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Abstract:    

In this paper, I have made an attempt at analyzing the postmodern concerns of the twentieth 
century American playwright, Sam Shepard. Shepard’s plays are set amidst the postmodern 
sensibility of the 1960s and 1970s America reflected in the literature of the country as well. The 
highly experimental Off and Off-Off-Broadway theatre scene in the 1960s and 1970s America 
also mirrored the period’s concern with personal freedom and authenticity, locating a reality 
outside conformist social roles prescribed by the post-industrialized, consumerist American 
society and the mass media. Shepard was associated with such experimental theatres as Café 
Cino, La Ma Ma and Theatre Genesis, where he got his start in 1964 with his one-act plays 
Cowboys and The Rock Garden. Through his postmodern experiments with language, form and 
content in the form of an immensely fragmented, surrealistic and symbolic language and through 
a presentation of reality as a subjective construct rather as an objective truth perceived by the 
artist, Shepard deals with the postmodern questions of essence versus appearance, instability of 
identity, "loss of the real", lack of coherence, unity and center, and lack of meaning. 
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         The term postmodernism is applied to several disciplines which include architecture, art, 
literature, music, film, sociology, cultural and media studies, visual arts, philosophy, history. 
Communications and technology. The beginning of postmodernism is quite unclear, however, it 
emerged as an area of academic study in mid- 1980s. "Postmodernism" is an outcome of the deep 
changes in social and political life style in post-industrialized societies with an attitude to 
question the  truth and authority put forth by  such conditions. Critics have constantly been 
debating about the treatment of the prefix “post” in "postmodernism". According to some critics, 
the "post" designates a process of historical succession. For them, "Postmodernism" is something 
that either follows or replaces what is known as "modernism". A consensus is yet to be reached 
about whether postmodernism is a break from modernism, a continuation of modernism or even 
both. Noorbakhsh Hooti offers three uses of the term “postmodernism”. “First, postmodernism 
represents a number of developments in the arts and culture in the latter half of the twentieth 
century. The reference point and point of departure for this type of postmodernism are the 
different forms of modernism that developed in the arts and culture in Europe in the first half of 
the century. Second, it designates the rise of new frameworks of social and economic 
organization, again approximately since the end of the 1939-45 war. As such, its reference point 
and point of departure is the tendency of modernization which specified the early years of the 
century, with the development of industry, the growth of the mass market, and the speed in 
automation, travel and mass communication. Third, it indicates a peculiar type of theoretical 
writing and reflection, usually though not   completely,   writing   and   reflection   which   
chooses   the   first   or   second   area   as   its goal.” (Hooti and Shooshtarian, 2010:14).For  the 
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American literary critic Ihab Hassan, postmodernism was an impulse to decentre, to create 
ontological and epistemological doubts as we accepted, and became intimate with chaos.  

            An uncomplicated way to think about postmodernism is by thinking about modernism, a 
movement from which postmodernism seems to have emerged. Modernism evolved as a 
movement which rejected the old Victorian standards about what art should mean. Figures like 
James Joyce, Virginia Woolf, T.S. Eliot, Ezra Pound, Franz Kafka, and Mallarme are considered 
to be the originators of twentieth-century modernism. Modernism is characterized by an 
emphasis on subjectivity  in writing, a focus on ‘ how’ rather than ‘what’ is perceived, an 
emphasis on fragmented forms and  narratives, a self-consciousness regarding the production of 
the work of art , a rejection of genre distinctions and a rejection of the distinction between “high” 
and “low” or popular culture. Postmodernism does follow majority of these modernist ideas. 
However, there are some practical differences   between   modernism   and   postmodernism. 
While modernism tends to present a fragmented view of human subjectivity, it presents the 
fragmentation as something tragic, something to be lamented as a loss. Modernists aim at unity, 
wholeness and totality, a unified set of values, a unified culture and lifestyle. In contrast, 
Postmodernism, doesn’t lament the idea of fragmentation, but rather celebrates that. Linda 
Hutcheon says "whereas in modernist one sensed a kind of wishful call to continuity beneath the 
fragmented   echoing,   in   postmodernism   pastiche   and   fragmentariness   are   seen   as   
liberating"   (qtd. in Newman,1985: 266).The postmodern self is no more the united self of the 
modern era, rather it is a constructed fragmented phenomenon which is under the dominance of 
mass media images. Postmodern self is freed from the fixity of relationship between nominal 
identity and social roles. Freedom is no longer to be found in the hunt for authenticity but in the 
interplay of multiple roles that signify the openness of all meanings. The postmodern self rejects 
a center.  

          “Where modernism is preoccupied by consciousness, showing how the workings of the 
mind reveal individuals to be much less stable and unified than realist psychology would have us 
believe, postmodernism is much more interested in fictionality” (qtd. in Nicol, 2009: xvii). In 
The American Novel and the Way We Live Now (1983), Aldridge says, “In the fiction of 
[postmodernist writers] ... virtually everything and everyone exists in   such a radical state of 
distortion and aberration that there is no way of determining from which conditions in the real 
world they have been derived or from what standard of sanity   they   may   be   said   to   depart.   
The   conventions   of   verisimilitude   and   sanity   have   been    nullified. Characters inhabit a 
dimension of structureless being in which their behavior becomes   inexplicably arbitrary   and   
unjudgeable   because   the   fiction   itself   stands   as   a metaphor       of   a derangement       
that   is seemingly      without    provocation      and    beyond measurement”. (qtd. in Lewis: 123) 

             According to Lyotard, the contemporary culture, or the postmodern condition, as 
Lyotard defines it, is the state of disillusionment with metanarratives. Metanarratives are total 
philosophies of history setting out the rules of narratives and language games, which establish 
ethical and political rules for the society. Lyotard asserts that these   metanarratives     that 
traditionally    used   to give cultural   paradigms,     some    forms    of legitimation or authority, 
have "lost their credibility" since the Second World War and remarks that "Simplifying to the 
extreme, I define postmodern as incredulity towards metanarratives". (1984 : xxiv) “In 
contemporary society and culture — postindustrial society, postmodern culture — the question 
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of the legitimation of knowledge is formulated in different terms. The grand narrative has lost its 
credibility, regardless of whether it is a speculative narrative or a narrative of emancipation. (37)  

               Influenced by the absurdism of Samuel Beckett, Brecht’s Epic Theatre, Artaud’s Theater 
of Cruelty and the nihilism of Eugene O’Neill, a radically new type of theater, known as the 
postmodern theater emerged in the Western World during the late 1970s and 1980s. For the 
American literary critic Ihab Hassan, postmodernism in drama: “veers towards open, playful, 
disjunctive, displaced, or indeterminate forms, a discourse   of   fragments,   an   ideology   of   
fracture,   a   will   to   unmaking,   an   invention   of silence-veers   toward   all   those   and   yet   
implies   their   very   opposites,   their   antithetical  realities”. (qtd. in Schmidt: 16). 
Postmodernism thus calls into question theatre and   drama in   many   different   ways. 
Fragmented narrative as opposed to seamless narrative plot, deconstruction of character, 
experimentation with theatrical conventions, blurring of the boundaries between role-playing and 
authenticity, appearance and being and a subjective representation of the artist’s personal vision 
characterize postmodern drama. These postmodern situated texts now come under the heading of 
‘contemporary American drama’.Ihab Hassan presents a  list of names, which suggest 
postmodernism for him in some ways. The playwrights on his list include Samuel Beckett, 
Eugene Ionesco, Harold Pinter, Handke, Bernhardt, Sam Shepard and August Wilson" (Schmidt, 
2005: 9).  

            Sam Shepard is one of the most luminous writers who have ever worked on the American 
stage. Born in Fort Sheridan, Illinois on November 5, 1943, Shepard launched his dramatic 
career in 1964 with the Theatre Genesis-one of the Off-Off Broadway venues that sprung up in 
church halls, lofts and cafes as a reaction to the increasing commercialization of the Broadway 
Theater. The Off-Off Broadway artists were consistently experimenting with a variety of 
techniques which aimed at freeing the stage from rigid conventions and exterminating the 
intellectual stagnation which had by and large become a hallmark of the American theatre. 
Shepard became one of the most prolific American playwrights in the nineteen-sixties and 
seventies with his plays; Chicago (1965), Icarus's Mother (1965), The Unseen Hand (1969), and 
Operation Sidewinder (1970). His earlier plays were written in a non-realistic style and are 
considered experimental and avant-garde. After trying his hand at experimental, non-realistic 
plays, Shepard stirred into a new direction, one that has its style buried deep in the conventions 
of nineteenth-century realism. His plays Curse of the Starving Class (1977), (Buried Child 
(1979) and True West (1980) abound in realism. Although Sam Shepard Calls his earlier plays 
“chants”, “incantations” and “spells”, Mathew Roundane defends Shepard by asserting, “Sam 
Shepard conferred upon the American stage its postmodernity in the 1960s-he interjected a 
youthful, exuberant, and experimental voice that extended our appreciation of a postmodern 
aesthetic…He traverses the borders of faith, logic, and social coherence to reconnoiter a mythic 
and cultural terrain filled with uncertainty and the near-absence of love. He is a Zolaesque world, 
a malevolent universe in which a sense of bafflement and loss prevail” (The Cambridge 
Companion to Sam Shepard). 

             It was conceivably Shepard’s longing for an escape from his problematic family life as a 
result of his war traumatized father’s drunken, violent temper that drove him to theater, a place 
where the troubled young man could formulate his own identity. Shepard’s search for a stable 
identity and a return to origins was both personal and at a larger level the search of a postmodern 
man  for genuine faces behind the masks, a need to shed off the duplicity of appearances created 
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by consumerism and mass media. According to Stephen Bottoms, Shepard is concerned with 
“…the portrayal of individual characters who initially appear consistent and complete, but who 
on closer examination prove to be fragile figures reliant for self-definition on their assumed 
difference from each other”. (183) Sam Shepard tries to stage the fragmentation of identity in the 
present situation of man living in a postmodern era. Shepard’s characters are fractured, divided, 
doubled facets of a single self, fraught with a desire to reunite, a desire which highlights 
Shepard’s desire to reach back beyond the social to the archetypal. Shepard’s plays are a 
reflection of the traditional meanings of myth and their annihilation in the postmodern societies, 
and the regretful effect that this obliteration of myth brings with itself to the present life. Shepard 
examines the American society where social solidity has given its place to indeterminacy and 
doubt, and attempts to lay bare the fact that identity and meaning lie somewhere in the past. 
Shepard enables us to understand ourselves, our positions in the postmodern world, and to 
discern what effect the postmodern society has on the lives of Americans. 

           Shepard offers a postmodern rendition of some time-honored myths in his plays by 
subverting the traditional myths and hence shows the disparity between these myths and the 
reality. Shepard uses the  myth  of  the  American  West, the  myth   of  old  cowboys    and    
lands, myth of family, myth of American Dream, Biblical myths, myth of identity, fertility 
myths,  myth of incest, myth of a nurturing mother, Oedipus myth, myth of rebirth as a means of 
access to another world. Shepard tries to repair the lost values by merging the old and the new. 
His delineation of the old myths represents his longing for a homecoming of all that has been 
lost. For instance, Shepard takes up the myth of the American West in his plays like True West 
(1980). What is most evident in Shepard’s True West  is the image of the mythic West and what 
Shepard is searching for is the real or true West in this play. True West  is a personification of 
Jean-François  Lyotard’s view about “metanerrative”. Lyotard   defined   postmodern as   
incredulity toward  metanarratives. Metanarrative is a story about a story that includes and 
explains   other   little   stories   within   a   total   frame. True  West  is   about   two   writers   
writing   about   the   West   and   it   is   in   itself   a   Western   story.   The   first   writer   is 
Shepard   and   the   next   one is   Austin. In   fact,   this   play is   a   story within   a   story.  One   
story is   True West itself, written by Shepard, the others are Austin’s love story and Lee’s 
cowboy story. In her work, Memory-Theater and Postmodern Drama, Malkin( 1999,p.126)  
notes that the concept of West in True West is signified as both absent and hidden, as both 
irretrievable and an irrationally erupting source. She adds that the town image of the real West is 
being depicted by the images of dust-clogged clothes and double-barreled violence in Shepard’s 
plays. She notes that the characters of True West lack the ability of imagining the past and 
recreating a real world. She concludes that the characters would be either faded or replaced by 
textual and unmemorised postmodern images (120).Similarly; Shepard debunks the myth of a 
happy American family and instead portrays families that are in relentless crisis. The reality of 
families in Shepard’s plays is far more painful and complex than the expurgated memories of the 
nostalgic would suggest. Modern American society is rootless, imperfect and   unrefined in 
contrast to its past society and culture. The families of Shepard’s plays are violent, cold with 
unkind members who are spiritually apart from each other as compared to the polished facades of 
many “ideal” families that the American society tried to show. 

            Shepard’s plays are peopled by characters craving for a stable identity and a return to 
origins, but they ultimately realize that freedom is possible only through the prescribed 
postmodern attitudes of fluidity, instability, performance and movement. C.W.E. Bigsby in his 
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work Modern American Drama observes that Shepard has “found in performance a symbol of 
lives which are the enactment of stories with their roots in the distant past of ritual and myth as 
well as in a present in which role and being have become confused”. Shepard’s plays expose 
American identity signified by the strong figure of the farmer/pioneer/cowboy—as an illusion 
and proposes that any thriving notion of identity must recognize the character-shaping influence 
of the past as well as acknowledge the reality of an American identity that is inherently violent 
and hard to be found by most Americans. Shepard’s characters are inept at ever attaining any 
resemblance of their perception of ‘American’ identity. At the same time, they also cannot ever 
define themselves outside of a national character. According to Annettee J. Saddik , “this 
‘confusion’ of role and being, performance and authenticity, is at the core of Shepard’s 
characters’ search for a stable identity, a fixed reality that both eludes and threatens to trap them 
as they perform the instabilities of postmodern identity in the late twentieth 
century”.(Contemporary American Drama).Shepard’s characters constantly change roles and 
functions. They are not dramatized as unified and coherent figures; rather Shepard portrays them 
as void, perhaps to show both the emptiness of their lives and the void of their contemporary 
culture. Shepard’s characters are postmodern people who don’t need any stable sense of reality 
and are completely comfortable with the blurred line between reality and representation. Sam 
Shepard portrays American identity under capitalism as an “empty performance of power” 
(Annette J. Saddik).Under Capitalism, identity functions as a commodified performance, a 
product not located in any original self, but rather defined by performance and simulation in a 
struggle for power. This fight for power is a means of survival in America. Many of Shepard’s 
plays such as La Turista (1967),The Tooth of Crime (1972), Action(1975), Angel City(1976), 
Buried Child(1979), True west (1980) and Simpatico(1994) deal with the unfeasibility of 
locating a bona fide self outside of the roles, masks, performances and images that mark human 
action with this lack of stability bringing the required liberation. 

          Literary postmodernism has been accurately summarized by Waugh as "a quest for 
fictionality" (Waugh, 2006: 10), one that is oriented towards uncertainty. Postmodernism 
questions not only the nature of existence and notion of reality, it also takes up issues such as the 
fictionality and textuality of those realities In his deconstruction theory , Jacques Derrida 
mentions this uncertainty or what he calls "delogocentrism" by referring  to the re-reading of  a  
text   to   show   the   multiple   meanings   at   work .As Butler asserts:  

 The central argument for deconstruction depends on relativism, by which I mean the view   
that   truth   itself   is   always   relative   to   the   differing   standpoints   and         
predisposing intellectual     frameworks   of the   judging    subject.  It is difficult   to say,    
then, that deconstructors are committed to anything as definite as a philosophical thesis. 
Indeed, to attempt to define deconstruction is to defy another of its main principles – which 
is to deny that final or true definitions are possible, because even the most plausible 
candidates will always invite a further defining move, or 'play', with language. For the 
deconstructor, the relationship of language to reality is not given, or even reliable, since all 
language systems are inherently unreliable cultural constructs. (2002:16) 

. 

The postmodernist approach to literary creation thus seeks to show the reader the way to the 
consensus that truth, reality and experience are quintessentially subjective and personal. This is 
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achieved through the use of   language, which   draws   attention   to   itself   as   a means   of   
creative   expression. For most of the postmodernist   writers, “language   constitutes   reality; it   
does   not   describe   the   world   but   constructs   it". (Childs and Fowler, 2006: 52) .Sam 
Shepard deals with this postmodernist subjective approach to reality in many of his plays. 
Shepard’s Pulitzer winning play Buried Child (1979) is burdened with multiple interpretations. 
In the play, the identity of the buried child remains a mystery. Whether the child is actually a 
product of an incestuous relationship between the mother Halie and her son Tilden, or is the 
buried child merely a metaphor for the buried truths that the family has long been denying 
thereby contributing to its disintegration or whether the buried child refers to Vince, the prodigal 
son who has been away from home for a long time and is unacknowledged and unrecognized as 
he returns to find his roots is unclear. Similarly at the end of the play, Vince lies on the sofa in 
the same manner as Dodge at the beginning of the play. It is quite uncertain whether Vince will 
cure the family or whether he will continue the cycle of violence perpetrated by the father, 
Dodge. The final Act of Buried Child opens with sunshine and Haile is now dressed in bright 
yellow, a symbol of hope instead of black that she wears at the beginning, a symbol of    
mourning. It   seems to point at Dodge’s suggestion of a ‘new beginning’. 

               DODGE: (looks toward porch then back to her) that’s what I mean. See, you're glad it  
              Stopped raining. Now you think everything's gonna be different. Just 'cause the sun    
              comes out. (Shepard, 1981: 131)  
     
 Adler states:  
 
             Yet the play repeatedly seems to warn that whatever significance they choose to assign  
              to   these   incidents   in   their   own   reading,   not   the   result   of   decoding   some    
             fixed   set   of   meanings or symbols. (2005:175)  

"Maybe it was the rain", "Maybe it was the sun" (Shepard, 1981:132). Stephen Bottoms notes:  

 Buried Child by dripping into the viewer's consciousness with the relentlessness of the rain 
that continues throughout the first two acts and which may be the source of new life in the 
fields, or "catastrophic", or just "plain old rain". (1998:180)  

 For the audience or even readers an understanding of the play is a subjective one, and if they 
reach at any conclusion, as does Shelly, “I can't find a reason for anything" (89), this is a more 
justifiable response. Shepard thus decides to leave the drama without a certain sense of reprieve 
about the happenings, implying its postmodernist fluidity to cover itself. Sam Shepard leaves it 
to readers to approach the reality the way they want to since it is not an age in which the sense of 
ending includes within itself the promise of revelation or meaning. It is an age of doubtfulness, in 
which everything keeps unresolved or open-ended. It is the powerlessness of the family to accept 
decenteredness, heterogeneity, and multiplicity as the facts of 21st century which leads to the 
collapse of meaning, identity and purpose in this play. The characters of the play reside in a 
world that is not capable of tackling this fact of the contemporary culture .The play's vacillating 
ending also has root in the family's denial of postmodern conditions, and its sticking to media-
generated myths and fantasies. For the mess in the world, Shepard offers no solution; he, as a 
postmodern thinker does not recommend ways to recovery; rather he is a reflector who puts 
before us the world which is in crisis. 
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             Sam Shepard makes use of other postmodern elements in his plays as well. Language 
fragmentation, one of the important aspects of postmodernist aesthetic production finds a way in 
the plays of Sam Shepard too. Shepard’s characters are unwilling to say anything, but at the same 
time they need to talk, "to avoid falling into vacuum" (165). Aimless and fragmented 
conversations are the exact result of talking for the sake of talking. Shepard's work exhibit 
Lyotard’s claim about the “postmodern condition “as a fall of grand narratives. In postmodernist 
theatre, there is not any exact meaning for religion and morality. Shepard restates Lyotard's claim 
that one traditional function of narrative is to legitimate knowledge and that all narratives, even if 
they were received only yesterday "must be suspected". Shepard challenges the fall of religion in 
most of his family plays. The attitude of Shepard’s characters towards life reflects the 
postmodern condition in which the old grand narrative of Christianity and morality has no longer 
any place. Shepard conforms to the postmodern erosion of distinction between high and popular 
culture .Shepard’s  discourse is drawn from the fabrics of popular culture .Shepard frequently 
includes signs, symbols, and models from popular culture [traditional myths] and like a 
postmodern writer, he employs ‘parody’ to call our attention to the images and icons or the 
representations of high culture [Cinema] since parody generates the paradoxical nature of 
postmodernism and thus helps Shepard to speak to a discourse from within it but without being 
totally convalesced by it. 

            Sam Shepard addresses the anathema of the passivity of the individuals who follow the 
postmodern notions of society and hence become violent, depressed, and   pessimistic. For 
Shepard, the attempt of Postmodern America at improving the science and the social conditions 
of life by enhancing technology does not bring peace of mind. 
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