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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

“People come into the theatre in very different circumstances, expecting
something to happen, and then hopefully when they walk out of the theatre the
chemistry’s changed.” This was the response given by Sam Shepard when asked
what effect he would like a play of his to have on an audience. As I set out to direct
Shepard’s True West, both the responsibility and desire I had to fulfill that statement
would remain foremost in my mind.

My initial introduction to and selection of True West was actually the result of the
search for a class project. This project would prove integral in the development of my
thesis production. It was here that I not only selected the play. but made some very
preliminary though vital discoveries about Shepard, True West, and myself as a
director. These discoveries laid necessary groundwork for what would ensue, and so I
feel it is fitting that I should begin by discussing them.

In the fall semester of 1995 I enrolled in a course entitled “Seminar in Directing
Methodology,™ taught by Dr. George Sorensen. The primary focus of the class
involved the examination, observation, and study of renowned and sometimes
controversial theatre practitioners’ directing methodologies. Our investigations
included the analysis of such artists as Anne Bogart. Peter Sellars. Joanne Akalaitis.

and Elizabeth LeCompte. The culmination of our studies would be the production



and presentation of a fifteen- to twenty-minute scene. In directing the scene we were
to explore and experiment with our own burgeoning directing skills. borrowing and
creating from what had inspired us during the semester.

I had not selected my scene before the first three had been performed. In those
three, there seemed to be recurring and obvious common elements. revolving
predominantly around the use of space and stylized movement. For example. one
scene took place in a large sculpture garden as actors costumed in black moved in and
around the artwork. Another scene was staged on a staircase; actors were placed very
carefully on varying levels, and very little movement or interaction occurred between
them. My instinctual (albeit perhaps somewhat rebellious) reaction was to create a
piece that spoke in an entirely different voice. I immediately began to search for a
script that would provide inherent sensuality. immediate and passionate interaction
between characters, and a strong element of danger. I was looking for a scene to be
challenging, not pretty.

For the next two weeks I mulled over options in my head; some were suggested
by classmates, and others just surfaced from pre-existing knowledge. I gravitated
toward the work of Sam Shepard. When reading his work, I had always been moved
by his use of language. pop Americana culture, and provocative imagery. but I had
never had the opportunity to see or work on a production of one of his plays. I
located my copy of Sam Shepard: Seven Plays and read through various scenes. 1

wanted to work with a limited number of actors. so [ zeroed in on True West. I had
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not finished reading Scene Eight. the infamous toaster scene. when I knew that this
would be the one. It was wild, funny, ruthless, and moving. I found two willing
actors and set out to rehearse for approximately one week--a week of experimentation
and growth that would forever alter my vision of what theatre could be. My previous
directing experience had consisted of a very typical, canned approach: read the play.
block the play, give actors their blocking, and run through the play a few times. It
was all I knew. However. after one semester of graduate study my eyes had already
been opened to some of the innumerable possibilities that existed in the realm of the
directing. My work with these two actors involved my first efforts delving into this
new territory.

Rehearsals consisted mainly of acting exercises birthed out of what we had
studied in class, and the immediacy of what I saw growing and evolving right in front
of me. I would enter rehearsal with very definite ideas. For example, one rehearsal
began utilizing the concept of sourcework created by Anne Bogart. Each actor was
given a word (in this case. “predator” or “prey”’) and three minutes to brainstorm in
relation to the word. They were instructed to write down any thoughts, feelings, or
images conjured up by their word. After the brainstorming session. we began the
scene--incorporating these thoughts. images, and feelings.

Sometimes the necessity was simply to deal with the actors in regard to where
they were in the moment. At one point, it was very obvious that the scene was

missing a very crucial element: we needed to see the familiarity of brothers evident
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in their physical relationship and contact. An off-the-cuff instruction to make some
type of physical contact on each line seemed perfunctory at first. but then gave way to
a whole new level of work. During the entire process. I never staged one moment.
Instead I acted as coach and editor as these two talented actors created the scene.
Finally the piece was to be presented in class. We chose a large warehouse-type
setting where an arena space was created with yellow police tape; the actors worked
within the space. The scene began ten minutes before any audience/class members
entered, as each actor focused on his own physical objectives. The scene was both
shocking and successful. Evidently the instructor, Dr. Sorensen, also found the work
interesting, as he suggested that I submit True West as my first directing choice and
as such my thesis project for the upcoming fall semester. I considered the choice and
decided in the affirmative.

True West had not only enchanted and challenged me, but also seemed a good
logistical choice for the intimate Texas Tech University Laboratory Theater, where it
would be performed. The number of cast members was small. and the technical
demands of the play seemed very reasonable. Only one real concern for the
production had grown out of watching and working with the scene. This concern that
surfaced would haunt me later as I read and researched Shepard’s critics. Would I be
able to create a two-hour production akin to the twenty-minute unrelenting ride that I
had just produced without spontaneously combusting? And if so. would Lubbock

audiences be able to watch it, accept it, even like it? This thought, in turn. was a key



factor that led to the approach I would ultimately take. Amidst the danger. the
universal truths within True West must be illuminated.

In pre-production research, the amount of material [ found on its playwright was
fairly overwhelming. Even more so was the amazing display of discrepancy in the
positive and negative responses of critics to Shepard and his work. In the words of
critic Walter Kerr. . . . the Shepard cult is split in two: he is either loved or hated,
and both with equal passion.”™ Obviously, it is the first “camp™ of which [ am a
member. However, looking to direct a production for public consumption, I wanted
to be cognizant of just why Shepard was indeed so controversial.

Though critics debate the ability to categorize Shepard’s work into phases or
stages. it remains true that his body of work, which I will examine more closely in
Chapter II. definitely exhibits a sort of evolution. Although it seems to be his earlier
plays that attract the most acidic criticism, one of his detractors (John Simon)
contends that even some of his new work is “wholly pointless . . . except for adding to

the Shepard myth.”” Reviewing the volume Angel City, Curse of the Starving Class

and Other Plays. John Lahr also speaks to the “Shepard myth.” saying: “Having
helped to define America’s contemporary wasteland, he may find himself a part of it.
If he indulges in his legend. he will no doubt become another disposable artifact in a
throw-away culture which needs to waste life to prove its abundance.”™ In a review of

True West, Drama critic J.R. Taylor says of Shepard:

When he is hailed . . . as the great white hope of the American theatre.
the great new American dramatist and all the rest of it. I cannot help
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but attributing his Obies and Pulitzers more to lack of competition and

the feeling that if no clear successor to Edward Albee exists we shall _

have to invent one than to dazzling talent. let alone solid achievement.”
Mimi Kramer, critic for The New Yorker, who claims that she is “still in search of the
good Shepard,” reviews Shepard’s 1991 States of Shock and finds that this new play
is simply “another index of the bankruptcy of Shepard’s theatrical vocabulary.™

But why is it that these critics. as well as others I have not mentioned, find

Shepard’s work so repulsive, “wholly pointless™ at best? In his introduction to Sam

Shepard: Seven Plays, Richard Gilman suggests that the main points of contention

with these critics lie in the opinion that Shepard is viewed as “always "obscure’,

usually ‘willfully’” so, and always "undisciplined.”” Indeed, New York Times critic
Walter Kerr calls him. ™. . . deliberately relentless and obscure. His tendency is to
stick to his bailiwick and keep on doing what he’s been doing even if this forces him

into repeating doleful banalities.”™” In reviewing The Tooth of Crime. Irving Wardle

uses another word that seems to recur in connection with Shepard (in addition to
“obscure™): “brutality.” “Shepard constructs an ambitious stage metaphor . . . to

8 Critic David Wyatt sums up a common

produce an image of insensate brutality.”
complaint as he describes his take on Shepard's characters: “His characters renounce
insight and resist growth: they seem, instead, the scene for their author’s projection of

violent, contradictory. inchoate emotions.”™ Again and again those in the “We Hate

Shepard™™ camp seem to define his work as excessively obscure and gratuitously



brutal--plays driven by characters who only serve as conduits for indulgent behavior.
habits and situations that are no more than spectacle. It was this notion that I would
consciously work against.

It was my objective to create a production of Sam Shepard’s True West that was
raw, gritty and dangerous: a production that spoke to the mythic elements inherent in
the play, and yet one that would also be able to transcend the ““violence,” the
“brutality,” and speak to its universal truths, the truths that lie within the myths. The
mythic elements, which are discussed more elaborately in Chapter II, are not myths in
the purest sense of the word. They are not legendary stories, passed down through
generations of peoples, created to explain an eveﬁt or phenomenon. Rather, these
mythic elements are based on romantic notions that have evolved into collective
cultural and social fantasies. The truths may include the innate human desire to
experience love and fulfillment, the journey on which man must travel in the search
for personal and interpersonal human and spiritual connections. the unseen ties that
bind family, and the double nature we all possess. It was my hope that these truths. in
turn, would move our audience.

I went into the work intent on concentrating and capitalizing on the actors, their
energy and senses. It was my goal to cultivate, for example, individual and shared
actor energies, kinesthetic response and connections--as opposed to solely playing
visual gimmicks. This focus on the sensual would be further explored and heightened

within the technical realms of the production, serving to promote and intensify the



humanity. rather than simply adding contrived props and tricks. It was my goal to
present True West in such a way as to reflect the inherent sensuality and humanity
that are at its roots, and in doing so create a production capable of “changing the
chemistrv.”

In a Village Voice interview with Carol Rosen, Shepard speaks about the

destination of his plays and his desire that they go into “emotional territory.” ~When
you begin, your great hope is that it moves into something that is true.”™® This. too.

was my great hope.
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CHAPTER 11

PRE-PRODUCTION RESEARCH AND ANALYSIS

My pre-production research would consist of three essential elements: a brief
look at Shepard’s life leading up to True West. an examination of his body of work
and its evolution up to and including True West, and finally an analvsis of the play
itself. This analysis, as recounted here, includes a concise synopsis and a quick look
at the ancient and universal theme of family conflict. However, the largest part of this
analysis will focus specifically on the mythic strains that form the play’s skeleton. for
it is on this framework that I would concentrate my attention during the rehearsal

process. Lastly. I researched and will include a short discussion on True West’s

inaugural production and its two subsequent New York openings.

Born Samuel Shepard Rogers VII on November 5. 1943 in Sheridan, Illinois.
Shepard was given the name his forebears had used for six generations. His father
was a career military man, and consequently his family moved from base to base all
across America and beyond. even spending some time in Guam. When Shepard’s
father retired. the family settled in Duarte, California--a small town east of Los
Angeles. At nineteen. Shepard left the “hysterical " family scene in California when
his father's drinking became excessive and set out for New York as an aspiring
musician/actor. Shepard’s father had been a semiprofessional Dixieland drummer

and had taught Shepard how to play the drums. Perhaps even more significantly. he
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had ignited in him a lifelong love for music. In a Rolling Stone interview Shepard
says. ~I've always felt a great affinity for music. I've felt myself to be more of a
musician than anything else, though I’'m not proficient in any one instrument. But I
think I have a musical sense of things . . . and writing seems to me to be a musical
experience--rhythmically and in many other ways.””' This musical influence would
show up in his work time and time again, not only in his writing style (his plays have
often been compared to that of a jazz improvisation or to extended country, blues, or
rock n’ roll songs) but as actual musical numbers and songs that would pepper his
productions. In New York, Shepard encountered a high-school friend who got him a
job at a jazz club. There he met Ralph Cook, fouﬁder of the off-off-Broadway
company Theatre Genesis. It was Cook who first encouraged Shepard to write plays.
Shepard took Cook’s advice and wrote two one-act plays, Cowboys and The Rock

Garden. Produced in 1964 at St. Mark’s Church-in-the-Bowery. these two pieces

would be the first in what analysts would commonly refer to as his first phase of
work. He began to turn out one-act plays very quickly. He told New York, “There
wasn’t much rewriting done. I had this whole attitude toward the work that it was
somehow violating it to go back and rework it . . . . Why spend the time rewriting it
when there was another one to do?™ (True West, however. was rewritten thirteen

times.) Many of these plays, including Chicago. Icarus's Mother and Red Cross.

were performed off-off-Broadway and attracted something of a cult following.

11



Nevertheless, they were also largely panned by critics and rejected by the “average™
theatergoer.

Critic Ross Wetzsteon, who has called these plays “abstract collages consisting
largely of lyrical monologues, stunning stage imagery, and a sense of paranoid
despair, explains it this way:

The difficulty most theatergoers had with the first group of plays, the abstract
collages, was that they didn’t seem to be ‘about’ anything--that is, unlike most
plays, they weren’t about their characters (who didn’t seem recognizable, who
didn’t have that bundle of traits which we add together and label personality),
and they weren’t about their stories (which seemed random, disconnected,
even non-existent).’
Instead, Wetzsteon goes on to explain, these plays are more about “pure emotional,
psychological or spiritual states--presented directly to the audience, conveyed in
image and tone rather than packaged in ‘character’ and story --they become as lucid
as dreams.”™ Jennifer Allen of Esquire called these plays “short bursts of feeling,
evocative of pure states of mind--abandonment, terror.” She also mentions
Shepard’s well-known “arias,” monologues spoken by characters transformed by
“trance states.” Jacques Levy, who directed several of Shepard’s early productions,
has said, “Sam is more interested in doing something to audiences than in saying

”* Whether or not the audience “gets it” intellectually, the

something to them.
emotions and feelings that are aroused are key, for they will serve to illuminate and

elicit responses or reactions. Audience members are called upon only to experience

the work: they are not expected. required, or even asked to interpret plot, dissect

theme, or analyze characters.
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Although Shepard’s work has evolved. the desire for spectators to allow sensory
images and language to wash over them, evoking what they will. is an element that
seems to remain true today. In a 1988 interview, Shepard dismisses his early work,
saying:

You end up with a kind of cavorting, which is a lot of fun. ['ve done

that a lot. But it doesn't satisfy you . ... I didn’t know how to write a play.
That’s what happens--if you don’t know how to ride a motorcycle, you
crash a lot. They were “fun’ to do, they had a lot of energy in them and

all that, but I mean I wouldn’t stand by them.

In 1971, Shepard moved to England with his then-wife and son, looking to escape
the destruction he saw so many of his artist friends suffer due to drug abuse.
Ironically, it was during this self-imposed exile that he became acutely aware of the
“pull of his nation’s culture and the stresses placed on an artist in that national

28

milieu.”™ The result was Shepard’s second phase: a series of plays dealing with artists

and their search for emotional identity and spiritual freedom. Plays of this period

include Geography of a Horse Dreamer, Angel City, and The Tooth of Crime.

Shepard once told New York that he saw a growing emphasis on character during this

phase (“since 1972%):

When I started writing, | wasn't interested in character at all. In fact,

I thought it was useless, old-fashioned, stuck in a certain way . ... |
preferred a character that was constantly unidentifiable, shifting through the
actor, so that the actor could almost play anything. and the audience was
never expected to identify with the character . . .. But I had broken away
from the ideas of character without understanding it.”

Now his characters begin to emerge, and usually as iconic figures--cowboys. rock

stars. mythic American characters in search of self-fulfillment. However. more times

-
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than not ““they are forced to surrender their private vision to the service of public
commerce.”'® This concept of the “mythic mystery™ of the artist is a thread that
would continue to run through the third phase of Shepard's work. It is this phase of
which True West is a part.

Though by no means clear of controversy, this period saw a definite swing in
mainstream critical response. Many of the critics that had formerly denounced his
plays were now seeing some stylistic merit. They seemed to feel more comfortable
talking about this work; perhaps because this was an animal they felt they could more
easily pigeon-hole. In Modern Drama Charles R. Bachman lauded Shepard’s new
work for utilizing “ . . . the traditional dramatic values of taut, disciplined structure,
vivid and consistent characterization, and crescendo of suspense.”' Critic Gerald
Weales maintained that these conventional strategies and methods did not and never
have adequately applied to Shepard’s work: “Traditionally, reviewers have found it
congenial to handle plays by talking about what they are about and that is the least
valuable way of approaching Shepard’s work.™'* And to be sure, Shepard has been
unmistakably clear that he writes in images. He does not conceive plays in the typical
narrative fashion, but instead favors the transformation of imagination directly into
craft. As Gerry McCarthy so accurately notes, “He follows the image and controls
it.""* In retrospect, to see how and whence True West, part of Shepard’s third phase.

grew from these two periods is clear. In it are successfully married his desire to
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evoke emotional response through his brilliant use of imagery and the artist’s search
for identity so apparent in this second phase.

In his third phase of work Shepard began to write a series of plays that focused
more on the nuclear familv, and which analysts considered to be more

representational in style. The first of these was Curse of the Starving Class, which

was followed by Buried Child. for which Shepard won the Pulitzer Prize in 1979.

True West and A Lie of the Mind followed. Perhaps as Shepard ages. his work
begins to reflect or incorporate more images and experiences from his own life.
Richard Gilman. writing about this period. says:
Shepard has withdrawn noticeably from the extravagant situations.
the complex wild voices and general unruliness of the earlier work.
His themes. so elusive before. seem clearer now. if not pellucidly so.
and his vision dwells more on actual society. Physical or economic
circumstances play more of a part than before."
However. Gilman is also careful to say that Shepard’s drama, above all. is still about
performing." It is still theatre about theatre. One would not deem that Shepard has
now turned to a completely realistic examination of social or psychological themes.
Sheila Rabillard in Modern Drama aptly claims. "He (Shepard) employ's the trappings
of kitchen-sink realism only to dispel the illusion the more effectively.™*
Talking with critic Bernard Weiner about True West and some of his initial
objectives. Shepard would say. "1 constantly peeled back the language to where |

wanted it,” and that he didn't want “the tangents and garrulousness™ associated with

the earlier plays." He insinuated that he felt that this selectivity would afford the

13



actors more subtext to work with. “It (the language) seems tighter in the script. which
gives the actors more room.”"® I would find this subtext to be integral and apparent in
every piece of action on stage. What the brothers cannot say. they put into action.
True West revolves around two brothers. In all of the play's nine scenes. the
brothers are omnipresent. Scene One finds Austin, a college graduate, familv man,
and aspiring screenwriter. working on a project in his mother’s home some “forty
miles east of Los Angeles” (redolent of Shepard’s own homeplace) while she is away
in Alaska on vacation. Lee, Austin’'s older brother and a small-time thief, shows up
on the scene fresh from three months of drifting in the Mojave Desert. Anticipating
his upcoming meeting with “big Hollywood producer” Saul Kimmer to discuss his
screenplay. Austin attempts to avoid the distractions Lee creates. When Saul finally
arrives for their meeting, Lee inadvertently and literally crashes it. He cons Saul into
a golf game the next day during which he will pitch his own story idea, “a true to life
Western.” Austin is forced into typing an outline for Lee. The next day. after the golf
game, Lee returns home with Saul’s golfclubs. Austin learns that not only were the
clubs won on a putting bet, but so was the option to develop and produce Lee’s story
idea. Austin becomes hysterical when he discovers that his project has been
completely dropped. and instead he will be hired as a screenwriter for Lee’s idea.
This sets up the primary conflict and hastens a role reversal between the brothers.
Austin goes on a drunken toaster-stealing spree (challenged by Lee). while Lee

attempts to write and type his own screenplay. Both men grow increasingly more
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drunk and more agitated. Completely at a loss. Lee agrees to let Austin come live
with him in the desert if Austin will agree to type up his screenplay. Amidst the
chaos, both physical and mental, the two brothers attempt to get the story on paper.
Finally. Mother returns from Alaska to find her home in complete shambles. her
plants dead, and her sons manic. Tension escalates to frenzy, the truce between the
two collapses, and Austin strangles Lee half to death with a telephone cord. The play
ends as Lee jumps up and the two face off; “lights go slowly to black as the after-
image of the brothers pulses in the dark.”" Shepard’s imagery is clearly at work.
Raw elements of this play are specifically American (the myth of the Old West,
Hollywood and its clichés, etc.) but, what is more, True West does address an ancient
universal theme--the modes of conflict between parents and children, brother and
brother. Analyst Robert B. Heilman examines Shepard’s use of this theme in an
essay entitled “Shepard’s Plays: Stylistic and Thematic Ties:™
In this Shepard is being Aristotelian. Aristotle specifies that the best
tragic plots are those that occur within the families: “But when the tragic
incident occurs between those who are near and dear to one another--if,
for example. a brother kills. or intends to kill, a brother. a son his father.

a mother her son, or any other deed of the kind is done--those are the
situations to be looked for by the poet.™

Shepard is not as interested in what separates us. he says. as in what connects us.

What doesn’t have to do with family? There isn’t anything. you

know what I mean? Even a love story has to do with family. Crime

has to do with family. We all come out of each other--everyone is

born out of a mother and a father, and you go on to be a father. It's an endless

cycle.”



It is this timeless truth that becomes the seed of my directing process for True West.
And it is this seed that is embedded within the fruit of myth.

In my opinion, the mythic thematic elements in True West are arguably the crux
of the work. These elements include the mythic mysteries of the Old West. the artist,
double nature, and Americana in regards to pop culture. “Myth speaks to everything
at once, especially the emotions,” writes Sam Shepard.” It is the truth that lies within
these myths that will serve to “change the chemistry.” The first three elements, the
mythic mysteries of the Old West, the artist, and double nature, are all explored
exhaustively in Tucker Orbison’s excellent essay “Mythic Levels in Shepard’s True
West,™ and it is from this essay that I distilled rﬁuch of my own analysis.

Exactly what is the True West? The play itself is set “in a Southern California
suburb, about 40 miles east of L.A.” Lee describes the neighborhood as having

... asweet kinda’ suburban silence . . . . Like a paradise . . ..

Warm yellow lights. Mexican tile all around. Copper pots hangin’ over the

stove. Ya' know like they got in the magazines. Blonde people movin™ in

and outta’ the rooms, talkin’ to each other. (pause) Kinda’ place you

wish you sorta grew up in, ya’ know.”
Later Austin also refers to this “new West” as a “paradise.” “This is a Paradise down
here. You know that? We’re livin’ in a Paradise. We ve forgotten about that.”°
However when the heat starts driving Lee crazy, the desert drifter heads up into the
“foothills . . . . Up in the San Gabriels.” He comes back and remarks how different

the landscape has become. Austin says it has been “built up.” ~Built up? Wiped out

is more like it. I don’t hardly even recognize it.” snaps Lee.” In Scene Eight. as
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Austin tries to convince Lee to take him along to the desert, he laments, “There’s
nothin’ down here for me. There never was. When we were kids here it was
different. There was a life here then. But now--I keep comin™ down here thinkin" it’s
the fifties or somethin’.”*®* What has started out in Scene One as a “paradise” has
quickly been transformed into the void that now constitutes the West. It is empty and
plastic. What was once the Wild Frontier is now the new, modern West. It is full of
freeways, fast talkers like Saul Kimmer who only want to make a buck, and empty
souls. When Saul dumps Austin’s screenplay for Lee’s “Contemporary Western,™
Austin shouts at an apathetic Saul, “There’s no such thing as the West anymore! It's
a dead issue! It’s dried up, Saul, and so are you!’.’29 The values and ideals of the
mythic Old West, where the likes of Jesse James and Billy the Kid roamed the plains,
are long extinct. Sadly and somewhat ironically, Lee’s life in the desert roaming free
albeit somewhat pitiful and alone, and his “true to life Western™ are all that remain of
the “True West.”

The second mythic element is that of the mystery of the artist; he is frequently
envisioned as a romantic, sometimes tortured, outsider whose artistic passion is an
all-consuming obsession. This remains as a sort of hold-over intrigue from Shepard's
second phase. In defining the artistic process, Shepard calls it “an unending mystery.”
There is no formula or technique for the artistic process as he knows it. ~“I'm taking
notes in as much detail as possible on an event that’s happening somewhere inside me

.... IfI find myself pushing the character in a certain direction, it's almost always a
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sure sign that ['ve fallen back on technique and lost the real thread of the thing.™™"
Austin, the original aspiring screenwriter, is all about technique--the formulaic. the
commercial. He refers to his work as only “a little project.” He tells Lee he is just
doing “a little research.” He avoids elaborating. He is meant to be the “artist™ of the
two, and yet all he is really interested in is giving Saul what he wants and making
some money. He knows the reality of the “system.” Lee. who on the other hand
embodies the pseudo-romantic idea of the artist as an outsider, conjures up his “true
to life Western” and serves up the mythic West of the silver screen by embellishing
the fantasies he grew up dreaming about. Austin criticizes his work as “not enough
like real life,” saying that his characters are only “illusions of characters.” Lee, like
Shepard, works from the imagery and visions in his mind. In an essay detailing
Shepard’s artistic process, Gary Grant observes that “Writing and theatre are for Sam
Shepard a ‘home’ where he brings the adventures of his life and sorts them out.
"making sense or nonsense out of mysterious impressions™.”' Likewise, Lee holds
fast to the belief in his adventures and it is ultimately his “Contemporary Western™
that Saul buys into.

Double nature, the third mythic element, may be the most obvious of the four. It
is from a 1991 interview with Robert Coe that comes one of Shepard’s most
frequently quoted remarks about True West. Shepard says:

I wanted to write a play about double nature, one that wouldn’t be
symbolic or metaphorical or any of that stuff. I just wanted to give a

taste of what it feels like to be two-sided. It’s a real thing, double nature.
I think we’re split in a much more devastating way than psychology can

20



ever reveal . . . . Not some little thing that we can get over. It's something
that we"ve got to live with.*

And though he tries to avoid being “symbolic or metaphorical or any of that stuff " in
True West, it does not escape the scrutiny and analysis of the omnipresent critics.
Some analysts speculate that Austin and Lee specifically represent the two sides of
Shepard. Others speculate that Lee and Austin are the yin and yang elements of a
single individual, that together they form one whole being. Still another take on the
two is the Freudian theory that revolves around the id and the ego. Lee is clearly the
emotional, primitive side of the two; Austin is the thinking. analytical side. Freud’s
theory contends that balance must be maintained between the id and the ego, for when
imbalance occurs, chaos will erupt. This certainly proves to be the case with Austin
and Lee.

On first physical impressions, the two brothers hardly seem related. Shepard
colors a vivid picture of each man’s appearance in the script. Austin is wearing “light
blue sports shirt, light tan cardigan sweater, clean blue jeans and white tennis shoes.”
Lee sports a “filthy white T-shirt, tattered brown overcoat covered with dust, dark
blue baggy suit pants from the Salvation Army. pink suede belt, pointed black forties
dress shoes scuffed up, holes in the soles. no socks. no hat, long pronounced
sideburns. *Gene Vincent™ hairdo. 2 days™ growth of beard. and bad teeth.”
However. as the play progresses we see that the two brothers possess internal

similarities. One such similarity is in the vouthful desire they both disclose to have






