Viewing the World from the Wings
By Heather Helinsky
Eugene O’Neill always had a backstage view of the
world. As a child, he grew up in the wings as his father,
James O’Neill, Sr., achieved matinee idol status as the
Count of Monte Cristo. Unlike the romantic
Victorian audiences who saw James through the haze
of the footlights, Eugene recalled: “I can still see my
father dripping with salt and sawdust, climbing on a
stool behind the swinging profile of dashing waves. It
was then that the calcium lights in the gallery played
on his long beard and tattered clothes, as with arms
outstretched he declared: ‘The world was his.’ This
was the signal for the house to burst into deafening
applause…Virtue always triumphed and vice always
got its just deserts. A man was either a hero or a villain, and a woman was either virtuous or vile.”
In 1895, at age seven, Eugene was ripped away from
this world of make-believe to attend a rigid Catholic
boarding school. Cowed by nuns who knuckled their
charges and boys who pushed and shoved on the playground, Eugene withdrew. Homesick, he wrote letters
constantly to his father, mother, and older brother
Jamie. He also wrote to Annie Black, an older girl who
had mothered him back to health from an illness while
in San Francisco. A classmate at St. Aloysius remembered Eugene as a “lone wolf ” who disengaged from
the world to read and write. For Eugene, friends were
people that he wrote to, while the world around him
was a cold, unhappy place.
Although Eugene was a good student, he was unhappy and began to blame his father. Jamie, his brother
10 years his senior, was also rebelling against their
father’s desires. Jamie’s teenage antics, such as bringing a prostitute to a school function and introducing
her to the priests as his sister, gained infamy amongst
his classmates and brought shame to his father.
Jamie’s letters contained worldly wisdom that
Eugene mistook for truth. As the secret of his mother’s morphine addiction began to destroy the O’Neill
family, older brother Jamie appeared to Eugene as
the only sane member.
As he matured, O’Neill wrote plays that transformed
popular theater. His profound stories about the
American experience reached audiences and changed
their taste for Victorian melodrama. O’Neill also
turned to his writing to help deal with the loss of his
family. In 1920, the year he won a Pulitzer Prize for
Beyond the Horizon, his father died. Two years later,
when O’Neill’s mother died in Los Angeles, his brother Jamie accompanied her body home on the train and
arrived in New York on opening night of The Hairy

Ape. In the same year,
O’Neill won his
second Pulitzer Prize
for Anna Christie. The
following year, as he
received the gold
medal for drama from
the National Institute
of Arts and Letters,
Jamie died in a New
Jersey sanatorium from
complications caused
by alcoholism.

“As generous and thoughtful as Art Rooney Sr. was, I
see Phil as pretty much the opposite,” Atkins says. “Art
gave without thought of a ‘payback’ but Phil always
has something cooking behind his gifts of a drink or
praise. Art was a genuinely kind and gentle man. Phil
is neither of those. Art didn’t drink at all in the second
half of his life. I can’t imagine Phil without a bottle,”
Atkins says.
Although Phil is a rogue, he also has his redeeming
qualities. “I think he is the engine of the play,” Atkins
says. “When he’s on, he’s driving it forward full speed
with his schemes. In his heart, he wants the very best
for his daughter Josie.”
While the role of Phil Hogan is new to Atkins, he’s an
old hand at the works of Eugene O’Neill, having
appeared four times in A Long Day’s Journey Into Night
and once before in A Moon for the Misbegotten. In four
of those productions he played James Tyrone, a character based on O’Neill’s older brother.

American playwright Eugene O’Neill lived for 65 years,
from 1888 until 1953, and wrote at least 32 full-length
plays and more than 19 one-acts. While this output alone
is noteworthy, it is the originality, scope and honesty of
O’Neill’s writing that is extraordinary. Creating characters
that live on of the fringes of society, tackling taboo subjects, and digging for emotional depths, O’Neill changed
the whole approach to theater in the United States. He
attained both popular and critical success for his work,
receiving not only four Pulitzer Prizes but also the Nobel
Prize for Literature in 1936, the first American to receive
this honor. Scholars have written countless volumes about
O’Neill’s work. Below is a brief, and arguable, list of
his 10 most important plays.

Yet it would be many
years before O’Neill
could truly mourn.
Grief, as psychologists
Playwright Eugene OʼNeill
tell us, is a long
process beginning with shock and denial, and can be
delayed over many years before one recovers. In A
Moon for the Misbegotten, O’Neill’s older brother
Jamie is resurrected in the character of Jim Tyrone.
The play contrasts Jamie’s tragedy with laughter, as the
Irish tenant Phil Hogan schemes to marry off his
daughter Josie. In rehearsal, O’Neill complained to
the cast that they were “playing the tragedy of the
work too early.”

Beyond the Horizon O’Neill received his first Pulitzer
Prize in 1920 for this play about two brothers who let
their love for the same woman influence their decisions.

O’Neill first began to write A Moon for the Misbegotten
on October 28, 1941. The following day he noted in
his work diary, “This can be a strange combination
comic-tragic, am enthused about it.” However, like
many things in O’Neill’s life, his initial joy was dampened. As he began to write the third act on December
7, he heard the news of Pearl Harbor: “Now the whole
world goes into the tunnel! – but this has to be – we
should have beaten the bastards to the punch! Glued
to the radio.”

Strange Interlude Although banned in many cities,
O’Neill won his third Pulitzer Prize in 1928 for this fourhour play about a woman’s love affairs and the paternity
of her child.

A Moon for the Misbegotten is not simply O’Neill exorcising his ghosts. Jim Tyrone is neither a hero nor a villain, and Josie Hogan is both virtuous and vile. As
O’Neill once confided to a nurse: “I see life as a gorgeously-ironical, beautifully-indifferent, splendidlysuffering bit of chaos the tragedy of which gives Man
a tremendous significance...Fate can never conquer his
– or her – spirit.”
Heather Helinsky is the Resident Dramaturg at
Pittsburgh Public Theater.

Atkins’ Journey through O’Neill
Thousands of people have been amazed by Tom
Atkins’ portrayal of Art Rooney, Sr. in The Chief.
Now, in A Moon for the Misbegotten, The Public’s
audience will get to watch Atkins tackle a totally different kind of Irishman – the devious and often
comic Connecticut farmer Phil Hogan.

O’Neill’s Top Ten

“James Tyrone fit me like a glove, but not anymore
since I’ve aged and he hasn’t,” Atkins says. “I love the
character of Jamie. I played him Off Broadway, at
Actors Theatre of Louisville, at Hartford Stage, and
then once at The Public when it was on the North
Side. He’s such a beloved wastrel, full of poetry and
lost dreams, and far too many bottles of bad
hootch. His scene with Josie in Act III of Moon is so
golden and moving, it’s a joy for any actor. I know it
was for me.”
Atkins says the biggest challenge in playing Phil
Hogan is to get the most out of the character’s
humor. “I feel you have to get as many smiles and
laughs from the audience as you can, without being a
clown. Phil certainly isn’t a clown,” he says.
While the comedy in A Moon for the Misbegotten is
abundant and memorable, what makes the play remarkable is its tragedy. “James and Josie do love each other.
It’s a tortured love with too many obstacles to overcome.
He just has too many ghosts haunting him to be able to
commit to a love for Josie,” Atkins says. “I think the
play endures because love endures.”
–Margie Romero

Anna Christie O’Neill received his second Pulitzer Prize
in 1922 for this play set on a coal barge about a woman
caught between her father and the man she wants
to marry.
The Hairy Ape Written in 1921, the play describes the
existential struggles of Yank, a ship’s boilerman.
Desire Under the Elms Written in 1924, a woman in
New England falls in love with her husband’s son.

Mourning Becomes Electra In this six-hour trilogy of
plays written in 1931, O’Neill sets the Greek myth of
Oresteia in New England.
Ah, Wilderness O’Neill’s only comedy, about young love
in turn-of-the-century New England, debuted in 1933.
The Iceman Cometh In this distillation of O’Neill’s
tragic vision, written in 1939 and first performed in 1946,
the salesman Hickey and the patrons of a Greenwich
Village bar talk about life, death and pipe dreams.
Long Day’s Journey Into Night Considered to be one of
the highest achievements in theater, O’Neill completed
this play in 1942 and then placed it in a vault at his publishers with instructions that it not be opened until after
his death. O’Neill was posthumously awarded the Pulitzer
Prize in 1957 following the New York premiere of this
autobiographical work about the drug and alcohol addictions of a family.
A Moon for the Misbegotten Completed in 1943 and
first performed in 1947, this play is said to be O’Neill’s
elegy for his mother and brother. It was the great
dramatist’s final work.
–Margie Romero

