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Deconstructing the American Family Image in Sam Shepard’s play
Buried Child
ABSTRACT

The mythical ideal of the well-established, healthy family is the
lifeblood of American identity, and it haunts American drama. In Buried
Child (1978), Sam Shepard does not merely question this myth, but
destroys it with a punitive attention to secrecy, trauma, and the root of the
land and the line. This paper provides an in-depth discussion of the play by
Shepard which places it in the context of American theatre, post-
modernism, psychoanalysis theory, and national allegory. This paper
examines the play in terms of how it treats the issues of space, memory,
gender, religion, and the American Dream and finally presents the thesis
that, as a text, the play is one of the strongest critiques of the myth-making

of the family and the nation in the literature of the twentieth century.
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INTRODUCTION

It is an image that runs through the American culture like an electric
current: the family, sitting at the table, safe and complete. It is a myth
constructed into all things, cereal ads to campaign speeches, a promise that

however mean the world out there may be, there is a place of safety and

I vev I

32 E -;j‘);;/&

R Qe




virtue at home. But what should we think of this image is a deceit or worse

still it covers a rotten thing below?

Sam Shepard’s Buried Child, opens with all the surgical accuracy into this
question. The play takes place in a worn-out Illinois farmhouse, and it is
performed in the family whose roots crumble under the secrets and
violence. The house, which is the center of American wealth, becomes a
tomb--cursed with a crime that is buried and with a heritage of denial. The
family of Shepard is not dysfunctional, as Mir and Vijaya write; it is
mutilated by silence, in an unhealed wound at the center of its identity (1).
This paper argues that Buried Child uses the physical decay of the
farmhouse and the family’s buried crime to expose the lie of the American
domestic myth. Shepard shows that the promise of safety at home is an
illusion that conceals guilt, violence, and a legacy of denial passed down

through generations.

Since its debut, Buried Child has been interpreted as a post-Vietham
lament, a psychoanalytic nightmare, an Americana satire, or a funeral of the
American Dream. In this article, the deconstruction of the family image in
the play is analyzed using several critical perspectives and reveals how the
visions of Shepard echo much further than his era--addressing the fissures

in the very core of national identity.
The Ruined Heartland: Shepard’s Anti-Pastoral Setting

The setting that Shepard selects is a radical gesture. Even in the tradition
of the American heartland as the location of the purity and power of the
nation, Buried Child introduces it as the location of physical, moral and
historical decay (Opipari 125). The stage directions that open the play are
straight forward: the house on the farm is in poor condition, the furniture is

worn out, and the crops in the outside have shriveled. The family head,
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Deconstructing the American Family Image in Sam Shepard’s play
Buried Child
Dodge, is presented as a shriveled man in a blanket, coughing on the

couch- a living symbol of death-in-life (Shepard, 7).

Shepard systematically turns the conventions of pastoral upside down,
making this is not just a backdrop but a character in itself. According to
Nash, heartland is a place of sterility and death instead of a place of
renewal (490). The damaged house is a kind of a microcosm of a nation
being in crisis, reminiscent of post-Vietnam, post-Watergate malaise that

permeated American culture in the 1970s. (Varr 132).

The outside yard is barren, and should be fruitful, but Tilden, the elder
son, carries in armfuls of fresh corn and carrots, of which the earth itself
seems undecided whether to give or withhold. As Sharma notes, the crops
that Tilden carries into the infertile land are symbolic as they refer to the
lack of regeneration in the land tainted by silent sin (41). The scenery is
thereby symbolized as the barrenness of the family itself, as it cannot give

birth to anything other than suffering.

The anti-pastoral vision of Shepard challenges the audience to consider
the basis of the American Dream in the first place. And when the land is
unhealthy, how can people who dwell there have any hope? According to
Dhungana, the dream is substituted with a nightmare of being paralyzed

and hopeless (18).
Family Systems and the Machinery of Dysfunction

Since the very beginning of the play, the family in Buried Child is
caught in a dance of evasions and violence. The parents, Dodge and Halie,
are talking at cross purposes in sharp, unpleasant snatches; their sons,
Tilden and Bradley, are present in body and absent in spirit and are both

hiding in their respective cocoons of withdrawal or abuse.
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Opipari uses the family systems theory to the play by Shepard, noting that
the family dysfunction is supported by a web of silence, complicity and
denial (126). No one can address the trauma which is core of the household

and in this way it breeds, passed down through the generations.

An example of these is Halie who flees into nostalgia idolizing her dead
son Ansel and fantasizing of a past that never existed. Dodge, in the
meantime, gets himself drunk, his power shrunk to insults and small
seditions. Tilden is childishly dependent and Bradley bullies his way to

compensate on their failure to explore the family secret.

Shepard “focuses on the pungent, gloomy, and horrifying legacy that
one generation passes to another” (Mir & Vijaya 2). This heritage is not
simply about failed crops or missed opportunities; but rather it is about the
passing of trauma, guilt, and denial. The family dysfunction turns into the
sole custom in this family, a cycle of harm and oppression which influences

all interactions.

According to Hooti and Shooshtarian, the family of Shepard is engulfed
in the closed system that cannot overcome its conflicts and get rid of its
history (35). The outcome is the existence of a sort of living death, in which

the family continues to live only by denying the truth.

Incest, Secrecy, and the Symbolic Economy of the Buried Child

The crux of the play is a secret that is so corrosive that it disintegrates
the bonds of the family: the incest between Halie and her son Tilden and
Dodge killing the resulting child. As literary critic, Thorslev suggests,
incest has been traditionally used as a metaphor of a transgressed boundary
and a breakdown of the generational order (241). In Buried Child, incest is

not a personal sin, the driving force of the family destruction, the figurative
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cause of their sterility. The killed kid, placed in the ground, turns into both
literal and symbolic buried truth, a secret that is poisonous to the family, as
well as the land (Hays 188).

Shepard takes time in disclosing this secret. Throughout the play, the
audience is forced to assemble the puzzle pieces: Halie avoids, Tilden is
confused, Dodge is bitter and the characters all share the shame. Dodge
only in the last act, in one of his rare moments of sanity, tells us the truth of
what occurred. This revelation comes late in the play making it more tense
because the viewer is compelled to address the magnitude of the crime that
the family committed in addition to the characters themselves (Opipari
128).

The interment of the child is the key element of the symbolic logic of
the play. Hays says that the burial of the child is metaphorical as well as the
repression that keeps the family together despite its shaky unity (190). It is
not just that the secret has been forgotten; it is being denied, and is turned
into a sort of negative inheritance, father to son. As Almaaroof and
Abdullah note, the buried child is a symbol of everything that the family
and, consequently, the nation, does not want to know about itself. This
denial makes sure that the trauma is never resolved and it is always present
(354).

Incest and killing of children, then, are not just outrageous plot devices
but highly symbolic actions. They stamp the family as a victim and a
perpetrator and are stuck in the loop of guilt and denial, which will not stop
until the truth is uncovered. In such a manner, the play by Shepard routes
the fears of a culture that is so preoccupied with purity and innocence yet is
also haunted by the awareness of its own ability to become violent (Nash
491).
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The Collapse of the American Dream

When the American Dream is constructed upon the ideals of
generational reinvention, of land, labor, and heritage between parent and
child, then the stages of the play, Buried Child, stage its complete collapse.
The farmhouse which is a symbol of plenty has now brought
disappointment and defeat. The land is arid, the family tree has shriveled
and the future has been put under house arrest.

Dhungana interprets the play by Shepard as a parable of the death of the
American Dream, and argues that the disintegration of the family reflects
that of the nation, which has lost its illusion after Vietnam, Watergate and
economic stagnation (18). The characters of the play are doomed by the
difference between the ideals they inherited and the reality they live in, as
they cannot balance the myth of prosperity with the signs of failure
surrounding them (Sharma 41).

The criticism by Shepard is both particular and general. The tragedy of
the family is purely American as it is shaped by the history of the westward
expansion, self-sufficiency of frontiers, and the mythology of the good
land. But it also addresses a larger human instinct, the need to be forgetful
of the painful, to pretend, to avoid being discovered, to transfer unresolved
traumas of one generation to the next (Watt 135).

The theme of infertility is carried across the play as the unproductive
land is paralleled to the failure of the family to bring out a healthy heir. The
ambivalence of the play towards renewal is represented by Tilden who
harvests crops in a field where there should be none. According to Sharma
the crops are not only a miracle but they are also a curse, which is the
testimony that the past cannot be completely erased, that the dead will
come back to life (42). The ultimate confession and death of Dodge, and
the subsequent unclear passing of the home to Vince, indicate that although
the same cycle of denial could be repeated, the chance of facing the truth
does exist.

Outsiders at the Threshold: Vince, Shelly, and the Failure of
Redemption

Two strangers are introduced to this closed, haunted world, Vince, the
grandson, and Shelly, his girlfriend. Their entrance is a trial- a chance to the
family to identify themselves, maybe even to mend. However, as soon as
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they are welcomed to the door, it is obvious that redemption will not come
easily.

The coming of Vince is bewildering and denied. His family fails to
accept him; he is somehow a ghost, a living reminder of the family-lineage
broken (Putzel and Westfall 68). Shelly, in her turn, is the surrogate of the
audience, who poses questions, insists on them to be answered, bangs
against the walls of silence that surround the family. Her fright and
frustration are ours.

According to Mustazza, the character of Shelly, in turn, reveals both the
dysfunction of the family, and the insufficient power that she has to change
the situation (314). She is unable to loosen the hold of the family on its own
story, no matter how she struggles. This change of his, his fall into
drunkenness and subsequent coming to terms with his inheritance, is used
to highlight the depressing message of the play: the cycle of harm and
refusal is hard, almost impossible to break.

Of great importance is the destiny of Vince. According to Sharma, Vince
does not receive the land, just the trauma; he is the new custodian of the
family secret, caught in the same rut as his predecessors (44). Whether the
renewal is possible is left to the mercy of the reader, and the play ends with
Tilden bringing the bones of the child up the stairs--at once promising but
also very unsettling.

Psychoanalysis and Trauma: Memory, Denial, and Repetition

In its most basic sense, the play of memory is a play of what is
remembered, what is not, as well as what is repeated until it becomes
compulsive. The unwillingness of the family to address the secret is a
psychological defense mechanism, as well as a self-destruction. According
to Opipari the silence of the family does not merely mean that the family
does not speak, but rather, that the family is busy repressing the trauma,
denying admitting it to consciousness (129).

This dynamic is clearly comprehended in terms of the theory of trauma.
Traumatic experiences, as argued by Caruth (4) and others, are often
perceived to be unassimilable- they do not fit into a narrative, they exist on
the periphery of awareness, and reappear as symptoms or nightmares or
obsessive-compulsive behaviour. Childlike regression of Tilden, alcoholism
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of Dodge, and fantasies of Halie are all symptoms of unprocessed grief of
the family, in this sense (Mir and Vijaya 4).

The very structure of the play imitates the reasoning of trauma. The
reality is not disclosure by degrees, but bursts out in the times of crisis, first
by gesture and allusion, then in the final confession of Dodge. The family,
just like the audience, has to reconstruct the story using the parts of it and
feel the anxiety and confusion that follow the state of incomplete
knowledge (Opipari 130).

But the audience is denied the catharsis that Shepard offers. The secret
Is revealed in the end of the play, yet the wounds are still open. Shepard
refuses to close down, as Bottoms observes, is in itself a comment on the
intractability of trauma, the past can be uncovered, but not erased (43). The
family’s silence is broken, but healing is far from assured.

Gender, Power, and the Fragmented Matriarch

One of the most notable attributes of the book is the depiction of gender
and the collapse of conventional power structures in the family in the
context of Buried Child. Halie, the mother, is neither caring nor even
motherly; she is evasive, manipulative and, finally, she is complicit in the
main crime of the family. The power of Halie, as Mustazza notes, is not
stabilizing, but rather parodic since she is the one who defends and at the
same time disrupts the very family structure she claims to defend (315).
The fact that she idealizes the deceased son Ansel and at the same time
refuses to remember the pain that Tilden went through and is happy to
forget the impotence of Dodge, points to the selectivity of memory and
gender pressures of myth-making.

Halie is further complicated by her relationship with Father Dewis who
is the local minister. She is on the one hand trying to get religious
justification of her suffering; on the other, she is having an affair that brings
out her hypocrisy. The portrayal of Halie by Shepard gives the trope of the
angel in the house a slap in its face, rather than a victim and perpetrator, as
a woman who is tortured by the decisions that she does not want to make
(Mustazza 318).

The male members of the family, on the other hand, are also fragmented.
Dodge is weakened by sickness and conscience; Tilden is infantilized and
can do nothing but be son and father, Bradley, physically handicapped, tries
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to regain power by being nasty and being violent. These are not just
individual shortcomings, but representative of a larger breakdown in the
family and consequently in the American society (Opipari 127).

Religion, Folklore, and the Parodic Sacred

Religion and folklore are rife throughout, however, in twisted ironic
manifestations. Halie mentions Father Dewis and her idealization of Ansel
as empty rituals, not giving solace or true faith. Nash notes that Shepard
does not use religious imagery to redeem, but to reveal the hollowness of
the spiritual life of the family (491). The farmhouse, rather than a refuge, is
a place of sacrilege--a place where the sacred has been made to be replaced
by secrets and shame.

The play is based on the pattern of American folklore the lost son, the
secret buried in the ground, the haunted house but inverted. In conventional
storylines where things end with a resolution, forgiveness or restoration, the
story by Shepard concludes with ambiguity and discomfort. Family rituals
such as the shrines of Halie to the couch of Ansel to Dodge are devoid of
meaning, imitating the shapes of tradition (Nash 492). These parodic
echoes strengthen the impression that the grand narrative about the
American family, in the hands of Shepard, is failing (Almaaroof &
Abdullah 19).

Postmodernism and the Disintegration of Grand Narrative

The skepticism toward grand narratives and its acceptance of
fragmentation, irony, and ambiguity make it easy to call Buried Child a
quintessentially postmodern play. Hooti and Shooshtarian argue that the
work by Shepard dismantles the narratives of the American Dream, the
holiness of the family, which, in their turn, lent a sense of identity to
individuals and the nation (37). The lack of closure in the play, its cyclical
nature, and the erasing of the boundaries among reality and fantasy all
signify that it is a creation of postmodern sensibility (Almaaroof and
Abdullah 15).

This postmodernism is not only stylistic but is ideological. In not
attempting to resolve the trauma of the family, Shepard makes it clear that
there are no easy ways out- no restoration to innocence, no simple
redemption. The very form of the play reflects the trauma experience: it is
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disjointed, repetitive, and cannot be mastered through the narrative
(Opipari 130). In this way, the play, in a sense, is a criticism of the
American myth, and also a manifestation of the constraints of narrative as
such.

The Legacy of Violence: Intergenerational Trauma and National
Allegory

Although the story about the family is a drama, at least on the surface, in
the case of Buried Child, the whole nation is an allegory. The secret of the
family is not merely a personal disgrace, but a symbol of the American
buried traumas its history of violence, alienation and betrayal. According to
Varr0, the work by Shepard turns the family into a miniature of the nation,
which dramatizes the loss of faith in the American Dream (343).

Intergenerational trauma is the concept that the play revolves around.
The children become victims and perpetrators of harm by the sins of the
parents-incest, murder, denial. The fact that Vince will inherit the house is
not a victory, but a continuation of the family curse (Sharma 44). The last
and chilling message of the play, as Watt puts it, is the impossibility of real
renewal in society based on denial and violence (140).

Reception, Adaptation, and the Play’s Place in American Theatre

When it was released, Buried Child received both praise and criticism,
and it was awarded the Pulitzer Prize in Drama in 1979, establishing
Shepard as one of the most prominent figures of American theatre. The
radical questioning of family and national mythology and a fresh approach
to combining realism and absurdism were instantly noticed by critics as the
radical approach of the play (Bigsby 312).

The play has been adapted to the TV and re-staged many times, with
each production bringing out a different aspect of its pessimistic vision. Its
Impact is visible in the plays of subsequent dramatists who struggle with
the issues of family, trauma, and the disintegration of social stories.
Shepard left behind him not only a critique of the American Dream, as
Bottoms notes, but a readiness to address the darkness at the core of the
stories we hold so dear to our hearts (228).
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Comparative Analysis: Buried Child and the American Family Canon

In order to see the importance of the success of Shepard in all its glory,
it is helpful to compare the concept of the play, titled Buried Child to the
other canonical American family dramas. Similar to the play of Arthur
Miller, Death of a Salesman and Eugene O’Neill, Long Day journey into
Night, the play by Shepard is the topic of the difference between
appearance and reality, hope and despair. But where Miller and O’Neill
finally wave in the direction of some tragic nobility in their heroes, Shepard
can provide no such relief.

The closest parallel is probably Albee, whose play Who's afraid of
Virginia Woolf? is a portrait of a couple who are mutually destroying and
fantasizing one another. However, even Albee’ s George and Martha still
have a certain level of agency and attachment which is lacking to the
characters in the play by Shepard. In Buried Child, their family is not
merely broken, but truly lost, as they cannot define themselves, not even
recover (Opipari 131).

Conclusion

The reason why Buried Child survives is that it does not provide simple
solutions. Shepard provokes us to face the truths that we would prefer to
cover up by revealing the violence and denial that lie at the heart of the
American family myth. His play is very pessimistic concerning the renewal
possibilities, but demands the need to speak the truth, however unpleasant.

When the curtain drops, Tilden takes the remains of the dead child up
the stairs- both a mourning and a refusal to keep the past in the shadows.
The drama leaves us ponder: Will the truth set us free, or make the wound
deeper? Would regeneration be possible or would we be doomed to replay
the injury and denial cycle?

These questions are not answered by Shepard, but his play is telling us
to continue asking them. This way, the play is not merely a commentary on
the American family, but an appeal to action, the request that we dig up the
truth of our own narratives.
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