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Sam Shepard

 Sam Shepard's very successful playwrighting career began in the mid-1960s when his often bizarre and anti-realistic plays were produced in experimental off- off-Broadway theatres such as La Mama and Theatre Genesis at St. Mark's Church in-the-Bowery. The launching of Shepard's playwrighting career is generally attributed to a 1967 review by Michael Smith in the Village Voice. Smith's enthusiastic appraisal of the first two of Shepard's early plays Cowboys and The Rock Garden (both 1964) brought the playwright to the attention of mainstream critics and audiences. By 1976, Shepard had more than thirty of these mostly one-act plays to his credit and had become an established cult figure. With Curse of the Starving Class (1977) and Buried Child (1978), Shepard began producing what are now considered his major plays, works defined by a clear focus on such topics as dysfunctional families and social fringe dwellers. These plays, in contrast to his earlier work, also display a more conventional approach to plot and character. His popularity broadened and by the time True West appeared in 1980, many critics felt that Shepard was at the forefront of new American playwrights and, along with other dramatists such as David Mamet, Marsha Norman, and Beth Henley, was defining a new decade of theatre. While True West represents a continued movement in Shepard's drama toward realistic characterization, plot, setting, and dialogue, the play also has touchstones in his experimental days, retaining a number of unusual, fantastical elements such as the grotesque violence and the startling transformations of its two main characters. Some commentators refer to these later plays as examples of "magical realism" (a literary genre defined by the works of such writers as Jorge Luis Borges and Federico Garcia Lorca) because they begin with realistic characters and situations but gradually acquire more bizarre qualities until they finally seem to fuse realism and fantasy. In many circles True West was hailed as a breakthrough for Shepard, a work in which experimental drama was successfully melded with the more conventional elements of modern theatre. Though True West is one of Shepard's most accessible dramas, it retains the unmistakable signature of his earlier adventurous work.

True West premiered on December 23, 1980 at Joseph Papp's Public Theater in New York. But, it came to prominence when it was revived by the Steppenwolf Theatre Company in Chicago who would later bring it back to the New York before performing a televised presentation of it in 1984. The lead actors for Steppenwolf Theatre Company and for the televised production were John Malkovich and Gary Sinise. The original New York cast included Tommy Lee Jones and Peter Boyle.

Though the initial Off-Broadway run at the Public Theater was short lived--it closed on January 11, 1981--Shepard's play would go on to be a finalist for the Pulitzer Prize for Drama in 1983. The story is one about the double nature of man, an issue that Shepard believed was one that could not be so easily overcome. Within this duality would lead to many actors switching roles during the performance, most famously by Philip Seymour Hoffman and John C. Reilly in the 2000 production. The play was produced both internationally as well as State-side, with such acting greats as the aforementioned Hoffman, Reilly, Sinise and Malkovich as well as Anthony Sher and Mark Rylance.

True West

Plot Review
Austin is at his mother's house 40 miles east of Los Angeles. He is house-sitting while she is away on vacation, and taking the opportunity to work on his screenplay. His older brother Lee arrives at the house and the two brothers haven't seen each other in years. Austin attempts to pacify the tension between he and his dominating brother. Austin suggests that Lee leave, and when he does Lee threatens to steal things from the neighbors homes during the night. This leads Austin to calling a truce with his brother in order to stop him from committing the crimes.

The next day Austin asks Lee to leave as he has a Hollywood producer coming over to look at his screenplay, which is a period piece. Lee only agress to leave by having Austin give him the keys to his car, which Austin does against his better judgement. Saul, the producer arrives and just as their meeting is underway Lee arrives back at home and hijacks the meeting. He and Saul agree to play golf the next day and Austin is excluded because he doesn't play. Lee pitches Saul a script idea and Saul likes it. Austin ends up being the one to begin to write the script after Saul leaves which leads to the jealousy the brothers have between each other to come to the surface. After asking numerous times for his keys back, Austin finally gets them from Lee and the first act ends with Austin typing Lee's story.

The second act begins with Lee returning from golf with Saul. Saul has promised him an advance for the story outline Austin helped to write for him. Lee tells Austin that he is going to have to write the screenplay for him which Austin is against because he has his own work. To which we learn that Austin's script idea has been dropped in favor of Lee's idea. Austin begins to come unraveled and threatens to go to the desert and leave Lee to write the script himself.

Saul comes by the house and Austin accuses him of choosing Lee's script idea over his because Saul lost a bet on the golf course to Lee. Saul offers to let Austin write both he and his brother's scripts to which Austin outright refuses. This causes Saul to drop Austin's script and find another writer for Lee's story. Lee and Saul make plans for lunch before the producer leaves.

Austin is found in the next scene drunk as Lee attempts to write his screenplay on the typewriter. He wants Austin's help but can't get it so, he joins Austin in drinking. They next day the two brothers are seen, Austin polishing the toasters he stole from neighbor's homes and Lee smashing away at the typewriter. Lee wants to call a woman for companionship, but Austin won't because he's married. This conversation leads Austin to ask Lee to take him to the desert which Lee won't do. But, Austin says he will write Lee's script if he takes him. So, they make an agreement and go to work.

The next day their mother arrives to her house that has been torn apart by the two men. To which Austin tells her that they are going to the desert. Lee says that he doesn't think that is going to work out because he doesn't believe Austin is cut out for the desert life. Austin attacks Lee and begins to strangle him and their mother runs out of the house leaving them to fight. Austin believes he's killed Lee and begins to let go of him. As he moves to the door, Lee comes to his feet and they square off as the lights cut to black.
Plot

 Scene 1

 True West takes place in a kitchen and in the adjoining breakfast alcove area of a well-kept Southern California suburban home about forty miles east of Los Angeles. The alcove is filled with house plants, mostly Boston ferns hanging in planters. In the first scene, it is night and crickets are chirping outside while Austin, a neatly dressed man in his early thirties, is seated at the glass breakfast table in the alcove writing in a notebook. He is working by candlelight while moonlight streams through the alcove windows. His older brother, Leedressed in a filthy, white T-shirt, tattered overcoat, and baggy pants reclines against the kitchen sink, mildly drunk, a beer in his hand. Austin and Lee are together for the first time in five years, and it is clear that Lee is jealous because his mother chose Austin to take care of the house while she vacationed in Alaska. He is also intimidated by Austin's status and refinement. Lee's conversation, with its subdued hostility, bothers Austin, who is trying to write, but Austin remains polite. Lee has just returned from the Mojave Desert, where he visited with their father. When Austin asks how long Lee plans to stay, the older brother reveals that he intends to burglarize the houses in the neighborhood. He requests the use of Austin's car, and when Austin objects and seems too condescending, Lee grabs and shakes him violently, demonstrating his superior physical strength. 
Scene 2 

On the morning of the next day, Austin is misting his mother's plants and Lee is sitting at the alcove table drinking beer. He reports that he went out the night before on foot and scouted houses to burgle. Austin informs Lee that the movie producer he is writing for is coming to visit and Lee agrees to leave for a few hours if he can take Austin's car. 

Scene 3

 It is afternoon and Austin is meeting with Saul Kimmer, Hollywood movie producer, who loves the "great story" that Austin has described for him and only needs a synopsis to convince studio executives to bankroll Austin's screenplay. Lee returns prematurely, carrying a stolen television set. After introductions Lee ingratiates himself with Kimmer and persuades the producer to go golfing with him the next morning. As Austin maneuvers Saul out the door, Lee tells Kimmer he has an idea for a contemporary Western movie; the producer suggests having Austin write an outline for consideration. 

Scene 4 

It is night, coyotes bark in the distance, and Lee is dictating his story to Austin, who is reluctantly typing an outline. Austin finds Lee's story preposterous, "not enough like real life," but Lee is desperate to finish and subtly threatens Austin if he doesn't help. Lee has begun to have visions of a steady income and a life filled with middle-class amenities and says to Austin, "I always wondered what'd be like to be you." Austin responds by saying he used to envy the excitement of Lee's life: "you were always on some adventure." 

Scene 5

 The next morning, Lee is at the table with a set of golf clubs discussing the early morning round of golf he has just finished with Saul Kimmer. He claims that Saul liked the outline so much he gave Lee a set of clubs as an advance. Austin takes a bottle of his mother's champagne to celebrate and then learns that he is to write the script of Lee's outline rather than work on his own script. Austin is angry and calls Lee's story the "dumbest" he has ever heard in his life. At the height of their argument, Lee threatens Austin with a golf club.

 Scene 6

 That afternoon, Kimmer joins them and admits that he prefers Lee's story to Austin's, adding that he likes Lee's plan to use some of the money from the sale of the script to set up a trust fund for the brother's father. Austin refuses to write the script, even though Saul says the deal is worth three hundred thousand dollars for the first draft alone. The producer claims that Lee has "raw talent," that his story about the "real West" has "the ring of truth." Austin shouts that "there's no such thing as the West anymore! It's a dead issue!"

 Scene 7

 It is night again, and throughout this and the following scene, the dog-like yapping of coyotes intensifies into a frenzy as their pack grows in numbers, perhaps luring and killing pets from suburban yards. Lee is at the typewriter, struggling to type with one finger while Austin sits on the kitchen floor, drunk and singing. Lee complains that he needs quiet to concentrate, and Austin suggests that maybe he will try his hand at burglary now that Lee has taken up screenwriting. Lee scoffs at this, saying Austin couldn't steal a toaster. Meanwhile Lee is angrily getting tangled up in the typewriter ribbon but calms down to beg Austin to help him get his story down on paper. Austin interrupts to tell Lee the "true to life" story about how their father lost his false teeth. 

Scene 8

 Just before sunrise the next morning, Austin has reappeared with numerous toasters stolen from neighborhood houses and Lee has methodically smashed the typewriter with a golf club and is burning pages of the script. Both men are now drunk and the house is a shambles. All of the house plants are dead and drooping from lack of water. Austin starts making toast and Lee tries to phone a woman he knows in Bakersfield, California. Austin tells Lee he wants to come with him to live in the desert. Lee agrees to take him if Austin will write what he dictates of his story. 

Scene 9 

At mid-day, in blazing heat, the house is covered with debris bottles, toasters, the smashed typewriter, a ripped out telephone, etc. It is like a desert junk yard at high noon in intense yellow light. Austin is scribbling in a notebook while Lee, shirtless and beer in hand, is slowly walking around the room, picking his way through the objects on the floor. When Austin reads back what Lee has dictated, it sounds cliched and "stupid" to Lee and he denies dictating it. Their mother enters, having returned early from her vacation to Alaska. She is taken aback by the mess in the house, especially her dead plants, but she seems more interested in telling her sons that the famous artist, Pablo Picasso, is in town to visit the museum. Austin informs her that Picasso is dead and that he and Lee are leaving for the desert. But Lee insists that he's going alone, that he's giving up on the screenplay, and that he needs to borrow his mother's china, something "authentic," to take with him to the desert. Austin attempts to stop Lee from leaving by strangling him with a piece of phone cord. His mother, meanwhile, calmly insists that Austin should not kill his brother and exits, saying she's going to check into a motel, that she doesn't recognize her house any more. When Austin releases the tension on the cord around Lee's neck it appears that Lee is dead, but after a few moments Lee leaps to his feet and the two brothers square off as a single coyote is heard in the distance and moonlight falls across the room.

Character List

Austin

Austin is a screenwriter with a wife and children, and Lee’s younger brother. It’s established that he’s college educated, owns a home and is beginning to make a name for himself in the entertainment industry. Austin is watching after their mother’s Southern California home while she is on an Alaskan cruise when Lee shows up after visiting their alcoholic father in the desert. Though Austin appears to have a good life, we see that he has a yearning to be free in the way Lee is in his life, and wants to prove that he can survive in the same way his brother has in the desert.

Lee

Lee is Austin’s older brother, a drifter who didn’t go to college and has very few possessions in life. He’s spent time living in the desert, and has just come from visiting his father when he arrives to find Austin watching over their mother’s home. He’s a drinker like his dad, and has a violent streak to match his attitude of doing what he wants whenever he wants to do it. Lee, in a way looks up to Austin, at what he’s done in his life, and see that writing this screenplay could bring for him a different kind of life. And, that gives him hope, possibly the kind that he's never had in his life before.

Saul Kimmer

Saul Kimmer is a Hollywood producer that Austin has invited to his mother’s home in order to negotiate a deal for a screenplay he is writing. Initially he tells Austin that he the screenplay he’s writing has something, but after a round of golf with Lee, Saul enlists Austin to write Lee’s story, saying that Austin’s is now dead. Saul is the catalyst that leads to greater conflict between the two brothers, as Austin begins to come unglued towards Lee once Saul kills his work in favor of his big brother’s pitch.

Saul represents the theme of commerce and art, and the constant clashing that occurs, one moment it builds you up, and the next it rips your soul out.

Mom

Mom is only on stage for a short period of time, but her presence helps us understand Austin and Lee more deeply. With her house destroyed, she doesn’t even raise her voice, she simply decides she will check herself into a hotel. Along with the absent father, and a mom who clearly is absent in her own way (she goes to the museum to meet Picasso), we see the kind of destruction that can come from two “children” being left alone to fend for themselves. In the case of True West Austin and Lee fend for their identity and place within the structure (however broken) of their family.

Analysis of the play

This play is about transformation. With  Austin becoming more like Lee and vice versa. In the middle the characters meet at a common ground and by the end Austin has nearly killed his brother, a man he was scared to be around at the beginning of the play. Shepard creates the story in order to examine the double nature of a human being. This is an issue that he believes we all have and it comes from a deeper place than our minds. It is an issue of our heart and soul being aligned to the truth of who we are, which these men do not have as they were abandoned by their parents. They were left to raise themselves rather than being taught the necessary tools to navigate life and all of its pains.

The result of this abandonment is two men--one who appears to have it all together and the other who seems to have fallen completely off the rails--who believe that who they are is based on their success in life. And how they deal with hard times is to run away into a metaphorical and literal desert like their father, or go on vacation while the house is being torn down like their mother. Without the proper guidance of their souls (mind, will, emotions) these two men were left to create some version of themselves that they could stand with an underbelly that has the potential to kill lying just under the surface. We watch as both men transform to become an expression of rage towards one another through the betrayal of a screenplay, and then the betrayal of trust between the two of them. Thus the play ending with the two brothers facing off shows us that they still have a choice, to kill one another or to work through the pain of what is staring them right in the face in order to find any sort of hope and good for the future.

Themes

New and Old West

The two faces of the West refer to the American dream. Austin represents the suburban new West, while Lee represents the desert old West with the chaos in itself. The images of the desert and the city are motifs, referring to the tension between integrating into society and oneself staying away from it. Confusion is a phenomenon within True West; though the brothers tend to believe in one thing: the desert is needed for “making” the American men.

Fragmented American Masculinity

The main idea is that masculinity, more precisely, American maleness is fragmented as it comes from the ascendants. Therefore, these are shifting identities who as characters are not able to find themselves; they become images created from their popular culture. After a while, pretending and the performance become reality. Original identity is faded, lost. The question of the West is explained in a way that no brothers in True West can find their real, male identities as they are stuck. Men have to search for and prove their manhood. Lee and Austin cannot realize that they share the same insecurities in their lives. The image of the father and the father-son relationship are also of huge importance in this drama as he is the one who unwillingly and unnoticeably forms the descendants and their masculinity.

Symbols

The Desert

The desert is where Lee has come from and it is the place where the brother's father left for and has stayed. It represents a place where no growth can occur. It's barren and isolated. It is a place where Lee has chosen to live and where Austin wants to go as a symbol of having given up on his ability to make anything of himself in life.

Vacation

Austin and Lee's mother is gone on a vacation to Alaska throughout the majority of the play. Her being on vacation while her two sons destroy her house and nearly kill each other is a symbol of her abandonment of them. And, her running out of them while Austin is choking Lee symbolizes her unwillingness to raise them as it is too much for her to handle.

Toasters

Austin ends up stealing toaster from the neighbor's homes after getting drunk. It is a symbol that Austin no longer abides by the rules of society. If Lee doesn't have to play by them and he still gets a script deal, Austin is going to do the same. He's been a good boy for too long.

Father's Teeth

Austin tells the story of how he went to Mexico to help his father after their dad had all of his teeth pulled and was given false teeth. But his dad left his false teeth in a bag of chop suey in some bar on a highway, and they never found the teeth. The symbol of losing his teeth is that the father has given up his right to speak for himself, thus his ability to create any semblance of a life he has given away.

On a Bet

Saul has agreed to take on Lee's story after losing a bet to him on the golf course. In fact, he even ends his deal with Austin to make room for him to write his brother's story. The symbol is the frivolity of the Hollywood culture in that, nothing is serious to them. Austin seeks to make serious work, and Lee's story is based nowhere near reality, yet Saul takes it on because he lost a bet, not because it is great work.

Metaphors

No one can disappear

Austin says this to his brother when Lee tells him that he will disappear if he helps him to write the screenplay. It is a metaphor that in life though we make our attempts to disappear, just as their father has disappeared into the desert, that no one can truly hide themselves. They still must contend with themselves even if they place themselves into isolation.

He Lost His Teeth

Austin tells Lee that their father lost his real teeth, then he lost his false teeth. This is a metaphor for their father loosing his ability to speak, and thus his right to make something of himself as Biblically it is the word that brings everything in creation into existence.

A Bet

Saul shuts down Austin's project and goes with Lee's idea after losing a bet to the older brother on the golf course. This is a metaphor for how Hollywood betrays the search for truth because of a inconsequential wager. They make up their own truth and replace the opportunity with actual truth in order to save face.

I'm Your Brother

Austin and Lee are at each other's throats, but Austin in the midst of it tells Lee that he can talk to him, that he's his brother. This is a metaphor for the desire for closeness and relationship that both men desire but are nearly incapable of admitting.

Golf

Saul and Lee play golf together and Austin stays behind. It is a metaphor for the fact that Austin doesn't play the "games" that these two men are willing to play in order to get what they want--for Lee money, for Saul success in the form of a hit story which will increase his stature in the Hollywood ranks. Austin is out for the purity of writing, the search for truth and what is real to life. Thus, his not playing golf speaks to this.
Irony

Running Out

The mother comes home and watches as Austin begins to strangle the life out of Lee right in front of her eyes. Ironically, she doesn't try to stop them. She runs out of the house and let's them carry on killing each other.

Failure

Austin had the belief that he was going to be a well-regarded writer who brought real life to the page, and he was willing to endure to make it happen. Ironically, when Austin's story is dropped by Saul he begs Lee to take him into the desert. He's given up on making anything of himself.
Promise

Lee promises Austin that he will take him into the desert if he helps him to finish the screenplay that he must get to Saul in order to get his full payout. Austin begins the work, but ironically Lee admits to their mother that he won't take Austin to the desert because he isn't cut out for it. Austin trusted his brother, a man who he hasn't seen for years to come through.

Violence

Lee comes into the house as a man who is steeped with violence. Ironically, by the end of the play it is Austin who has become the most violent as he nearly chokes Lee to death before the lights cut to black in the final scene.

Father

Austin tells Lee the story of how he went to Mexico to help his father heal from having his teeth pulled. He expects to have a time with him that will make them closer, but ironically all he does is listen to records and spit at him. And he doesn't want to spend time with him, instead he wants to drink and introduce him to his drinking buddies from all the bars he frequents.

Imagery

In a Bar

Austin gives a speech about how his father left his false teeth in a bag of chop suey in one of the bars up and down the highway. The imagery creates for the reader the understanding that his father takes what is valuable and plops it into a bag of food that will be rotten in a couple of days, and by leaving it in some bar on a highway this creates specific imagery. The imagery of being forgotten, of loneliness, of giving what good remains of yourself to a transient place on a forgotten highway. All of this imagery allows us to understand how Austin feels about his relationship with his father.

Coyotes

During the play, Shepard instructs that the sound of coyotes yapping should increase as the days go one. This sound creates an imagery that the two brothers must deal with. It's the image of nature, the wild impeding on their civilized lives. This also represents how the wild nature within them is coming forth through this journey.

Toasters

The image of Austin shining up toasters after a night of stealing them from the neighbors helps us to know that he has given up his belief in a civilized society. He no longer believes in following the rules as they have gotten him nowhere, and this imagery shows that clearly.

Lights Out

The end of the place has Austin and Lee squaring off after Austin has nearly choked Lee to death. The curtain falls as the two stare each other down. This imagery evokes the understanding that these two men are going to kill one another. There is no civility left in them, only the uncontrollable wild and primal nature.

Literary Elements

Narrator and Point of View

POV is that of Austin and his brother Lee

Tone and Mood

Serious, Dramatic, Violent

Protagonist and Antagonist

Protagonist is Austin, Antagonist is Lee

Major Conflict

Austin's script is dropped after Lee wins a bet with Saul, the producer and Saul wants Austin to write Lee's story.

Climax

Austin agrees to write the script for Lee on the condition that Lee take him into the desert. When Lee admits he isn't taking him into the desert Austin nearly chokes him to death and the brothers face off as the curtain closes.

Foreshadowing

Austin's giving his keys to his car to Lee foreshadows him giving his brother the keys to his career opportunities with Saul.

Understatement

It's understated as to why Lee decided to show up at his mother's home after all of these years.

Allusions

The play is an allusion to the double nature that each person has within in them.

Imagery

Yapping coyotes create the imagery that the wildness of the desert and nature is impeding on the civilized lives of these men.

The mother's house being torn apart represents how when kids are left alone they become destroyers when they aren't raised to be creators.

Paradox

Austin has a family, yet paradoxically he wants to leave them and go live in the desert because of his failure at getting his script made.

Parallelism

Austin's attack on Lee parallels Lee's sense of danger and impending attack at the beginning of the play upon his brother.

Personification

They coyotes and the crickets in heard in the play are the personification of the minds of the two men being driven insane, and the nature of them becoming primal.

Use of Dramatic Devices

The mother comes in as a temporary comic relief before running out on her boys. Shepard also uses Austin's monologue about his father's teeth in order to reveal the relationship dynamic that they have. The final square off of the brothers being the closing image of the play creates a heightened dramatic state on which the play ends on, leaving the audience to their imaginations as to what will occur next.

Susan Glaspell

Susan Glaspell (1876-1948) was an American playwright, novelist, journalist and actress. With her husband George Cram Cook, she founded the Provincetown Players, the first modern American theatre company. Susan Glaspell has known for her written of nine novels and fifteen plays. She tackled in her works social issues, such as gender, ethics and dissent. Her play Alison’s House earned her the Pulitzer Prize for Drama.
Since the late 20th century, critical reassessment of women’s contributions has led to renewed interest in her career and a revival of her reputation. In the early 21st century Glaspell is today recognized as a pioneering feminist writer and America’s first important female playwright. Her one-act play Trifles (1916) is frequently cited as one of the greatest works of American theatre.  
Trifles
Plot Review

The sheriff  Henry Peters  and the county attorney George Henderson arrive with the witness Lewis Hale, Mrs. Peters, and Mrs. Hale at John Wright's farmhouse, where the police are investigating Wright's murder. Lewis Hale recounts how he discovered Mrs. Wright acting bizarrely, as she told him that her husband was murdered while she was sleeping. Although a gun had been in the house, Wright was gruesomely strangled with a rope. The men continually disparage the women for worrying about trifles instead of about the case, but Henderson allows the women to collect some items for Mrs. Wright, who is in custody, as long as he agrees that the objects are irrelevant to the case. While the men are investigating upstairs, Mrs. Hale reminisces about how happy Mrs. Wright had been before her marriage, and she regrets that she had not come to visit Mrs. Wright despite suspecting the unhappiness she had suffered as John Wright's wife. After looking around the room, the women discover a quilt and decide to bring it with them, although the men tease them for pondering about the quilt as they briefly enter the room before going to inspect the barn. Meanwhile, the women discover an empty birdcage and eventually find the dead bird in a box in Mrs. Wright's sewing basket while they are searching for materials for the quilt. The bird has been strangled in the same manner as John Wright. Although Mrs. Peters is hesitant to flout the men, who are only following the law, she and Mrs. Hale decide to hide the evidence, and the men are unable to find any clinching evidence that will prevent her from being acquitted by a future jury - which will, the play implies, most likely prove sympathetic to women.

Character List

George Henderson

The county attorney, he has been called to investigate the murder of John Wright and will probably serve as the attorney for the prosecution in the event of a trial. He is young and professional in manner, but he often dismisses the female interest in minor details of domesticity, and he disparages Mrs. Wright for what he perceives as her lack of homemaking abilities.

Henry Peters

The middle-aged local sheriff and husband of Mrs. Peters, he is at John Wright's house to examine the scene of the crime. Like Henderson, he gently teases the women about their interest in Mrs. Wright's quilt.

Lewis Hale

A neighboring farmer, he had entered the Wright farmhouse to ask John about acquiring a telephone, only to find a strangled man and a wife acting very bizarrely. He says, "Women are used to worrying about trifles."

Mrs. Peters

A relative newcomer to the town who never knew Mrs. Wright before John Wright married her, Mrs. Peters is "a slight, wiry woman" with a "thin, nervous face." She is married to the sheriff and prefers to follow the law, often apologizing for the behavior of the men because they are only doing her duty. Mrs. Peters understands loneliness and the world of the female domestic.

Mrs. Hale

The wife of the farmer Lewis Hale, she is of a heavier build than Mrs. Peters and resents the condescension shown to her by the men in general and Henderson in particular because of her gender and domestic occupation. She remembers Mrs. Wright as the young Minnie Foster, and she feels sorry for Mrs. Wright. Mrs. Hale regrets not having come to visit Mrs. Wright to alleviate her cheerless life.

John Wright

A local farmer, he was commonly considered a good, dutiful man, but he was also a hard man and neglected his wife's happiness. He paid little attention to his wife's opinions and prevented her from singing. The play centers on the motive for his murder.

Mrs. Wright

Born Minnie Foster, she used to be a happy, lively girl who sang in the local choir, but after she married John Wright, her life became unhappy and forlorn. Although she does not appear in the play, she is the main suspect in her husband's murder and sends Mrs. Peters and Mrs. Hale to collect a few minor items for her from the farmhouse.



Themes

Female identity

When speaking to the female characters in Trifles, Henderson and the other men make a key mistake in their assumption that the women derive their identity solely from their relationship to men, the dominant gender. For example, Henderson tells Mrs. Petersthat because she is married to the sheriff, she is married to the law and therefore is a reliable follower of the law. Mrs. Peters' response is "Not--just that way," suggesting that over the course of the play, she has rediscovered a different aspect of her identity that ties more closely to her experience as a woman than to her marriage to Henry Peters. As Mrs. Hale concludes, women "all go through the same things--it's all just a different kind of the same thing." For Mrs. Hale, Minnie Wright's murder of her husband is the ultimate rejection of her husband's imposed identity in favor of the memory of the person Minnie Foster used to be.

Law, duty, and justice

Because Trifles is a murder mystery in which the sleuths decide to hide the evidence of the crime and thus end by aiding the murderer, the play leaves open the question of the meaning of duty and justice. For men such as George Henderson and Henry Peters, the concept of law and order is intricately linked with duty and justice, and at first, Mrs. Peters ascribes to the same interpretation. Consequently, whenever Mrs. Hale criticizes the men for their heavy-handed methods of investigation, Mrs. Peters, who is also the sheriff's wife, apologizes for the men because she sees them as performing their duty. However, Mrs. Hale convinces her that true justice would involve punishing everyone who had neglected and isolated Minnie Wright, and that Mrs. Wright was perhaps justified in her retaliation against her husband. Appropriately, the name of the short story adapted from Trifles is "A Jury of Her Peers," indicating that Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters have served as an impromptu jury and have chosen to dismiss the charges in the name of justice and their duty as women.

Patriarchal dominance

In Trifles, the men believe that they grant female identity by virtue of the women's relation to men rather than through their inherent qualities as females. Except for the absent Minnie Wright, the women have no first name and take their husband's last names, despite being the protagonists of the story instead of the named male characters. This institutionalized male superiority is so pervasive that the men feel comfortable in disparaging Mrs. Peters and Mrs. Hale's interest in "trifles," with the clear implication that the women are too flighty and small-minded to worry about important issues such as the investigation at hand. In addition, when the men observe the troublesome state of the kitchen, they immediately conclude that the woman must be at fault in her homemaking abilities because they all know John Wright as a good, dutiful man and in consequence form a unified front protecting John Wright's reputation. Because of this male solidarity, Mrs. Peters and Mrs. Hale can only aid Mrs. Wright if they ally with their own gender.

Revenge

After Mrs. Peters and Mrs. Hale discover the dead canary in Mrs. Wright's sewing basket, they realize that her murder of her husband did not result solely from her unhappiness in her marriage but from an enforced return to solitude by the killing of her pet bird. Mrs. Wright killed her spouse because she could think of no more fitting revenge than to inflict damage in kind to the perpetrator. This realization catalyzes Mrs. Peters' sense of empathy, as she recalls having had similar feelings many years ago when a boy killed her kitten. For these women, the pain that results from the death of a loved one is so great that it deserves any punishment necessary. Nevertheless, the play leaves open the question of whether Mrs. Wright will still be convicted without the evidence, and similarly we must decide for ourselves if revenge is a sufficient motive for murder.

Domesticity

When Henderson observes the Wright kitchen, he concludes that Mrs. Wright must not have "the homemaking instinct," which Mrs. Hale interprets as an attack on Mrs. Wright's worth. Her countering of his statement with the suggestion that Mr. Wright did not have the homemaking instinct establishes two alternate interpretations of the meaning of domesticity. According to one definition, domesticity is the ability to keep a home in the purely physical sense, with a clean kitchen and well-sewn quilts. In her final moments prior to the murder of her husband, Minnie Wright rebels against these standards of domestic prowess because in her eyes, her husband has failed to meet the second definition of domesticity, which depends upon one's ability to make a home warm and comforting emotionally. Henderson fails to comprehend that the latter form of domesticity is as important as the first type, as shown by his disregard for signs of a troubled marital life in the Wright household.

Loneliness

While the need for revenge is the immediate impetus for Minnie Wright's strangling of her husband John, her isolation is the ultimate causes of her unhappiness in their marriage. As Mrs. Peters and Mrs. Hale note, John Wright was a hard man and did not provide the companionship needed, while Mrs. Hale blames herself for never having visited to offer Mrs. Wright a respite from her loneliness. Both women suspect that the canary had been a substitute for Mrs. Wright's lack of children and other friends, and Mrs. Peters' account of her solitude while homesteading in Dakota suggests that loneliness is an important element of the female and human condition. Mrs. Hale realizes that woman have all experienced loneliness in part because they do not realize their commonality and thus have not learned to unify and support each other. In the end, loneliness connects the women and brings them closer to each other.

Empathy and protection

At the beginning of Trifles, Mrs. Wright is an unknown quantity whose behavior in Lewis Hale's account is puzzling and bizarre. By the conclusion of the play, however, the substance of her personality and life has been revealed through Mrs. Hale's memories and through a few small details contained on the first floor of her house, and her character becomes the subject of sympathy and finally of empathy. Because Mrs. Peters and Mrs. Hale come to realize the similarities between the murderer and themselves, they decide that Minnie Wright is worthy of their protection, which has several meanings for the women. Most obviously, they unify with her against the law, as represented by the men of the play, but they also protect her by not telling her the truth about her ruined preserves. In addition, Mrs. Hale regrets not having protected Minnie from isolation and solitude, and she resolves to atone for her inability to protect Minnie earlier by helping her now.

Trifles Summary and Analysis of Part I

Summary:
(Note: Because the play is not officially split into scenes, artificial divisions have been created at convenient points for the purposes of analysis.)

The sheriff Henry Peters, the young county attorney George Henderson, and the neighbor Lewis Hale enter the gloomy, disordered kitchen of John Wright's farmhouse, followed by the thin, wiry Mrs. Peters and the larger Mrs. Hale. The men warm themselves up by the stove, but the women hover fearfully by the door, and Mrs. Peters refuses Henderson's invitation to join them at the stove. Peters steps away from the stove and takes off his coat as he asks Hale to describe what he saw yesterday morning. Before Hale answers, Henderson and the sheriff have a conversation explaining that no one had touched anything but the stove, but that the site of the crime had been unattended for most of the previous day.

Hale states that he was going to town with Harry but stopped on the way to visit John Wright's house to ask about acquiring a telephone. Although Wright had previously disliked the notion, Hale was considering the unlikely chance that Wright's wife would be able to persuade him otherwise. Sometime after eight o'clock, Hale knocked on the door and, upon hearing what he thought was an invitation to enter, he opened the door to find Mrs. Wright rocking in confusion on the rocking chair and nervously pleating her apron. She did not look at Hale or ask him to sit down, and when he asked about John, she informed him that he could not see her husband because he was dead from strangulation by rope. Hale called for Harry, and they went upstairs to see the body. When they returned, Mrs. Wright told them that she had not notified anyone and that she did not know the culprit because she had been asleep.

After Harry went to find the coroner, Mrs. Wright moved to a different chair and stared at the floor. Hale tried to talk to her, but when he mentioned the telephone, she began to laugh before stopping and looking scared. At this point, Henderson looks around the kitchen and finds the fruit preserves making a mess in the cupboard because the jars broke from the cold. Mrs. Peters explains that Mrs. Wright had been worried, and Hale dismissively says, "Well, women are used to worrying over trifles," which causes Mrs. Peters and Mrs. Hale to draw closer together. Henderson also criticizes Mrs. Wright's dirty towels, but Mrs. Hale defends her, although she has not visited the Wright farmhouse for over a year because it was not cheerful. Henderson blames it on Mrs. Wright's homemaking abilities, but Mrs. Hale hints that Wright was the real cause.

Analysis:
Trifles begins with stage directions that introduce the five speaking characters of the play as well as the dismal setting of the disheveled kitchen in a recently abandoned farmhouse. Susan Glaspell got her inspiration for Trifles from her real-life visit to the dreary kitchen of Margaret Hossack, whose trial for the murder of her husband formed the basis for the plot, and accordingly, the setting establishes the melancholy, thoughtful mood of the play. Furthermore, although Trifles is in essence a murder mystery, the play takes place in the kitchen instead of at the crime scene of the bedroom or in a more official domestic setting such as the police station. As a result, the play exists in a private, domestic, and female domain rather than what in the early twentieth century was the primarily male public domain, foreshadowing the focus of the work on the women.

Although Mrs. Peters and Mrs. Hale later become the central characters of Trifles, the first third of the play concentrates on the male characters, especially Lewis Hale and George Henderson. Their entrance into the farmhouse and Hale's account of his discovery of the murder serves as the exposition of the story, where the murder is the inciting force of the plot. Within the context of the opening section of the play, the main conflict appears to revolve around a search for the murderer, whether such a person is John Wright's wife or some other individual - although later events will cause our understanding of the conflict to shift during the course of the play. Nevertheless, at this point, the scene consists of male figures who treat the kitchen as the scene of a crime and not a home, an identification that Mrs. Hale in particular comes to resent.

Mrs. Peters and Mrs. Hale initially appear in a separate group that trails the men into the kitchen, thus immediately suggesting a distance between the two genders that becomes increasingly prominent throughout the play. Whereas the men appear confident and businesslike, the women are fearful and nervous, indicating their sense of isolation and distress. Instead of joining the men at the stove, they remain at the door and implicitly declare themselves as spectators rather than actors. They do not share the men's task, having come to the Wright homestead for a different reason, to offer a bit of comfort to Mrs. Wright by collecting a few minor objects. At the same time, only the men receive a first name in Trifles, while the play refers to the women by their husbands' last names, hinting at the false intrusion of male identity in the female self with which the two women struggle throughout the play.

Despite the sense of male dominance that exists throughout the majority of this part of the play, the women seem to resist the status quo imposed by the men. By declining Henderson's invitation to join Hale and Peters at the stove, Mrs. Peters and Mrs. Hale also symbolically deny their obligation to stand in the traditionally female area of the hearth. Mrs. Hale quickly shows herself to be the more outspoken of the two women when protesting against the male view of the world, as shown when Henderson belittles the state of Mrs. Wright's kitchen and implies that she was not skilled enough to take care of a home. Mrs. Hale dislikes his rather supercilious accusation and turns around his hypothesis that the kitchen's appearance must be the woman's fault by hinting that John Wright might have been at the root of the problem. Lewis Hale echoes Henderson's androcentric interpretation of events by saying, "Well, women are used to worrying over trifles," when the conversation turns to preserves. At the foundation of the gender disconnect lies the assumption that both women and women's affairs are trifles.

In addition to helping create the mood of the play and providing an opportunity to highlight the separation of the genders in Trifles, the cold temperature also foreshadows our interpretations of Mrs. Wright's life and psychology. Mrs. Hale hints that Mr. Wright did not have "the homemaking instinct," and Mrs. Wright lives in a cheerless home that is as cold as the outside weather. In fact, her jars of preserves break from the lack of warmth, which parallels Mrs. Wright's own situation as the women later realize that her mental preserves have shattered because of the house's emotional winter. Hale admits himself that Mrs. Wright has no influence over Mr. Wright, and because the lack of a telephone in the house further cuts Mrs. Wright off from the world, it becomes a sign of her solitude as well as a reason for Hale to have entered the house.

Trifles Summary and Analysis of Part II

Summary:
The men go upstairs after George Henderson agrees to let Mrs. Peters pick up some items for Mrs. Wright on the condition that she show him all the items retrieved. Mrs. Hale rearranges some pans moved by Henderson and criticizes the men for snooping and disparaging Mrs. Wright's kitchen. They look at some fresh bread and at the left-over preserves before bringing clothes out from Mrs. Wright's closet. Mrs. Hale suggests that Mrs. Wright kept to herself because she did not feel happy, and she contrasts Mrs. Wright's behavior with the way Mrs. Wright had been as the young, unmarried Minnie Foster, who loved to sing. They speculate about whether Mrs. Wright had killed her husband, with Mrs. Hale saying that only an innocent woman would ask for an apron and a shawl while worrying about fruit. Mrs. Peters says that her husband Henry Peters says it looks bad and that Henderson will hone in on her suspicious inability to wake up during the murder. Mrs. Hale reports that Lewis Hale had mentioned a gun in the house and could not understand why the murderer would have used a rope.

Henderson had said that the case needed a motive, and Mrs. Hale notes a lack of signs of anger, although she finds it strange that half of a dish-towel is clean. She looks again at the loaf of bread beside the breadbox before accusing the men's method of locking the suspect up and investigating her house as sneaky, but Mrs. Peters points out that "the law is the law." As they are examining an unfinished quilt, the men return and tease them for their foolishness, asking them if the blanket was quilted or knotted. After they leave to inspect the barn, Mrs. Hale again resents the men's patronizing manner, but Mrs. Peters apologetically defends them. They find one block of the quilt that is much less tidily made than the others, and Mrs. Hale decides to fix the sewing, although Mrs. Peters does not want to touch the evidence. Mrs. Hale wonders why Mrs. Wright had been nervous, and Mrs. Peters looks in a cupboard to find paper and string but instead finds a birdcage.

Mrs. Hale cannot remember if Mrs. Wright had a bird, although she remembers a man who sold canaries, and they wonder what would have happened to the bird. They note that a hinge on the cage's door is broken, and Mrs. Hale expresses regret for not visiting Mrs. Wright. Mr. Wright had been considered a good man, but he was also a hard man, and Mrs. Hale pities Mrs. Wright for having to live with him. Mrs. Peters never knew the young Mrs. Wright, but Minnie had resembled a bird in that she was pretty and sweet but also timid. They decide to take the quilt to occupy Mrs. Wright's time, but when they look through her sewing basket, they discover the dead bird in a fancy box whose head has been wrung in a similar manner to that of John Wright. They hide the box before the sheriff and Henderson arrive.

Analysis:
After the men leave the kitchen to search the bedroom, the women replace the men as the real protagonists of the play, wandering around the kitchen as they discover minor details that turn out to be clues over the course of the rising action. During this time, our initial sense of the conflict shifts as the women increasingly begin to empathize with Minnie Wright and develop an understanding of her life, while steadily approaching the point of crisis in their discovery of the dead canary. In the process, the women both follow and upset the typical progression of a murder mystery by displacing the official local law enforcement as amateur crime solvers while moving away from the focused, analytical techniques employed by Henderson and most male detectives. Even more significantly, the women succeed where the law does not despite their lack of a legal identity beyond that which they receive through their husbands, and in the process, they come to learn more about their own private identities.

At first glance, those details noted by Mrs. Peters and Mrs. Hale appear to be what the men refer to as "trifles," in that they do not have any obvious bearing on the physical facts of the case. However, although Mrs. Hale defends her right to think about "little things" while waiting for evidence, we see by the end that, ironically, the little things are by definition the evidence. Unlike the women, the men overlook the emotional implications of the unbaked bread, half-cleaned towels, and messy stitching on the quilt. Because they see that these objects represent a warping of domestic life, they notice Minnie's probable state of mind and turn from outside observers of the crime scene to increasingly active investigators. Simultaneously, over the course of the play, the two women suffer from their separate internal struggles, as Mrs. Hale tries to articulate her guilt at having abandoned Mrs. Wright while Mrs. Peters weighs her trust in the male-defined realms of duty and the law against her instinctive sympathy for Mrs. Wright's troubles.

As a motif, the quilt serves to emphasize Minnie Wright's loneliness as well as the uncertainty of her domestic role. The unfinished quilt indicates her unsatisfied wishes for warmth and love in their household, as temperature again proves a convenient symbol for the happiness of the Wrights' relationship. Furthermore, because knotting is easier to do by oneself than quilting, the men's ironic question -- whether Mrs. Wright quilted or knotted the blanket -- takes on a deeper significance. Minnie knots the quilt because she has no one to help her. In the era of Trifles, women learned to quilt at an early age, learning thriftiness and domesticity in the company of other women. The tragedy of Minnie's life is that she has learned to save scraps of cloth for quilts and to discipline herself without gaining the social benefits of quilting.

Because Minnie does not personally appear in the play, Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Wright acquire the chance to show their worth as detectives and become unlikely main characters despite their lives as middle-aged farm-women. Nevertheless, we sympathize with Minnie rather than with John Wright; Minnie emerges as an every-woman who stands for the tribulations of all females, including Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters. The growing emotional bond between Minnie Wright and the two female protagonists is sufficient to tell her story without need for a strong physical presence. The empty birdcage hints at Minnie's mental struggles, and we come to see that Minnie's identity connects intimately to that of the canary, the death of which must have overwhelmed her previous forbearance.

When Mrs. Hale gives Minnie Wright a first name, she effectively gives Mrs. Wright an identity separate from, though still linked to, the identity of her husband. The name "Minnie" comes from the German term for "love," while her name shift from Foster to Wright suggests a shift from nurturing to an emphasis on duty and the law. The name "Wright" is doubly ironic since not only does Minnie have no rights under the law except as ascribed to her by her husband, but she also fails to find the right man to cultivate her happiness. Many in the town considered John Wright a good man, but he was also a hard one, and the name "Wright" may also refer to her moral, if not legal, right to free herself from her own birdcage, albeit through murder rather than through the songbird's death. Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters unconsciously sense the latter conclusion and choose to hide the canary upon the men's return.

Each time the men enter the stage, they make a series of condescending comments toward the women. Even Hale retains a feeling of amicable arrogance when regarding Mrs. Peters and his wife, although he is a farmer and therefore of a lower class than the county attorney or the sheriff. By siding with the men in a show of masculine solidarity, Hale shows that the gender divide in this play is more pervasive than class or social differences, and he unconsciously sets the men against the women. However, the play ironically parodies the behavior of the men as they cross the stage at irregular intervals while literally finding nothing of interest and reaching no useful destination. The inadequacies of the professional Henderson belie his official authority, and his attempt to recreate the events of the murder through logic fail in comparison to the simple empathy of Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters.

Trifles Summary and Analysis of Part III

Summary:
George Henderson asks casually about the quilt and the empty birdcage. Mrs. Peters says they think the quilt was knotted, and Mrs. Hale says she thinks the cat got the bird and ran away after Wright's death. Henderson reveals that they have found no signs of the murderer, and he and Henry Peters return upstairs. Mrs. Peters admits that when she was a girl, a boy killed her kitten, and she in return had wanted to hurt him, while Mrs. Hale wonders what it was like not to have children. Mrs. Hale suggests that the bird, a canary, would have sung in the manner of the young Mrs. Wright and that John Wright had caused both her and the bird to stop singing, with the implication that Minnie Wright killed her husband in revenge for the canary. The stillness of the house after the bird's death would have been awful, as Mrs. Peters notes. She says that "the law has got to punish crime," but Mrs. Hale recalls Minnie Foster and berates herself for not coming to visit and sympathize. They decide to pretend the fruit preserves had not been destroyed, and Mrs. Peters is glad the men heard nothing about their discussion of the dead canary.

When the men return, Henderson is explaining that they still have no motive, and he predicts that the jury will acquit a woman unless a clear reason can be established for this strange method of murder by rope. Henderson stays to continue looking for evidence, and after briefly looking at Mrs. Peters' pile of objects without seeing the box, he decides to trust her because "a sheriff's wife is married to the law." The sheriff and the attorney decide to look at the windows, while Lewis Hale exits, and the women look at each other. Mrs. Peters tries to put the box in her purse, but it does not fit. She manages to stuff it in her coat pocket before Peters and Henderson return. Henderson facetiously jokes that at least they know the blanket was quilted rather than knotted.

Analysis:
In the late twentieth century, feminists rediscovered and reinterpreted Trifles as a feminist work because it dealt with the themes of patriarchal oppression and female ability in the domestic arena. Although the men fail to recognize this search to understand female psychology, the events of the murder shock Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters into a new appreciation of their gender and of the need to support each other. Because she begins the play with a greater awareness of these issues, Mrs. Hale is first to articulate the commonality of the Midwestern female existence. She accepts partial responsibility for having driven Minnie Wright to the crisis that results in murder, and, in the climax of the play, she convinces Mrs. Peters to ally with her in spite of the law.

Of the two women, Mrs. Peters faces the larger paradigm shift when evaluating her role in the murder investigation. She never knew Minnie Foster as an unmarried girl, and as Henderson accurately notes, she is in a sense "married to the law." However, over the course of the play we learn that to identify Mrs. Peters solely by her husband's vocation is to misunderstand her life and her motivations, and, in the end, she indeed chooses to protect Mrs. Wright and forgo her husband's duty in favor of her role as a woman. She consistently modulates Mrs. Hale's resentful statements by apologizing for the men as doing what the law requires them to do, but the turning point in her thinking occurs when they realize that the messy stitching on one section of the quilt and the angrily half-wiped kitchen must have been a response to the canary's death. In twin moments of clarity, she admits aloud that she understands both the need for revenge and the power of loneliness, and she chooses to hide the bird.

Glaspell adapted Trifles into a short story entitled "A Jury of Her Peers," and accordingly Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters judge her murder of her husband and choose to forgive her rather than convict. Their choice implies that they find justice in Minnie Wright's decision to enact a suitable retribution on her husband for his strangling first of her life and then of her canary. Because of the women, we come to question the facts of the case, and our conclusion differs from that of the men. Nevertheless, the play does not describe the ultimate fate of Minnie Wright, and the possibility remains that the jury will still condemn her, even though she is a battered woman who has suffered immensely from her marriage. Similarly, we may choose not to consider her justified in her actions.

By the time the men return, they have found no worthy evidence and in addition have come no closer to the revelations made by Mrs. Peters and Mrs. Hale. Henderson has an intuitive sense for the evidence, as shown in his references to the quilt and the birdcage, but because he only looks at external rather than internal clues he fails to ascribe significance to the correct factor. He says, "It's all perfectly clear except a reason for doing it," suggesting that a panel of males, such as a contemporary jury, will never comprehend Mrs. Wright's motives, although they are by now clear to the audience. In a continued show of gender unity, the men jokingly patronize the women's involvement in the investigation; this time, the women prevail specifically because they are devalued and can therefore hide the evidence without questions from the men. They say the cat got the bird, a possible reference to the question "Cat got your tongue?" This phrase implies silence, but in this case, their silence reflects their refusal to speak rather than their verbal disempowerment at the hands of the men. The play ends on the pun "Knot it," which suggests that the women are "not it" and will not be pinned for murder because they have knotted away their knowledge - a reference to the bonds tying them together.

In Glaspell's writing of Trifles, she employs a number of techniques that have influenced later playwrights. The play has only one act, and five actors can perform it in half an hour, but she has structured the play in a very concise but effective manner so that it fully conveys its message. The characters' dialogue is also laconic and derives from the simple speaking patterns of Iowa, her home state; she employs dashes, pauses, and silences to convey as much as words. In addition, Glaspell makes use of mutual monologues, where two characters such as Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters talk in turn but to themselves rather than to each other - as when Mrs. Hale talks about children at the same time as Mrs. Peters’ admission of her childhood experience with the boy who killed her kitten. Theatrically, the mutual monologue was an experimental but useful dramatic device that Glaspell helped to develop. Finally, Glaspell's realism in depicting the lives of the early twentieth-century Midwestern woman give the play a powerful impact as it questions our assumptions about gender and guilt.
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