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THE PLAYWRIGHT 

Christopher Durang was born in New Jersey in 1949.  He attended Catholic grammar and high schools, and entered Harvard College in 1967.  Following college, he studied playwriting at the Yale School of Drama, graduating in 1974.

He began his career as a dramatist early in life: 

“I decided at age 8 to write a play, and my Catholic grammar school cancelled class one afternoon, and put it on!   (Pretty flexible and adventurous of them, no?)  Then at a later school – a Benedictine junior high/high school called Delbarton in Morristown, N.J. – the school put on two musicals Kevin Farrell and I wrote: “Banned in Boston” and “Businessman’s Holiday.”  (Kevin was my best friend, and we wrote the first show when we were 13, the second when we were 15-16.  I did book and lyrics, and Kevin did the music.)”

Following graduate school he had several plays staged off- and off-off Broadway, and began developing a reputation as a rising comic talent. 

The playwright’s website provides the following summary of his professional career:

Christopher Durang is a playwright whose plays include A History of the American Film (Tony nomination, Best Book of a Musical, 1978), The Actor’s Nightmare, Sister Mary Ignatius Explains It All For You (Obie award; off-Broadway run 1981-83), Beyond Therapy (on Broadway in 1982, with Dianne Wiest and John Lithgow), Baby with the Bathwater (Playwrights Horizons, 1983), The Marriage of Bette and Boo (Public Theatre, 1985; Obie award, Dramatists Guild Hull Warriner Award), Laughing Wild (Playwrights Horizons, 1987), Durang/Durang (an evening of six plays at Manhattan Theatre Club, 1994, including the Tennessee Williams’ parody, For Whom the Southern Belle Tolls), Sex and Longing (Lincoln Center Theatre production at the Cort Theatre, 1996, starring Sigourney Weaver), and Betty’s Summer Vacation (Playwrights Horizons, 1999; Obie award). 

His most recent works are Mrs. Bob Cratchit’s Wild Christmas Binge, which premiered at City Theatre in Pittsburgh in 2002. And the musical Adrift in Macao, with music by Peter Melnick and book and lyrics by Durang, which premiered at New York Stage and Film in summer 2002, and is under option for off-Broadway 2003-04.

Durang is also a performer, and acted with E. Katherine Kerr in the N.Y. premiere of Laughing Wild, and with Jean Smart in the L.A. production. He shared in an acting ensemble Obie for The Marriage of Bette and Boo; and with John Augustine and Sherry Anderson has performed his crackpot cabaret Chris Durang and Dawne at the Criterion Center, Caroline’s Comedy Club, Williamstown Summer Cabaret, and the Triad, winning a 1996 Bistro Award.



In the early 80s, he and Sigourney Weaver co-wrote and performed in their acclaimed Brecht-Weill parody, Das Lusitania Songspiel, and were both nominated for Drama Desk awards for Best Performer in a Musical.

In 1993 he sang in the five person off-Broadway Sondheim revue, Putting It Together, with Julie Andrews at the Manhattan Theatre Club. He also played a singing Congressman in the Encores presentation of Call Me Madam with Tyne Daly at City Center.

In movies, he has appeared in The Secret of My Success, Mr. North, The Butcher’s Wife, Housesitter, and The Cowboy Way, among others. . . .

In 1995 he won the prestigious three-year Lila Wallace Readers Digest Writers Award; as part of his grant, he ran a writing workshop for adult children of alcoholics.  In 2000 he won the Sidney Kingsley Playwriting Award.  

Behind that list of artistic accomplishments lies a troubled family history that has played an important role in shaping the playwright’s work.  The only child of an alcoholic father and a mother enraged by her husband’s addiction, he spent much of his childhood either watching his parents engage in vitriolic arguments, or fearfully anticipating the eruption of the next shouting match.  

In addition, his parents suffered from a physical incompatibility that made it impossible for his mother to bear additional children.  Despite this she continued to conceive, suffering three stillbirths during the years of Durang’s childhood.  These traumatic events drove his mother into depression and his father deeper into alcoholism.  According to the playwright, his mother told him when he was fourteen that, “There was a year of my life back then that I didn’t know I was alive, after the death of the first baby.”

His parents separated when he was in his early teens, and later divorced.   “The issues that got fought about never got resolved,” Durang writes, “They just got stirred up and served again, like some poisonous cocktail.”  This pattern of constantly repeated conflict and pain seemed to prove that people were helpless prisoners of their psychological compulsions, incapable of change.  Life, Durang would conclude, was just a hopeless cycle of recurrent misery.

It was as a consequence of this painful family background—and the dark view of the world it bred—that he fell into a deep depression during his college years.  Therapy eventually helped him overcome his nearly paralyzing illness, but the dismal view of life remained and found expression in his writing.

This would not seem like a promising history for a comic playwright, yet Durang’s plays are often uproariously funny even though his view of human nature is mostly pessimistic and his anger at human institutions deep.

Miss Witherspoon (2005), his most recent work, marks a shift in tone.  Although the central character begins her dramatic journey with the kind of dim view of the world that colors Durang’s earlier plays, she gradually discards her soot-colored lenses and begins to entertain the possibility of hope and redemption.  

In an interview with The New York Times, Durang acknowledges that for him it is now “possible to see God as a force, to connect to him or her spiritually.''  As a result, he speculates, it may be that ''one can affect a certain outcome by one's choice.''  In other words, human beings are not necessarily prisoners of their destructive personal histories, and so can venture an optimistic expectation or two.  On the other hand, this tentative belief, as expressed in Miss Witherspoon, is ''a fable, half-fantasy. I'm intrigued by three-quarters of it; but, I don't entirely believe it.''

THE SETTING

“Presentational” is a term often used to describe plays and performances that openly acknowledge the “make-believe” nature of theater.  Instead of pretending that events on stage are somehow “real” and represent a “slice of life,” presentational plays affirm that the actors are acting and that the plot, characters, and scenery are all “made up” by artists for the delight of the audience.  

Shakespeare, for example, populates his plays with ghosts, fairies, gods, and goddesses—unabashedly imaginary beings.  He gives us characters who directly address the spectator in speeches of stunningly beautiful poetry, openly presenting themselves to us, the audience, as performers.  And he has narrators who rub our noses in the theater’s artificiality by announcing that the stage in front of us is only a stage—“a wooden O”—and not the battlefield at Agincourt.

In much the same way, Miss Witherspoon announces its theatricality.  The setting, according to the text, is, “An empty stage.”  This emptiness confronts us with the fact that we are watching an event in a theater, a space that will be filled by imaginary people existing in imaginary places.  A single light comes up on the “empty” stage to reveal a woman named “Veronica” talking on the telephone.  Soon, more lights come up, and large objects begin dropping from above—a region we assume is “the sky,” though not because it is painted and lit to resemble sunshine and clouds.  Instead these large objects fall from the dark fly space above the empty stage, an area that becomes “the sky” solely through our imaginations.

The objects continue to fall, making horrendous noises—obviously produced by a sound system—which terrify Veronica.  As the third object crashes to the floor, a “woman in a chicken suit” runs on stage and declares, “The sky is falling!  The sky is falling!”  Clearly we are in a place of conspicuous make-believe.

The barrage continues, eventually driving a fear-crazed Veronica offstage, screaming. A blackout follows, and silence descends for a few moments.  Then a spotlight throws a pool of illumination onto the stage, and Veronica, now dressed in “a sensible . . . suit,” steps into it.  She presents herself directly to the audience, explaining that she is now dead, having committed suicide in the 90s in response to Skylab, a space station that broke apart and fell to earth in giant pieces in 1979.

So where are we now?  Evidently, the scene has shifted, without benefit of scenery, to the afterlife.  As the playwright explains in a stage direction: 

It’s tricky to design this space ...  What does the netherworld look like?  I don’t know  …. except I think it should feel expansive . . . Not too much on stage beyond Veronica’s chair.  We should avoid its feeling like a traditional heaven, though.  Indeed it should have a slightly Eastern feeling.

So no angels on clouds, no harps, no pearly gates.  Instead, some sort of abstract “Eastern” feeling—though what that might be, the playwright does not say.  However, we soon learn that what will follow in this ghostly world will be a drama about reincarnation—or, rather, about Veronica’s dogged resistance to reincarnation.  A woman who describes herself as “dark” and “depressive,” she has no desire whatsoever to return to the misery of existence on earth.  The spiritual powers-that-be, however, have contrary ideas, and they keep forcing her into unwanted rebirths, from which she keeps doggedly escaping. 

In consequence, the setting follows the zigs and zags of Veronica’s incarnational struggle.  Sometimes we find ourselves in the lightly suggested settings of her various rebirths—a middle class home, a trailer park, a city street, a classroom—and sometimes we are dropped back into the “Eastern” netherworld, to which Veronica returns after each escape from the torments of life.  

The action not only moves from one imaginary place to another, it also moves effortlessly through long stretches of time.  At one point, after a few minutes of a scene have elapsed on stage, Veronica is told that she has “been asleep for several decades.”  At another point, Veronica’s spiritual guardians decide that time can just as easily move backwards as forwards, and so they arrange to have her re-born into the past.

Clearly, the main objective of the setting—physical and temporal—is to capture the flow of the play’s spiritual world: a universe where people are constantly being born and reborn, constantly assuming new and unfamiliar shapes and identities, and constantly experiencing the interconnectedness and fluidity of existence.

THE PLOT

  Miss Witherspoon begins with the solitary figure of Veronica—a woman somewhere between 40 and 60 years old—telling a friend over the phone about her chronic depression and hopelessness, and her inability and unwillingness to change in any way.  Then, as we saw above, pieces of Skylab begin falling.  These drive Veronica off stage, screaming in terror.

She returns, dressed in a drably tweedy brown suit, telling us that she has committed suicide as a response to the Skylab disaster of 1979: “‘I can’t live in a world where there is Skylab — I sort of screamed this out in the airport . . .  So I died sometime in the 90s.  Obviously it was a delayed reaction to Skylab.”    But she is glad to have died when she did, because “at least I got to miss 9/11 . . . .  God, I hate human beings.”  Especially, it seems, Rex Harrison, the English actor who originated the role of Professor Higgins in My Fair Lady, and to whom she claims she was unhappily married.  She continues to refer to this supposed marriage throughout the play, though we are never quite sure whether it is a reality or a delusion.

Meanwhile, her deep desire to remain dead creates a serious problem, because now that she inhabits an “Eastern” afterlife, she is destined to be reincarnated, repeatedly experiencing the inconvenience of being.  Realizing this, she has mounted a one-woman campaign of resistance against rebirth, applying a “spiritual other-worldly emergency brake system” that has brought the “whole process . . . to a grinding halt.”  She has become a sort of karmic draft-dodger, adamantly refusing reincarnation, in effect saying, “Hell, no, I won’t go” to life itself.  The remainder of the play traces the struggle between Veronica and an “Indian woman . . . dressed in a beautiful sari”—Maryamma, incarnation’s chief agent.

It is Maryamma who bestows the name “Miss Witherspoon” on Veronica.  “It’s our nickname for your spirit,” she explains.  “You’re like some negative English woman in an Agatha Christie book who everybody finds bothersome.  It’s because of your brown tweed aura.  You have a lot of aura cleansing to do in future lives, you know.”  

Maryamma goes on to inform a disbelieving Veronica about her many previous lives, including a stint in Salem during the witch trials, and a spell as a Wyoming dance hall hostess in the nineteenth century.  

She also educates Veronica on the finer points of the post-death universe.  For example, the correct name for this world is “the bardo,” which is drawn from the tradition of Tibetan Buddhism, and means something like a waiting-place, a kind of stopover between the multiple lives each of us lives. 

Veronica also learns that there are various manifestations of the after-life, each conforming to the religious teachings and expectations of the individual who has died.  For Christians, there is a Christian heaven, with all the conventional trappings; while for Jews who don’t believe in heaven, there is an afterlife that is like being under general anesthesia.  

Feeling exhausted after all this spiritual instruction, Veronica begins to doze off, temporarily letting-down her anti-reincarnational defenses.  A sudden dimming of the lights and a whooshing sound inform us that Maryamma has seized this opportunity to hurl Veronica into a new life.  We hear the sound of a baby crying, and the lights come back up on the figure of Veronica, “in a basinet. . . . wearing a baby’s cap and maybe some sort of nightgown . . . but otherwise is her same age as we’ve seen her.  However, she is a baby.”

Suddenly Veronica finds herself confronted with an unknown set of parents and an indeterminate future—terrifying prospects for someone as instinctively pessimistic as she.  On the plus side, her young mother and father seem like decent people living sane lives in a stable, middle-class environment.  But none of that is enough to reconcile Veronica to the trials of a new life.

While her parents are out of the room, she lures Fido—the somewhat hostile and aggressive family dog—to her cradle, and provokes him into attacking and killing her.  Once more, she has thwarted the forces of reincarnation, and once more she returns to the bardo, her dull brown spiritual aura having turned even duller and browner.

When Maryamma reproaches her for her act of suicide, Veronica responds by declaring, “Not only do I not like life on earth, I realize I don’t like to be conscious.”  So she renews her request for anesthetized oblivion, which Maryamma indignantly rejects, berating her for “choosing nothing.”  What’s more, she tells Veronica, the guilty young parents she left behind will go on to have another child, whom they will badly spoil, and who, at age 16, will kill two innocent people while driving drunk.  So Veronica must learn that choices have consequences in an interconnected universe.

After a brief argument about Rex Harrison—Maryamma resolutely denies that the marriage ever took place—she sends Veronica back to earth for her next reincarnation.

Veronica is again an infant, again with a young mother and father (played by the same actors who played the first parents), but this time Mom and Dad are “trailer trash,” violent, abusive, drug-taking losers who berate their baby daughter for her “fat ass,” and call her “ugly,” “noisy,” and, “defective.”  This time there’s no dog to provide escape, because the brutish father shot the family hound earlier in the day. Veronica has played her cards badly, having traded a middle-class hand for something considerably less promising.

We watch as time races by in this unhappy life, with Veronica changing in an instant from an infant to a five-year-old.  She is now being stuffed with pie by a drug-addicted mother while her father falls dead of an overdose.  More time passes, and we watch as the mother tries literally to slap some knowledge into her ever-fattening daughter’s head by teaching her the multiplication table while pounding her with blows.  Next we are at a parent-teacher conference, which degenerates into insults and more physical abuse.  Finally we are in a schoolyard, where a 13 year old Veronica buys enough drugs from a pusher to kill herself—which she promptly does, returning once again to the bardo and the disapproving presence of Maryamma.  

After further discussion about the many varieties of the afterlife and a monologue about Christ’s crucifixion, Veronica is reborn once more, this time as a dog, an experience she actually enjoys.  For the first time she returns to the bardo feeling refreshed, but wondering what terminated her delightful canine existence.  

Maryamma is happy to show her, and to teach her another lesson about the interconnectedness of the universe.  Puppy-Veronica, it turns out, was also killed by the spoiled, 16-year-old drunk-driving son of the guilty parents whose unattended dog killed infant-Veronica.  So the wheel comes full circle, and Veronica’s suicide-by-dog causes the death of the happy dog she briefly became.

Following further wrangling with Maryamma, Veronica seems to be falling into the often-requested Jewish-agnostic-oblivious version of the afterlife, when, mysteriously, she is returned to her “trailer trash” existence. This is replayed as if it were a DVD in fast-forward mode up to the point where she is again 13 and on the verge of meeting the drug pusher.  But this time, instead of committing suicide, she seeks help from her teacher, Miss Fortunata, who is glad to oblige.  In a quick succession of scenes in which Miss Fortunata melds into Rex Harrison/Prof. Higgins, and Veronica morphs into Liza Doolittle, the teacher and student replay the education sequences from My Fair Lady, with Veronica repeating, “The rain in Spain falls mainly on the plain.”  

Soon we are watching Veronica deliver the valedictory address at her high school graduation—despite being heckled by her unrepentantly trashy mother.  It seems that Veronica has transformed her life—like Liza Doolittle—and is on the road to success and happiness.

But then she is transported back to the bardo, where she learns that her high school success story may just have been a dream, or, alternatively, that she may have actually re-experienced and improved that earlier life.  In any case, her “aura is looking a little lighter,” and she now has the opportunity to meet Jesus—in the person of a Black woman in a big hat.  Jesus has a mission for Veronica: “In your next life I want you to point out to people all the ways that they are not following me. . . .  I really need you to get down there and shake these people up!”

Initially, Veronica responds with her customary aversion to life: “Leave me out of it.  I have not liked the world, and it has not liked me, and I thought once you died, it was over, and that’s what I am, I’m over.  Over and out.  Got it?”

But when Gandalf shows up—looking exactly like Ian McKellen in the film version of The Lord of the Rings—Veronica’s resistance to rebirth begins to waver.  For one thing, under Gandalf’s urging, she just “lets go” of her rage against Rex Harrison, and becomes perceptibly happier.  Then, as Gandalf talks eloquently and urgently about humanity’s need for a moral “quantum leap” she begins to accept the idea of a new existence.  She draws the line at returning to life as a peacemaker in the Middle East, but she does propose a constructive alternative:

Look, I see I wasted those other lives I had.  Let me go back there, before these things have happened, and relive one of those lives.  And I’ll try to do some of what you say.

At this point, the spiritual guardians agree that time can be reversed, and that Veronica can indeed be inserted into a past life just as readily as into a present one.  And so she is reincarnated as the baby daughter of the decent, middle class family from which she foolishly escaped earlier.  As her parents fuss over her, Maryamma enters, in the person of Raini, hired the day before as nursemaid.  Little Veronica then opens her infant mouth and declares, “In order to survive, we must find a way to break through the centuries of stressing tribal differences, and evolve to finding tribal and human similarities.”  The baby has already begun working toward Gandalf’s “quantum leap.”  Moreover, as Maryamma notes, Veronica has finally developed “a lovely clear aura.”

THE CHARACTERS  

VERONICA  The most—perhaps the only—fully-developed character in Miss Witherspoon is Veronica, the middle-aged suicide.  And what we learn about her comes primarily from her own mouth.  This makes sense, as the play originated as a darkly comic monologue marking the first anniversary of the September 11 terrorist attacks.  Veronica’s first appearance on stage was as a woman explaining at length why she wants no part of a world in which such horrors occur.  

This monologue survives in the play, making up the first five pages of the 69-page script.  Towards the end of this passage, Veronica sums herself up in words that are constantly confirmed in the scenes that follow: “I’m just a gloomy dead person, there’s no accounting for my moods, I guess I was bi-polar in life, and I still am out here in the afterlife.”

Gloominess, darkness, depressiveness—these are all qualities evident in her personality throughout the play, qualities that describe a disposition but not a dramatic character.  Characters on stage are most clearly defined by what they want and what they do to get it.  And what does a dark, depressed, gloomy person want?  The answer is, literally, nothing.  Veronica wants “out”—of the cycle of reincarnation, of the woes of life, of consciousness itself.

This makes for a dramatic paradox.  Veronica wants to have and to be nothing, and she’s willing to fight like hell to get it.  As a result, it’s when she is struggling most vehemently not to be that her presence on stage becomes most emphatic.  We can see this in the scene where she entices Fido, the surly family dog, to attack and kill her, and again in the scenes with Maryamma, where she becomes most intensely alive while resisting life.

In other words, this is a character whose dramatic life depends on contradicting the fundamental dispositional traits of death-loving passivity that she attributes to herself.  She achieves a vivid state of being exactly through her attempts to achieve non-being.

And presumably it is this energy, perversely directed toward death, that is redirected at the play’s end, when Veronica finally accepts life.

We might also note a paradox in her name.  As a Christian, Veronica must have been named after the saint who comforted Christ during His ascent to Calvary by wiping the blood off His face with her veil.  Tradition has it that an image of the Savior’s face was left imprinted on the veil as a sort of reward for Veronica’s kindness.  In the play, however, the character Veronica expresses deep skepticism and aversion to the idea of the Crucifixion: “what about forgiveness without killing an animal?  Or a person?  Or your son?  I don’t understand it, it doesn’t make sense.”  By calling into question the event that gives her her name, her identity, she is in some sense eradicating herself.  Veronica once again does what she does throughout the play: through self-abnegation, she comes most vividly to life.

MARYAMMA    Maryamma’s role is to prevent Veronica from lapsing into oblivion.  Or rather, since oblivion isn’t possible in this Buddhist universe of ongoing reincarnation, her role is to excite Veronica into an interest in life.  She is a spiritual teacher, forever drawing explicit “lessons” from Veronica’s experiences, a process that deeply irritates her pupil.   

One lesson in particular prompts a vivid exchange between the two:

VERONICA: I suppose you want me to feel guilty. . . .

MARYAMMA: I’m not interested in guilt.  I’m interested if you can learn any lessons from your experiences and from their repercussions.

VERONICA: Alright. . . .  So the lesson is. . . I’m bad, I’m bad, kick me when I’m down, I’m bad.

MARYAMMA: The lesson is never I am bad.  At our core we are not bad.  The lesson can be. . . . I must be aware my actions have an impact on other people.

Veronica’s response to the lesson is totally self-centered.  The words “I” and “me” occur five times in a sentence of fifteen words.  By contrast, Maryamma talks about Veronica’s effect on others.

Clearly, then, Maryamma’s technique for getting Veronica engaged in life will be to interest her in something other than herself.  As Maryamma says in their first scene together, “You’re still focusing on your past life, or arguing with your ex-husband, you have a lot more lives to do. . . .”  

In other words, Maryamma sees through Veronica’s excuses for evading life.  It’s not because tragic events happen in the world that Veronica doesn’t want to go back; instead, it’s because she can’t summon the moral energy to care about anything but her own unhappiness.  Somewhere Hannah Arendt says that pain turns people into solipsists. Veronica is a good example of that principle.  Maryamma, on the other hand, is Veronica’s opposite.  She is entirely focused on other people, and it is her business to get Veronica to care about something other than herself.

The other characters in the play are much less fully-developed than Veronica and Maryamma.  They are what are often called “stock characters,” or “types.”  We use the term “stock” because they are like standard items of stage merchandise kept conveniently on hand, like the stock items of a hardware or grocery store: the dramatic equivalent of hammers and nails or milk and eggs.

As for type, one dictionary definition of the word is, “A person regarded as exemplifying a particular profession, rank, or social group.”   Neither distinctive nor highly individualized, a type exhibits features or qualities common to a large category of people; it is representative rather than unique.  

The idea of the character type is a kind of metaphor, implicitly comparing the types we find on stage to the metal type used in printing.  As opposed to the variousness of handwriting, the printing on a page is the same from copy to copy.  Similarly, character types repeat themselves from play to play.

Such “types” have a long and honorable lineage in the history of Western theater, dating as far back as antiquity.  Scholars tell us that early Greek comic troupes featured four recurrent stock characters: the pappos, a grouchy old man; the bucco, a loudmouth braggart; the dossenus, a crafty servant; and the maccus, a greedy, impulsive fool.  

These types turn up over and over in the history of comedy.  We find their descendents in the commmedia dell’ arte of Renaissance Italy, in Shakespeare, in vaudeville, in Hollywood, on Broadway, and in the American t.v. sitcom.  Ralph Kramden remains the definitive Brooklyn bucco, while dossenus Ed Norton is his perfect foil.  The pappos lives on in The Sunshine Boys, while the spirit of the maccos animates all three of The Three Stooges.

In Miss Witherspoon we have a different array of stock characters.  The eager middle-class parents of Veronica’s first re-incarnation recall the scrubbed and wholesome worlds of Ozzie and Harriet or The Partridge Family.  By contrast, the “trailer trash” parents of her next rebirth evoke the nightmare rednecks of Deliverance or Easy Rider.  In either case, the characters never step out of the boundaries established by the type-determined adjectives that describe them: wholesome and decent, on the one hand; stupid and cruel on the other.

Gandalf’s physical appearance is lifted directly from the film version of The Lord of the Rings, while his spiritual pronouncements are pretty much indistinguishable from any New Age religious seer: 

We started out life brutally. . . .  Then we saw the need for other people, and that strength can come from bonding together. . . . And so then we became tribal. . . .  And so warfare begins. . . . and there are more and more terrible weapons. . . . and the spiritual evolution is taking too long.  There must be a quantum leap.

Obviously, there’s little to quarrel with in Gandalf’s sentiments, but there is also little that differentiates them from what any other peacemaker might have said.  He represents a stock type of contemporary spiritual seeker, not a sharply delineated individual with a distinctive voice.

At one level, the dramatist writes sharply against type by presenting Jesus, not as a handsome, wistful-looking, bearded young man, but as a robust African-American woman in a big going-to-church hat.  But this figure itself derives from a deeply-rooted dramatic tradition that includes Hattie McDaniel’s Mammy in Gone with the Wind, the character Mama in A Raisin in the Son, and Isabel Sanford’s Louise Jefferson.  By now this figure has itself morphed into a type.  The playwright has not really invented a new character; instead he has transferred the name “Jesus” from one stock character to another.  

Of course, it seems entirely appropriate to employ these types in a universe where life is repeated endlessly.  “All the world’s a stage,” Shakespeare tells us; but in a reincarnational world, it must be a stage filled with characters re-enacting previous roles—stock characters for a repeating repertory of plays.  Or as Maryamma says, quoting a song by Richard Rogers:

It seems we’ve stood and talked like this before

We looked at each other in the same way then

But I can’t remember where or when.
THEMES

Literature and drama are studded with scenes from the afterlife.  Homer’s Odysseus drops down for a visit on his way home to Greece; Orpheus frantically seeks his lost Eurydice there; Aeneas dutifully checks in to seek guidance and bumps into the tragic ghost of Dido.  Dante gives us a comprehensive tour of heaven, hell, and purgatory, and introduces us to all their most important inhabitants.  Milton shows us Lucifer and the rebel angels plotting the fall of man.  And even a 20th century socialist and skeptic like George Bernard Shaw takes us to hell so we can meet Don Juan and the Devil.

Why this constant return to the beyond?  Undoubtedly it is related to the conviction expressed by many religious traditions—including Christianity and Buddhism—that life in the material world is a delusion, and that Truth—capital T—is to be found elsewhere—behind the veil that separates life from death, in the territory on the other side of the grave.  

There we will encounter spirits who, having nothing to lose from honesty, will speak to us with prophetic clarity and candor.  Sometimes, as in the cases of Hamlet and Scrooge, the afterlife seeks us out, and the ghosts harrow us with truth on our own battlements or in our own bedrooms.  

Then again, rather than meeting a prophetic shade, we might, as in Dante or Milton, finally discover the true design of the universe, the map of God’s mind.  Or, as in Shaw, we might be enthralled by a pair of loquacious philosophers who explain at last the drama of the Life Force and its enemies. 

In any case, the afterlife provides a revelation, a bolt of insight that transports the visitor from ignorance to insight, from darkness to light.  Which is, more or less, what happens to Veronica.  She arrives at the bardo burdened with all the emotional, cultural, and moral baggage of her cynical, secular, depressed, disillusioned, smart-aleck, suicidal, Upper West Side, New York self. Unlike earlier literary visitors to the afterlife, willingly seeking enlightenment, Veronica is a stubbornly resistant participant in the process of self-transformation.  Had she been in Dante’s shoes, she would have picked a fight with Virgil; in Scrooge’s, she would have slept until noon on Christmas.  

But, at play’s end, she is a child again, a wisdom-speaking newborn with “a lovely clear aura”—reminding us, perhaps, of another infant, famously associated with peace on earth and goodwill to men.  Drama is about change, and in this play, we watch Veronica change from despair—the ultimate sin, as the playwright would surely remember from his Catholic school days—to hope, the virtue that makes it possible to look forward to what comes next.  And in the bardo, something is always coming next.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

1. What is the meaning of “reincarnation?”

2. What is the difference between reincarnation and the Christian view of life after death?

3. Do you think that Veronica really killed herself because of Skylab?  Why?  Why not?

4. Why does the playwright introduce a character called “Gandalf” into the play?

5. Why does the playwright show Jesus as an African-American woman?

6. Why does Veronica enjoy life as a dog more than life as a human being?

7. Why is Dog-Veronica killed by a car?

8. Do you sympathize with Veronica’s wish to stay dead rather than be reincarnated?  Why?  Why not?

9. The religious vision of Buddhism permeates this play.  One of the fundamental principles of Buddhism is that to live is to suffer.  Do you agree?  Why?  Why not?

10. Why does Veronica change her mind and decide to be reincarnated?  Is this a good idea?  Why?  Why not?
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