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“The Moral Tetralogy: American Social/Political/Cultural Commentary

in the later writings of Steve Tesich.”

Steve Tesich’s writing career spanned nearly 30 years.  In that time, he had 11 plays and 2 musicals produced, including works both on and off-Broadway; six screenplays made into feature films and he wrote two full-length novels.  His writing earned him a Drama Desk Award for Most Promising Playwright in 1973 for his play Baba Goya, later titled Nourish the Beast.  In 1979, he won the Academy Award for Best Original Screenplay for the film, Breaking Away.  His last novel, Karoo, published posthumously in 1998, made The New York Times’ list as one of the Notable Books of the Year.

Tesich’s work divides chronologically into three periods.  The early works (1969-1980) include his first 7 plays and both musicals.  The middle works (1979-1985), predominantly for film, include all 6 of his produced screenplays.  In his later works (1989-1996), Tesich resumed writing for the stage.  I have dubbed these four plays, The Speed of Darkness (1989), Square One (1990), On the Open Road (1992) and Arts and Leisure (1996) “The Moral Tetralogy” because they represent more than just a shift in writing discipline.  They demonstrate an ideological change in the playwright himself.  As Tesich himself said in a 1991 interview:

“I was tired of the way I was writing for the theatre.  Until I could feel I could approach it differently I didn’t want to continue.  Now the only thing I will write for the theatre is something that involves a moral issue.  Nothing else interests me.” (Rothstein 11)

Why the sudden concern for morality?  Why return to the theatre after a lucrative career in Hollywood?  To understand his motives you must first understand that Steve Tesich was a man deeply in love with America.  It was a love that began for him before he ever came to this country.
Steve Tesich was born Stojan Tesich on September 29th, 1942 in Užice, today a small resort city in Serbia and Montenegro.  His initial love of America came though movies, in particular, John Wayne westerns.  For Tesich, however, actually immigrating to America proved to be less than picture perfect.  The idyllic landscape and frontier mythos he expected to find, met the reality of East Chicago, Indiana, a sprawling industrial city.  Compounding this initial shock was the difficulty of adjusting to a wholly different culture and language.  Tesich came to America in 1957 knowing only one English phrase: “thank you.”  Despite these initial hardships, the love Tesich had for this country did not diminish, it merely changed.  What began as a kind of schoolboy crush on an ideal America, developed into a genuine admiration for the real America.  In his own words:

“I started looking at the incredible variety of American life, the nationalities, the people who would never be living next door to each other in any other nation, and somehow they were getting along.  It was such a unique feeling to see that kind of flexibility in an enormous country, and to watch it function.  It got to me, and made me love the place very much.” (Berkvist)

The optimism and unabashed sentimentality in those words became hallmarks of his early writing for theatre and film.  Tesich was still optimistic when he talked about the premiere of Division Street in 1980.  The play tells the story of a former 60s radical who rediscovers his idealism.  “But that kind of idealism is ingrained into this country…” Tesich said, “A lot of people say it’s dead, but I can feel it coming back” (Berkvist).

By the mid-80s, however, it became increasingly apparent to Tesich that the idealism he once predicted would return to the rest of the country, never materialized.  By then end of the decade, his relationship with America changed again.  The admiration he felt as a young man matured into profound concerns for the social, political and cultural course of the nation.  What specifically was wrong with America?  On the social front, Tesich felt too little progress had been made to rectify race, gender and class inequities in this country.  On the political front, he adamantly opposed the New World Order doctrine outlined by President Bush (41) at the end of the Cold War.  He believed America had no right to intervene politically or militarily in the affairs of sovereign nations.  The breakup of Yugoslavia in the early 90’s left Tesich particularly divided.  He felt the U.S. government and the media demonized Bosnian Serbs to justify military action in the Balkans.  On the cultural front, Tesich believed the Arts and entertainment in America were devolving and becoming homogenized.  He used the term, “uniculture” to describe the trend, “where you’re involved in making another kind of cheeseburger because everybody likes a cheeseburger” (Weber C13).  Yet, the most insidious and disheartening problem he perceived in America was the apathy of the average American citizen toward all of these other problems.  Steve Tesich returned to writing for the theatre in 1989 to publicly voice his concerns. 

“I felt the need as a citizen to go on a journey based on a feeling I have that the country presently, and for quite a long time, seems to have no moral base….  It’s not that I feel this country has become immoral or amoral, it’s just that it seems to have forgotten something grand about itself” (Tribune 16).  

He chose the theatre, specifically, because he believed the stage was the medium best suited for expressing ideas.


In the first play of the Tetralogy, The Speed of Darkness, Joe is a pillar of the community in Sioux Falls, South Dakota, who harbors a secret.  The secret Joe hides is that years ago, after returning home from combat in Vietnam, he took a job illegally dumping toxic waste on a nearby mesa.  Now a developer is planning to build homes on that mesa and Joe faces a moral dilemma.  Should he keep his secret, preserve his standing in the community and put others at risk, or should he face up to his past, save the town, and suffer the consequences?  For Joe the choice is agonizing.  As Tesich himself put it, “Joe has to go back and break himself in half, rebreak the part that mended crooked,” (Tribune 16).  Joe makes the correct moral choice, reveals his secret and confronts both his past at home and in Vietnam.  Though he and his family are ostracized by the community, Joe is finally able to mend properly and move forward.


In The Speed of Darkness, Joe was more than one man in Sioux Falls.  He was Everyman, or, in this case, EveryAmerican.  The moral choice Joe made to face the truth about his past and rebreak himself, was the same painful choice Tesich urged the nation to make about it’s own collective past.  His decision to use the Vietnam War as a backdrop for this play was not accidental.  In an interview coinciding with the premiere of the play in 1989, Tesich traced the origin of the moral decay he perceived in this country to the Vietnam era.  

“After it ended, no one wanted to accept that we lost.  If we’d admitted it to ourselves, if we’d asked what went wrong, then we would have been able to go from there.  Instead, the great spiritual coverup began.  ‘Americans don’t lose things.’  A kind of drift began to the point that nobody had a memory of what this country was before the war, as if no one ever had some honest, grand ideals about this country.” (Tribune 16) 

Tesich believed that America, like Joe, had “mended crooked” after Vietnam and he offered the Persian Gulf War as one example.  “I think that had we handled Vietnam and what happened there as a mature nation, the war in the Gulf never would have occurred.  I think we’ve been looking for a war to win ever since Vietnam” (Rothstein 11).   

Where The Speed of Darkness urged America to take a brutally honest look at the past for the sake of the present, in the second play of the Tetralogy, Tesich turned the tables and asked the audience to consider a frightening potential future.  

Square One is set in a time of reconstruction after a revolution.  Adam is an entertainer, a “State Artist-Third Class,” who appears regularly on the most popular show on television: “The Patriotic Variety Hour.”  He meets Dianne and the two agree to a live-in marriage; love is no longer a consideration.  Their marriage is doomed to fail, however, because Dianne cannot let go of the way life used to be.  As Tesich put it:  “She clings to all the mess and the contradictions and the turmoil that is inherent in human existence” (Dudar 5).  Adam, on the other hand, is all too happy to forget the turmoil of the past and embrace a decidedly Orwellian present where order and control reign supreme.  “The old ones tend to scream,” Adam tells us, “They probably remember the bad old days before Reconstruction.  Once they’re gone, once that generation is gone, there’ll be no more screaming.  I believe in progress” (7-8).  By the end of the play, Adam receives a promotion to “State Artist-Second Class.”  Dianne sits alone on a park bench.  Reconstruction has ended and a parade is approaching celebrating “semi-annual National Victory Day.”  We do not see the parade, only the sound of drums growing louder, yet we are left with the distinct impression that the parade is not so much going by Dianne, as running over her.    


Through Adam and Dianne in Square One, Tesich foreshadowed an America of mind-numbing, soul-destroying uniformity.  In doing so, he posed a question and a challenge to the audience.  Are you, like Adam, truly content with the world around you?  If not, what are you really doing to change it?  “The level of social anarchy that’s acceptable now is amazing,” Tesich said in 1990, “Walk the streets.  Look at the people sleeping all over the place.  Read how many kids get killed.  There’s a kind of feeling that if you’re informed, you’ve done your job.  Being informed is considered the hallmark of activism.  People sing their arias of outrage.  Then they move on” (Dudar 5).  

Tesich refused to move on.  

In the third play of the Tetralogy, On the Open Road, he again chose a post-apocalyptic setting.  The future in On the Open Road, however, is a world of chaos.  The play follows the journey of Al and Angel, two men trying to make their way through a countryside wracked by perpetual civil war.  Their goal is to reach a territory known as “The Land of the Free.”  Along the way, they collect priceless works of art from the ruins of museums, hoping to use the art to bargain their way into this promised land.  When they arrive at the border of “The Land of the Free,” however, they discover their bargaining chips are useless.  The art is confiscated and the two men imprisoned.  To prove their worth to the State they must first perform a service.  The service is killing Jesus Christ, who has recently returned to Earth.  At the decisive moment, Al and Angel cannot bring themselves to kill Christ.  They are, however, willing to take credit for the crime when another character, a monk, murders Christ instead.  They return to “The Land of the Free,” with the body, only to discover political power has changed hands yet again and with it, the definition of moral behavior.  Instead of the State rewarding them for their service, they are crucified on stage at the end of the play.  “The question is what is freedom,” Tesich said about the play, “what you think it will bring you and what you’ll do to get it” (Morris 36).  Al and Angel want desperately to prove their worthiness to live in “The Land of the Free.”  It is the land, with no definitive sense of moralit,y that proves unworthy of their devotion.

On the Open Road was the most pessimistic and controversial of all of Tesich’s plays.  In it, he openly questioned the ideology of American government and society as well as organized religion.  He also challenged the audience again to examine their social apathy.  In Scene 4 of the play, Angel worries that he no longer feels connected to the world around him.  Al explains the cause of the problem.  

“People bleed before our eyes but in the midst of their agonies we get it.  The problem is not that we’re blind to their agonies or deaf to their cries, the problem is that we get it and move on.  Wars break out.  We get it.  Peace comes.  We get it.  Wars break out again.  Once again we get it.  We’re always a step ahead of the game.  There’s only one god left.  The I get it god” (86).

By the time On the Open Road premiered, Tesich’s concerns about America grew to frustration.  He still loved this country in spite of the continuing problems he perceived.  His frustration came with a growing sense that societal apathy was being supplanted by a conscious choice to marginalize and even censor critical points of view.  He vented his frustration in a 1992 interview.  

“You want to live in a place.  You don’t want to think of yourself at odds with things.  That’s not pleasant.  Maybe it’s kind of pleasant when you’re very young – but I don’t want to be at odds with the culture, with the country, now.  But when so many things occur that are repugnant and so many people are taking part in them, it’s just a horrible feeling to be in this tiny, dwindling minority.”

“I don’t let things go anymore.  Everyone knows what’s wrong, and there is this kind of agreement – let’s not talk about it, let’s not deal with it.  The essential problem has been sealed off as an embarrassment.  When you bring up moral issues, as I tend to do, people just look at you as if your fly is open.” (Coen 30)

Tesich, indeed, did not let things go.  He went back to work.  

In the final play of the Tetralogy, Arts and Leisure, he continued the theme of social responsibility.  The protagonist of the play is Alex Chaney, a syndicated drama critic in the midst of an unemotional crisis.  Alex can no longer distinguish between drama on stage and dramatic events that are actually happening in the world, or in his own life for that matter.  His father is dying of a painful wasting disease.  His mother is bereft and in need of his support.  His ex-wife is slowly going insane and his daughter is a recovering drug-addict who has had multiple miscarriages and commits suicide by the end of the play.  Yet, Alex reviews each of these circumstances and people with the same detached objectivity he uses to review any other tragedy on stage.  Tesich raised the theme of social responsibility to a new, and deeply personal, level by making Alex speak directly to the audience.  In monologues and asides throughout the play, Alex takes us in and, in doing so, indicts us all as co-conspirators, guilty of the crime of detachment.  He first levels this charge in the opening monologue of the play  

“The dramatic events we follow from around our country or from around the world, produced by earthquakes or wars or personal misfortune, have now become theater.  Good theater.  Bad theater.  But theater.  Our response to those events is shaped by the same principals of dramatic criticism I use when reviewing a play” (8).  

At the end of the play, all of the people in Alex’s life have left him in one way or another.  He is alone on stage, grappling with the shell of a person he has become.  Intellectually, he understands that he should feel.  He even wishes that he could feel.  Emotionally, he remains dispassionate.  In his final monologue, he likens his life to being a passenger on a luxurious train, looking out the window at a landscape of human tragedy. 

“Somewhere along the way I feel a need to get off this train where I have almost everything I could ever want but almost nothing I need.  I feel like getting off not for any altruistic reasons.  Not necessarily to lend a hand to all those unfortunate souls but out of a growing awareness that my own life is out there and that I should get off this train and live it.  I must jump off this train.  I must start living my life.” (63)

Alex never gets off the train and we, as co-conspirators, are left to consider whether we have, or will.  

With Arts and Leisure, Tesich made his last, best attempt to persuade America to rediscover its moral base and its sense of idealism.  As with each of these plays, he continued to plead his case off stage as well.  

“… part of my ongoing love relationship with this country is to hold it accountable not to ideals which I want to impose on it, but ideals the country says it has.  And those ideals are only lived up to at a cost.  It’s not sainthood that I’m talking about.  I’m not suggesting you give up everything and run around helping the poor.  You simply participate actively in the life around you” (Pacheco C17).  

Tesich practiced what he preached.  He continued to hold America accountable to itself and with the plays of “The Moral Tetralogy,” he participated actively in the life around him in the best way he knew how, through his writing.

For Tesich, the stage was the place for ideas.  Yet, there were some ideas too personal, too raw, to be couched in theatrical language.  In the last years of his life, Tesich leveled his harshest and most direct criticism of American society, politics and culture in a series of editorial letters to The New York Times.  These letters exist today on an Internet site titled “srpska-mreza” (Serbian Network).  They were never published by The Times.  Their authenticity is verified by Tesich’s sister, Nadja, who worked with her brother writing them.  I will conclude by reading an excerpt from the most provocative of these editorials.  In it, Tesich railed against American xenophobia, equating it to government sanctioned bigotry.  The letter is titled: “Niggerization: Everything, Not Just Charity, Begins At Home”.  It begins:




“Watching the videos of Bosnian Serbs being bombed I am reminded of the video of Rodney King being pummeled by clubs while lying on the ground, tied up, helpless to defend himself, enraging his attackers even more by trying, like a human being, to get back up to his feet and stand up like a man. This upright position tends to enrage those who think that niggers should either be lying down like dogs or kneeling in front of their superiors.



It is neither the Balkanization nor the tribalism of the world which is the real problem confronting mankind today. The real problem, instead, is the American sponsored niggerization of the whole globe into two camps: nice white people like us with our nice McValues and them, those who don't want to be just like us, the niggers of the world.



The principle and the practice of niggerization is very simple. It works like this. You brand a human being or millions of human beings like him as being nonhuman. When we're injured by "them", even by nothing more than their presence on this earth, it is a crime. When we kill them, or circumscribe their lives with wretchedness and ruin it is not only not a crime, it is not even an event.” (srpska-mreza)

The letter, written in 1995, goes on to warn that without a fundamental change in American foreign policy, the United States is destined to relive the struggle for racial equality begun in the 60s, on a new, world-wide scale.


The galvanizing and inflammatory language of this editorial is a testament to the level of frustration, even anger, Tesich felt with America at the end of his life.  The fact that he felt such emotion, and acted on those feelings is equally a testament to how much he loved and cared for this country: his country, not as an immigrant but as one of its citizens.  Steve Tesich died of a heart attack on July 1st, 1996 at the age of 53.

Dr. Michael A. Rothmayer

Assistant Professor of Theatre

Drake University

Presented at the 27th Annual Mid-American Theatre Conference

Theatre History Symposium

Chicago, 2 March 2006

Works Cited
Berkvist, Robert. “From ‘Breaking Away’ to ‘Division Street’ – In Love With America.” 
New York Times. 5 October 1980, late ed., sec. 2: 1, 4-5.

“Breaking Down: Steve Tesich’s Bleak Vision Of America In Decline.”  Chicago Tribune.  23 April 1989.  final ed., sec. Arts: 16+.
Coen, Stephanie. “Steve Tesich: The Only Kind of Real Rebel Left, He Figures, Is a Moral Person.” American Theatre. v.9, n.4. July 1992. 30-37.

Dudar, Helen.  “Theater; As One Playwright Strikes Out for the Future . . . .”  New York Times.  18, February 1990.  late ed., sec. 2: 5+.

Pacheco, Patrick.  “If All The World’s A Stage, Are All The Men And Women Merely Critics?  Steve Tesich’s Arts & Leisure Is About People Who Voice Opinions And Then Have Supper And Go Home.”  Newsday.  19 May 1996, sec. Fanfare: 
C17.

Rothstein, Mervyn.  “Morality’s The Thing For This Playwright.”  New York Times.  12 
March 1991, late ed., sec. C: 11+

Tesich, Steve.   Arts and Leisure.  New York: Samuel French, Inc., 1997.

---.  “Niggerization: Everything, not just charity, begins at home.” unpublished essay. 
[http://www.srpska-mreza.com/tesich/atHome.htm] c. 1995.
---.  On The Open Road.  New York: Applause Theatre Book Publishers,  1992.

---.  The Speed of Darkness.  New York: Samuel French, Inc., 1989.

---.  Square One.  New York: Applause Theatre Book Publishers,  1990.

Weber, Bruce.  “Critics and Defenders As Akalaitis Leaves The Public Theater.” The New York Times.  16 March 1993.  late ed. final.  sec. C: 13.




