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Preface

As one of the most reliable hitmakers in Broadway history, and also
one of the most performed playwrights in the world, Neil Simon became
synonymous with popularity and financial success from the mid-sixties to
the mid-nineties of the past century. He is also the winner of the Pulitzer
Prize and three Tony Awards.

From a social-historical point of view, and with a close reading, the
dramatic features of Simon’s plays are studied in this book from the respects
of his themes, his conflicts, and the Jewish identity shown in his plays. Even
though all of Simon’s plays are comedies, and most of them have earned
him huge amount of money, he does write them sincerely and seriously. He
focuses on the central problems and conflicts of the modern American
society with hidden or obvious Jewish representations. He sympathizes with
his characters and is furious with their living conditions, and the emotion
and fury are communicated with hilarious comedy. This idiosyncratic way
of presentation is not appreciated by critics with a traditional angle, such as
Harold Bloom, but is admired and enjoyed by other critics and the
audience.

Most of Simon’s plays are about the life of American middle
class—their laughter and tears on the road of seeking their American
Dreams, their wrestles for love and power in family, and the mental stress
they undergo during all this. Their life is a miniature of American society
after World War II since the middle class composes the major part of the

American population.



Following its global victory in 1945, the United States embarked on
fulfilling the consumer expectations that had been suddenly and brutally
cut short first by the Great Depression and then by the demands of the
global war. Once there was freedom from the deprivations of both
circumstances, there ensued a frenzied rush to attain the American Dream:
an ensured middle-class status buttressed by material goods and entitled
services. Then with a suddenness that was as swift as it was jolting, the
nation was besieged by a torrent of economic problems. Across the national
landscape tumultuous events one after another—the ongoing Vietnam War,
the assassinations of Robert Kennedy and Martin Luther King, and the
Watergate scandal—led to an anguished period rivaling any in the century
since the 1920s. For those who had envisioned a radically restructured
society there was exhaustion, exasperation, and recoil. Under these
circumstances, on the road to the American Dream, some felt fulfilled and
laughed to themselves; some achieved their aim and only found out that the
American Dream had lost its spiritual layer and been on sale in the vanity
fair; and for some, it floated into the air and burst like a balloon. The
laughter and tears as consequences are one of the subject matters of Simon’s
plays. Come Blow Your Horn, The Prisoner of Second Avenue, The
Gingerbread Lady, The Last of the Red Hot Lovers, Brighton Beach Memoirs,
and Broadway Bound are all plays conveying the theme.

The second theme of Simon is the love and power relationship in a
family. From the beginning of his writing career, Simon has been digging
into the war between lovers. Simon’s characteristic description of the war
shapes brave fighting women. They are crazy for love and are ever ready to
fight for their happiness just as their men.

The unbalanced psychological state of modern people is another

theme of Simon. They have no belief, no dream, and absolutely no idea
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concerning where to go for happiness. Mel in The Prisoner of Second
Avenue is paranoiac, Jake in Jakes Women can only go on with his life in
imagination, Jeanette in The Last of the Red Hot Lovers is deeply depressed,
Evy in The Gingerbread Lady is an alcoholic, Vernon and Herb in They are
Playing Our Song and I Ought to Be in Pictures have no self-confidence at
all, Cherdyakov in Good Doctors is hesitant, Mimsey in Plaza Suite is
fearful, and the villagers in Fools are fools. People represented by them all
have their own mental problems.

Since Menander’s New Comedy tradition, the main conflicts of
comedy are from the contradiction of the new and old cultures, exemplified
by the stubborn father’s disapproval of his son’s or daughter’s marriage. The
first play of Simon, Come Blow Your Horn, has the same conflict. However,
after that, Simon’s works are different. Conflicts derived from contradictory
personalities as in The Odd Couple, from prejudice among plural cultures as
in Biloxi Blues, and from the entanglement between love and power in a
family as in Lost in Yonkers.

The Jewish identity of Simon’s characters is underlain in his early plays
and presented more explicitly in the later ones. This process corresponds to
the general course of Jewish Americans earlier identification with the
dominant culture (WASPs) and later rejection of assimilation. For example,
in Come Blow Your Horn, the Bakers are denied of their Jewish identity, but
the mother’s extreme love for cleanliness, cooking, and stinginess resonates
with a stereotypical Jewish mother. After his autobiographical trilogy,
however, Simon depicts the Jewish families openly.

While Simon is writing his plays, there is a climax of the development
of many philosophical thoughts and theories like existentialism,
deconstructionism, and feminism. The thoughts and theories have an

obvious impact on many theatre experiments with Theatre of the Absurd
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and Feminist drama as examples. Simon’s plays are different. They are
extremely funny and they contain no metaphysical or intellectual
speculation. They belong to the most common middle class Americans.
Simon connects with them through his plays and supplies them with a lot
of laugh and some hope.

This book is a close reading of these dramatic features of Simon, and
how his dramatic features relate to the distinguished culture then. The first
chapter is an introduction. The second, third, and fourth chapter are about
the themes, conflicts, and identity issues of Simon’s works respectively. The
conclusion is that Neil Simon, the most celebrated comedy writer in
American literary history, has his distinctive dramatic features and is very

serious with his plays. This book serves as a horn-blowing for Simon.

The Author
2017-11
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Chapter 1

Introduction

[Chekhov] talked about the theme of his life’s work. He said it was just
trying to show people how absurdly they live their lives. That is what I try
to do. I do it through the medium of comedy, but I don’t do it just to evoke
a laugh from an audience. I do it also to show them how absurdly we all live

our lives.

—Neil Simon

In February 1991, as Lost in Yonkers was about to open in New York,
Neil Simon said to Critic David Richards, “I'm telling you now, John Guare
is going to win the Pulitzer Prize. Even if my play is successful, I will never
win the Pulitzer. There are regional theaters that wont do my work just
because I'm Neil Simon.”

Two months later Lost in Yonkers won the Pulitzer Prize for Drama
over Guare’s Six Degrees of Separation and Prelude to a Kiss by Craig Lucas.

In reporting the drama jury’s recommendations to the Pulitzer Advisory
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Board, Douglas Watt spoke for his four colleagues when he wrote that
Lost in Yonkers was the only play nominated by all five, and that they
judged it “a mature work by an enduring (and often undervalued) American
playwright” (Konas, 1997).

To be sure, “mature,” “enduring,” and “American” all apply to Simon,
but “undervalued” is the key word. As most of the comedy writers in
literary history, Simon has been undervalued as a serious dramatist. It is
natural, though, to doubt whether a writer who has enjoyed so much
commercial success could really be a world-class one. We should realize,
however, that enduring quality need not be incompatible with popularity.

Simon is a most pragmatic artist. He once said, “Every time I come up
with a philosophy of life, I find that my circumstances in life change and I
have to come up with a new philosophy. Therefore, I have decided to drop
the philosophy and to continue with my life” (Moorhead, 1988). This statement
is typical of Simon. His characters, too, tend to “drop the philosophy” and
continue with their lives, finding ways to adapt to difficult conditions.

Instead of wallowing in existential angst, they choose to move on.

1.1 A Brief Biography

Born in the Bronx on July 4, 1927, Marvin Neil Simon grew up in
Manhattan and for a short time attended New York University and the
University of Denver.

He was thrown out of movie theaters for laughing too loud when he
was a young boy. Simon’s early years were unhappy ones, though. He had to
live through the traumatic experience of seeing his father walk out on the
rest of the family not just once, but several times. Undoubtedly these crises

nurtured Simon’s strong belief, stressed in many of his plays, in the primary
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importance of marriage and the family unit.

His first goal as a playwright was “to make a whole audience fall onto
the floor, writhing and laughing so hard that some of them pass out”
(Johnson, 1983)".

His most significant writing job came in the early 1950s when he
joined the staff of Your Show of Shows, a landmark live television comedy
series. Sid Caesar’s hilariously cutting-edge program had some of the best
comic minds in television working for it, including Mel Brooks, Woody
Allen, Larry Gelbart, and Carl Reiner. “I knew; said Simon, “when I walked
into Your Show of Shows, that this was the most talented group of writers
that up until that time had ever been assembled together” (Simon, 1996)**.
By the 1960s, Simon had begun to concentrate on writing plays for
Broadway. His first hit came in 1961 with Come Blow Your Horn, which
opened at the Brooks Atkinson Theatre, where it ran for 678 performances.
Six weeks after its closing, his second production, the musical Little Me
opened to mixed reviews. Although it failed to attract a large audience, it
earned Simon his first Tony Award nomination. Overall, he has garnered
seventeen Tony Award nominations and won three.

In 1966 Simon had four shows running on Broadway at the same time:
Sweet Charity, Star Spangled Girl, The Odd Couple, and Barefoot in the Park.
He won the Sam S, Shubert Award for 1967-1968 and then produced Plaza
Suite followed by Last of the Red Hot Lovers in 1969. These last two plays are
more philosophical as compared to Simon’s previous works. Following his new
inclination, he wrote The Gingerbread Lady, depicting a recovering alcoholic
who falls weak and returns to her old habits.

The years from 1971 to 1977 were very productive for Simon,
beginning with The Prisoner of Second Avenue, which “shows Simon’s deep

concern for the growing indifference in modern society” (Geitner, 1981)%%,



