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O’Neill is a great modern tragic artist but with a difference. He writes 

tragedies of modern life that do not follow the traditional, Aristotelian form. O’Neill 

remains a great tragic dramatist, one of the greatest figures in the 20th century theatre. 

His great and central merit is that he is a serious and generally sincere artist in drama 

who has never compromised with box-office demands, but has won his success 

without tampering with his artistic conscious. He has always been truthful and hence 

fruitful to his vision and this is the root of all good writing. 
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Eugene Gladstone O’Neill is the creator of the serious American drama. He 

also ranks with the greatest European dramatists of the 20th century and is the one 

who gets the credit of securing international honour and recognition for American 

drama. His plays have been widely acted and read in most European countries. 

During the three decades (1913-43) of his artistic career, O’Neill matured as 

an artist and responded sensitively to the changing temper of the modern age. His 

growing acquaintance with new ideas and new techniques led to changes in his vision; 

aims and approaches - changes that are related in his work. He started his career and 

expressed his talent with one-act plays that he wrote between 1912 and 1920. After 

one-act plays, his career can be divided into three phases. In the first phase, the 

naturalistic and realistic phase, he wrote Beyond the Horizon, The Straw, Anna 

Christie, The First Man and Desire Under the Elms. In the next phase, the 

Expressionistic Symbolic phase, he wrote plays of psychological study deploring 

man’s loss of earlier integrity with soul or belongingness, of faith in religious or 

social institutions. The plays written during this phase are The Emperor Jones, The 

Hairy Ape, The Fountain, The Great God Brown, Lazarus Laughed, Dynamo and 

Days Without End. In the last phase, he returned to realism yet again but mixed it with 

autobiographical and psycho realism in Ah, Wilderness, Mourning Becomes Electra, 

Long Day’s Journey into Night, and A Moon for the Misbegotten. 

The human predicament is the theme of his plays, which are all, with one 

exception, tragedies. Of the thirty-seven O’Neill plays there are only five in which 

there is no murder, death, suicide or insanity. In the others, we find a total of eight 

suicides and one unsuccessful attempt, twelve important murders (not counting 

incidental episodes); twenty-six deaths, nearly all due to violence; and eight cases of 

insanity. 

Thus, O’Neill is a great tragic artist whose vision of life was essentially tragic, 

but he was not a born tragedian. His tragic vision is the product of his ill health, his 

theatrical family background, his habitual alcoholic brother Jamie and the uncaring 

attitude of his mother during the early period of his life. In an interview at the 

posthumous presentation of Long Day Journey into Night, Mrs. Carlotta Monterey 

gives us a very personal and revealing assessment of O’Neill as a young boy. He was 

never in good health. He talked about his early life - that he had no real home, no 

mother in real sense, or father, no one to treat him as a child should be treated - and 

his face become sadder and sadder. 

Abstract 
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O’Neill is a great tragic artist but with a difference. He writes tragedies of 

modern life that do not follow the traditional, Aristotelian form. Aristotle’s hero must 

be an exceptional individual so that his fall from his former greatness may arouse the 

tragic emotions of pity and fear. But O’Neill’s tragic personages are no exceptional 

individuals sufferings from hamartia, in the Aristotelian sense, but are drawn from the 

humblest ranks of society. They are all ordinary men and women, suffering and 

downtrodden. Brutus Jones is a poor Negro, Yank is a stoker, and the people who 

gathered in Harry Hope’s bar in The Iceman Cometh are pimps, prostitutes, bankrupts, 

bartenders etc. and each of them has his own pipe-dream, his own romantic illusion 

which sends them to their doom. They demonstrate that any kind of escape from the 

reality of life is self-destroying. Tragedy results when in the pursuit of some cherished 

illusion man forgets the reality of life. 

O’Neill is supposed to be a prophet of gloom and doom school and has been 

described as a dark writer and his plays are pessimistic in nature but in his pessimism, 

there is a gleam of hope. He himself said in 1921 about the place of pessimism in his 

tragedy that the tragedy of life is what makes it worthwhile. Most decidedly one must 

have ones dreams. If one hasn’t them, one as well is dead. The only success is in 

failure. Any man who has a big enough dream must accept this one of the conditions 

of being alive. If he ever thinks for a moment that he is a success, then he is finished.  

To O’Neill, the tragedy of man is perhaps the only significant thing about him. 

What he seems to be after is to get an audience to leave the theatre with an exultant 

feeling from seeing somebody on the stage facing life, fighting against the eternal 

odds, not conquering, but perhaps inevitably being conquered. The individual life is 

made significant just by the struggle. The success of man is in failure because it is the 

courage of man to face odds in life that matters really and not his failure. Life really 

has some meaning outside man and if the psyche of man is not diseased, he is heroic 

in his deeds. 

Throughout his career, O’Neill had the same ardent passion for both tragedy 

and modernism. He gave new dimensions to modern tragedy and served as a link 

between the ancient classical and modern tragedy. The duty of the modern playwright, 

he thought, was to dig at the roots of the sickness of today, the cause of which was the 

death of the old God and the failure to find a new one. He was deeply influenced by 

Greek tragedy and because of his religious rituals he tried to recreate the Greek spirit 

in his plays. What has influenced his plays the most, he declared once, was the 

knowledge of the drama of old time - particularly the Greek tragedy. 

O’Neill once declared that where there is a soul, there is a tragedy. It is the 

soul that distinguishes man from animals, but the tragedy is that this very soul gives 

rise to aspirations which cause an unequal clash with the mysterious forces - a conflict 

in which he is inevitably destroyed! That is the price man must apparently pay for his 

spiritual superiority to other creatures. He started by telling himself that a tragedy 

should present a tortured soul and leads the audience to that ironic moment when they 

must feel that life is governed by a mysterious force. Tragedy always presents a 

conflict that may be external or internal. The struggle between the “conscious” and 

the “unconscious” can create tragic tensions in his plays. O’Neill dramas are rightly 

called “the dramas of soul.” 

The picture of life as depicted in O’Neill’s plays is bleak and pessimistic. 

Many a time it generates despair and offers no solutions to the problems of life but on 

the whole he is not pessimistic in the accepted sense of the word. His protagonists are 

defeated, or are condemned to live frustrated life, or even lose life, but they are 

always accepting the challenge to life. What he expects from his characters is their 
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persistence in the battle and freedom from the fear of death. They accept the 

intolerable chalice of life. 

Quest for a sure existence is at heart of the tragic vision of Eugene O’Neill 

that is reflected in each of his plays that earn for him the title of American 

Shakespeare. The Emperor Jones and The Hairy Ape are his famous plays which 

established him as a great tragic artist and because of these plays; he has once again 

made extreme demands on the theatre. The protagonists in these plays hanker after 

their true identity and, consequently, fail to achieve that. Their death, nonetheless, is 

symbolic of their fulfilment of their search for identity and sure existence. 

The Emperor Jones is a modern tragedy in its theme and subject matter, 

though O’Neill has used a number of classical devices to achieve his tragic-end like 

the classical device of re-enactment, hallucinations, and one single action without any 

subplots, episodes and digressions. There is an intrusion of modernity that makes it a 

‘modern’ rather than a conventional tragedy. It differs from the conventional tragedy 

because the action in it is internal and not external. There is very little external action, 

and throughout the six forest scenes attention is focused on what is happening to the 

soul of the emperor. 

Jones is an ex-Pullman porter who, through deception and corruption, has 

become emperor and possessor of great wealth on an island in the West Indies. In fact 

he was never ever concerned with the welfare of his subjects as his chief concern was 

to amass money and exploit the innocent native Negroids. Jones has convinced the 

natives that only a silver bullet can kill him and has forged a silver bullet for himself - 

in case he must kill himself before the natives get to him. He leaves his palace in 

elegant dress, his Panama hat and his loaded revolver with a silver-bullet tied to his 

arm to save himself from the attack and revolt of the native populace. So, completely 

haggard, exhausted and hungry he continues his flight through the forest during the 

whole of the night and meets the figures of Jeff and then of the jail-guard whom he 

had murdered and they also disappear when he fires at them. 

During the forest experience the sound of Tom-Tom continues becoming 

louder and louder while the royal dress worn by Jones goes on becoming thinner and 

scanty till Jones is left with lion cloth, symbolizing his complete identification and 

merger with the Negro race from where he had come. In The Emperor Jones, the use 

of a Negro as a leading character clearly indicates the nature of the spiritual struggle. 

At the end tragedy happens with the death of Brutus Jones. Pride and overconfidence 

are the tragic flaws in Jones’ character that lead to his downfall and tragic end. The 

tragedy of Brutus Jones is a dramatic expression of basic human nature and his quest 

for his identity. 

The Hairy Ape presents man’s predicament in the modern times and his failure 

to settle anywhere in the world. It is a tragedy of futile attempt to belong in a world 

that is callous, cruel, harsh and tempered by the strength of steel. Yank is the tragic 

protagonist of the play who is a symbol of power and energy behind the ship. When 

the play opens, he seems to be satisfied with his present position in life. However, his 

confidence in himself is badly shaken when Mildred, the daughter of the Steel Trust 

calls him the filthy beast. The animal desire for revenge overpowers the emotional 

world of Yank. He is clapped into jail for starting a riot in Fifth Avenue, and he is 

even thrown out of the I. W. W. as an unwelcome intruder. Finally he attempts to 

shake ‘zoo’ but is crushed to death by the animal. Man’s very “lostness” is the central 

theme of the play and Yank is the symbol of modern man. O’Neill believes that the 

theatre should give us what the church no longer gives us - a meaning. 



Online International Interdisciplinary Research Journal, {Bi-Monthly}, ISSN 2249-9598, Volume-12, Issue-03, May-June 2022 

 

 
w w w . o i i r j . o r g                      I S S N  2 2 4 9 - 9 5 9 8  

 
Page 64 

The search for a true existence in his plays is a universal problem and is used 

by the dramatist to illuminate social and ethical problems. Doris V. Falk has given an 

excellent psycho-symbolic interpretation of the play by saying that the search for 

identity is not only a personal and an individual problem, but becomes the collective, 

universal problem of mankind. The Hairy Ape, to some critics, may look propaganda 

in the sense that it is the symbol of man who has lost his old harmony with nature, the 

harmony that he used to have as an animal and has not yet acquired in a spiritual way. 

 O’Neill remains a great tragic dramatist, one of the greatest figures in the 20th 

century theatre. His great and central merit is that he is a serious and generally sincere 

artist in drama who has never compromised with box-office demands, but has won his 

success without tampering with his artistic conscious. He has always been truthful and 

hence fruitful to his vision and this is the root of all good writing. Finally, he has 

shown a splendid artistic courage. He has dared to try new things, and to do old things 

in new way like he wrote in almost in all techniques popular in his times - realism, 

naturalism, expressionism, symbolism and myth. He has widened and enlarged the 

range of modern theatre through these techniques. 
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