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ABSTRACT

LONG DAY’S JOURNEY INTO REALISTIC SCENIC WORLD: A REFLECTION ON THE
SCENIC DESIGN FOR EUGENE O’NEILL’S LONG DAY’S JOURNEY INTO NIGHT

MAY 2021

XINYUAN LI, B.A., SHANGHAI THEATER ACADEMY

M.F.A., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST

Directed by: Professor Anya Klepikov

This thesis is a reflection of the paper project of scenic design of Long Day’s Journey
Into Night by Eugene O’Neill. It’s a record tracking the entire design process from the script
analysis to the final presentation and all the discovery along with the process. Successes and

places need to be improved will also be included.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Synopsis

The play happens on a single day in August 1912, from around 8:30 a.m. to midnight.
The setting is the seaside Connecticut home of the Tyrones' Monte Cristo Cottage. The four main
characters are the semi-autobiographical representations of O'Neill himself, his older brother, and
their parents.

This play portrays a family in a ferociously negative light as the parents and two sons
express accusations, blame, and resentments—qualities that are often paired with pathetic and
self-defeating attempts at affection, encouragement, tenderness, and yearnings for things to be
otherwise. The pain of this family is made worse by their depth of self-understanding and self-
analysis, combined with a brutal honesty, as they see it, and an ability to boldly express
themselves. The story deals with the mother (Mary)'s addiction to morphine, the family's
addiction to whiskey, the father (James)'s miserliness, the older brother (Jamie)'s licentiousness,
and younger brother (Edmund)'s illness.

This tragedy ends in an extremely artistic but hopeless way: Mary, lost in her drug-laden
dreams of the past, comes downstairs. Holding her wedding gown, she babbles incoherently
about her convent days and falling in love with James, while her husband and sons silently watch

her.

Reasons to do the show

First, I found the spirit behind the story really admirable. It’s a journey into the past and
confronting the past. I remember the first time when I read this script without doing any
background research a long time ago, I could already feel how miserable, painful and hopeless

Tyrone family’s life is by peeping them within one single day. For O’Neill, this was a really
1



happening day to night experience constantly like being caught in a circle. People say human
subconsciously prefer forgetting the unpleasant past so that till the end of their lives, they could
only remember good moments. As a human being, I admire and worship this great amount of
courage of O’Neill struggling with his past all his life, forcing himself to remember what he
desperately must have wanted to forget because it was the only way to achieve peace instead of
denying it ever existed.

Second, the play has the universal influence to every family. The play shows not only
deep pity but also understanding and forgiveness even itself is an undoubtedly a tragedy. In this
way, it leaves the audience with a sense of catharsis, or emotional rebirth and it depicts the fall of
something that was once great. And it’s not only about Tyrone family. I believe most of the
families could find themselves reflected in some parts of the play, feel familiar with some of the
conflicts and problems and observe the construction and deconstruction moments going on again
and again on stage. And the play is not judging or condemning any of the characters. It’s
objectively fair and shows everyone has flaws and could be seen as positive facts in the other way.

Last but not the least, it’s a great material for practicing and consolidating the knowledge.
This play is widely considered to be one of the finest American plays of the 20th century. It’s rich
in subtle psychological changes of characters which allows me to practice textual analysis
methods. This play was mostly based on O’Neill’s memory and set in a real estate - Monte Cristo
Cottage in Connecticut. It creates a lot of research opportunity. The realistic quality of the play
gives a chance to play with texture and detail in model building. Day to night linear time line also
allows me to practice lighting sketch and think as a lighting designer. Overall, by doing this
project, I can consolidate a full spectrum of knowledge I learned here during the past years from

almost every aspects.



CHAPTER 2

ANALYSIS

Textual Analysis

This play is a stage drama focusing on the conflicts plaguing one family, the Tyrones.
Even if no one dies at the end, the play is a tragedy: it documents the downfall of the House of
Tyrone. Each of the Tyrones has at least one tragic flaw with which they're slowly destroying
themselves. James is miserly and an alcoholic, Jamie is a gambler and an alcoholic, Edmund has
consumption and is an alcoholic, and Mary is addicted to morphine. However, I find it hard to
stay mad at any of them in the end as if O'Neill strives to find "forgiveness for all the four
haunted Tyrones." I feel more compassion for them instead. Over the course of the whole play,
lots of events in each character's past made them into who they are. They are certainly prisoners,
in a sense, to events that are no longer under their control. This is a play without a narrator, and
therefore has no particular narrative voice. But the fact that Edmund is O'Neill's fictional

recreation of himself makes me feel the tempo and the tone is more like and from Edmund.

SETTING: The Tyrones' summer home, August, 1912

The Tyrones' summer house is based on O'Neill's childhood summer home in New
London, Connecticut. The house itself is thematically important because it's the closest thing the
characters have to a home, but it really doesn't do the job of providing an emotionally safe,
comfortable place for the characters.

From the opening stage directions, we can tell that the house is more for show than for
function. The front parlor is "rarely occupied" and the back parlor is "never used except as a
passage". Basically, the house doesn't feel lived-in. Mary makes this explicit throughout Act II as
she complains about never feeling at home in the house or the neighborhood. In fact, the only part
of the house that does feel like it's gotten real use are the books, which O'Neill catalogs

exhaustively.
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APPENDIX I
FABRICATION AND PAINTED SAMPLE
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APPENDIX J
PROP RESEARCH SAMPLE

A cigar from a box, a little clipper
and ash tray

Products from 1920, vintage looking in
style, but new in texture and need to
show the wealth of the family. Wooden
box preferred

S ma I I boo kca se containing novels by Balzac, Zola, Stendhal, philosophical and

sociologigcal works by Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, Marx, Engels,
Kropotkin, Max Stirner, plays by Ibsen, Shaw, Strindberg, poetry by
Swinburne, Rossetti, Wilde, Ernest Dowson, Kipling. Etc.

\
\
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