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Driving around the United States:
Automobiles and Physicality in Paula Vogel's Plays

ITO Yukari

Abstract

Automobiles are one of the most significant inventions not only in society but also in cultures in

the United States. We can often find its symbolic use in the works of American writers, and Paula
Vogel is no exception. This paper examines how she depicts cars in The Long Christmas Ride Home
and How I Learned to Drive. .

The Long Christmas Ride Home tells a story of a seemingly typical American family. All the char-
acters are played by puppets and performers. The puppets make it easier for the audience to imagine
their invisible car, which confines the family within its small space; the family cannot escape from the
car. The car is sometimes regarded as their home, and other times it is like a human being, one of the
family members who share their mortality. On the other hand, How I Learned to Drive focuses on the
relationship between the niece and the uncle who teaches her how to drive as well as sexually abuses
her in the car. Here Vogel makes the best use of the sexual images of automobiles in American soci-
ety. Furthermore Vogel shows the similarities between cars and human bodies: they both offer the

joy of gratifying any deadly impulse and of controlling everything. Thus, these two plays theatrically

reveal the close connection between a human body and a car.
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In terms of production style, I'd appre-
ciate it if directors would read the one-
act plays of Thornton Wilder for guid-
ance: The Happy Journey to Trenton and
Camden, Pullman Car Hiawatha and The
Long Christmas Dinner. The set for this
play, in homage to these works, should be
simple, elegant, bare. One could use short
stools or chairs to one side of the stage for
the two narrators; one could use an ele-
vated bench, let's say, for the backseat of
the car, so that we can see the puppets

clearly. [5]
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MINISTER: Let us not judge on this night.
Let us embrace

the here and now.

MINISTER, MAN and WOMAN: We are
all in this Floating World together. (30)
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(The Ghost of Stephen, Claire, and Re-
becca look at each other; their puppets lock
arms.)

GHOST OF STEPHEN: And the fragile
arms of the children

linked, stretched and strained

and the thin strands of flesh

did not break.

CLAIRE: And in this moment in the bal-
ance

our father bowed his head and prayed to
a God he did not believe in:

MAN: "God. Let me start over. Let me take
back this day." (72—73)
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DESDEMONA: Women are clad in purdah,
we decent, respectable matrons, from the
cradle to the altar to the shroud---bridled
with linen, blinded with lace:--These very

walls are purdah. (193)
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your touch — someone who performs
just for you and gives you what you ask
for — I guess 1 always see a "she." You

can call her what you like. (61)
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