. 

Although I certainly do not dispute the playwright’s claim that his character 

represents a phenomenon in effect “larger” than Madonna herself,8 Nirvana does exhibit 

traits that apply specifically to the real-life star.  In her 1993 article “Is She or Isn’t She?: 

Madonna and the Erotics of Appropriation,” Amy Robinson describes a process through 

which the performer cultivates the public’s mystified worship of her and then exploits it 

for personal financial gain.  That process involves three main strategies: maintaining a 

tension between her public and private identities, appropriating identities that do not 

“belong” to her, and soliciting spectator participation in determining her “real” identity. 

Nirvana’s dealings with Jerry dramatize each of the strategies Robinson attributes 

to Madonna.  The tension between public and private identities gets established before 

Kopit’s title character ever appears, when Jerry tries to reconcile Al’s description of her 

as “crazy as a loon” (50) and “a fuckin’ ditz-head” (52) with his own impression of her as 

performer.  Ponders Jerry, “She’s in complete control up there.  Every single moment.  

Absolute command.  Knows exactly what she’s doing!”  “Right,” confirms Al, “That’s on 

stage” (53).  This public-private dichotomy becomes most manifest when Jerry first gets 

a glimpse of Nirvana, who “appears in the shadows at the periphery, a hand over her 

face” (68) and then, after studying him for a moment, exits, still obscuring her face with 

her hand.  Jerry’s confused response to her behavior prompts the following: 

AL: Nirvana’s face is very ... private. 
LOU: Probably the most private part of her entire body. 
AL: Right. 
LOU: She reveals it only to her closest friends. 
JERRY: ... But ... 
AL: On stage? 
JERRY: Yeah. 
AL: That’s not her face. 
JERRY: ... What? 
AL: That’s her public face. 
JERRY: But ... 
LOU: It’s different. 
AL: Don’t ask how. (68-69) 

                                                        
8 “She’s also a comic riff on the old-time glamour queen blithely played against the dime-store squeal of 
the vulnerable starlet,” notes Kevin Kelly (“A Savage Swipe”). 
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This passage not only makes the distinction between public and private explicit, but also 

mystifies it through the mandate not to seek an explanation.  Al has earlier provided the 

only clue offered in that regard, telling Jerry, “On stage, she’s in a world she can handle” 

(53), echoing a remark made by Warren Beatty in the Truth or Dare documentary, quoted 

by Robinson, that Madonna “doesn’t want to live off-camera” (356). 

As it turns out, Nirvana disavows even having a private identity, due to her stated 

inability to remember anything she has done.  It is this apparent lack that necessitates her 

appropriation of an identity that clearly does not belong to her.  Robinson suggests that 

Madonna’s appropriations of Other identities depend on their underlying impossibility: 

she “subsidizes her claim to ‘be’ black with her manifest whiteness” and “stages her 

excursions into masculinity with the reassurances of her female body” (342-43).  Nirvana 

enacts the same performance of “impersonation as appropriation” in her substitution of 

Herman Melville’s Moby Dick for her life story.  She offers Jerry an admission that must 

be patently clear to him already – “If I tell you something, will you keep it secret? [. . .] 

That’s not my life” (80) – but then later claims that “in some odd way, I think it may 

really be my life” (84).9  Nirvana’s avowal to be “the reincarnation of Hopsepsut, 

Nefertiti’s sister, concubine of Amenhotep, and rightful ruler of the 18th Dynasty” (77) 

takes her identity appropriation to an even more ludicrous level.  While it at first appears 

to be an impossible claim, it provides an explanation of “why so many of [her] fans 

believe they can see a divine and timeless spirit inside of [her].”  And, as she herself 

acknowledges, reincarnation is the only thing that explains her near ubiquitous appeal 

despite a combination of mediocre singing, awkward dancing, a merely fair body, and 

poor acting.10 

The third of Robinson’s Madonna strategies depends on the creation of “seeming 

ambiguity in the fact of little ambiguity at all” (340) through these appropriations.  By 

fostering such doubt, she locates the spectator “as the definitive arbiter of epistemological 

truth” (343).  Nirvana accomplishes this by directly soliciting Jerry’s opinion about her 

claims.  After he warns her that her cocaine abuse will lead to her death, she asserts, “I’ll 

                                                        
9 This strategy parallels the way Al and Jerry admit that they have not always told the truth in order to lend 
credibility to their current assertions. 
10 Given his reaction to Madonna’s performance in Speed-the-Plow, Kopit no doubt particularly enjoyed 
writing the line in which he makes Nirvana say “my acting sucks” (81). 
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be reborn.”  When he asks, “You believe that?” she replies, “Do you?” (79).  In turning 

the question around, she implies that his answer supercedes hers.  She soon instructs him 

to look in her face and tell her what he sees, a clear invitation for him to perform his own 

“reading” of her identity.  She then reinforces his authority by asking a series of questions 

that position him as even more knowledgeable than she is about her own emotional state.  

According to Robinson, Madonna employs such “spectatorial complicity” to entice her 

audience with the promise of “erotic decoding” while “she accumulates millions at the 

expense of our continued fascination” (357).  Nirvana stimulates Jerry’s participation in 

her identity narrative for a similarly selfish end.  In addition to the financial gain, and 

perhaps even increased celebrity, that she will reap from the film’s almost certain 

success, she seduces him into an act that provides her with an invaluable sense of security 

in an utterly uncertain world. 

The crux of Madonna’s success, Robinson argues, ultimately stems from her 

ability to reach out to audiences of Other identities through “performative identifications” 

with them.  And sure enough, Kopit’s Nirvana does the same thing.  Act Two opens with 

an offstage disc jockey introducing a Nirvana song that has topped the charts of record 

sales for fourteen weeks.  The first verse of “Who I Am!” establishes her disavowal of a 

private identity – “I’ve got nothing to hide / Nothing’s denied / There’s nothing you can’t 

view” – as well as her liberated state: “I’ll take no blame / I feel no shame for doin’ all 

the things I do” (65).  The second verse establishes identifications with her fans as both 

their Other – “I’m a mirror of your life. / I’m your mistress, your lover, your wife” – and 

their Self: “Give me time, I’ll make you see / Why who you are is me” (66).  The chorus, 

meanwhile, unifies these concepts and gives listeners the power to determine Nirvana’s 

“real” identity: “This is it! / Who I am! / I am everything you want me to be. / This is it! / 

Who I am! / Come inside of me.”  The invitation of the last line offers a noteworthy 

double-entendre linking the experience of being Nirvana with sexual penetration or even 

ejaculation. 

In hindsight, Madonna epitomizes Kopit’s interest in our “mystified worship” of 

celebrities and our cultural commodification of spirituality in ways the playwright never 

could have anticipated.  Take, for example, the pop star’s subsequent transformation from 

Material Girl to Spiritual Girl.  After the birth of her daughter in 1997, Madonna claimed 
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to have become a devoted student of Eastern philosophy.  A track on her 1998 album Ray 

of Light called “Shanti/Ashtangi” even features – or appropriates – Sanskrit lyrics.  

According to the English translation provided in the liner notes, she sings about 

“Awakening the happiness of the self revealed” and “[pacifying] loss of consciousness 

from the poison of existence.”  It seems that Clive Barnes aimed too far ahead when he 

wrote, in his review of the 1991 Circle Rep production, “Imagine a Madonna, some 15 

years down the road” (“Road” 269).  Perhaps she was inspired by the play. 

Still, even if Kopit’s characterization seems eerily prophetic, it remains equally 

representative of the play’s social moment.  Through precise conformity to the strategies 

Robinson attributes to Madonna, Nirvana stands as both a dead-on satire of a specific 

individual and an embodiment of the societal values under scrutiny in the play.  In fact, 

Nirvana in a sense is postmodernism.  Her “blank slate” memory and belief in past lives 

directly reflect the postmodern theories of fragmentation and simulacra that make identity 

such a tricky process.  Jerry, meanwhile, represents an average Joe – a contemporary sort 

of Everyman thrust into the disorienting world she creates.  And the interaction between 

them dramatizes the central conflict of contemporary existence: the gap between our 

heightened need for a stable identity and our increasingly uncertain worldview. 

Road to Moby Dick.  In addition to her parallels to Madonna and her embodiment 

of cultural forces, Nirvana functions as an individual character.  And as such, she 

experiences her own crisis of meaning and must construct an identity narrative to combat 

its potentially traumatic effects.  But while Al and Jerry rely on deliberate forgetting in 

order to deny a shared past that would contradict their ideal selves, Nirvana relies on 

reincarnation to construct her ideal self.  As she puts it, “It’s why I don’t fear death” (77).  

The promise of reincarnation is possibly the most logical form of immortality we know. 

Before Lou made her aware of her ancient origins, Nirvana tells Jerry, “I was 

really very deeply fucked up” (78).  Even though Nirvana experienced her greatest crisis 

of identity prior to the action of the play, she does face at least a minor challenge to her 

reincarnation narrative.  Pressed to recall the details of her “vision,” Lou shakily tells the 

rock star that she saw her singing by the Pharaoh’s side on the royal boat.  But Nirvana 

later exclaims to Jerry, “It was not on some stupid boat in the Nile, it was in a fuckin’ 

TEMPLE!  The temple of the SUN GOD, RA!” (82).  Due to the discrepancy, Nirvana, 
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who is aware that everyone “thinks I’m theirs for the taking” (88), can no longer trust her 

channeled memory.  Nor can she completely abandon it, though.  To do so would be too 

disruptive to her continuity of identity.  Instead, she clings to it as firmly as she can.  

Even after Jerry tells her that he does not believe she will be reborn, she holds out hope.  

“... So you don’t think I’m the reincarnation of Hopsepsut?” she asks.  After a pause, 

Jerry equivocally says, “It’s hard to say.”  As she stares off, Nirvana replies, “It is” (80). 

Faced with this chink in her identity armor, Nirvana creates an alloyed narrative 

out of her memory failure, her belief in reincarnation, and her appropriation of Melville.  

She explains why she thinks the novel may “in some odd way” really be her life: “Jerry, 

in the grand scheme of things, details like where did I grow up, or go to school, what do 

these things matter?”  After all, she continues, having lived for centuries, “[m]y life on 

this plane has been nothing.  That’s why I can’t remember it.  My real life – Jerry, that 

has been led on a wholly different kind of plane.”  The question is “how does one depict 

that kind of plane?” (84).  Her answer is simple: “I believe a Higher Force was at work 

when I wrote Moby Dick.  A Force that’s been watching over me since the dawn of Time.  

Jerry, Al didn’t bring you to me – the gods did” (84-85).  And with that, she not only 

incorporates the current situation into her re-fashioned self and re-mystifies her identity; 

she drafts the story line for Jerry’s final narrative coup. 

Road to emasculation II?  An analysis of the construction of Nirvana’s identity 

must also take into account the film she plans to release to her fans as her life story.  

Although her adaptation of Melville’s novel initially seems to be merely a crass joke 

about her (and, presumably, Madonna’s) overt sexuality – i.e., a life spent in pursuit of 

penises – the scenario that Nirvana and Jerry outline complicates that reading.  At one 

point, the rowboat in which she pursues the giant cock will be flooded with ejaculate.  

The cock then “opens up its ‘opening’” and sucks her inside.  She manages to escape, and 

she finally kills the cock by taking it inside her, possibly dying in a martyr-like struggle 

“to save the world from its sins” (86). 

No matter how you interpret the scenario, it is as troubling as it is ludicrous.  

When Nirvana is viewed as herself, and her pursuit of the cock as her career, the film can 

be read as a critique of gender dynamics in the male-dominated world of Show Biz.  The 

images are clear: Nirvana is drowning in masculine discharge; the Hollywood monolith 
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attempts to consume her; the only way she can defeat it is to let it penetrate her to the 

point of death.  But this interpretation does not quite match what happens in the play, in 

which she “takes back” to compensate for others’ gains at her expense.  A more cohesive 

interpretation is that Nirvana has constructed the scenario as another component of her 

manipulation of Jerry’s masculine identity.  By telling him that the story in “some odd 

way” does reflect her life, she reinforces his gender-based impression of her as powerful 

only through passivity, further setting him up to be seduced into playing the role of her 

protector.  In this analysis, Nirvana’s greatest source of power is not literally her vagina; 

it is the prevailing masculine attitude toward her and her gender. 

In that regard, she stands far apart from the play’s other female character.  Both 

women are treated by the men as “virginal” sites ripe for conquest, like the city in the 

myth of El Dorado and the land itself in Manifest Destiny.  When Jerry asks him what 

would actually appear on the screen in a movie based on Nirvana’s life, Al replies, 

“Whatever we decide to put there” (51).  Similarly, in an effort to justify having made 

Lou his partner, Al cites her “enormous untapped talent” (15).  However, while Nirvana 

accepts and exploits the masculine impulse to conquer and control by playing up her 

vulnerability, Lou resists it.  And, as her use of the shortened version of her name 

suggests, she does so primarily by adopting masculine strategies.  She acts just like one 

of the boys.  In fact, Lou proves more potent than either of the “real” men: she is the one 

who got them in the door with her vision, she is the one who gets Nirvana good drugs, 

she is the one who has taught Al the “fuck you” power, and she is the one whose threat 

finally impels Jerry to accept the terms.  But despite her masculine behavior, her success 

ultimately depends on her femaleness.  It is what keeps her from being perceived as a 

threat by Al and Jerry.  It is also what keeps her from having to mutilate herself like they 

do, as Jerry points out in his final explosion: “I mean what the fuck are you giving up for 

this, a tit?” (100).  Between Lou and Nirvana, women have two options for survival in the 

world of the play: masculinize themselves or emasculate others. 

Road to Road to Nirvana 

Although the Nirvana-Madonna parallels discussed in the previous section do not 

depend on knowledge of the latter’s appearance in the Mamet work, being familiar with 
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that context certainly heightens their significance.  The same applies to the Kopit play’s 

treatment of masculinity and the El Dorado myth, especially in terms of grounding those 

intertwined issues in their immediate social moment.  True to the playwright’s stated aim, 

Road to Nirvana stands on its own.  However, comparing the work to its main sources of 

inspiration and artistic precedents – Speed-the-Plow and the Hope-Crosby Road to ... 

films – provides insight into how its aesthetic identity reflects, and enhances, its content. 

Road to Bone-the-Fish.  Kopit says that he used Mamet’s play “like a painter 

uses someone else’s painting as a reference point and then goes somewhere else with it,” 

and to me that analogy seems perfectly appropriate.  Still, the similarities between the 

two works are quite extensive and, if Kopit’s claim that he wrote “only one consciously 

Mamet moment”11 is believed, even uncanny.  In addition to their comparable premises 

(industry players pursue a blockbuster, career-making deal) and their mutual concern 

about Hollywood values (especially in terms of masculinity), numerous verbal images 

and specific lines appear in both.  For my purposes, the most germane aspect of the plays’ 

shared situations, themes, and language is how they differ in execution and context. 

Generally, what is figurative or merely suggestive in Mamet becomes literal or 

fully explicit in Kopit.  In Speed-the-Plow, newly appointed head of production Bobby 

Gould and his underling Charlie Fox repeatedly talk about how the latter has eaten the 

former’s shit for eleven years.  That metaphorical description of “paying dues” not only 

is made absolutely literal in Nirvana; it is condensed into a single incident.  It may be 

crude, but it is also dramatically powerful.  Jerry must make an onstage choice about how 

far he is willing to go to demonstrate his “loyalty.”  Because Fox faces no such moment 

of complete degradation, the depth of depravity in the world of Mamet’s play remains a 

comparatively abstract consideration. 

Fox does, however, erupt violently in a manner similar to Jerry during the plays’ 

respective climaxes.  “Fuck you ... Fuck you ... Fuck you,” says Fox while hitting Gould 

after learning that the latter plans to betray him on a deal.  He proceeds to direct a series 

of emasculating insults at his superior in order to goad him into honoring their agreement: 

“you wimp, you coward [...] you squat to pee.  You old woman” (70).  But Fox’s outburst 

seemingly has no impact on Gould’s decision.  In Mamet’s Hollywood, the “Fuck You” 

                                                        
11 That moment is the hyper-masculine exchange, described earlier, that follows Jerry’s entrance. 
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power and other verbal and physical attacks are ineffective.  The only true challenge to 

Gould’s masculinity stems from the revelation that his temporary secretary Karen would 

not have slept with him if he had not agreed to green-light her project instead of Fox’s.  

This leads him to reverse his stance in spite of the fact that his interest in her proposal 

was, at least initially, totally feigned so that he might win a bet with Fox that he could 

fuck her.  And that complex and even contradictory analysis is further complicated by 

ambiguity about both Karen’s and Gould’s motivations.  It is never made clear whether 

Karen deliberately manipulated Gould in the way that Nirvana does Jerry or whether she 

genuinely felt that they had achieved intimacy and mutual respect in their conversation 

about the project she was pitching to him and its potential to “do good.”  Nor is it ever 

made clear whether Gould truly came to believe in the merit of her project or simply 

succumbed to the illusion of intimacy between them.  All that matters is that Gould 

concludes that he was “promoted” and therefore withdraws his support of her project.  As 

Carla McDonough puts it in Staging Masculinity: Male Identity in Contemporary 

American Drama, the men “believe that she, like them, is nothing but a whore willing to 

exploit herself for business ends”; as a result, “none of her talk about redemption from 

their exploited and fearful lives is allowed any further relevance” (93). 

The ambiguity surrounding character motives is crucial in comparing the works.  

In both plays, characters fail to understand their own motives.  But in Road to Nirvana – 

unlike its counterpart – the characters’ urgent need to maintain a coherent sense of self is 

more visible.  The action of Nirvana thus demystifies the process of identity construction, 

while the action of Speed-the-Plow leaves that process mystified.  Mamet’s play depicts 

the mechanics of the Hollywood power-gender dynamic without attempting to explore 

the forces operating below the surface of its hyper-masculine world.12  Gould’s ultimate 

rejection of Karen’s proposal in favor of Fox’s is based on what seems to be an inevitable 

lack of understanding between the sexes, reflecting an essentialist (and rather simplistic) 

conception of gender identity: women are driven by principles, men by wealth and status.  

Karen’s parting realization – “I don’t belong here” (80) – sums it up nicely.  There is no 

room in the materialistic world of the play for values like intimacy and spirituality.  The 

world of Kopit’s play offers a similar assessment but goes a step further, linking the 

                                                        
12 This is not an evaluation of the success of Mamet’s play so much as an observation about its scope. 
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predominant masculine, materialistic values to their deep-seated mythological 

foundations and revealing their constructed basis. 

This is not to say that Speed-the-Plow totally ignores the underlying emptiness of 

contemporary existence.  Quite the opposite: the incompatibility between commercial 

success and meaningful achievement is the central conflict of the second act.  The content 

of Karen’s project even articulates the origin of that conflict.  “All fears are one fear,” she 

quotes from the novel.  “Just the fear of death” (47).  But the author’s solution – “And we 

accept it, then we are at peace” – offers a simplistic view of our need for a stable sense of 

identity.  The greater significance of the human longing for immortality is never made 

explicit; it is never connected to our relentless pursuit of wealth and power as symbols of 

substance.  The characters in Speed-the-Plow engage in a process of identity construction 

similar to that experienced by those in Nirvana, but the Mamet play never attempts to 

deconstruct its characters’ instinctive conflation of wealth, identity, and immortality.  

After Karen has been rebuffed, Fox tries to cheer up Gould, asking, “What are we put on 

earth to do?”  Gould replies, “We’re here to make a movie,” prompting Fox’s follow-up 

query, “Whose name goes above the title?”  Gould answers, “Fox and Gould,” leading 

Fox to pose the play’s final question: “Then how bad can life be?” (82).  Although 

Gould’s overcoming of his vague sense of disillusionment through a renewed, but 

materialistic, sense of purpose cannot be denied, the audience has no clear indication of 

what caused his crisis in the first place.  Was it his momentary acknowledgment of 

worthwhile goals beyond his own financial gain?  Was it his failure to bed Karen on his 

own masculine terms?  Was it a nagging awareness of his fundamental lack of a 

satisfactorily coherent identity?  The ambiguity surrounding his and Karen’s motives 

means that these issues remain conflated within the play itself. 

In sum, Road to Nirvana is at once more obvious in its satire and more insightful 

in its metaphorical content than Speed-the-Plow.  It uses an explicit and literal aesthetic 

to transcend the conflation of values on the part of its characters and elevate its analysis 

of the complexity of contemporary existence from vagueness to profundity 

Road to new values.  It is well beyond the scope of my analysis to do a thorough 

reading of all six Road to ... films.  However, an overview of the Hope-Crosby dynamic 

in these early examples of the “buddy” genre reveals a shift in our cultural notions of 
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masculinity and trust since the 1940s.  And a quick look at one movie in particular, Road 

to Utopia, reveals a key change in the values that underlie our search for El Dorado.13 

The “formula” for the Hope-Crosby adventure series is fairly simple.14  Bob and 

Bing find themselves in a situation where they must rely on their wits to survive.  Their 

playful negotiation of power within their masculine bond takes a serious turn when they 

meet Dorothy Lamour and compete for her affections.  Bing eventually wins Dorothy’s 

heart (after all, he can serenade her); with the contest for the girl decided, the two men 

put their recent estrangement aside and join forces to escape significant harm at the hands 

of their shared foes.  Although they know better than to count on each other when money 

or a woman is at stake, they ultimately trust each other with their lives.  Overall, there is a 

sincerity in the interactions of the characters that is missing from Road to Nirvana and 

Speed-the-Plow.  Unlike the men of the Kopit and Mamet plays, Bob and Bing seem to 

feel genuine warmth for each other, even if they mask it with masculine posturing.  And 

unlike the “intimacy” between Jerry and Nirvana or between Karen and Gould, the love 

between Bing and Dorothy seems based on their mutual respect for each other as people. 

The key feature of Road to Utopia is its use of a “bookend” device to frame the 

story.  The first and last scenes take place some thirty-five years after the bulk of the 

action.  The opening scene finds the elderly married couple Bob and Dorothy (a twist on 

the usual pairing) living in a mansion.  Bing arrives unexpectedly, and the three share a 

joyful reunion in which it is revealed that the newcomer had been thought to be dead.  

Bing’s explanation takes the form of an extended flashback, which involves the search 

for an Alaskan gold mine.  In the course of their quest for a metaphorical El Dorado, 

Bing gets separated from the others by a divide that forms in a ridge of ice.  Heroically, 

he tosses his half of the map across the gap and vows to hold off the crew of “bad guys” 

who are in pursuit of them, enabling his friend and the woman he loves to escape and, 

presumably, find the gold.  The closing scene returns to the present, where a clearly 

different set of values than those predominant in Nirvana can be observed.  First, Bob 

and Dorothy appear to have made modest use of their riches, settling into a comfortable 

                                                        
13 The allegorical quality of the film is conveyed by its title; it is the only Road to ... film that does not 
designate a real geographic destination. 
14 My admittedly reductive summary is based most closely on Road to Morocco.  It necessarily leaves out 
aesthetic features of the individual films that are not germane to my argument. 
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(if hackneyed) life together.  The value of money for them is not status but stability.  

Second, Bing appears to have made good on his own.  He wears a tuxedo and has an 

attractive young woman on each arm (his “nieces”).  The rewards of heroic sacrifice 

seem equal to – or even better than – the benefits of fortunate circumstances, a notion that 

would seem ludicrous to Al and Lou.  Road to Nirvana thus turns the values of a half-

century earlier on their head.  But its allusive title should not be taken as nostalgia for 

days gone by.15  The differences in values simply invite the play’s audience to reflect on 

an alternative vision of existence. 

Road to Conclusion 

There is no denying the accusations of vulgarity made by many reviewers of Road 

to Nirvana.  But it would be short-sighted to judge the play solely on that basis, as if by 

depicting an amoral – or even immoral – world, the playwright had acted immorally.  In 

fact, quite the opposite is true.  The work’s moral purpose can be seen most clearly not in 

its heavy-handed satire of the Hollywood players who populate it but in its indictment of 

the culture whose values are epitomized by that wholly amoral world.   

What is hardest to swallow about the play as audience members is not the heaping 

spoonful of vulgarity that Kopit forces down our throats.  Nor is it the scathing attack on 

our commodified values.  What is hardest to accept about the play is its brutal honesty.  

When we stop laughing at the outrageousness, we are left with a disturbing vision of our 

existence.  The play’s frank depiction of the myth-construction process can easily disrupt 

our own continuity of identity.  Confronted by this glimpse at the harsh truth of life – our 

futile struggle to deny death – we are vulnerable to our own crises of meaning. 

How we recover from that trauma is to some extent up to us.  Baudrillard cites a 

number of theorists whose writings postulate a yet unrealized emancipation of the human 

race.16  In such a state, we would aspire “to a ‘beyond’ of the human which remains 

within the human [. . .] achieving a transcendence which arises out of its own capacities – 

an illusion perhaps, but a superior illusion” (94).  Clearly, we cannot function without 

                                                        
15 Kopit’s major work Oh Dad ... (see Chapter One) and early one-acts The Hero and The Conquest of 

Everest (see Introduction) challenge the illusions of traditional narratives such as the Road to ... films.   
16 He specifically mentions Feuerbach, Stirner, Marx, and Nietzsche. 
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identities, and we cannot form identities without narratives that explain and justify our 

actions.  But the nature of the narratives we construct as a society is a matter of our 

shared values.  In our contemporary culture, in which money and image predominate, 

even the drive for eternal life succumbs to commodification. 

The point of satire is not merely to tear down its subject.  Nirvana hints that there 

are alternative, better values than our existing ones.  Humanity, Baudrillard writes, “can 

only attain sovereignty by a transvaluation of values; otherwise, it remains condemned to 

superstitious beliefs” (94).  If we found a way to cultivate less materialistic values – to 

free ourselves from the notion that wealth and power are the symbols of substance – we 

could replace our dreams of gilded glory with narratives that enable us to construct 

identities that are more self-determined and less self-destructive.  Through its (albeit 

misinterpreted) allusions to spirituality, its acknowledgement that the medium of film has 

potential to achieve social good in areas like AIDS prevention and substance-abuse 

intervention, and its allusive reminder that genuine trust and respect can exist, the play 

opens the door for us to re-envision our selves.   

It is Road to Nirvana that makes good on a promise suggested in Speed-the-Plow.  

“It says that you were put here to make stories people need to see,” Karen reads to Gould 

from the material that she wants him to green-light.  “To make them less afraid” (59). 
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CHAPTER SIX 

MILLENNIUM APPROACHES POST(MODERN)HASTE: 

THE CYBER(PAN)OPTIC VISION OF BecauseHeCan 

Arthur Kopit’s dramatic vision, argue Suzanne Burgoyne Dieckman and Richard 

Brayshaw in a 1983 Theatre Journal article, reflects “the Panopticon model of society 

described by Michel Foucault: a prison in which all cells are exposed to the surveillance 

of a central [t]ower” (195).  A work written nearly twenty years later has made that 

assessment seem remarkably prescient.  Of all Kopit’s plays, BecauseHeCan most clearly 

– and extensively – parallels the Foucauldian model of power relations.  The onstage 

world is in effect a virtual Panopticon.  In our high-tech era, the work warns, the 

computer has become a tool for the construction and surveillance of individual identities 

and, by extension, a mechanism for social control.  At the same time, the work reveals, 

the acceptance of postmodern indeterminacy has complicated the disciplinary process.  

And the combined result is rampant cultural confusion about how to behave.  Through an 

aesthetic that creates similar confusion, the play experientially shows its audience that the 

only certainty about American life on the cusp of the third millennium is its uncertainty. 

Critical Contexts 

BecauseHeCan joins Road to Nirvana in not having even one scholarly article 

about it in print.  Whether or not this stems from its recent appearance remains to be seen.  

Similarly, only time will tell if the play’s original reviewers were too caught up in the 

immediate social moment to see its deep social significance, as seems to have been the 

case with the majority of Kopit’s work.  Assessments of early productions were mixed.  

Critics of the 1999 premiere – at Actors Theatre of Louisville’s 23rd Annual Humana 

Festival of New American Plays, under the timely title Y2K – generally found it to be a 
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suspenseful thriller about the threat to privacy posed by our increasing reliance on 

information technology.  Mel Gussow even called it a “horrifying cautionary tale” that 

“provokes a shudder of anxiety that should be repeated wherever it is staged.”  That 

prediction did not hold when the play was produced off-Broadway later the same year.  In 

its New York incarnation, according to Charles Isherwood, Y2K lacked psychological 

depth to offset problems that had been less troublesome in Kentucky.  Without significant 

emotional stakes for the central characters, Kopit’s treatment of “authentically disturbing 

questions” about “the dangers of the Internet age” seemed superficial.  “He’s content to 

tell a scary story,” wrote Isherwood, “without examining the larger issues it raises.”  

Reviewers of both productions noted Kopit’s use of ambiguity to blur the line between 

fact and fantasy.  Charles McNulty’s response to this technique is typical: it “lends the 

action a menacing, Pinteresque uncertainty, though Kopit makes things somewhat more 

confusing than he needs to.”  Insight into these issues – the play’s exploration of privacy 

in a high-tech society, its emotional depth, its abrupt ending, and its “confusing” use of 

ambiguity – can be gleaned from the playwright’s account of the work’s development. 

Origins and History 

When I interviewed Kopit in June 2000, he denied having any familiarity with 

Foucault’s Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison or, for that matter, with the 

architectural model of the Panopticon first described by Jeremy Bentham.  But he did 

attribute his impulse for writing BecauseHeCan to concerns about social control.  

Specifically, he was outraged by Kenneth Starr’s attempt to subpoena a list of books 

purchased by Monica Lewinsky, a list that the special prosecutor claimed to be relevant 

to his investigation of President Bill Clinton.  For Kopit, Starr’s action was “an assault on 

the very essence of our freedom, which is privacy.”  That led to him to think about the 

ways in which we all are vulnerable to privacy invasions, especially through technology.  

He elaborates on this idea and on the metaphorical context of the play’s original title: 

“The real [Year 2000] problem in my mind is that now, and in generations to come, we’ll 

all have almost instantaneous access to more and more information and that information 

can be altered and manipulated.  We’re all being surveilled” (qtd. in Gefen 33).  In a 

December 1999 New York Times interview, Kopit raises an even larger implication of our 
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reliance on computers.  “Our view of what is real and what is not, and what is inviolable 

and what is not, is going to have to change,” cautions the playwright.  “So will the way 

we see ourselves” (“Going Online” 7). 

From the beginning, Kopit realized that the story would depict the downfall of a 

couple who never could have imagined that something like this could happen to them.  

The image he had in his mind was of an earthquake, based on his memory of being in one 

in Mexico.  “It’s startling how, instantly, what you had always believed was solid turns 

out not to be,” he recalls.  “That’s why my play is so quick, and doesn’t so much end as 

stop (“Going Online” 51).1  The experience for the audience, says Kopit, should mirror 

that of his protagonist, who almost overnight discovers that the most fundamental facts of 

his life are no longer reliable.  The playwright’s desire to shock the audience in a manner 

similar to what happens to his main character also led to the ambiguous narrative that 

confused some reviewers.  Because the play challenges the reliability of information, he 

decided to employ an omniscient narrator whose audience addresses would be initially 

presented as true and then suddenly called into question. 

When he got the idea for what would become BecauseHeCan, late in the summer 

of 1998, Kopit was an Internet novice.  His knowledge of hacker techniques and jargon 

came through self-guided ‘Net surfing.  He also learned the hard way how frustrating a 

computer crash can be.  Ultimately, though, his misfortune proved a happy accident, as 

he ended up incorporating the experience into the play as a pivotal event in the story. 

Both the world premiere of Y2K – at Actors Theatre of Louisville in February 

1999 – and the New York premiere – at the Lucille Lortel Theatre, produced by the 

Manhattan Theatre Club, in December of the same year – were directed by Bob Balaban.  

Kopit concedes that the off-Broadway staging, which closed after 46 performances, did 

not achieve the emotional impact of the original production.  The subsequent changes to 

the text for its acting-edition publication as BecauseHeCan were mostly cuts.  The first 

major production under the play’s current title was at the McCarter Theatre in Princeton, 

NJ, in April 2001.  Kopit has since completed the script for a film version. 

                                                        
1 Like the play’s inspiration in the Starr-Lewinsky-Clinton situation, its structural debt to the earthquake is 
documented in a preface to Y2K (but not in the acting edition of BecauseHeCan) as well as in a number of 
published interviews. 
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Analysis 

The title change is a good place to begin my analysis.  The revised name comes 

from a line spoken by computer hacker Costa Astrakhan; he wreaks digital havoc, he 

says, “because I can” (26).2  Written as one word, BecauseHeCan adheres to the standard 

form for Internet “identities” and explicitly alludes to one of many online aliases used by 

Astrakhan (BCuzICan).  The title thus hints at both broad philosophical concerns with the 

construction of self in a random universe and specific societal concerns with the role of 

technology in contemporary life.  The work as a whole offers a similar link, using the 

immediate cultural anxieties of the late 1990s as a metaphor for what I consider to be the 

central ontological anxiety of the second half of the 20th century. 

In this regard, the play replicates an approach found in two earlier Kopit works.  

In Chapter One, I explored how Oh Dad ... uses family dysfunction to reflect the invasion 

of existentialist thought into American society in the late ‘50s and early ‘60s.  In Chapter 

Four, I explored how Wings uses stroke-related aphasia to reflect the imminent impact of 

postmodern theory on American culture in the late ‘70s.  In this chapter, I explore how 

BecauseHeCan uses a technological Panopticon to reflect the permeation of postmodern 

philosophy throughout American life in the late ‘90s.  As with its predecessors, the play 

achieves its effect through a combination of form and content.   

In regard to the latter, protagonist Joseph Elliot and antagonist Costa Astrakhan 

experience opposite sides of the same process.  Joseph has his “real” identity erased and 

replaced with a fictional one, while Astrakhan rejects his “legitimate” past and bases his 

sense of self on an invented one.  The portrayal of the third major character, Joseph’s 

wife Joanne, whose history/identity is left open to interpretation, reinforces the overall 

uncertainty.  For all three, the unreliability of memory, human and/or computer, is key.3 

This personal uncertainty expands to cultural uncertainty through the multiplicity 

of social issues explored in the play.  These range from Kopit’s well-documented concern 

with technological invasions of privacy to deeper, interrelated anxieties about such 

                                                        
2 Quotes from the text of the play come from the acting edition of BecauseHeCan. 
3 Because the play deals so explicitly with the identity breakdowns of its characters, my analysis explores 
those breakdowns less directly than in previous chapters. 
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matters as unrestrained sexual activity (from infidelity to pedophilia), vast perceptual 

problems (the breakdown between the imaginary and the real), and “obscenity” in art 

(pornography) and life (deceit).  A fundamental question underlying the widespread 

social crisis is where identity originates without belief in God.  In BecauseHeCan, the 

postmodern version of the Panopticon functions as a stand-in for the omniscient – but 

seemingly absent – Judeo-Christian deity.  The result is a society in which people act not 

out of a shared sense of morality but according to a fragmented sense of discipline.   

In terms of its aesthetic form, the play, although not postmodern per se, expresses 

the uncertainty of life in a pomo culture.  It does so primarily through its disruption of 

narrative.  BecauseHeCan is a thriller that ultimately subverts the demands of its genre 

for a suspense-resolving conclusion.  Similarly to the way Oh Dad ... forces its audience 

to simultaneously take seriously and dismiss as parody its material, the later work insists 

on linearity while refusing to provide it.  In direct contrast to the progression in Wings 

from fragmentation to integration, it creates anxiety without relieving it.  Its ambiguity 

and “loose ends” reflect a postmodern indeterminacy of meaning.  There is no grand 

narrative to fall back on; there are only a series of little narratives that offer a non-unified 

and contradictory – and therefore unsatisfactory – view of the world. 

In keeping with the spirit of the play, my analysis does not adhere to an entirely 

linear structure.  For the sake of clarity, I therefore offer a brief description of the work.  

BecauseHeCan begins and ends with narration by Astrakhan that seems to occur outside 

of time and space.  Such narration also serves as transitions between and commentary 

within the five main episodes of action.  The initial three episodes and the final one occur 

in chronological order with a linear thru-line.  The first and the third depict cryptic and 

rather hostile interrogations of Joseph by two Federal Bureau of Investigation agents; the 

second and the fifth depict the reverberations of those interrogations on Joseph and 

Joanne’s marriage.  The connection between Astrakhan’s stage presence and the FBI 

scrutiny of Joseph remains a mystery until the end of the third episode, when it becomes 

clear that the hacker has broken into Joseph’s computer.  The fourth episode is a 

flashback showing how Astrakhan originally entered the Elliots’ lives – from his 

perspective, an account that is subsequently challenged in the next episode.  The last 

scene also reveals that Joseph is suspected of being a child pornographer based on 
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evidence that he claims Astrakhan has fabricated.  Joanne is accused of engaging in an 

unspecified form of pornography herself, likewise based on what she claims to be corrupt 

evidence.  Shaken by the charges against themselves – which have caused irreparable 

damage to their reputations and which will be, at best, difficult to refute – the Elliots are 

left in a state of economic ruin.  Even more importantly (from a dramatic and thematic 

standpoint), shaken by the charges against each other – which they are unable to dismiss 

with total certainty – they are left in a state of alienated distrust. 

You Are Who(m) You Fuck ... Or At Least Who(m) We Think You Fuck 

The emotional divide that develops between Joseph and Joanne is a key to the 

play’s treatment of individual identity.  Throughout the action, the two characters’ lack of 

firm knowledge about each other is a source of consistent anxiety for them.  It is also, at 

least for Joseph, something of a thrill.  In the first scene between them, he admits to his 

wife, “I don’t think I understand you at all.”  After she responds with sarcastic delight, he 

clarifies, “No – no, please, it’s exciting.”  But Joanne fails to comprehend her husband’s 

intuitive appreciation of such free play.  “I can see that, yes,” she replies with sustained 

irony, “waking up each morning, a blank slate with tits lying next to you in bed” (18).  

This exchange hints at one of many ways in which the characters – to varying degrees – 

at once struggle with and adapt to the central features of postmodern life.  Her sensitivity 

about being no more than a sex object to the man she married also hints at insecurities 

they share in regard to the basis for and nature of their relationship. 

Indeed, sexual anxiety – and lack of trust – dominates their interaction.  In their 

first conversation, Joanne casually tells her husband that someone named Emma (later 

revealed to be Joseph’s estranged daughter from an earlier marriage) called from Paris to 

report receiving an obscene phone call that morning.  The man who made the call, she 

underscores, sounded exactly like Joseph.  When he then tells her of his interrogation by 

the FBI, she asks, with an indeterminate amount of irony, “Did they say anything about 

obscene phone calls to Paris?” (15).  Joanne’s even facetious suspicion that Joseph might 

have made an obscene phone call to his own daughter is telling.  She seems to realize that 

she has no reliable measure of her husband’s limits.  The reverse is also true, as Joseph’s 

reaction to Joanne’s receiving a disturbing phone call of her own that day demonstrates.  
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He cannot believe that she even took the call, which came from a man named Francis 

(later revealed to be her ex-husband).  Following her lengthy – and perhaps a bit evasive 

– justification for why she spoke to him, Joanne describes their conversation as “the 

usual.”  She then specifies, “Complete with anatomical details.  I said, ‘That’s nice, 

Francis, keep dreaming,’ and hung up” (17).  As Joseph soon learns, to his growing 

dismay, that was not the end of it.  Francis was waiting for Joanne at the curb after work, 

and – for reasons that she herself cannot fathom – she accepted a ride in his limousine.  

When Joseph expresses disbelief that nothing happened, she again turns to sarcasm: “All 

right, fine, he fucked me. [. . .] First on the back seat, then on the floor” (19). 

These tensions reach their peak once Joseph informs Joanne of the charges against 

them in the last scene.  Even after describing the immense amount of what he says is 

falsified evidence of his guilt – “receipts from hotels I never went to, phone calls I never 

made, photos of me coming out of buildings I never visited.  Sometimes ... with children” 

(46) – and explaining how photos and records can be electronically modified, Joseph still 

cannot extend the benefit of the doubt to his spouse.  When she asserts, regarding a photo 

of her having sex with Francis and two other men, “That never happened, never, never, 

never!” (47), he asks if she can be certain.  After all, he says, “it really does look exactly 

like you.”  In response to his later assurance that he believes her, she calls him on his lack 

of trust: “Really?  Then why did you say just now are you sure?  Did I ask you are you 

sure you didn’t fuck a little kid or two along the way?”  But even if she truly accepts his 

innocence in terms of so vilified a crime, she demonstrates that her trust goes only so far.  

When Joseph identifies their probable victimizer as a former student of his, she interjects, 

“Whom you fucked, I’m sure” (48).  She implies that such behavior is typical for him by 

adding, “Probably can’t even remember her name.”  Whether or not she has a substantive 

basis for making such an accusation is never explicitly addressed.  In any case, she 

quickly backs off from the specific charge.  “Sorry, that’s right, no,” she corrects herself, 

“you said this was a man, I believe.”  She feels certain about one aspect of his sexuality 

anyway.  A few moments later, the tables are turned completely, when Joseph reveals 

that Astrakhan has disseminated a list of dates in which the hacker engaged in his alleged 

“fuckfest” of an affair with Joanne.  She categorically denies the allegation, but the less-

than-convinced Joseph continues to press her about the details of Astrakhan’s account. 
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The couple’s sexual insecurities ultimately lead to a seemingly unbridgeable 

emotional chasm.  He tells her that he has quit his job due to the imminent release of 

photos of him “fucking all the kids.  Proving it” (53), and that she will likely have to 

resign as well.  “And then of course there’s you,” he explains.  “I’m afraid there are more 

photos.  Many more.  There are even some video tapes.  Some seem to be quite recent.”  

To convey the distant feel of their final exchange accurately, I quote it in its entirety: 

JOANNE. (Stunned; barely audible.) Have you seen them? 
JOSEPH. (Barely audible.) Yes. 
JOANNE. Well I can tell you right now – 
JOSEPH. (Just words – numb, expressionless.) I’m sure it’s not you. 
JOANNE. Oh Jesus. 
JOSEPH. Well what do you want me to say? 
JOANNE. “I know it’s not you!” 
JOSEPH. I know it’s not you. 
JOANNE. Could you try that again? 
JOSEPH. Joanne ... 
JOANNE. Please?  One more time? 
JOSEPH. (Trying hard, but still nowhere near conviction.) Of course I 

know it’s not you. 
JOANNE. (Flat) Good. 
JOSEPH. Joanne – 
JOANNE. I said good!  Good, Joseph!  I’m glad you don’t believe it’s me.  Can’t 

tell you how much hearing you say that means to me right now ... (53) 

Stage directions then call for them to stare at each other.  She turns away.  The lights 

change for Astrakhan’s closing narration as Joseph continues to stare in her direction. 

This mood of estrangement stands in marked contrast to the ending of the earlier 

scene between them, in which they are at least temporarily successful in overcoming their 

anxieties and connecting as a couple.  After storming offstage with a flippant exit line, 

Joanne immediately returns and apologizes.  “I didn’t handle that quite right.  Let’s try 

that again,” she suggests.  “Even at moments such as this, Joseph,” she begins her second 

take, “you are who I love, and the only one I’ve ever loved.  And my rock, my one true 

rock, to whom I am most profoundly tethered, and in whose lee I am sheltered from all 

storms.”  She then adds another self-critique, this time a satisfied one: “That felt a little 

better!”  Joseph, “genuinely moved” by her declaration, thanks her, to which she replies, 

“Proves it can be done!” (22).  He repeats the line in apparent agreement.  But all she has 
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proven, of course, is that she can “perform” the identity expected of a committed spouse.  

And the ease with which he buys into it proves how eager he is to see her as exactly that. 

The subsequent sequence offers important insight into their relationship.  As the 

lights rise on Astrakhan for an extended stretch of narration, Joseph and Joanne embrace 

and kiss in the dimness of their apartment.  He removes her blouse and stares at her “in 

awe” before they move to the couch and, eventually, offstage to the bedroom.  In the 

context of what has transpired immediately beforehand, their actions suggest two things.  

First, sex is the instinctive way in which they connect as a couple; they reinforce their 

linguistic performance of commitment by enacting their union with their bodies.  Second, 

the physical attraction between them is somewhat one-sided and perhaps double-edged; 

the awe-inspiring body of his wife might also be a source of insecurity for Joseph.  

Fifteen years his junior, she probably attracts a lot of attention from other men. 

Further insight into the origin of their anxiety can be gleaned from the coinciding 

narration, in which Astrakhan recounts how the couple met and fell in love.  Both were 

married at the time, he tells the audience, she to Francis, he to the terminally ill Annabel.  

After a year of strictly professional interaction, they became lovers, but only one time.  

Due to guilt about Joseph’s wife’s condition, according to Astrakhan, they “refrain from 

any further screwing until Annabel is gone for good – which turns out to take far longer 

than her doctors had predicted” (23).  Once her death finally occurred, the new widow 

and recent divorcee married.  Their relationship is thus imbued by a history of infidelity.  

And that history cannot be forgotten easily.  Early on in his questioning by the FBI 

agents, Joseph says of Joanne, “I’ve only known her since she was twenty-eight,” but 

then suddenly corrects himself: “No, sorry, twenty-seven” (12).  His first impulse is to 

blot out his memory of their adulterous beginning.  How can they possibly trust each 

other to be faithful with such a track record? 

Even more troubling than what they know about each other is what they do not 

know.  In the low-stakes context of his initial interrogation, Joseph follows up his mistake 

about Joanne’s age with a quip, “Who can say how her youth was spent?”  But by the end 

of the play, her past is no laughing matter.  Joanne attempts to address his apparent 

jealousy in their final-scene confrontation, proclaiming, “Francis happened before you, 

Joseph!  Before, do you understand what that means?  BEFORE!” (48).  By this point, 
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however, he no longer confines his concerns to her previous husband.  When she suggests 

that they simply explain to the FBI that all of the incriminating evidence is phony, he 

replies, “But all of it is not fake.”  Then, with a cold stare, he asks pointedly, “Is it?” (52).  

She returns his stare silently, and he takes the lead in offering a confession: “Speaking for 

myself, there are things [Astrakhan] has found – about me – and which he’s tucked in 

with all the really dreadful ‘invented’ stuff – which is going to come out, and which you 

will see and will not I think be especially pleased to see.  Nothing vile, nothing criminal, 

but then again, nothing anyone would be proud of” (52-53).  After offering an apology, 

he adds, “And though I can’t be sure, I would suspect a similar situation may hold for 

you.”  She stares at him in silence once more, leaving the inquiry into her own potential – 

and presumably sexual – secrets unanswered for Joseph and the audience alike. 

When this pervasive anxiety is compared to the sexual angst that runs throughout 

Oh Dad ..., two very different views of personal identity emerge.  In the earlier work, the 

threat to the self posed by an ultimately unknowable Other leads to a desire to possess the 

other through sex; at the same time, the potential union with an/other through sex is the 

source of fears that the self will be lost.  At the heart of this perspective is the assumption 

on the part of the characters that they each have a stable self and that it can and should be 

maintained.  In BecauseHeCan, the characters no longer act according to that premise.  

Joanne most clearly demonstrates the capacity to embrace the elusiveness of one’s self, 

even if only whimsically.  When Joseph questions her decision to accept the ride home 

from Francis, she uses the fact that it was raining as a defense.  After he asks, “Is that all 

it takes?” she replies, “Apparently, some days yes! ... Then again, some days no.  With 

me, it’s hard to say in advance.”  In response to his emphatic need to “get a grip” on the 

randomness of her conduct, she nonchalantly declares, “I’ve been trying that for years.  

It’s slipp’ry stuff” (21).  But even if we realize – and accept – that our selves are unstable, 

at least in terms of moment-to-moment behavior, we still tend to claim final authority on 

our own identities.  As Joseph says about the evidence against him, “Unless you’re me, 

it’s just about impossible to tell what’s me and what isn’t” (46).  The real threat is that 

others will usurp that authority in the public sphere, where image is everything.  Joseph 

and Joanne’s anxiety about each other’s sexual activity grows out of a bigger worry: how 

spousal reputation impacts the way society perceives them.  Eventually, their fear of 
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losing control of their identities comes true.  “The damage is done,” he explains to her.  

“You’re married to a child molester, dear.  And I’m married to a kind of a porno star.” 

This lack of self-determination can be read in terms of the contemporary stance 

on the traditional subject/object division.  The post-structuralist perspective complicates 

that division by holding that the individual not only exists within ideology, but also is 

acted upon by ideology and thus functions as both subject and object.4  In the play, an 

otherwise trivial exchange reflects the societal confusion resulting from this complex 

view of identity.  As Joseph expresses his outrage at the “arcane Inquisitional law” that 

seems to permit the FBI to harass him, he asks, “I mean who the fuck do you think you 

are?”  McAlvane’s smug reply – “Don’t you mean ‘whom’?” – prompts an incredulous 

response from the editor: “Whom the fuck?” (24).  McAlvane’s instinctive conflation of 

subject and object also reinforces the notion that identity comes through sexual activity.  

“Whom the fuck do you think you are?” would be his question.  Or, in a slight shift of 

wording, “Do you think you are whom you fuck?” 

(Post)Modern Discipline 

It is fitting that the FBI agent makes such an error, as the police officer represents 

ideology in Louis Althusser’s famous example of identity interpellation.5  The police also 

play a key role in Michel Foucault’s description of the disciplinary process.  According to 

Foucault, the state apparatus for law enforcement is concerned with “disciplining the 

non-disciplinary spaces” between such social institutions as schools or hospitals, such 

social arrangements as the family, and such specialized state institutions as prisons (215-

16).  To do so, the police “must be coextensive with the entire social body and not only 

by the extreme limits that it embraces, but by the minuteness of the details it is concerned 

with.  Police power must bear ‘over everything’” (213).  In BecauseHeCan, Slake and 

                                                        
4 The Columbia Dictionary of Modern Literary and Cultural Criticism cites Louis Althusser and Michel 
Pêcheux as proponents of this view (293).  Foucault likewise asserts that “Man is both subject and object” 
(Sarup 77). 
5 According to Althusser, when an individual turns in response to a police officer’s “Hey, you there,” 
believing that the officer has called him/her, the person identifies him/herself as the one being called.  This 
phenomenon represents Althusser’s assertion that ideology reinforces the centrality of the self by seeming 
to need the individual in its functioning (Columbia 292). 
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McAlvane personify this concept.  Working as a team, they pepper Joseph with carefully 

phrased queries and seize upon the smallest openings in his answers: 

SLAKE. Have you ever received anything – 
McALVANE. – by either hand or mail – 
SLAKE. – from a man who calls himself ISeeU. 
JOSEPH. Not that I recall. 
McALVANE. Which means you may have. 
JOSEPH. Only if he called himself something else.  I say that with 

trepidation, knowing that it opens the door to almost limitless 
possibilities.  He could for example be one of our authors. 

SLAKE. That’s what I was going to ask next. (12) 

In the later scene, they inquire at length into Joseph’s computer usage before revealing 

that they already checked the records.  They also have access to information that goes 

well beyond potential violations of the law.  After Joseph warns them that he has a lunch 

date scheduled in an hour, Slake notes, “Yes, at the Gramercy Tavern, we know” (11). 

Joseph’s startled response indicates his apprehension about being surveilled, an 

apprehension shared by his wife.  When Joseph asks what Francis was doing while they 

rode home in his limo, Joanne replies, in a “barely audible” voice, “... He was watching 

me” (20).  “Watching you,” repeats her husband twice in the next seven lines, making 

clear their shared distaste at being observed.  Ultimately, that concern is closely related to 

the fear exhibited by Joseph and Joanne over the possibility of losing control of their 

identities due to social perceptions.  And together those anxieties form a key dimension 

of the Panopticon.  According to Foucault, the major effect of the original architectural 

design – a guard tower within a ring of prison cells – was “to induce in the inmate a state 

of conscious and permanent visibility” (201).  In modern society, the model functions not 

as a physical structure but as an “exercise of power [. . .] supervised by society as a 

whole” (207).  And the spread of panopticism throughout the social body creates a 

disciplinary mechanism that even incorporates the self, as individuals respond to the 

constant threat of visibility by taking responsibility for their own behavior (202).  

The presence of that threat in the world of the play is made clear right away.  In 

the opening lines of the first episode, the FBI agents address Joseph’s obvious surprise 

and concern at having been brought to a deserted warehouse.  Questioning him in their 

office, they explain, would only bring him unwanted attention.  “Rumors, you know,” 

clarifies McAlvane.  “Hard to stop ‘em once they start!” (10).  A few lines later, Slake 



 217

responds to Joseph’s continued misgivings with a tacit threat: “If you prefer, we can do 

this in a restaurant.”  Although Joseph ostensibly has no reason to fear social exposure, 

he retorts, “No, no, this is fun, I’m enjoying this.”  The FBI agents step up the pressure 

by requesting that the second interrogation take place at Joseph’s office.  But his response 

indicates that he thinks he is invulnerable to public reproach.  “I was overjoyed!” he tells 

them upon their arrival.  “As was the rest of Random House.  (Sotto voce, gesturing out 

toward his coworkers.)  Half of them didn’t believe you were real!” (24).  Surprised that 

he would tell his colleagues about the investigation, the agents again raise the issue of 

scandal.  After Slake implies that rumors should be a source of worry for Joseph, 

McAlvane adds as a reminder, “You know how they spread.”  Given Joseph’s cavalier 

attitude to the threat – “We’re used to that in publishing” – his eventual submission to 

social judgment makes the exercise of power seem all the more sweeping in its reach.  

The most complete exercise of power upon Joseph is due to neither the police nor 

self-discipline.  It results from the mechanism of information technology, a disciplinary 

technique personified onstage by Astrakhan.  His panoptic power, like the general threat 

of social visibility, is established from the start.  The play begins with him in a narrow 

spotlight, taking in the audience through sunglasses that obscure the precise focus of his 

gaze.  “Though you think you see me now,” he tells the spectators, “I promise you, you 

do not.  It is not possible” (9).  This juxtaposition of narration and visual image evokes 

theatrically Foucault’s description of the Panopticon as “a machine for dissociating the 

see/being seen dyad: in the peripheric ring, one is totally seen, without ever seeing; in the 

central tower, one sees everything without ever being seen” (202).6  Astrakhan’s next 

narrative sequence reflects what Foucault terms the “political dream” behind the 

technology of discipline: the extension of visibility, and social control, into even the most 

minor details of daily life (198).  “And though you cannot see where I really am, I can see 

all of you,” the hacker emphasizes.  “In fact, I can see any part of you I wish” (13).  He 

                                                        
6 At Actors Theatre of Louisville, the play was performed in the round; audience members were literally in 
a peripheral ring around Astrakhan, and Joseph and Joanne were constantly exposed to social visibility 
from all sides.  The Manhattan Theatre Club did the play on a proscenium stage.  It is worth considering the 
possibility that the difference in staging configurations contributed to the difference in audience and critical 
response to the two productions. 
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achieves his panopticism through his ability to get inside a computer system.  Once 

inside, he’s “like a mouse in the woodwork, just nestled there, quiet, watching” (28). 

Yet the exercise of cyber-panoptic power in BecauseHeCan does not adhere to the 

Foucauldian model in every aspect.  Significantly, Kopit’s vision seems to contradict the 

claim that, by remaining universally accessible, the disciplinary mechanism will function 

democratically and without the risk of degenerating into tyranny (207).  After all, a lone 

individual takes advantage of extraordinary computer skills to punish his less savvy 

victims.  And this occurs despite a distinct similarity in how the Internet is often hyped 

and the original aim of the Panopticon’s arrangement of power: “to increase production, 

to develop the economy, spread education, raise the level of public morality” (208).  

Astrakhan’s suggestion that anyone can learn to wield the same kind of power – “With 

what I know, I can go anywhere, and you can too” (15) – hardly alleviates the sense that 

something has gone very wrong with the system.  What is missing is the safeguard of 

transparency, which in Foucault’s model allows the public to observe the observer (207).  

Without such a feature, the play demonstrates, the Internet can function not only as a 

high-tech extension of panopticism, but also as a perverted – albeit elegantly so – one.  

As Joseph tells Joanne, “Apparently, he doesn’t think he can be caught.  He may be right.  

Thompson says it’s almost impossible to know where he actually is, his messages are all 

time-delayed and routed in a Byzantine way Thompson claims is like a work of art” (46). 

Breaking the binary code.  That Thompson – a computer expert at the law firm 

representing Joseph – sees beauty in Astrakhan’s efforts can be attributed to professional 

regard.  Somewhat more surprisingly, Joseph demonstrates a similar capacity.  “If I could 

just step back, I would admire it,” he concedes to his wife.  “Because what he’s done of 

course is written a kind of novel.  Only not in the old-fashioned linear one-sentence-

follows-the-other sort of way, but, somehow, in all dimensions, simultaneously.  A novel 

built of zeros and ones” (52).  Notably, this passage immediately follows his comparison 

of their situation to having been annexed by Hitler.  That juxtaposition typifies the play’s 

exploration of the increasingly blurred lines between creativity and violence, between 

beauty and obscenity, in contemporary American society.  This tension becomes most 

explicit during the FBI agents’ visit to Joseph’s office.  In the middle of the interrogation, 

Slake suddenly calls attention to a book on the table: 
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JOSEPH. You mean the Mapplethorpe? 
SLAKE. Yes. 
McALVANE. Are you proud of that? 
JOSEPH. What? 
SLAKE. That book. 
McALVANE. Proud that you published it? 
SLAKE. I’ll bet he is. 
McALVANE. Why else would he have it out? 
JOSEPH. Would you like a copy of your own? 
SLAKE. No.  But thank you anyway. 
JOSEPH. Why?  Have you ever looked at it? 
SLAKE. Yes, Mr. Elliot. 
McALVANE. We all have. 
SLAKE. Had to. 
McALVANE. Part of the job. 
JOSEPH. So this is why you’re here! 
SLAKE. Not at all.  No. 
McALVANE. Not even close. 
SLAKE. (To McALVANE: a correction.) Well ... 
McALVANE. (Back to SLAKE.) ... It’s sort of close. (27) 

This exchange centers on the photography of Robert Mapplethorpe.  The full implications 

of the controversy over the NEA-funded retrospective of his work are too far-reaching for 

me to describe in this chapter.7  Most relevant for my purposes is that the exhibition, 

which included images of nude children and of sadomasochistic gay sex acts, resulted in 

a Cincinnati museum director being prosecuted on obscenity charges.  The trial ended in 

acquittal, but it hardly resolved the heated cultural debate – involving art, obscenity, and 

legality – that made it possible in the first place.  Indeed, Kopit’s play was written and is 

set ten years after the landmark criminal court case.  And Joseph’s assumption that the 

FBI agents would condemn the book without having seen it says as much about the 

enduring liberal perspective as the agents’ insinuation that publishing the book is “sort 

of” comparable to trafficking in child pornography says about the conservative view. 

But BecauseHeCan does more than merely contrast opposing ideologies about 

what constitutes obscenity.  It challenges our ability to even form such distinctions.  In 

the end, Joseph’s admittedly indecent behavior remains unspecified, making it impossible 

to substantiate his claim that it is neither criminal nor vile.  And Joanne’s silence about 

her true sexual behavior extends the ambiguity to unsettling proportions.  After all, even 

                                                        
7 Wendy Steiner’s The Scandal of Pleasure does an excellent job of exploring this subject. 
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though the details of her alleged porn career are left to the imagination, they are hinted to 

be even more obscene – at least in the eyes of the law – than Joseph’s alleged crimes.  

Trying to elicit Joseph’s cooperation, McAlvane reassures him that “neither one of you 

needs to go to jail for this.”  Slake then corrects his partner by adding, “Well, she might” 

(30).  But the audience has no way to judge Joanne’s potential transgression.  The lack of 

clarity about this issue was likely a main source of confusion for critics who objected to 

the play’s ambiguity.  I offer a different reading of it.  Whether an intentional effect or 

not, the jarring uncertainty puts the audience through the same crisis experienced by the 

characters.  It frustrates our instinctive desire to participate in a key aspect of social 

control: “the constant division between the normal and the abnormal, to which every 

individual is subjected” (Foucault 199).  In the world of the play, following contemporary 

philosophy, such binary divisions seem far less rigid than the disciplinary mechanism 

assumes them to be.  Postmodernism has perverted the operation of the Panopticon. 

The characters’ response to this dis-order, like their reaction to the “slipp’riness” 

of identity, varies from being thrilled by, reluctantly accepting of, and utterly dismayed at 

the lack of clear boundaries to guide them.  Joanne is initially taken aback when Joseph 

asks if she gets a “charge” from Francis’ lewd phone calls.  After she offers a firm denial, 

he complicates the issue by asking, “Even in a creepy sort of way?”  Following up on her 

apparent shock, he raises a fundamental point by inquiring, “What, you don’t think it’s 

possible?”  Her reply seeks to limit the range of potentially pleasurable experiences.  

“Joseph, darling, making lampshades out of human skin is possible,” she cites as an 

example of extreme obscenity.  “Does it follow therefore that you’d like to see how it’s 

done?” (17).  But the ensuing exchange reveals wiggle room in each of their positions: 

JOSEPH. I might. 
JOANNE. You might? 
JOSEPH. In the abstract. 
JOANNE. Doesn’t sound very abstract. 
JOSEPH. But if it were, it somehow could be, you know, presented ... 
JOANNE. Tastefully. 
JOSEPH. Kind of hard to imagine. 
JOANNE. Still ... (18) 

The sequence ends with her pouring herself a drink, an action that they both tend to take 

whenever the uncertainty of their existence becomes too much for them to handle. 
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The permeation of postmodern indeterminacy into the lives of Joseph and Joanne 

can be seen in terms of a seemingly more superficial dimension as well.  Throughout the 

play, they demonstrate a familiarity with popular culture that in previous eras would be 

out of character for members of their social standing.  Her Princeton education and their 

Park Avenue apartment are only two of the details that establish them as among the élite.  

Yet they are as apt to make reference to the bone-chilling novels of Anne Rice as to the 

spirit-ennobling poems of William Butler Yeats.  A particularly playful example is when 

Joseph tells Joanne that their money has been electronically vaporized.  “It’s just gone,” 

he explains, adding for effect, “Puff, the magic dragon” (52).  They have fully assimilated 

the pomo predilection for subverting the distinction between “high” and “low” culture.  

The play itself reflects a similar acceptance of the fluidity of aesthetic categories.  While 

BecauseHeCan certainly does not blend styles, genres, and media to the extent typical of 

much postmodern art, it does combine the “high” dramatic tradition of the play of ideas 

with the “low” theatrical form of the melodramatic thriller.  Even though this aesthetic 

issue may not seem as significant as the lack of clear moral boundaries or the elusiveness 

of the self, all three breakdowns are manifestations of the same postmodern condition. 

God is dead, but man still has an image.  The play correlates the rise of that 

condition to the ebb of organized religion as the culture’s moral center.  In the opening-

scene warehouse interrogation, Joseph concludes a call to his lawyer’s office with an 

ironic quip: “From this moment forward, it seems I am in the hands of the gods” (10).  

Astrakhan also offers a seemingly atheistic perspective, and implies that he would prefer 

to have it another way, when he hints at a striking “coincidence” of his involvement with 

the Elliots.  “I mean the way paths sometimes cross, for no apparent reason,” he explains, 

“yet, when you look just a bit more closely ... Almost makes you believe there’s a god” 

(39-40).  But not all the characters share this irreligious view.  After her husband 

exasperatedly takes the lord’s name in vain, Joanne warns, “One of these days, your 

blasphemy is going to catch up with you, Joseph.  And the earth is going to open” (21). 

Her disastrous prediction comes true, but the transcendent being who causes the 

“earthquake” in Joseph’s life is hardly the god of Judeo-Christianity, even if Astrakhan 

likens himself to that deity.  “I am everywhere – on the outskirts of your mind, in the 

ether, in the darkness,” he says, echoing the “God is everywhere” mantra.  “And when 
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I’m on the hunt, as relentless as the wrath of God” (9), he continues, making the matter 

explicit.  This omnipotent self-image is reinforced by Astrakhan’s account of his hacker 

background.  “My original mentor,” he notes, “was the group known as GoD – that’s 

capital G, small ‘o’, capital D – and stands for Gurus of Downloading” (14).8  He quickly 

outgrew the group and ventured alone, he expounds, “into a hitherto unknown region of 

digital hyperspace that was, to be blunt, beyond their imagining.”   

This quasi-parallel between computer technology and Christian theology surfaces 

again in the play’s treatment of the literal “Y2K problem” that caused alarm throughout 

the wired world at the end of 1999.  It seems a fitting correlation, given the apocalyptic 

vision of believers who associated the Millennium with the return of Christ and Judgment 

Day.  After all, it was widely – albeit wrongly – held that January 1, 2000 would see all 

manner of catastrophes as computer-based systems went haywire.  But such technological 

doom was to have resulted from a programming error – a shortsighted effort to save disk 

space by coding dates with only their last two digits – and not from divine intervention.  

Joseph points out this dimension in a speech to Joanne that also reiterates the blurred line 

between art and destruction.  The pending crisis, he avows, “even if it never happens, is 

so ... well ... beautiful.  As a, you know, ‘Fuckup.’  That’s it’s [sic] category.  ‘Avoidable 

Human Fuckups.’  I mean, it’s like Mozart.  Has that kind of perfection” (42).  He goes 

on to refer to Yeats, who, he has decided, “had it wrong.”  The “rough beast slouching 

toward Bethlehem isn’t coming through a desert,” he says, modifying the Irish bard’s 

famous image; “it’s coming through cyberspace, its body made of zeros and ones” (42-

43).  The poem paraphrased by Joseph – penned in 1919 and aptly/ironically entitled 

“The Second Coming” – seems to predict the postmodern condition when Yeats writes, in 

another oft-quoted line, “Things fall apart; the center cannot hold.”  The original 

composition also seems to describe the characters in BecauseHeCan: “The best lack all 

conviction, while the worst / Are full of passionate intensity.” 

The consequences of living in a godless world appear to be a central concern for 

Kopit in his recent work.  The plot of his three-part serial Chad Curtiss, Lost Again – 

which premiered at the Humana Festival in 2001, two years after Y2K – revolves around 

                                                        
8 In the text published as Y2K, the group is the Masters of Downloading.  The change in the acronym from 
MoD, which also has relevance to the play’s cultural themes, emphasizes Astrakhan’s divine aspirations. 
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deciphering the “last official statement” God makes to man.  After several beasts have 

slouched onstage, that message is finally revealed to be “good-bye and good luck” (83).  

Chad Curtiss blends B-movie science fiction with Christian theology to create a darkly 

comic vision in which good and evil are less clear-cut than either of those traditions tend 

to assume.  The world is even more chaotic, and metaphorically postmodern, than the one 

that swirls around Joseph and Joanne.  In Episode Fourteen: “Revelations” – which is 

actually the third of the short plays – the hero’s love interest, Evelyn Evangeline Rue, 

bemoans, “Oh Chad, what’s to become of us?  I’ve just lost my moral center, you’ve lost 

your body” (79).  Indeed, Evelyn carries Chad’s head in a hatbox as she collects body 

parts for him from the plethora of corpses that litter the desolate landscape.  Consisting of 

“four arms, three legs (one of them missing a foot), [and] ... six penises,” he literally 

“embodies” the fragmentation of identity posited by postmodernism.  And advanced 

technology plays a major role in creating that state.  Chad was decapitated, the narrator 

tells the audience, by General Zoltan Zarko’s “terrible doomsday machine” (78). 

While these two works from converse edges of the millennial cusp share some 

basic themes, the earlier one offers a far less absurd and allegorical depiction of pomo 

life.  It also goes far deeper in its exploration of human anxiety in a godless, high-tech 

world.  Chad Curtiss certainly acknowledges that anxiety; as the lights fade to black, 

Chad looks heavenward and cries out, “I am scared!” (84).  But BecauseHeCan examines 

the details of that fear, especially its effects on daily life. 

Plagued by mortality.  Joseph in particular demonstrates considerable anxiety 

about the interweaving of human identity with technology.  In explaining to Joanne how 

Astrakhan presumably got access to their systems, he describes an instance when his 

computer crashed.  “So I call IBM, because they made this fucking machine,” he recounts 

in a figurative expression of contemporary prayer, “and after about thirty minutes of 

waiting, a human voice is heard” (43).  His resentment at the way information technology 

diminishes human contact is made even more explicit in his sarcastic follow-up: “And the 

fellow couldn’t be nicer!”  Unable to determine the precise problem, the most helpful 

advice the IBM technician could offer was to use another computer.  Yet that somehow 

had a liberating effect on Joseph.  “And to my surprise,” he reports, “I find I am in a state 

of seraphic bliss.  Because, because, Joanne, at long last I know, and with a certainty that 
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comes maybe once in a lifetime, know that I do not ultimately in any way shape or form 

NEED THIS FUCKING COMPUTER!” (44). 

Through metaphor, the play shows that Joseph’s fear of losing his humanity 

through technology dependence has its roots in an ancient human anxiety.  The message 

on his computer screen after the crash, he tells his wife, informed him that a “Fatal Error” 

might have occurred.  The obvious implications of that language are reinforced by his 

relief at learning from the techie that “these things say fatal error all the time; they don’t 

really mean it” (43).  But the threat of it occurring still exists.  Joseph tells Joanne that 

when he woke his computer from its “coma” by dialing into it with her computer, “some 

kind of lethal feedback” caused hers to undergo a “Fatal Error” of its own.  “Are these 

things supposed to happen?” she asks (44).  “One assumes not,” he replies, and then 

alludes to the age-old mystery of mortality by adding, “But for reasons humankind will 

never comprehend, in this case it did.  Zap” (44-45).   

The subsequent exchange between them extends the metaphor to encompass 

anxiety about one way human life can now become literally dependent on machines: 

JOSEPH. So I disconnected you. [. . .] Was I right? 
JOANNE. To disconnect me? 
JOSEPH. Yes.  I figured you wouldn’t want to just sort of, you know ... 
JOANNE. Linger there. 
JOSEPH. Yes. 
JOANNE. No, you did right. 
JOSEPH. You’d do the same for me I’m sure. 
JOANNE. Of course. 
JOSEPH. It may come to that sooner than you think. (45) 

Advances in medical science are likely to make it increasingly difficult to draw the line 

between life and death.  For these characters, existing without consciousness, sustained 

only by technology, would not be living.  And Joseph sees his imminent loss of control 

over his public identity as comparable to lapsing into such a state. 

Another contemporary dimension of the human anxiety about death expressed 

through the technology metaphor connects back to the overwhelming fear Joseph and 

Joanne exhibit in terms of secret spousal sexual activity.  Joseph describes plugging a 

phone line into Joanne’s port and accessing her modem as “oddly stimulating.”  The 

“lethal feedback” of his doing so takes on added relevance given the IBM techie’s 

suspicion that Joseph’s fatal error may have been caused by a virus, a virus that he 
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obtained by doing “something wrong.”  If it seems a stretch to read this as a reflection of 

the cultural fear of AIDS, consider that Foucault traces the origin of the panoptic model 

of discipline to the plagues of 17th- and 18th-century Europe, when surveillance was 

employed as a mechanism for controlling death (207).  Our compelling need to know 

each other’s sexual histories derives from a desire for self-preservation in terms of both 

identity and mortality.  Not only might whom we fuck be the basis for public scandal; it 

might get us killed.  Our need for discipline has never been greater. 

The play suggests, however, that the disciplinary mechanism is breaking down.  

The combination of our absence of standards for meaning and our technological potential 

has led the Panopticon to become increasingly arbitrary in its exercise of power.  Signs of 

fatal error can be false alarms.  The new technology of surveillance cannot be counted on 

to fulfill the function of assigning each individual “his ‘true’ name, his ‘true’ place, his 

‘true’ body, his ‘true’ disease” (Foucault 198).  In pomo America, image is everything, in 

terms of identity and criminality alike.  Undetectably forged documents – literally false 

copies made possible by electronic technology – can compound the perceptual problem 

caused by our inability to trust our limited knowledge of each other.  Just as the familiar 

sounding voice that made the obscene phone call cannot be discounted from belonging to 

Joseph, pornographic photos that look real cannot be dismissed as phony.  The evidence 

against him, Joseph concedes, “if you want to see it as persuasive, is” (46). 

In The Illusion of the End, Jean Baudrillard connects this crisis to a shift in our 

conception of reality resulting from the erosion of divine order and immortality (91).  In 

our world, writes Baudrillard, truth “merely complicates appearances unnecessarily” (92).  

Reality no longer depends on “believing or not believing in the images which pass before 

our eyes” (92); belief has been replaced by credibility (93). 

The Power of Presence 

This tension between image and reality receives aesthetic expression through the 

performance of “presence” in Kopit’s work.  By first dramatizing and then challenging 

one version of events, BecauseHeCan puts its audience in the same uncertain position 

experienced by the play’s central characters.  Astrakhan’s introductory address to episode 

four asserts a claim to credibility based on his established presence as an omniscient 
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narrator.  And that claim is then strengthened by both the physical presence of the other 

actors in the enacted scene and the theatrical presence given to Astrakhan’s account. 

The thrust of Astrakhan’s narrative – his affair with Joanne – is substantiated by 

its details.  In recounting a time she insisted that they have sex in the Elliots’ apartment, 

he describes it as an activity that, in a quite plausible response to such a situation, he 

“thought was a little risky” (30).  The encounter left a stain on the pool table, he adds, 

“but she said that doesn’t matter, he won’t notice it.  Joseph doesn’t notice things like 

that.”  And even though as an editor and writing teacher Joseph might be expected to pay 

great attention to particulars, an assessment of his personality to the contrary – made by 

his wife and reported by a narrator – is reasonably trustworthy.  After all, dramatic 

characterizations, like human identities, unfold over time.  The audience knows that it 

must incorporate information as the play progresses.  It thus tends to accept whatever it 

perceives unless something contradicts that perception. 

During the subsequent flashback, the behavior of Joseph and Joanne – whom the 

audience expects to be performed “truthfully” by the actors playing them – offers nothing 

to contradict the perceptions created by the narration (or the earlier action).  In fact, the 

“knowledge” that Joanne and Astrakhan will soon enter into a torrid affair has prepared 

the audience to perceive her declaration that she “loved every filthy word” of the 

pornographic story that he wrote for Joseph’s class as a sign of her unfulfilled sexual 

appetite.  Similarly, her fascination with Astrakhan’s neon hair and shoes – “He’s got 

style!” (36) – presents itself as credible evidence of her physical attraction to him. 

Memory as virtual reality.  Of course, these perceptions must be considered in 

context of the scene’s presentation as a subjective flashback.  In his New York Times 

review of the McCarter Theater production, Alvin Klein complains that BecauseHeCan 

“is yet another play that tells us memory is fragmented, selective, and chaotic.”  Indeed it 

does.  Before slipping from his intangible existence into the apartment, Astrakhan asserts 

that the incident from five years earlier “so reshaped my life, not a day passes that I don’t 

bring it back to mind, with, somehow, each time, some new detail emerging, until now it 

seems even clearer than it was back then” (31).  This description of the “funny” way in 

which his memory functions opens the door for challenges to its reliability.  But Kopit’s 

work then complicates that now cliché conceit. 
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As the scene progresses, Astrakhan’s process of remembering is theatricalized in 

a way that heightens its overall credibility.  “I remember [Joseph] saying something about 

– I’m not sure, a writer I believe” (37), he tells the audience as he raptly watches Joanne 

exit to take a shower.  “Have you read William Burroughs?” asks Joseph in a line 

described as “voice barely audible; distant; faint sense of an echo.”  Cued by this “faded” 

memory, Astrakhan vaguely recalls, “Burroughs, yes, but don’t hold me to it, because at 

that point all I could think about was her.”  His admission that some details are irrelevant 

– and therefore unworthy of remembrance – makes the details that he does remember 

seem all the more important and accurate.  After Astrakhan recounts excusing himself to 

freshen up as a pretense for sneaking into the couple’s bedroom, the stage directions 

specify that “a door opens revealing JOANNE, in an odd light, completely naked, her 

back to us, drying herself with a towel, but so slowly it feels like a dream.”  Following 

his apology for intruding, “she turns slowly, making no effort to cover herself with the 

towel,” an action that Astrakhan immediately qualifies with, “I have no idea how quickly 

she turned.  I would suppose she turned at a normal rate.  But the moment has become so 

minutely defined that it now seems timeless, and I can replay it at whatever speed I 

choose, and yet know that it is right” (37).  This sequence raises the question of whether 

the accuracy of a memory lies in the factual details of what happened or in the emotional 

experience of the person remembering it.  The staging reinforces Astrakhan’s position: 

the audience sees it the way it he did before learning that it reflects his subjectivity.  His 

acknowledgment that he has manipulated a minor facet of the memory lends implicit 

credence to the event itself.  Even if it did not happen quite that way, it did really happen. 

The most compelling evidence that Joanne shared Astrakhan’s desires – and, by 

extension, that she had an affair with him – comes when she returns from the bedroom.  

His narrative remembrance takes the perceptual basis of reality to another level: 

When she comes back out – maybe five minutes later, maybe ten, she was 
in a light blue dress, loose fitting, delicate, and instantly I knew – or 
thought I know [sic], no, felt certain that I knew, that she was wearing 
nothing under it.  Whether that in fact was true or not, I could see in her 
eyes that she realized that’s what I was thinking.  So in a sense it didn’t 
really matter if she was naked underneath.  Because she might as well 
have been for that’s how I saw her now.  And she understood that.  And 
that is the truth of this moment, as I remember it. (38) 
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The subsequent staging again reinforces Astrakhan’s account.  Joanne “enters in a dress 

that, when lit a certain way, shows her to be naked underneath,” but Joseph “looks at her 

as if she were perfectly clothed.”  When she greets her husband, stage directions call for 

her eyes to be on Astrakhan.  She then “walks up behind JOSEPH and puts her arms 

around him, adoringly, and smiles past him – at ASTRAKHAN.”  The playing of the 

moment shows how Astrakhan’s and Joseph’s realities can coexist, as Joanne skillfully 

manages to flirt with the former without arousing the suspicions of the latter.  It seems 

quite possible that she could have had an affair right under his nose. 

The episode concludes with Astrakhan’s narrative description of the end of their 

romance.  His attention to detail and apparent emotional investment again bolster his 

account: “It was in Chicago, at the Palmer House, that we fucked for the last time.  No 

warning!  Nothing!” (39).  He then concedes for the first time that his memory might be 

vulnerable to false revisions.  “Though I thought she did seem a little distant as we went 

at it,” he reflects.  “But then, that could just be me, now, looking back.  Can’t be sure.”  

But even his doubt seems to validate the remembered event itself.  How could he second- 

and third-guess the specifics of his memory if the experience never really happened?  

This is further reinforced by the pain implicit in his insistence that he “can’t even conjure 

it, don’t want to!”  Instead, the reenacted memory features Joanne’s offstage voice.  The 

audience sees only Astrakhan as it hears her coldly say, “That’s it.  No more.  It’s over.”  

After he responds with hurt surprise, she adds salt to his wounds: “Yes, love, over.  I 

mean, what more can we possibly get out of this?”  Any sympathy created for Astrakhan 

by Joanne’s heartless treatment of her “boy toy” is bound to be short lived, though, given 

how he claims to have handled it.  “So then I ripped her robe off,” he casually reports.  

“‘Stop!’ she said.  But of course I didn’t.  Not till I was good and done.  ‘What more can 

we get out of this?’  Showed her a thing or two” (39).  Although such sexual violence is 

somewhat in keeping with his earlier description of the charge he gets from hacking – 

“I’m erect the entire time.  Really, breaking into where you’re not supposed to go, it’s a 

kickass fucking turn on” (26) – his account of forcing himself on Joanne begins to sound 

suspiciously blustery.  “Yes, that scared her, I believe,” he continues.  “Scared her quite a 

lot.  And she was right to be.  ‘No one does a thing like this to me!’ I said” (39). 



 229

Even if this passage is interpreted as a juvenile effort to save face, it adds credit to 

Astrakhan’s primary claim.  Unless he had been dumped by Joanne for real, he would not 

need to appease his masculine insecurities with a fabrication of this sort.  Throughout the 

play, he emphasizes his truthfulness, even going so far as to describe lying as “obscene.”  

But episode four shows that, much as he validates the general truth of his memories by 

conceding their minor inaccuracies, Astrakhan heightens his overall credibility by 

owning up to little lies.  For the sake of honesty, he tells the audience in his narrative 

introduction, he must confess having submitted someone else’s story as a writing sample 

in order to get into Joseph’s class.  He mitigates his plagiarism by noting that his reason 

for wanting to take the class had nothing to do with writing, an activity he hates.  He 

simply wanted to fuck a girl who was taking it.  “That was before I saw Joseph’s wife,” 

he explains (31).  During the flashback, he tells Joseph that the story is autobiographical 

and that he was expelled from another school for reading it aloud in class as a homework 

assignment.  “What I am reading here is the truth,” he recounts saying to his shocked 

teacher.  He then describes adding, “Would you prefer it if I lied?” (35).  Astrakhan thus 

performs his “honest” identity for Joseph ironically, by reciting a lie.  Because it is a lie 

that Joseph should be able to detect, and one that the audience is in on all along, it seems 

fairly harmless.  A similar situation occurs when Astrakhan, motivated by sexual desire, 

tells Joanne that he is sixteen years old only minutes after telling her husband that he is 

fifteen.  The fact that Astrakhan’s lies are so obvious makes him seem incapable of real 

deceit.  And the presence of the internal lies in effect verifies his overall account.  If the 

whole thing were a lie, Astrakhan would not need to admit to the little lies. 

Deconstructing the “real.”  By the time Joanne and Joseph offer their own 

recollections of their contact with his former student in the next scene, Astrakhan’s 

account has been firmly established through its multifaceted presence.  And even then, 

the fast-paced dialogue beginning with Joseph’s identification of their apparent victimizer 

vacillates between bolstering Astrakhan’s primary claim and contradicting it.  Joanne’s 

initial reaction to hearing the hacker named – “Never heard of him” (49) – could easily be 

taken as conspicuously defensive.  But the subsequent exchange casts considerable doubt 

on a key detail of Astrakhan’s memory: that he was singled out for special treatment by 

being invited to the Elliots.  “Five years ago, we had him here to dinner,” reminds Joseph.  
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When Joanne incredulously asks, “By himself?” Joseph emphatically replies, “No!  No-

no.  With all my other students.  My ‘annual bash.’”  Their agreement on that point is 

indicated by the simplicity of her response: “Ah.”  Joseph proceeds to get more specific: 

JOSEPH. Neon hair.  Neon shoes ... 
JOANNE. ... Wait-a-minute. 
JOSEPH. Claimed he was sixteen. 
JOANNE. The student you kicked out for plagiarism! 
JOSEPH. The very one. 
JOANNE. Neon shoes ... (49) 

The aspects of Astrakhan’s appearance that so clearly fascinated her in the flashback now 

seem like the sort of thing she would expect to remember but does not.  Or is she merely 

playing down their significance?  Something enables her to make the connection to his 

dismissal from the class.  And the plagiarized story to which she alludes is the same one 

of which she claims to love “every filthy word” in the previous scene.  Notably, although 

Astrakhan admits his plagiarism to the audience, he never acknowledges getting caught. 

When Joseph informs his wife of Astrakhan’s alleged – and well-documented – 

affair with her, she adopts a radically less ambiguous stance.  “He came for dinner once, 

Joseph.  ONCE!  The place was jammed with students!” she points out, insisting, “I don’t 

remember anyone even remotely matching his description, and except for maybe a ‘good-

night, nice of you to come!’ doubt that I even spoke to him” (49).  Her sudden certainty 

about the evening stands in marked contrast to her prior wavering.  In prodding her about 

the details of the evening, Joseph specifically cites the encouragement Astrakhan claims 

to have gotten from Joanne’s deliberate lack of effort to cover herself with her towel 

when he entered the bedroom.  “You’d remember a thing like that,” comments her 

husband, to which she dryly replies, “It’s the sort of thing I generally remember” (50). 

But Joanne has already shown that what she claims to remember cannot be fully 

trusted.  Earlier in the scene, she retracts her assertion that the pornographic photo of her 

“never happened” after taking another look at the shot:  

This is me.  This is, this is me – fuck!  Oh fuck! – and this is Francis, this 
is him, it is, and this definitely is me in some I think hotel we went to, 
Monterey maybe, not sure, and I can even sort of remember him taking 
photos, but NO ONE ELSE WAS IN THE GODDAMN ROOM!  I’d 
remember THAT! (47) 



 231

Presumably she would.  But her lack of clarity about various other details – including her 

posing nude for her husband, an experience one might reasonably expect to remember – 

leaves open an infinite range of possibilities in terms of her interaction with Astrakhan.  

Even if he never came to the apartment alone, his recollection of meeting Joanne could 

still be true in spirit.  For example, she might have been intrigued, sexually or not, by his 

rather unique appearance, even if she legitimately fails to remember it that way.  And the 

indeterminacy extends to more significant details.  Deliberately or not, he might have 

walked in on her as she toweled herself dry.  Out of a playful sense of exhibitionism, she 

might really have let him have a look at her body.  She might even have flirted with him 

upon her return to the party.  Of course, not even that would prove that she had an affair 

with him.  On the other hand, her denials do not prove that she did not.   

The substantial ambiguity regarding this matter is never resolved.  To believe 

Joanne, the audience must trust her questionable testimony over the tangible reality of 

what it heard and saw in the previous scene.  But by now it cannot help but distrust at 

least some aspects of Astrakhan’s version.  It is as if the playwriting mantra of “show, 

don’t tell” were being turned against the audience; accepting what it was told over what it 

was shown requires rejecting the primacy of presence, rejecting the seemingly real 

enactment of Astrakhan’s memory.  The play thus puts the audience through the same 

experience undergone by the characters, who must reject the presence of seemingly real 

but ostensibly forged documents in order to retain their “slipp’ry” grasp on each other’s 

and their own identities.  Their difficulty in doing so can be observed in an otherwise 

insignificant moment during Joseph’s episode-five recounting of visiting his lawyer’s 

office earlier that day.  After he implies that he ruined his shirt by projectile vomiting, 

Joanne stares at his spotless attire.  “Oh,” he explains in response, “Larry sent out for a 

new one” (41).  Even though there is no discernible (or perhaps even imaginable) motive 

for Joseph to lie, the shirt’s appearance creates suspicion in Joanne’s mind.  In this case, 

there is a simple explanation that resolves the conflict between the presence of the shirt 

and his story.  But the play provides no logical explanation to resolve the larger conflict. 

The audience presumably has less trouble rejecting the criminal charges against 

Joseph.  It never sees evidence that he is a pedophile enacted onstage, after all.  And even 

though Astrakhan never admits altering records and photos, he does imply that he hacked 
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into Joseph’s system.  More importantly, his theatrical presence links him to the crime.  

As Joseph articulates the image of a rough beast coming through cyberspace, Astrakhan 

stirs in the shadows.  When, in telling Joanne about his computer crash, Joseph gets to the 

point at which he believes he opened a door for the hacker to enter, Astrakhan moves 

closer and begins to watch them.  Still, it should be noted that, in keeping with the overall 

sense of indeterminacy, not all the details of this plot thread are resolved.  In particular, 

Francis’ role in the set-up of his ex-wife and her current husband remains a loose end.   

This comparatively less ambiguous aspect of the play illustrates a serious danger 

of living in a world in which technology determines reality.  Once a hacker gains access 

to someone else’s computer system, learns Joseph, “he can revise it all” (45).  The 

unreliability of memory takes on new dimensions in such a world.  In Cultural Amnesia: 

America’s Future and the Crisis of Memory, Stephen Bertman notes that the computer is 

nearly identical to the human brain “in its amazingly compact storage capacity, its 

electrical operation, and its instantaneous response.”  However, Bertman qualifies, the 

computer – so far – has “memory but not remembrance.” (43).  BecauseHeCan explores 

how merging the subjective process of human remembrance with the objective memory 

of a computer can impact identity.  The catastrophe that befalls Joseph and Joanne 

highlights the disastrous aspects of that potential.  But for Astrakhan, the malleability of 

computer records seems to create an enhanced capacity for self-determination. 

I misremember Father.  In a sense, Astrakhan claims no real identity.  Besides 

BCuzICan, he uses an untold number of online aliases.  Confusion by other characters 

over the significance of such aliases reflects several of the play’s themes.  When the FBI 

agents ask Joseph if he knows anyone named Feted, he mistakes the spoken sound for 

Fetid – a word with a vastly different meaning – hinting at the imperfect correspondence 

between signifier and signified that underlies Jacques Derrida’s post-structuralist theory.  

When asked about his familiarity with someone called ISeeU, Joseph catches onto the 

language game, asking, “ICU – as in ‘Intensive Care Unit?’ or –” (12).  In voicing the 

latent indeterminacy of that particular sign, he connects its panoptic connotations with the 

broad threat of bodily injury or disease – and, by implication, mortality – and the specific 

disciplinary mechanism of the hospital.  And his response to the alias BungHole provides 

another example of the subject/object breakdown and its relation to sexual activity.  “On 
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several occasions I have heard people in my office, generally in the heat of argument, say 

‘You bunghole!’” he quips.  “Were they in fact saying ‘You comma Bunghole?’ [sic] – of 

that I am not sure.”  The meaning of this alias is extended to encompass the invasive 

potential of information technology – and further deferred – by Astrakhan’s use of the 

term to refer to the opening hackers seek to access a computer system.   

According to the playwright, even Astrakhan is an alias: “I’m not sure what his 

real name is.  In the world he inhabits, no one knows his real name” (“Going Online” 7).  

Kopit’s wife had recently purchased an astrakhan hat, he explains, “and the word jumped 

out at me.”  It seems a fitting choice.  The combination of “astral” and “khan” evokes the 

concept of a “universal ruler.”  He is a present-day Genghis or Kublai, emperor of the 

vast realm of cyberspace.  Astrakhan thus metaphorically embodies the philosophical 

perspective that undoes Joseph, much as Madame Rosepettle personifies the ontology 

that entraps Jonathan in Oh Dad .... 

In another sense, Astrakhan is a fairly ordinary adolescent male; along with his 

raging hormones, he demonstrates a deep longing for a closer bond with a father figure.  

Such a dichotomy is not unusual for the play’s basic genre.  In his essay “Thriller: The 

Self in Modern Society,” Kurt Back asserts that “if the ease of assuming another identity 

has aligned the plot of the mystery story with the diffusion of the self in modern society, 

the quest for real identity has remained as a second important issue.”  And, as Back goes 

on to explain, the traditional view of family origin as a central aspect of identity results in 

the frequent use of genetic heritage “to establish an essence of the self” (231). 

The way that Astrakhan has attempted to do so provides perhaps the biggest twist 

of the play.  After detailing the criminal charges against them, Joseph “with great 

difficulty and embarrassment” reveals that Astrakhan “also believes I’m his long-lost 

father. [. . .] Who it seems he hadn’t realized was lost till he met me.”  And, he adds, “he 

has documents that seem to back it up” (50).  In response to his wife’s bewilderment, 

Joseph proceeds to divulge an aspect of his past that he has until then chosen not to share 

with her.  At the time that his first wife was diagnosed with cancer, he tells Joanne, she 

was six months pregnant.  Facing chemotherapy, she had an abortion in Paris.  According 

to hospital records, he continues, “it now seems Annabel in fact delivered a healthy little 

boy on that day.  Whom we decided to put up for adoption” (51). 
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The absurdity of Astrakhan’s claim does not overshadow Joseph’s shame about 

his complicity in a late-term abortion.  The combination provides another sign of the 

disciplinary mechanism’s breakdown.  Although legal in France, where they happened to 

be at the time, the abortion is something Joseph would have preferred to keep secret from 

the world.  The presence of the issue in the play provides a counterpoint of sorts to the 

use of technology to sustain the existence of the brain dead.  Just as there is cultural 

debate about when life ends, there is tremendous debate about when life begins.  With the 

Food and Drug Administration’s approval of the prescription drug RU-486 – informally 

known as the “abortion pill” (imported, notably, from France) – that controversy took on 

a new technological dimension.9  And as with the obscenity debate, the lack of shared 

moral standards has led people on both sides of the issue to take extreme positions. 

Astrakhan’s perspective on his family origin is limited to two passages.  Midway 

through the play, he implicitly connects his disgust with dishonesty to his mother, who, 

he says, used to lie.  He then corrects himself.  The liar in question, he tells the audience, 

was in fact “the woman I thought was my mom.  Astrakhan, Glenda, 43, dental hygienist 

and sometime prostitute, stomped to death by her former husband, a tapdancer with 

Tourette’s Syndrome.”  The darkly comic image of the woman’s demise is immediately 

followed by a perhaps ironic self-assessment: “Lucky thing they were not my real folks.  

I’d be all fucked up now” (26).  In the end, attributing Astrakhan’s seemingly anti-social 

behavior to this upbringing – regardless of his true genetic origin – is complicated by his 

uncertain propensity for lying.  He may well have made the whole thing up. 

It seems significant that Kopit gives Astrakhan the last word on the subject.  As 

Joseph and Joanne linger in their state of alienated distrust, the lights change.  According 

to stage directions, “ASTRAKHAN enters the room, but they do not notice him” (53).  

He then offers the audience a final narrative address: 

Like any homecoming, it will be difficult at first.  For all of us.  So much 
to get used to! (Brightly; warmly.) Not just the “big” things, like “What 
have you been doing all these years?”  Or discovering who else is in the 
family.  Because in the end, those are just “facts” aren’t they?  And not 
nearly as important as ... the “little things.”  The things that really make 
you “who you are.”  You know what I mean.  Like how you laugh, what 

                                                        
9 Although final approval did not come until September 2000, the FDA granted the drug “conditional 
approval” in 1996. 
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makes you laugh, what makes you cry ... Things most families just take for 
granted.  Yes, those things we will have to learn.  And we will, I’m sure of 
it! (54)10 

In keeping with Back’s analysis, Astrakhan seeks the essence of his identity in his genetic 

heritage.  His emphasis on emotional makeup presumes an inner self that is more real 

than the self created – and observed – through experience and action.  Ultimately, though, 

learning the “little things” about his relatives has a purpose beyond self-understanding.  

“And then ...” he continues, “Yes ... It will all be, once again, as I remember it.”  But he 

cannot possibly remember anything about his life with the Elliots.  By his own account, 

he was given up for adoption at birth.  He thus implicitly concedes that his memories are 

invented to support the identity that he has envisioned for himself.  His inner, “essential” 

identity is paradoxically self-determined, sustained solely by his claim that it is true. 

The play’s final image again privileges Astrakhan’s perspective.  Just before his 

closing vow to “take care of them, forever and ever,” he enfolds Joseph and Joanne in his 

arms and “draws them towards him, gently, lovingly” (54).  His schizophrenic view of 

himself as dutiful son and meta-deity is validated by his theatrical presence: he exists 

simultaneously outside of time and space and in the here and now of the apartment.  By 

exposing the contradictions within the play’s approach to reality, Astrakhan’s decentered 

presence prevents the audience from constructing a narrative that explains the action. 

A Non-Totalizing Conclusion 

Through its overall effect, as typified by this ending, BecauseHeCan challenges 

its audience to do something that its main characters cannot: fully embrace a postmodern 

vision of the world.  It thus offers a complete turnaround from the approach taken in 

Wings, which resolves the tensions it creates.  Like Joseph and Joanne, we instinctively 

seek to understand our existence as a coherent narrative.  The playwright’s own attitude 

toward the future reflects this innate need: “It’s a story isn’t it – what we’re living?  So 

I’m mostly curious.  To see how it’s all going to play out.  It’s like a great epic drama.  

The next act is about to begin.  We’re coming back from intermission all abuzz.  And we 

have no idea what we are going to see.  Scary thought.  Exciting thought” (“Going 

                                                        
10 The majority of this passage was added for the play’s publication as BecauseHeCan. 
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Online” 7).  In keeping with this metaphor, Village Voice critic Michael Feingold wrote 

that BecauseHeCan is “missing” its second act. 

By subverting the convention of the thriller genre to provide a suspense-resolving 

conclusion, Kopit has expressed a central narratological problem noted by Hans Kellner 

in Language and Historical Representation: Getting the Story Crooked.  Kellner writes, 

“Beginnings and endings are never ‘given’ in our universe of life in time, yet without 

conventionalized temporal frames [. . .] the landmarks that prevent events in time from 

swirling meaninglessly would be gone” (7-8).  The play’s aesthetic further expresses 

Baudrillard’s view of a troubling aspect of contemporary life: “There will no longer be an 

end” (91).  Lacking such finality, society is caught up in “radical indeterminacy.” 

While forming comprehensive conclusions about the meaning of BecauseHeCan 

would flout its rejection of grand narratives, it seems appropriate to explore further the 

implications of both its overall pomo vision and its treatment of specific contemporary 

social issues.  The politics of postmodernism, especially the potential for human agency, 

strikes me as a particularly relevant matter.  A key question is whether or not the play’s 

pervasive indeterminacy invites the audience to engage in free play outside the theatre.  

Does it offer hope for escaping our increasingly perverted disciplinary mechanism? 

If BecauseHeCan offers a model for doing so, it would have to be through the 

character of Astrakhan, as Joseph and Joanne are totally incapacitated by their situation.  

But even Astrakhan seems to exhibit an instinctive desire to know his origins.  Then 

again, the family Astrakhan invents is the one he presumably wants to be part of, not the 

one he was born into.  And the staging of the play’s final image validates his fantasy as 

more real than the real.  Does this express a legitimate strategy for self-determination?  

Can we counter our innate need for an essential self by fabricating an origin for that self?  

Doing so ultimately seems impractical, regardless of the play’s ending, at least on a literal 

level.  After all, Joseph and Joanne would need to go along with the fantasy in order for 

him to sustain it.   

And along with depending on the cooperation of others, Astrakhan’s imagined 

self depends on his technological savvy.  The play posits that his hacking skill enables 

him to avoid the visibility of living in a panoptic society.  He fittingly named the 

“password cracker” that he uses to gain access to computer systems after Willie Sutton.  
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According to FBI archives, that former member of the Ten Most Wanted Fugitives list is 

best known for “his ingenuity in executing robberies in various disguises” and a penchant 

for creative prison breaks (“Willie Sutton”).11  But even if Astrakhan’s use of technology 

allows him to escape the metaphorical prison of social control, it is another strategy that 

seems impractical for most people, regardless of his claim to the contrary.  It also entails 

robbing others of their identities.  If he is a model for agency, it is not an attractive one. 

Another relevant political aspect of postmodernism concerns its widely accepted 

designation as “the philosophy of late capitalism.”  Given the critique of consumerism 

implicit or explicit in such Kopit works as Oh Dad ..., Indians, End of the World ..., and 

Road to Nirvana, it might be reasonable to expect the same in this one.  It is certainly 

worth noting that both Joanne and Joseph work at the institutionalized junction of art and 

commerce, she at the auction house named Sotheby’s, he at the book publisher named – 

appropriately enough – Random House.  But the play does not delve deeply into the 

economic forces that dominate contemporary American culture.  And even though it 

emphasizes the Elliots’ financial privilege, that status seems largely a matter of dramatic 

convenience: it gives them more to lose. 

This is not to say that BecauseHeCan does not offer penetrating social critique.  

And the reach of that critique extends far beyond the threat of technological invasions of 

privacy that inspired Kopit to write, although those concerns certainly warrant attention.  

This is especially true in light of measures proposed in response to the September 11, 

2001 terrorist attacks.  Before it was removed from the legislative bill that passed as the 

Homeland Security Act, a provision outlining a program called Operation TIPS generated 

considerable controversy over its encouragement of U.S. citizens to spy on each other.  

Critics of the USA PATRIOT Act, which passed with little congressional debate, say the 

law expands the government’s ability to conduct electronic surveillance to an extent that 

violates civil liberties.  Similar concerns are being expressed over the federal Computer 

Assisted Passenger Prescreening System currently undergoing tests on Delta Airlines. 

One thing is certain: in our society of surveillance, information technology (IT) is 

changing the way we live.  If we hope to resist the dominant discourses of social control, 

                                                        
11 Given that Kopit was inspired to write the play by an aspect of the Monica Lewinsky scandal, it seems 
worth noting that one of Sutton’s nicknames was “Slick Willie,” an appellation often applied to Bill Clinton 
as well (although with a decidedly more pejorative connotation). 
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it is vital that we consider a key insight from Foucault: “It is not that the beautiful totality 

of the individual is amputated, repressed, altered by our social order, it is rather that the 

individual is carefully fabricated in it, according to a whole technique of forces and 

bodies” (217).  Like it or not, our dependence on computers is becoming a central 

component of how our individualities are fabricated.  Even though we cannot predict 

exactly what impact IT will have on who we are, by recognizing its disciplinary function 

we can explore its potential for resistance. 

There are cultural implications of the characters’ focus on immediacy and image 

as well.  According to Stephen Bertman, “As our society accelerates under the influence 

of speed-of-light technologies, the past recedes from our consciousness.  Of all the causes 

of oblivion, the power of now is the most insidious, because it steals our cultural 

memories while simultaneously gratifying us with excitement and pleasure” (52).  The 

play’s ambiguity about the various estrangements between parents and children can be 

read as a metaphorical reflection of this phenomenon.  In Oh Dad ..., Jonathan is trapped 

in the self formed through his parental associations.  Even dead, non-descript traditions 

such as those represented by his father exert influence on his identity.  In contemporary 

life, our relation to our heritage is less clear.  Joseph is as surprised to learn that Emma 

even called as he is to learn that she is in Paris.  And Astrakhan’s connection to his past 

appears to have receded completely into the oblivion of his cyber-reality. 

The play’s depiction of a specifically postmodern Panopticon also raises weighty 

questions about our future.  The breakdown in societal values makes the division between 

such binary oppositions as normal/abnormal increasingly problematic.  And although the 

characters express a yearning for the sense of order that accompanies a strong religious 

belief, the play itself offers no such nostalgic view.  Relativism seems to be here to stay.  

The unsettling ambiguity of BecauseHeCan implies that it is up to us to figure out how to 

embrace our moral decenteredness.  It is up to us to determine how to exist freely in a 

world in which, as Joanne says, quoting Flaubert, “everything you invent is true” (39). 
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CONCLUSION 

DISCOVERING AMERICA ... THEN AND NOW 

In the forty-five years since Arthur Kopit wrote his first play, the world – and 

especially the United States – has seen significant change.  Kopit’s body of work reflects 

much of that change.  At the same time, fundamental aspects of our existence remain the 

same.  Kopit’s body of work reflects that as well.  I conclude my study by first reviewing 

how the major plays illustrate both of these trends through their treatment of personal, 

cultural, and aesthetic identity in terms of the framework established in the Introduction.  

I next describe how the playwright’s work-in-progress Discovery of America addresses 

the critical issues and identity components underlying that framework.  I then speculate 

briefly on how these features may manifest themselves in future projects.  I hope not only 

to provide a general sense of Kopit’s overall vision, but also to document his substantial 

contribution to contemporary American drama. 

The Immortal Human Quest Revisited 

“I think one does” have a core identity beneath the unreliability of perceptions, 

language, and memory, says Kopit.  “Where?  That’s a real bitch.”  He ponders his own 

question further: “The easy answer is my self comes through God. [. . .] I don’t know 

what it would be absent of a religious belief.”  And such an absence is a central premise 

of his plays.  Lacking a clear spiritual identity, Kopit’s characters struggle to define 

themselves in relation to the world around them.  Maybe identity, the playwright muses, 

lies in “the way you as a person react to a catastrophe.”  And such catastrophes are the 

main events of his plays.  Perhaps how his characters react to them expresses his vision 

of who we are? 
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We Are Humanists in a Fragmented World 

Kopit’s body of work has a chronological symmetry in regard to the ways his 

characters respond to catastrophes.  The earliest and most recent of his six major plays 

offer similar perspectives.  His second earliest and second most recent plays do likewise.  

The middle two plays do the same.  The specific situations seem to indicate that this is a 

reflection more of each work’s moment of origin than of a progression – and subsequent 

regression – in the artist’s outlook.  Two things remain constant in all of Kopit’s plays: 

we cannot help seeking stable, coherent identities; we can never find them.  His body of 

work as a whole implies that we prove our humanity in the quest itself. 

Oh Dad ... (see Chapter One) and BecauseHeCan (see Chapter Six) end with their 

protagonists paralyzed by their catastrophes as they lose control of their identities.  But 

the plays on the whole suggest that the characters never had true control.  They exist in 

radically unstable worlds.  Their inability to act in response to their newfound awareness 

of that instability reflects the cultural conditions of their respective times.  Each of these 

works was written at a time of tremendous anxiety about not only particular social issues, 

but also the very nature of our existence.  By using the social issues as metaphors for the 

more fundamental problems at their core, the plays give concrete expression to abstract 

ideas that were causing American society to undergo its own paralysis of meaning. 

Indians (see Chapter Two) and Road to Nirvana (see Chapter Five) end with their 

protagonists “successfully” integrating their catastrophes into re-constructed senses of 

self.  But the plays on the whole offer an ironic view of the personal mythmaking by the 

characters.  The narratives they create to justify their irrational behavior do not hold up to 

scrutiny.  Their ability to maintain an illusory sense of stability again reflects the cultural 

conditions of their respective times.  Each of these works was written at a time when the 

most compelling anxiety resulted not from fundamental philosophical questions but from 

dominant, self-destructive societal values.  By exposing the process by which such values 

are sustained, the plays reveal those values as superficial expressions of deeper needs and 

challenge their legitimacy in a way that American society was not doing on its own. 

Wings (see Chapter Three) and End of the World ... (see Chapter Four) end with 

their protagonists accepting their catastrophes in order to change the circumstances of 

their existence.  And the plays on the whole uphold the actions of the characters.  They 
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function as models for self-determination in a chaotic world.  Their potency once again 

reflects the cultural conditions of their respective times.  Each of these works was written 

at a time when our immediate future seemed to be in serious question due to perceived 

external threats actually resulting from our own internal instability.  By offering models 

for reducing those threats through self-exploration and acceptance, the plays hold out 

hope that American society might somehow avert or lessen the dangers that lay ahead. 

Kopit’s overall vision is clearly broader than that of any of the individual pairings.  

Who his individual characters are largely depends on who we as a society seem to be at 

the time.  His body of work suggests that whenever circumstances permit – as in Indians 

and Road to Nirvana – we sustain a sense of self-continuity by fashioning narratives that 

incorporate our catastrophes into a larger context.  When those narratives unravel due to a 

catastrophic awareness of our chaotic existence – as in Oh Dad ... and BecauseHeCan – 

we tend to find ourselves at a sudden loss as to how to act.  But when we are prompted to 

undergo true self-examination before the real catastrophe hits – as in Wings and End of 

the World ... – we have a chance to mitigate its impact or even avoid it completely.  Of 

course, it should be noted that the optimistic outlook of the final pairing seems somewhat 

idealistic in terms of the specific strategies undertaken.1 

The Oh Dad .../BecauseHeCan pairing warrants further discussion.  Because these 

plays from opposite ends of Kopit’s career (to date) offer a similar view on how we react 

to catastrophes, the differences between them shed light on how who we are –in the 

playwright’s vision – changes in relation to our understanding of the world around us.  

Our worldview underwent a radical redefinition in the intervening forty years.  Consider 

the perspective expressed by Robert Corrigan in The Theatre in Search of a Fix: 

We all know that we are living in an era of transition: a time in which 
almost all of the established modes of existence, all of the accepted and 
understood concepts and structures, have pretty well disintegrated and the 
new ones emerging are not yet clearly recognizable.  In the midst of such 
chaos [. . .] it is no wonder we are anxious.  And in our anxiety, we tend to 
turn to the surface levels of existence, to the sheer presence of the present, 
to the immediately palpable sensory appearance of objects and gestures. 
(357) 

                                                        
1 In fact, my analysis of Wings attributes the play’s optimism to Kopit’s personal connection to his source 
material, a perspective that conceivably could be applied to End of the World ... as well. 
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Published in 1973, Corrigan’s work came more than a dozen years after Oh Dad ... and 

over two dozen years before BecauseHeCan.  It is more contemporaneous with Wings, 

another Kopit play that deals explicitly with ontological concerns.  What has changed 

most over the period encompassing these works is our perspective on the “structures” that 

define our reality.  Oh Dad ... was written in an era of disintegration, when established 

modes of existence were being shattered.  But as anxiety-producing as life in that era may 

have been, there was a sense of liberation to it as well.  And in keeping with existentialist 

philosophy’s emphasis on free will – a welcome departure from the restrictive structures 

of psychological determinism – Oh Dad ... celebrates the spirit of chaos even as Jonathan 

is paralyzed by his anxiety.  In Wings, that celebration has ended.  As Corrigan’s analysis 

suggests, no new structures had emerged to give form to the chaos, and the length of the 

“transition” was leading to increasing anxiety.  More specifically, the self-determination 

posited by existentialist philosophy was giving way to the anti-humanist stance of much 

postmodern theory.  Wings expresses this unsettling shift through its horrifying depiction 

of contemporary life, in which the “universal” aspects of human nature are frustrated by 

Mrs. Stilson’s existence in a fragmented universe.  By the time of BecauseHeCan, relying 

on the presence of the present and the immediacy of objects has become the established 

mode of existence.  The “transition” is no longer seen as such, and our deepest anxiety no 

longer stems from our inability to freely determine ourselves.  Of much greater concern 

in BecauseHeCan is the ability of others to determine our selves for us by manipulating 

the images that substitute for structures in defining our reality.  Aside from that threat, 

Joseph and Joanne seem more or less detached from the implications of the philosophical 

premises of contemporary life.  They are habituated to living in an indeterminate world. 

The Illusion of the End of Narrative 

That Kopit’s plays feature a gradual acceptance of postmodern indeterminacy on 

the part of his characters should not be taken as an indication that he has similarly come 

to embrace a postmodern aesthetic.2  Even BecauseHeCan upholds what may seem like a 

subtle distinction – but signifies a key discrepancy – between form and vision through an 

                                                        
2 As my discussion of Discovery of America suggests, this might be changing. 
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aesthetic that conveys a sense of postmodern life without adopting a postmodern form.  

In Memory-Theater and Postmodern Drama, Jeannette Malkin argues that contemporary 

American playwrights Sam Shepard and Suzan-Lori Parks employ an aesthetic in which 

“voice and image is privileged over narrative and character” (7).  According to Malkin, 

that aesthetic embodies a postmodern predilection for “the nonnarrative reproduction of 

conflated, disrupted, [and] repetitive” fragments (4).  Kopit embeds more traditional 

techniques of narrative and characterization within a theatrical world that reveals its own 

constructed basis.  In doing so, he more accurately represents the experience of most 

Americans.  Regardless of our intellectual understanding of our fragmented existence, on 

a daily basis we still navigate the world as “unified” individuals, fashioning narratives to 

give the illusion of structure to our lives.  It is only when that unity is disrupted that we 

must face the reality of our null selves. 

The theatrical effects of Kopit’s work depend on the disruption of narrative.  In 

order to replicate his characters’ breakdowns in the audience’s experience of a play, 

Kopit utilizes dramatic and theatrical techniques that manipulate audience members’ 

ability to construct coherent interpretations of the action.  The specific techniques vary 

from play to play but generally correspond to the way the characters in that play depend 

on commemoration, language, and perception for their own identities.  The playwright’s 

stylistic variety, a trait raised in the Preface as a potential barrier to appreciating his work 

fully, directly reflects both the fundamental problems of identity and the immediate social 

moment of each play’s origin.  Kopit’s stylistic variety should thus be seen as a sign of 

his dramaturgical prowess.  He finds a form that truly matches the content of his work. 

In regard to the above, I want to revisit two issues raised in the Introduction.  One 

is author’s intent.  I do not mean to imply that the playwright has consciously set out to 

manipulate the audience’s construction of narrative interpretations (although it may well 

be true).  Kopit himself acknowledges the “intuitive” nature of his process.  “I can’t ever 

remember saying to myself, thinking, stopping writing and saying, ‘I need a metaphor,’” 

he asserts.  “I’ve thought, ‘What’s the right image, what’s the right word?’”  Ultimately, 

his intentions do not matter.  What matters is the work’s effect, regardless of where it 

originates.  That introduces the second issue: the problems of predicting a work’s effect 

on an audience.  When I describe a play’s theatrical effect, I mean its potential effect.  
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Although I have seen performances (but none of the New York productions) of all 

Kopit’s major works except BecauseHeCan, I have based my analyses on textual 

readings.3  I leave it to the reader to evaluate the cogency of my specific claims. 

My overview of those theatrical effects builds on the analysis of Anthony Abbott 

in The Vital Lie: Reality and Illusion in Modern Drama: 

Human beings can achieve greatness only by discarding the illusions that 
society has enjoined upon them to protect them from the truths about their 
condition ... but the very process of discarding those illusions, like peeling 
away the skin of an onion, is so dangerous that it leaves the hero at the end 
of the process either dead or more vulnerable than he was at the beginning 
of the play.  In order to go on living at all, the protagonist may have to 
adopt another set of illusions. (2) 

Kopit’s plays embody this assessment not only in the struggles of their characters, but 

also in their effect on the audience.  The playwright notes that “most of us don’t have to 

answer the question, ‘Who are we?’  It’s a really fairly simple thing: I’m a person who 

gets up and I do my job ... earn a living, support my family.”  In short, we embrace the 

illusions that society has enjoined upon us.  Discarding them is not a “heroic” act in the 

traditional sense; we tend to undertake that process only when circumstances require it.  

Like our eventual adoption of a new set of illusions, this is an inevitable part of being 

human.  To ensure self-preservation, Ernest Becker writes in The Denial of Death, the 

fear of death must underlie all of our normal functioning.  But that fear “cannot be 

present constantly in one’s mental functioning, else the organism could not function” 

(16).  Neither Kopit’s nor anyone else’s plays can change this.  But their theatrical effects 

can prompt the audience to discard the enforced illusions of society.  As in the case of the 

characters, our “greatness” (humanity) is determined by how we respond to that process. 

Most of Kopit’s work tears down existing illusions without offering a replacement 

set, although the plays hint – with varying degrees of force – at alternative visions of life.  

The simultaneous rejecting and embracing of both psychological determinism and 

existentialism in Oh Dad ... implies that a synthesis of those seemingly opposed theories 

might be an improvement on either.  On the other end of the chronological spectrum, 

BecauseHeCan comes very close to advocating cyber-realism as a model for postmodern 

                                                        
3 Discovery of America is an exception.  My reading of that play incorporates my impressions of the 
Theater Emory work-in-progress staging that I attended in October 2002. 
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existence (perhaps from an alarmist stance).  Beneath its deconstruction of the Manifest 

Destiny myth, Indians suggests that the continent’s indigenous population may have had 

a more “authentic” relationship to the world.  Due to the play’s reliance on stereotypical 

images of Native Americans – a key to its overall aesthetic – that relationship remains 

rather vague.  The second play in Kopit’s mythmaking cycle, Road to Nirvana, likewise 

insinuates that “spiritual” values might be less self-destructive than our materialistic ones 

without providing a clear indication of how to cultivate those unspecified values. 

If the playwright has more definitive answers about how humanity can transcend 

its condition through what Jean Baudrillard, in The Illusion of the End, calls “superior 

illusions” (94), Wings and End of the World ... would seem to provide them.  But the 

theatrical effect of the former adopts new illusions to an extent that the audience never 

has to discard its original set.  Even the latter’s emphasis on accepting a Monistic (at least 

in terms of good and evil) identity as a way to channel self-destructive impulses into 

creativity may let the audience off the necessary hook of having to stare into the brink. 

The “Other” America 

Kopit’s “failure” to offer solutions to the human condition certainly should not be 

taken as a criticism of his work.  Indeed, if we are to achieve a transcendence of that sort, 

we will have to imagine the process together.  One of the keys to doing so is re-visioning 

the way we relate to others.  “It seems to be a general condition of humanity to locate 

yourself as ‘the people’ – as the center, and the important ones – and others as less than 

you,” says the playwright.  The perceived threat of Others, he adds, leaves two options: 

“make an alliance or kill them.”   

The theatrical effects of Kopit’s plays challenge both the superficial amicability 

of our alliances and the ways we justify our deep-seated hostility.  Oh Dad ... depicts 

sexual relations (and cultural imperialism) as an attempt to achieve self-stability through 

possession of otherwise threatening Others.  In Indians, alliances – in the form of treaties 

that can be abrogated – facilitate the commission of genocide, which is then rationalized 

through an exaggerated sense of self-importance.  Being able “to say ‘Fuck You’ and 

mean it” is an expression of power over others in Road to Nirvana; forming partnerships 

in an obsessively materialistic culture requires absurd ritual demonstrations of loyalty.  
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Relations with others in the postmodern world of BecauseHeCan center on the public 

image created by those relations, which themselves seem inescapably uncertain.  Once 

again, the “autobiographical” plays from the middle of Kopit’s career offer a more 

hopeful outlook.  End of the World ... implies that our hostile relations with others can be 

improved by an awareness of our own biased self-perception.  And the “afterlife” posited 

in Wings alleviates the seemingly universal fear of Others by eliminating linguistic labels 

that structurally entrench the stigma of difference. 

As I noted in the Introduction, Kopit’s concern in this regard seems to be at an 

abstract, fundamental level.  His depiction of specific Others (based on sex/gender, race, 

ethnicity) almost always functions as an example of a generalized phenomenon or as 

metaphor for a cultural trait.  For instance, the view of sexual relations in Oh Dad ... 

seems less about actual sexual difference than about all human interaction.  And the 

gendered negotiation of trust in Road to Nirvana is a vehicle for critiquing societal 

values.  Although this approach has obvious merits from a humanist perspective, it is 

problematic in terms of its potentially oppressive effect.  In fact, it could be argued that – 

just as Kopit’s symbol for America is typically a middle- or even upper-class straight 

white male (except for the disabled female “victim” of Wings) – my study perpetuates the 

erasure of difference from the “universal” individual.  Quite simply, a full analysis of 

these issues is beyond my scope.  But I have attempted to raise them where appropriate 

(sometimes, admittedly, as “anticipatory counterargument” – the academic equivalent of 

a military first strike), and it is my sincere hope that future Kopit scholarship will address 

them in greater detail. 

The central thrust of the playwright’s depiction of the “othering” process is an 

exploration of American identity.  In National Trauma and Collective Memory: Major 

Events in the American Century, Arthur Neal notes that the vast heterogeneity of the 

United States leaves many foreign observers at a loss to understand “the depth of the 

American belief that there is a national consensus, almost of a sacred nature, that binds 

Americans together” (24).  Kopit’s plays – Indians and End of the World ... in particular – 

trace the origin of that belief to our personal identity anxiety.  The sense of shared and 

generally “higher” purpose that manifests itself in our collective identity is one of the 

illusions that we construct to give meaning to our chaotic individual existence. 
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In Radical Parody: American Culture and Critical Agency After Foucault, Daniel 

O’Hara offers a pointed critique of the “sacred” American self-image and, specifically, its 

allegedly endless capacity for self-invention: 

Emerson speaks of the lack of identity as the perpetual possibility of 
becoming anyone or anything.  I call this “revisionary madness” here.  It is 
as if the American psyche were the preordained virginal site for the 
apocalyptic perfection of all the previously unfulfilled aspirations of ever-
changing humankind. (ix) 

Kopit’s work follows O’Hara in questioning the Emersonian perspective, especially as it 

exists in practice.  If anything, we seem locked into an identity – formed in the early part 

of our cultural history – that not only fails to perfect humanity’s unfulfilled aspirations, 

but also brings about many of its most tangible horrors. 

At the same time, Kopit’s vision of America seems to embrace, in theory, 

Corrigan’s description of the nation’s instinctive “frontier spirit”: 

For most of us, and this has been true from the beginning of our history, 
frontiers – whether geographical, industrial, or cultural – are not thought 
of as limits to the possible, but rather as challenges to be overcome. (273) 

Of course, our motivations for overcoming those challenges are always complex and, 

usually, based in the need to prove our selves.  But given a different set of core values, 

the playwright’s overall body of work suggests, we might draw on that spirit to find new 

ways for reacting to the catastrophes that befall us in our immortal quest for meaning.   

Re-Discovering America 

Discovery of America provides a fitting capstone for my study in two respects.  

First, as a work-in-progress for over twenty years, its development spans nearly half of 

the playwright’s career.4  When I interviewed Kopit in June 2000, he was just beginning 

a major revision that he had been planning for several years.  It seems that he finally has 

the script roughly where he wants it.  After workshops by the New York Stage and Film 

Company and at the Ojai Playwrights Festival in the summer of 2002, the play was 

                                                        
4 As far back as 1984, Don Shewey referred to the play as Kopit’s “most imaginative work” (91). 
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produced at Theater Emory in Atlanta that October.5  Second, as the final installment of 

the cycle City of Faith, it brings closure to Kopit’s exploration of the myths underlying 

U.S. national identity.  And although the work’s lengthy germination complicates the 

issue of its “moment” of origin, Discovery of America – by reaching further back into the 

past than Indians to express the anxieties of contemporary life – offers an even more 

expansive vision of America then and now.  A comparison between the initial version 

and the revised one confirms and enhances the conclusions I have drawn in the regard. 

Both drafts are based on the journals of Alvar Nuñez Cabeza de Vaca, a Spanish 

explorer who arrived in the New World in 1527.  As a result of both natural and human-

caused disasters, Cabeza de Vaca (literally “Cow’s Head”) and three companions found 

themselves the only survivors of an expedition originally encompassing four hundred.  

Over the next eight years, the shipwrecked Europeans underwent what Kopit describes in 

a prefatory note as “a life of privation and suffering beyond anything [the diarist] had 

ever imagined a human could endure” (“second” v).  Not only did he endure it, though; 

the experience transformed him.  According to the playwright, Discovery of America 

explores the “nature and implications of that astonishing transformation.”  In one sense, 

he went from being a slave to a god.  In another, he went from the European to the Native 

American way of life.  From the perspective of history, the final outcome of Cabeza de 

Vaca’s transformational encounter with the New World appears to have been madness.  

From Kopit’s perspective, he appears to have ended up a man caught between worlds. 

Both drafts rely heavily on the original journals, but in very different manners.  

Both drafts also combine, and disrupt, their narrative content with theatrical devices, but 

again in very different manners.  And while the two versions share their basic themes, the 

nuances of those themes vary greatly.  As one might expect (or at least hope), the second 

draft is more refined in terms of each of these features.  To highlight that refinement, I 

will describe the earlier version as a foundation for my discussion of the later one. 

The first draft of Discovery is set during the 16th century in a “once glorious 

Renaissance villa, now in disrepair” (1.2),6 an image that metaphorically suggests the 

deterioration of lofty aspirations represented by contemporary American society.  The 

                                                        
5 Although a full production, the play was billed as a “work-in-progress” in order that the staging would not 
count as the official premiere. 
6 Citations for both drafts conform to the pagination of the scripts by act. 
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action revolves around the efforts of Dorante to appease the madness of the “Governor” 

of the Canary Islands villa, a man to whom he says he owes his life.  The process of 

appeasement involves the performance of a play, based on Dorante’s account of their 

shared adventures in the New World.  He originally needed only to read to the Governor 

from his journals.  But by the time the play begins, it has become clear that the madman 

is “searching desperately for something more palpable than words” (1.27).  Dorante’s 

ultimate goal, he tells the recently arrived Castillo, is to take the Governor to Florida so 

that he can see and talk with “the man of miracles: ... Cabeza de Vaca” (1.28). 

It eventually becomes clear that the Governor actually is Cabeza de Vaca.  The 

reenactment of his adventures in the New World enables him temporarily to find his 

“sane” self, as the Governor has no memory of his own.  Just before the play-within-the-

play gets underway, Dorante and Castillo announce that they will alternate performing 

the role of Cabeza de Vaca as well as performing themselves, as the actual hero is “lost.”  

Dorante assures the Governor that “these transformations are actually in perfect keeping 

with our tale” (1.42).  The performance begins suddenly with the tumult of a sea storm, 

an effect achieved by musicians and actors hired by Dorante.  The Governor’s presence 

“onstage” creates a tension about whether his responses are to the performance or the 

reenacted event itself, as he seems to be an unwilling participant in both.  The play-

within-the-play depicts the key events in the group’s adventures in chronological fashion, 

but is interrupted by Dorante’s narration and scenes in which the performers interact out 

of character during breaks.  A central feature of the play-within-the-play is the use of 

theatricality to help the Governor “see what it was like” by showing the “essence” of 

their experience (1.66), a “murky” journey into “a world whose bounds were men’s 

imagination” (1.67).  Dorante thus does for his audience what Kopit typically does for 

his.  By the end of the second act, which concludes with the shipwreck that left only four 

survivors, Dorante has achieved his intentions.  The Governor has fully assumed his own 

role – as Cabeza de Vaca – in the reenactment.  In fact, he relives his adventures in the 

recesses of his mind even during breaks in the performance.  As Castillo’s Indian slave 

Moqui puts it, “All time has become confused in him” (2.53).   

The third act gives theatrical expression to the Governor’s present experience of 

reliving the past.  Kopit takes the audience into his protagonist’s fractured mind by 
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having the “lights slowly fade on everything in the room but the Governor; in effect, the 

world disappears around him” (3.2).  A series of objects then materialize on all sides of 

him, “floating in space”: a skull, a bloody severed arm, an arrow-riddled Spaniard, 

human limbs dangling from the branches of a tree like breadfruit, a bloated corpse with 

hollow eyes, and a triumphant conquistador being held aloft by Indians.  According to the 

stage directions, these images “appear so briefly they are scarcely recognizable”; when 

the Governor turns his head in their direction, “ALL IMAGES VANISH!” (3.3).  

Lighting and sound effects then indicate a shift to another location, where the Governor 

encounters (presumably) himself as a Young Boy.  The Boy, intent on watching the 

sunset, does not notice the Governor.  In the image of the sun itself “is a Man who 

resembles the Governor,” dressed in tatters, with his wrists and ankles manacled, 

writhing “as if he were being consumed by the sun’s fire” (3.4).  With an incandescent 

flash, the scene changes back to the villa.  Dorante and Castillo approach the Governor, 

who squints at them as if seeing “a terrible hallucination” until they disappear (3.5).  The 

remainder of the act consists primarily of a long monologue by the Governor, in which he 

recounts his impressions of his four years in captivity as a slave for one Indian tribe and 

subsequent four-year migration from Texas to Mexico as a god to many other tribes.  

That monologue is interrupted by his overlapping memories of two other times that he 

has told the tale – once to Cortez at the end of his journey and once to a jailer in Paraguay 

years later – as well as by his memories of other events after his New-World adventure 

that have led him to his current condition.  At the climax, all of these realities merge with 

the Governor’s present existence, in which he falls off a cliff outside the villa and onto 

the rocky beach below.  The play ends with the battered and bloody Governor surrounded 

by Dorante, Castillo, and others, watching the sunset and waiting for them to bring him a 

pail so that he can play in the sand. 

An important feature of the work is its representation – through Dorante’s play – 

of the expedition’s arrival in the New World.  The central thrust of that representation is 

on the totally “strange” quality of the original experience.  Because the tale is being told 

from the Spanish perspective, Kopit must convey the subjectivity of their perceptions and 

interpretations through irony.  In reporting his first encounter with the native population, 

the leader of a landing party says that the Indian king, “seeing I was disappointed” about 
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not finding gold, “offered me his wife.  Lest I offend him, I accepted.  As we began to 

leave, he commenced to shout and scream, which was probably his way of saying 

farewell” (2.9).  It does not take much knowledge of history to imagine an alternative 

interpretation and to predict the conflict bound to result from the European assumptions. 

The vastly different handling of this material in the second draft all flows from 

Kopit’s change in setting to “a theater” in “the present” (iv).  Perhaps the most obvious 

effect of this change is the immediacy it creates for the audience.  The actors/characters 

(the play makes no distinction between them) have come to tell their story to us.  The 

point of that story is no longer its effect on the Governor, but its impact on the audience.  

A notable side-effect of the change in setting is the play’s pared-down staging.  In telling 

their story, the actors/characters rely minimally on set pieces and props, leaving the 

specifics of the reenacted world to the audience’s imagination.  This approach frees the 

play from the bounds of even semi-literal representation so that its symbols can create 

their own language.  It also frees the play from the first draft’s one-sided perspective.  As 

a result, the work’s exploration of the clash in cultural values provides a much clearer and 

more tangible sense of what was lost in the formation of our national identity.  In this 

regard, Discovery of America achieves something that Indians and Road to Nirvana do 

not; it thus complements those earlier works in a way that truly completes the cycle. 

The key to the play’s multi-dimensional perspective is the addition of a character: 

Cabeza de Vaca’s Native American lover.  The play begins with the naked protagonist 

huddled in the corner of a jail cell illuminated only by moonlight.  As the sound of water 

lapping on a shore is heard, lights reveal “an Indian Woman standing nearby” unseen by 

Cabeza de Vaca.  “He called me his ‘wife.’  I had no idea what that meant” (1.1), she 

says, immediately establishing the cultural gap.  “But as I trusted him in all matters, and 

he said it was a title of great honor and significance, I took it as such,” she continues.  

“And bore it with great pride.  The way I did his three children.”  Through trust, the gap 

proved surmountable.  The rest of her opening monologue shows that the cultural gap and 

its resolution went both directions; in doing so, it challenges contemporary assumptions 

about monogamy.  The Indian Woman could not understand why he refused to be with 

other women: “Naturally, I told him this wasn’t fair to the others. [. . .] It didn’t mean I 

wasn’t the woman he cared for the most.”  He eventually accepted the tribal custom but 
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never understood it fully.  “But because it made me so happy,” she concludes, “[. . .] I 

think finally, he was happy with this arrangement, too.” 

With this decentering framework established, the lights rise on Cabeza de Vaca’s 

three fellow survivors – Dorantes,7 Castillo, and the latter’s “Moorish slave” Esteban – 

who are costumed in period-non-specific clothing.  Without noticing the other characters, 

they address the audience (as the audience).  “What we know for sure ... is that something 

absolutely extraordinary happened to the four of us, though mostly to Cabeza de Vaca, 

which none of us could ever have anticipated, or even dreamt” (1.2), explains Dorantes.  

“But ... what to make of it is something else.”  Variations of this line are repeated a total 

of seven times, by several different characters.  “What to make of it” ultimately becomes 

the central dilemma for the audience as well. 

A squabble over the details of their experience leads Dorantes to ask Castillo how 

they can “make these people see all this as we did, if we don’t startle them?” (1.4).  An 

“Indian” is soon led onstage by Esteban: “Tall beyond plausibility – thanks to enormous 

elevated shoes – his body is blue and covered with tattoos.  As a headdress, he wears the 

head of a saber-toothed tiger.”  When Castillo objects – “But they didn’t look like this” 

(1.5) – Dorantes replies, “Of course not” (1.6).  “But were you to see these Indians as we 

now know they really looked back then,” he explains, “you would not feel scared at all.”  

He goes on to assert that “if we want these gentle people here to know what it was like 

for all of us ... then we must show them something they have never seen, or probably 

even imagined.”  What the first draft’s Dorante attempts to do for the Governor, the 

second draft’s Dorantes attempts to do for the audience. 

The play’s theatricality contributes to that goal.  In contrast to the sea storm of the 

first draft, in which the Governor was doused by buckets of water, the second-draft storm 

leaves the details of the experience to the imagination, relying on sound and acting alone 

to achieve the effect.  Kopit likewise uses sound to establish the “strangeness” of the New 

World when the landing party first goes ashore, calling for “raucous bird sounds” and 

“rather frightening” animal noises to be heard in the distance (1.21).  The Theater Emory 

production heightened this effect through the use of a live musician who performed an 

assortment of unusual instruments while in plain view of the audience. 

                                                        
7 I have spelled this character’s name (like Cortez/Cortés) in adherence to the way it appears in each script. 
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The second draft’s theatricality further transfers the Governor’s experience to the 

audience through its blurring of time.  The shifts between narration and reenactment are 

generally seamless, as if the events happen both then and now, in keeping with the Indian 

Moqui’s comment that time “has become confused” in the Governor.  Specifically, the 

overall structure of the second draft creates an effect equivalent to that of the first draft’s 

third-act blending of time through the appearance of Cortés.  Midway through Act One, 

the action suddenly shifts to the legendary conquistador’s palace in Mexico, where the 

four survivors are telling their tale just after the completion of their four-year journey.  

One moment they are reliving the events, the next they are recounting their experience to 

the audience, and the next they are simultaneously reliving and recounting. 

The most compelling way in which the play asks the audience “what to make of 

it” is through its acceptance of magic and symbolism.  The turning point in Cabeza de 

Vaca’s “life of privation and suffering” is his discovery that he has the power to heal, 

allowing him to undo at least one effect of the Europeans’ arrival in the New World: the 

spread of dysentery among the native population.  Eventually, his three companions 

realize that they all have the same ability, although none ever become as confident as he 

is in using it.  The second act, in particular, challenges the audience’s assumptions about 

scientific truth.  After taking his powers beyond all recognizable limits by “healing” a 

man who had actually died, the narrative conveys, Cabeza de Vaca led his companions in 

flight from the tribes that had enslaved them.  As they headed west, they healed tribe after 

tribe, with the grateful members joining their expedition until their numbers surpassed a 

thousand.  When they came upon a village that had not seen rain for a year, Cabeza de 

Vaca, ignoring the others’ warnings, promised to make it rain.  “And that night it rained” 

(2.5), says Esteban, to which the protagonist adds, “Though the sky was clear.”  Even 

though they hardly ate, notes Castillo, “we never felt tired anymore.”  And they somehow 

understood the languages of the tribes they encountered, who put an end to the hostilities 

among themselves in order to join the procession.  Most amazingly, the Europeans began 

to shed their skin twice a year.  “They all thought it was so strange!” chimes in the Indian 

Woman.  “When of course it was something we did all the time!” (2.6). 

A hint about what to make of these miraculous events emerges late in the play, 

when the Indian Woman recounts her rape by the Spanish captain who had taken her 
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“husband” to meet Cortés.  Her first response is to end the ordeal by stopping her own 

heart.  But soon after she does so, she realizes that “no, this is too easy.  He deserves 

something else” (2.33).  Once she has restarted her heart, she opens her arms and 

welcomes her “conquistador” inside her.  “And then I wrap my arms around him,” she 

recounts.  “Lock my hands tightly, and ... just like that ... still not quite sure how I did it 

... burst into flames” (2.34).  In the Theater Emory production, this sequence was enacted 

in a stylized manner while she recounted it, further blurring the temporal spectrum and 

taking the moment out of any kind of literal reality.  It, like all the enacted and narrated 

events, conveys the “essence” of the experience.   

The source of Cabeza de Vaca’s ability to resist the dominant values of his culture 

should be interpreted on the same level.  Upon first sight of the New World, he recalls a 

childhood experience in which he found a dead body washed up onshore.  Overcoming 

his instinct to turn away, he peered into the empty eye sockets, “as if into some dreadful 

magic cave, my heart pounding with terror at the secrets I might find” (1.20).  From that 

day on, he knew his destiny lay across the sea.  His fascination with death gets expression 

again at the end of the first act, when Cabeza de Vaca admits to having raised his “wife” 

from the dead (making her death by self-incineration her second death).  “And the next 

thing I know,” she says of her “odd” inability to remember dying (from pox), “I am lying 

on the ground next to him. [. . .] ‘Please,’ he said. ‘What did you see?  What was it 

like?’” (1.70-71).  And her response is equally telling: “It was nothing.  I saw nothing.” 

The play implies that this curiosity in the place of the fear more typical in his 

culture is what opened Cabeza de Vaca’s mind to the Native American way of life.  An 

episode early in the first act explicitly connects the two.  When Narváez, leader of the 

Spanish expedition, insists on burning the “offensive” dead bodies of several Europeans 

that they discover in a deserted Indian village, Cabeza de Vaca points out that if they 

leave the bodies – which clearly “hold some deep significance in these people’s lives” – 

as they found them, the natives “will see we’ve come in peace” (1.30). 

The dramatic highpoint in the conflict between cultures occurs when the four 

“gods” first come back into contact with their countrymen.  Aware of the danger facing 

the natives who have accompanied them, Cabeza de Vaca attempts to effect a “paradigm 

shift” among the Spaniards by having the Indians bring food to the hungry conquistadors.  
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“If you need food, you have only to ask for it—without threatening.  And if they have it, 

it is yours” (2.24), the protagonist tells the Spanish captain Alcaraz, adding that the same 

is true for labor.  “Indeed,” he says, “anything you wish of them that is theirs, is yours.”  

When Alcaraz gives his word that he will no longer take Indians into slavery, Cabeza de 

Vaca does not trust it.  He knows the Spanish mentality too well.  “Only fools” – in their 

view – would give food to those that enslave them, rape them, and kill them (2.26).  He 

tells the Indians to return to their homes where they will be safe from the conquistadors.  

But, in the most surprising part of the entire adventure, they “refused to leave” (2.28).  As 

the Indian Woman explains, “Custom demands it of us.”  All societies have moral codes; 

not all are based on dehumanizing values.  “None of us can leave you till we are sure you 

are safe,” she adds.  Their mutual desire to protect each other leads to a stalemate that 

Cabeza de Vaca finally breaks by going with the Spaniards.  The same mutual concern 

for each other frustrates the union of cultures represented by the couple.  In the scene 

prior to the encounter with the Spanish slave expedition, the Indian Woman recounts 

throwing her arms around her “husband” and telling him not to go back.  He replied that 

he had to return in order to tell people what he had seen.  “And though I am not sure, I 

believe he still thought he was going to take me with him,” she says.  “But I knew then 

that—because of how much he loved me—he would not” (2.17).  The separation led to 

trauma for them all.  Her people “belonged nowhere now” (2.31), the Indian Woman 

recalls.  “Just the way I did.  And the way I suspected Cabeza de Vaca did too.”  The play 

ends with the protagonist reaching his hand toward the distant presence of his “wife.” 

That final image follows a scene in which Dorantes visits Cabeza de Vaca in the 

jail cell seen in the opening moments.  After asking his guest to heal him, the “madman” 

keeps Dorantes awake all night in order to watch the first light of dawn transform the 

room into splendor.  “It is a perfect time ... Made perfect by its briefness” (2.42), he says.  

The scene has direct parallels to the encounter between Cabeza de Vaca and Cortés that 

incited the former’s madness.  After Cabeza de Vaca tells the Mexican conqueror that he 

is unable to cure him of his self-diagnosed “disease of the heart for which gold seems to 

be the only remedy” (1.70), Cortés takes the protagonist into his treasure chamber, a 

room that is filled with “blindingly hot golden light” (2.38).  As he feels the power of 

gold take hold of him, Cabeza de Vaca suddenly realizes that “whatever it is I had ... 
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which allowed it all to happen ... is no longer a part of me.  And at that moment, I also 

know she is dead ...” (2.39).  In giving permanence to the fleeting splendor of sunlight, 

gold mars the perfection of nature, just as immortality would mar the perfection of man. 

Although the play does not deal explicitly with present-day societal tensions (at 

least not ones that I can recognize in the immediate moment), its exploration of our 

fundamental drive for a perfection that would make us, ironically, less human is linked to 

contemporary life through the fluid approach to time.  As the actors/characters create 

myths to justify their actions – which they do throughout the work – they involve the 

audience in the process.  The underlying values and ultimate consequences of those 

myths make some of them seem like superior illusions both then and now.  The aesthetic 

differences between the drafts further ground the play in its moment of origin.  The first 

version’s artificial theatricality in the play-within-a-play is reminiscent of Indians, and its 

third-act expression of the Governor’s consciousness harks back to Wings.  The second 

version’s multi-vocal, non-temporal approach to its “remembered” narrative comes even 

closer than BecauseHeCan to adopting a postmodern form.  And, unlike the metaphors of 

the first draft – such as the decaying villa and the “falling off a cliff” (into madness) – the 

symbols of the second draft call for a visceral rather than a rational response.  But Kopit’s 

work-in-progress on the whole concedes our deep-rooted need for narrative coherence. 

Through its overall effect, Discovery of America not only shows us what was lost 

in the original formation of our national identity, but also suggests that we can still re-

vision our cultural values in the manner of Cabeza de Vaca.  If we let our curiosity about 

death guide us to a non-literal interpretation of our “magical” relationship to the world, 

we might someday re-discover the America that could have been. 

Art at the Final Frontier 

What about the America of our immediate future?  What will be the next frontier 

of identity anxiety for us to overcome?  The week I interviewed Kopit in June 2000, 

biologists had just announced the preliminary mapping of the human genome.  In fact, a 

copy of the New York Times in the playwright’s Manhattan office featured a story about 

the project on its front page.  When I asked him about his ideas for upcoming works, he 
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described two “mad scientist” scenarios that had been percolating in his mind.  He was 

intrigued by the idea of a “secret research lab somewhere in the west” at a time when “the 

world is on the verge of the discovery of everything.”  His specific scenarios were far 

from fully developed, but they shared their central thrust: the ethics of genetic/anatomical 

experimentation and the boundaries of what it means to be human. 

Baudrillard has connected contemporary forays into biological science to our age-

old quest for immortality: 

In the past, man thought himself immortal, but he was not. [. . .] Today, we 
no longer believe we are immortal, yet it is precisely now that we are 
becoming so [. . .] by the mere fact of the confusion of the limits of life and 
death.  No longer immortal in terms of the soul, which has disappeared, nor 
even in terms of the body, which is disappearing, but in terms of the 
formula, immortal in terms of the code.  That is, we are beings for whom 
there will soon no longer be death, nor representation of death, nor even – 
and this is the worst – illusion of death. (99) 

The implications of this confusion are hinted at in Discovery of America.  For Cabeza de 

Vaca, having power over life and death is a source of tremendous terror.  Yet he cannot 

stop himself from exercising that power.  To be a god is not as stabilizing as we might 

expect. 

While the form in which Arthur Kopit next expresses these tensions cannot be 

predicted, it is safe to say that – eventually – he will find a way.  As Corrigan puts it, a 

true artist “will always go on working”; the key is “for the rest of us to listen” (358). 
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