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Preface J¥

In the long run of human history, on'both sides of the At-
lantic Ocean, there are two most outstimding playwrights who
use the same language to create their arts. One was born in the
16th century in a small town of an English riverside, the other
was born-in America’s biggest metropolis before the turn of this
century; one gives a clarion call to humanism, the other gives a
psychological search to ‘the heart of darkness, one writes in
" blank verse and sohloquy, the other writes in coarse dialect and
poetic aside; one takes the kings and prinices as his heroes, the
other takes the stoker and farmers as his protagonists; one is re-
garded as king of English literature of all times,the other is un-
questionably modern America’s greatest playwright, and the on-

ly one ever to receive Nobel prize.

They are William Shakespeare.(.1564—1616- ) and Engene
O’Neill ( 1888—1953 ). , : :

As their greatest achievements lie.in common in- the literary
genre of .tragedy, putting them together to make a research is a
study of English and Amerigan cultuze, a study of English and
American literature, '@ study of human nature in universality,
and a study of theatical technique.in tjniépeness.;

I. The Classical World and the Modern World

Shakespeare lived at a time of great political changes, eco-
nomic changes, religious.changes, and.cultural changes. That is
Renaissapce. It is the golden age of literature,; the spring;of
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hope. But Eugene O’Neill lived to see the two great world wars,
the large- scale man slaughtering, the shaken religious belief and
the sharp contrast between“the have”and“the have not”. Howev-
er, it is also a flourishing time of American literature. - Many
American authors attempt to depict'modern man’s perplexity and
sublimity, ' .

In this critical series, I put the two into the context of their
times and compare them under the same themes in their arts,

such as love, revenge, war, religion and family crises.
I. Personal Education Background

Shakespeare was born and died at Stratford-Upen-Avon, a
place very near Oxford. But he never entered the then known u-
niversity. It is generally assumed that William attended a‘gram-
mar school and:probably received a good education in the -Latin
language; there is evidence that some of Straford merchants
were, or could be, well-read and well-educated.

From 1582—1592 * Shakespeare’s life is 4 blank. By 1592,
Shakespeare was already successfully embarked as a dramatist in
London. ‘He is known to have been 'an actor as well as a play-
wright, but tradition associated him with small parts: Adam in
As You Like It and the Ghost in Hamdet. He was certainly one of
the most successful English writers ‘of his time. There is=no evi-
dence that Shakespeare d1d not wrlte the plays attnbuted to him
and no reason why he should ot have done so. ® ‘

* - Eugene O’ Neill was the son of a celebrated romantic¢ actor
in a travelling theatre company, best known for his role as the
Count" -of Monte Christo. Eugene happened to be born in New
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York while his father was performing there. He spent his child-
hood on trains, in hotels or backstage in theatres. When he got
older, he was sent to catholic boarding schools, which he hated..
In 1906 he entered Princeton University but he only stayed there.
for one year. He became a seaman, and for five years he trav-
elled all over the world;, working at all sorts of Hard jobs in many
different countries. He called the experiences of life his“real edu-
cation”and decided to become a playwright in the winter of 1912,
when he entered a hospital in America with tuberculosis. ®

Both of them attributed their achievements to their theatre
experience and life experince, instead of diplomas and fortunes.
Therefore to make a comparative study of these two playwrights

is both. interesting and worthwhile.
Il. Point of View

As a great humanist in Renaissance, Shakespeare regards
man as ~a masterpiece .of God, “noble in reason, infinite in
faculty”®Although in his plays, he depicts human avarice (as in
Timon of Athens), ambition ( Macbeth ), jealousy ( Leontes in
Winter’ s Tale ) sall evils ( King Claudius-in Hamlet ) , yet he
still believes man can find a harmonious universe through miercy,
through convertion, through the younger generation, or through
arts and love. On the other hand, O’ Neill tries to discover the
root of human desires and frustration..-He shows most of the
characters in his plays to seek meaning and.purpose ih their lives
but all meet with tragic defeat. He strikes the note; ¥ A man
wills his-own defeat when he pursﬁesr.the unattainable.: But: his
struggle is his success| He is an example of“the spiritual signifi-
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cance which life attains when it aims high enough, when individ-
ual fights all the hostile forces within and without himself to
achieve a_future of nobler value. ”®

+ The two playwrights” philesophy on man and nature is quite
different but it provides the clue to understand their arts, as-well’

as to'undetstand “ Tradition and Individual Talent”® : Lo
IV. Technical Li’teréry Strategy

If you ask whether Shakespeare is a realist or a romantist,
you can hardly choose an answer. He'can be both or even more,
because-he sometimes ‘writés about dream, subconsciousness or
vision.  He can. be quite modern as a surrealist or expressionist,
or psycho-logical writer. Eugene O’Neill is angry for being mis-
understood by his critics to be called as naturalist, expressionist,
or a lying moral romantistv‘or sordid realist. He is a daring exper-
imentalist as once he noted “to make myself a melting‘ pot for
these methods, seeing some virtues for my ends in each of them,
and thereby if there is enough real fire in me boil down to my
own technique,”®. - ‘

In my essays I compare the two playwrights’ technical strat-

egy, both literary and.theatrical.
V . Diction

Shakespeare uses. Early Modern English, with some struc-
tures; spellings; meanings, pronunciations different from late
modern English since the 18th century. In my essays many quo-
tations from Shakespeare are interpreted imr the original sense, or
in different layers of meanings, such as the word “conscience” in
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five different meanmgs As I havé méntioned in the first para-
graph, Shakespedre’s characters speak accordmg to their roles ;
The kings and nobles speak often in ‘blark verse; the common
speak ih prose form, ‘the inner heart thlnklng is spoken in solilo-
quy. Being a playwright and poet, Sbakespeare is most talented
in using figures of speech besides the widest extent of his vocab-
ulary.

Eugene O’Neill is a master of modern American English.
His characters speak according to their role and their social sta-
tus. The intellectuals speak standard English (as characters in
Stra'r‘z‘ké Interlude) , the Black speak Negro English (as The Em-
peror ‘Jones), the sailors, farmérs and stoker speak ungrammati-
cal English but still tangible (as Yank in the Hair Ape). O’ Neill
uses a lot of symbolic language, stage directions; asides to
achieve dramatic effect. He is also a master of conversational
style and a master of American slangs. So to examine the two
writers’ works is to study the diction used by people of all walks
of life . It not only gives us a wide range of English voca.bulary,
but also gives us pleasure and wonder of the Enghsh language it-

self.
VI. Music

' Music is one of the six elements in tragedy advocated by
Aristotle. It is often used at the most touching 'mome'nlt in a
play. The drum and fife are for martial music, the tabor and the
pipe are for peaceful merriment. ® Shakespeare dots his drama
with many lyrical songs, such as Desdemona’s Willow Song:

The poor soul sat sighing by a sycamore tree,



. Sing all a green willow; .
Her hangl on her bosom, her head on her knee, v
_ Smg w1llow, :WlllOW, wxllow;
_ The fresh streams ran by her, and murmureded her moans.
- Sing willow, willow, willow; '
Her salt tears fell from her and soften’d the
Stone ——
. ——Othello, Act N scene 3.

If the stone can be soften’d, let alone the heart. Music has
the power to arose and to stir. ‘

Eugene O’Neill has a musical soul. His tragedies can be in-
terpreted in the music structure and music term, such as sonata
form, Bach’s counterpoint, chorus or duet. In Mourning Be-
comes Electra, the song Shenandoah is repeated several times
suggesting different mooa of the protagonist and also it pushes
forward the plot;

“Oh, Shepandoah I long to hear yau
A-way, my rolling river
Oh, Shenandoah, I can’t get near you
Way-ay, I’m bound away
Across the wide Missours. ”

When the song is heard in the last time, Lavinia bids the
gardener and singer, “You go now and close the shutters and nail
them tight---And tell Hannah to throw out all the flowers. ”®If a
life is without sunshine, without flowers, without love, without
songs, it is a doomed tragedy. _

The two tragedians are quite aware of the music quality in
their plays. It is important for critics to notice and hear.,

8



Conclusion

Shakespeare and Eugene O’ Neill are conscxous symphonic
artists. Their plays have elaborate structure and rich meaning.
Like music, there exists n6 adequate word in any language. But
beauty has a catching power. What I try to interprete is within
niy limited scope of appreciation as a Chinese viewer.v Besicies,
two articles in parallel comparison are especially added to display

modern Chinese writer’s concern about tragedy and the trans-

planting of tragedy.
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