
Diving into Eugene O'Neill's Cycle Plays: A
Tapestry of Human Strife, Loss, and
Redemption
Eugene O'Neill, the towering figure of American drama, left an indelible
mark on the literary landscape with his powerful and probing Cycle Plays.
Spanning nearly two decades, these 11 plays form an intricate tapestry that
delves into the profound depths of human nature, exploring themes of grief,
guilt, and the relentless pursuit of salvation.

The Birth of the Cycle Plays

O'Neill's grand ambition to create a comprehensive cycle of plays emerged
during the late 1920s. Influenced by the works of August Strindberg and
ancient Greek tragedians, he envisioned a multi-generational saga that
would examine the cyclical nature of human existence.
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The Cycle Plays were not conceived in a linear fashion; rather, they
evolved over time as O'Neill grappled with personal and artistic challenges.
The death of his father, the dissolution of his marriage, and his own
struggles with addiction and mental health fueled the themes that
permeated these works.

The Harrowing Loss of "Mourning Becomes Electra"

Set against the backdrop of the Civil War, "Mourning Becomes Electra" is a
chilling reimagining of the Oresteia trilogy. The play follows the Harford
family, whose lives are torn apart by a web of betrayal, incest, and murder.

Lavina Mannon, the mother of the Harford children, is a domineering
matriarch who manipulates her family members to fulfill her twisted desires.
Orin, the eldest son, becomes entangled in a forbidden love affair with his
stepsister, Hazel, while Christine, the younger daughter, struggles to
reconcile her loyalty to her brother with her own moral code.

As the cycle of violence intensifies, the Harford family is consumed by a
sense of guilt and despair. The play concludes with a haunting tableau of
the surviving characters, their lives shattered and their spirits irrevocably
scarred.

The Redemptive Quest of "The Great God Brown"

In contrast to the tragic fate of the Harfords, "The Great God Brown" offers
a glimmer of hope amidst the darkness. The play explores the dichotomy
between reality and illusion, as characters struggle to find meaning in a
world that is both alluring and deceptive.



William Brown, a successful businessman, and Dion Anthony, a struggling
artist, embody the conflicting aspects of human nature. Brown represents
the materialistic and conformist side, while Anthony embodies the search
for truth and beauty.

As the play progresses, the characters' lives become increasingly
intertwined. Brown is haunted by his secret desire for his friend's wife, while
Anthony grapples with the realization that his art cannot save him from the
despair of the human condition.

In the end, both characters find a measure of redemption through sacrifice.
Brown renounces his material possessions to join Anthony in an artistic
experiment, while Anthony sacrifices his life to save the woman he loves.

The Autobiographical Threads of "Long Day's Journey into Night"

Considered by many to be O'Neill's masterpiece, "Long Day's Journey into
Night" is a deeply personal and autobiographical play. The drama unfolds
over the course of a single day, as the Tyrone family gathers in their
summer home in rural Connecticut.

James Tyrone, the father, is a retired actor who is haunted by his failures
and regrets. Mary Cavan Tyrone, the mother, is an invalid addicted to
morphine and longing for a lost past. Edmund, the elder son, is a budding
playwright struggling with tuberculosis, while Jamie, the younger son, is a
dissolute alcoholic.

Throughout the play, the Tyrones confront their unspoken truths and
grapple with the heavy weight of their shared history. O'Neill's unsparing



depiction of their dysfunctional relationships is both heart-wrenching and
deeply resonant.

In a poignant moment of redemption, Edmund confides in his mother that
he has written a play about their family. Mary, moved by his words,
recognizes that her son's art will provide a lasting legacy for their broken
lives.

The Spiritual Odyssey of "The Iceman Cometh"

Set in a rundown bar on the eve of Prohibition, "The Iceman Cometh" is a
psychological drama that examines the illusions and self-deceptions that
sustain us. The play features an ensemble cast of lost souls, each of whom
has retreated into their own private world of fantasy to escape the harsh
realities of life.

The arrival of Hickey, a traveling salesman who claims to be the "iceman,"
disrupts the delicate equilibrium of the bar. Hickey attempts to confront the
characters with their hidden truths, forcing them to confront their failures
and their dreams.

As the night wears on, the characters' illusions are shattered, and they are
forced to confront the cold, harsh reality of their existence. Hickey's own
motives are eventually revealed, leaving the characters with a sense of
profound disillusionment.

The Search for Meaning in "A Moon for the Misbegotten"

Set on a remote farm in rural Connecticut, "A Moon for the Misbegotten"
explores the complexities of love, forgiveness, and the search for meaning
in life. The play centers around three characters: James Tyrone Jr., the



alcoholic son from "Long Day's Journey into Night"; Phil Hogan, a coarse
but compassionate farmer; and Josie Hogan, Phil's sister, who harbors a
deep and unrequited love for James.

As James and Phil engage in philosophical debates about life and the
meaning of existence, Josie's unbending devotion to James becomes
increasingly apparent. Despite his flaws, Josie sees a glimmer of hope and
redemption in James, and she longs to share her life with him.

However, James's own self-destructive tendencies and his inability to
reciprocate Josie's love ultimately lead to tragedy. The play concludes with
a haunting image of Josie, alone in the moonlight, her dreams shattered
and her spirit broken.

The Epic Scope of "More Stately Mansions"

Spanning several generations and multiple continents, "More Stately
Mansions" is the most ambitious of O'Neill's Cycle Plays. The play traces
the rise and fall of the Harford family, from their humble beginnings in
Ireland to their eventual wealth and influence in America.

Through interconnected scenes that jump back and forth in time, O'Neill
examines the cyclical nature of human history, as the Harfords' pursuit of
wealth and power leads to corruption and tragedy.

The play also explores the themes of reincarnation and karma, suggesting
that the sins of the past continue to haunt the present. In the end, the
Harfords' mansion, a symbol of their material success, is destroyed by fire,
leaving only a legacy of broken dreams and wasted lives.

The Final Chapter: "The Calms of Capricorn"



The final play in the Cycle, "The Calms of Capricorn," brings together
characters and themes from earlier works. The drama follows two
generations of the Harford family as they struggle to come to terms with
their past and forge a path forward.

The play centers around Dion Anthony, the artist from "The Great God
Brown," who has become a successful playwright. He encounters the
Harfords, who are now living in poverty and obscurity. As Dion tries to help
them, he is forced to confront his own demons and the enduring legacy of
his past mistakes.

"The Calms of Capricorn" offers a sense of closure to the Cycle Plays while
also leaving a lingering ambiguity about the nature of redemption and the
human condition.

The Enduring Legacy of the Cycle Plays

Eugene O'Neill's Cycle Plays stand as a towering achievement in American
drama. They explore universal themes of love, loss, redemption, and the
relentless pursuit of meaning. Through their powerful characters and
evocative language, the plays continue to resonate with audiences
decades after their initial creation.

O'Neill's Cycle Plays have influenced generations of playwrights and
actors, and they remain essential works in the American theatrical canon.
They offer a profound and unflinching examination of the human condition,
leaving us with a lasting appreciation for the complexities and beauty of life.
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