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David Mamet is best known as a playwright, but he also 

has a thriving film career, both as screenwriter and as 

director. He has taken very seriously each of these roles, 

formulating theories that, he suggests, account for the 

creative choices he makes. Though Mamet sometimes 

contradicts himself, as when he suggests that viewers should 

have the satisfaction of constructing their own meaning of a 

work, but at the same time is devoted to montage, which 

works by juxtaposing images that lead to a single 

interpretation, he clearly sees the story as a critical 

avenue into the spectator's unconscious, where he hopes it 

will resonate with a truth that speaks directly to the 

individual. 

His films House of Games, Things Change, and Homicide 

clearly reflect his ideas on the best ways of conveying a 

story on film. In House of Games, Mamet draws on Bruno 

Bettelheim's theories to construct a fairy tale designed to 

act on adult viewers in the same way that fairy tales act on 



the child. In Things Change, he creates a fable that 

explores issues of friendship and honor within the milieu of 

the gangster genre. And in Homicide, Mamet uses the 

expectations viewers bring to the theatre in anticipation of 

a genre film to explore themes of loyalty and identity. 

In Oleanna, however, Mamet relies heavily on exposition 

and dialogue, rather than the visual elements that separate 

the film from drama, which renders the film the antithesis 

of his long-held philosophy of film narrative. Mamet's best 

film work, in House of Games and Homicide, has been 

innovative and thought-provoking, bringing depth to the new 

noir and redefining the cop film. His work in Oleanna, 

though it may prove to be an anomaly, may suggest a 

surrender of his principles of filmmaking or a reformulation 

of them to fit some new vision. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

David Mamet is best known as a playwright, but he also 

has a thriving film career, both as screenwriter and as 

director. He has taken very seriously each of these roles, 

formulating theories that, he suggests, account for the 

creative choices he makes. Though Mamet sometimes 

contradicts himself, he clearly sees the story as a critical 

avenue into the spectator's unconscious, where he hopes it 

will resonate with a truth that speaks directly to the 

individual. And while he employs many of the same themes in 

drama and film, film allows him more opportunity to 

manipulate audience responses, especially through his use of 

the audience's expectations of established film genres. 

According to Mamet, the ideal storyteller is a 

minimalist, one who employs only elements essential to 

further the plot of the story, allowing the audience to fill 

in the blanks, to supply the details that allow each 

listener or viewer to make the story his or her own. He or 

she then is a participant in the storymaking process by 

assisting the teller in the creation of meaning. 



While he has held fast to that ideal, Mamet's move into 

filmmaking, a medium with more control over audience 

perception than drama, suggests that Mamet desires greater 

command of audience receptivity. In drama, the storyteller 

can control plot, set design, dialogue—whatever spectators 

can see and hear from their seats in the theater. The 

immediacy of performance, however, draws the audience away 

from any controlling figure such as the playwright, or even 

the director. Stanton Garner, in his discussion of 

narrative in theatre, notes, "Events are told to us in a 

novel, selected for us by a guiding camera in film, but 

events on stage display the illusion of life itself in their 

apparent freedom from the originating writer's mediating 

perspective" (xii). In the theater, then, no controlling 

figure, either playwright, director, or actor, enjoys the 

control of the storyteller in other media. 

I contend that Mamet prefers film to stage because 

though both are mimetic, the filmmaker-as-storyteller can 

intervene between performance and spectators to direct their 

attention to the story that he or she orchestrates by, for 

example, choosing what the spectators will see through camera 

placement, choice of shots, and types of cuts. Therefore, 

the story, along with its message, is not merely put forth 

for the audience to come to terms with on its own, but 



presented by a teller who manipulates the images so that the 

audience will come to the conclusions intended by the 

filmmaker. 

Mantlet's interest in directing is also tied to his desire 

for greater control over audience receptivity. Words are the 

language of theater. The image plays a larger part in the 

language of the film. Mamet describes the difference between 

stage and screen as follows: 

In a play . . . the only way you have to convey the 

action of the plot is through the action of the 

characters, what they say to each other. With a 

movie, the action has to be advanced narratively. 

To advance it through the dialogue is just boring; 

it is not the proper exploitation of the form. It 

has to be advanced, showing the audience what's 

happening, narrating to them the state of mind of 

the protagonist, which, . . . is the worst kind of 

playwrighting. (qtd. in Vallely 46) 

In an interview with Henry Schvey, Mamet says, "If a movie 

were to be the excellent movie it would have absolutely no 

dialogue in it. But with a play everything takes place in 

dialogue, all the action which takes place between two people 

has to take place right there" ("Celebrating" 95).1 Mamet's 

description of "the excellent film" as one without dialogue 



does not seem to take into account his abiding concern that 

"every aspect of the production should reflect the idea of 

the play" (Mamet, "Preface" x), which one would expect to 

apply as well to film. Although Mamet continues to rely a 

great deal on dialogue in his films, he clearly understands 

the language of film. 

The playwright's story is also more likely to be 

faithfully interpreted by the director of a play than is the 

story written by the screenwriter since the playwright 

retains the copyright to a play and the film requires a great 

deal of collaboration in moving from the word on the page to 

the image on the screen. In "A Playwright in Hollywood," 

Mamet says 

When you write for the stage you retain the 

copyright. The work is yours and no one can change 

a word without your permission. When you write for 

the screen you are a laborer hired to turn out a 

product, and that product can be altered at the 

whim of those who employ you. (75) 

Though Mamet's words sound hostile, he goes on to say that 

when the failure of a script may cost a great deal of money 

for each day lost, so the employer must be in a position to 

make changes. He also suggests that such a collaborative 

effort requires the successful screenwriter to learn 



something about being consistent and sticking to the plot 

(76-77) . Nevertheless, being both writer and director helps 

to ensure that only one vision is carried into production. 

The director of a film does much more than translate a 

writer's words; in addition to the elements the stage 

director works with—dialogue, set design, blocking—the film 

director may also direct the cameras and editing. In film 

criticism, the expression theatrical, or worse overly-

theatrical, are dirty words. It is the film director's 

vision of the images that accompany the words of the writer 

that results in a new story and very possibly a different 

story than that which the screenwriter-storyteller 

envisioned.2 

In order to make the argument that Mamet is the 

narrative voice in his films, I am adopting Seymour 

Chatman's definition of narrative: 

[A]ny text that presents a story—a sequence of 

events performed or experienced by characters—is 

first of all a narrative. Plays and novels share 

the common features of a chrono-logic of events, a 

set of characters, and a setting. Therefore, at a 

fundamental level they are all stories. The fact 

that one kind of story is told (diegesis) and the 

other shown (mimesis) is secondary. (117) 



There are, of course, many critics who disagree with the 

assumption that films are narrated by the author. David 

Bordwell argues that critics only cause problems for 

themselves when they attempt to speak of the narrator of a 

film, that they are indulging in "anthropomorphic fiction" 

because "we are seldom aware of being told something by an 

entity resembling a human being" (62). 

While it is true that an audience is not as conscious of 

the filmmaker-as-narrator as it might be of a fictional 

narrator, the filmmaker's ability to manipulate the images on 

the screen, and therefore the conclusions the spectator 

reaches, is undeniable. How is it possible for an audience 

to construct a story which has not been told/shown/presented 

by someone? When we are immersed in a novel with an 

omniscient narrator, do we construct a physical presence for 

that narrator? Does it cease to be narrated if we don't? 

Obviously the current interest in the subtexts of literature 

and of media images suggests that narrators, seen or unseen, 

not only exist but have an agenda. 

Mamet's signature use of language, its conversational 

rhythms and color, suggests that he has no intention of 

effacing himself or his art in his work. He does, however, 

employ various strategies to distract critics from looking 

carefully at the way he manipulates his narrative, such as 
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when he eschews the voice-over narrator as extraneous, as if 

there is less design because he doesn't employ a visible or 

audible narrator. He acknowledges the narrative power of 

film when he says, "Film is basically a narrative medium, in 

the sense that it conveys one person's perception—for 

instance, that of the camera" (qtd. in Yakir 21). But he 

fails to acknowledge the narrative manipulation of the 

filmmaker himself, here by crediting the narrative 

perspective to a piece of equipment. 

Mamet's use of film genre also suggests that he is more 

interested in audience manipulation than the reader-response 

aspects of his narrative theory would have us believe. Many 

of his plays and all of his films concern the ethical, 

moral, and/or legal breaches of the codes of our society. 

However, his plays do not employ the genre-inflected 

strategies that characterize House of Games, Things Change, 

and Homicide—a difference that should further the theory 

that film offers him more opportunity to affect his audience 

than does drama. 

Because of the difficulty in discriminating between the 

vision of the screenwriter and the vision of the director in 

a given film, I have chosen to examine the films that Mamet 

has both written and directed in order to explore Mamet's 

theories and their application in these films, all of which 
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rely heavily on genre, if not to control, then to influence 

audience response. Chapter Two examines Manet's stated 

narrative theories. Each of the four films can then serve 

to illustrate the kinds of stories he tells, and the way his 

strategies work to create the kind of connection with the 

audience that his theories demand. Chapter Three discusses 

the ways in which Mamet's first film, House of Games, 

represents his use of Bruno Bettelheim's fairy tale theories 

and film noir. Chapter Four examines Things Change, which, 

while set in the genre of the gangster film, is much 

different from his other works in its sweetness, positive 

world view, and lack of ambiguity. Chapter Five discusses 

Homicide in which Mamet once again evokes film noir and the 

thriller, this time to explore the ways in which we 

construct our identities. Chapter Six considers Oleanna, 

Mamet's most recent film, in which he breaks all his rules 

regarding narrative and film. Chapter Seven concludes with 

a look at how effective Mamet's theories are in the face of 

possible audience responses. 



Notes 

1 Of course, there have been narrative films made 

without dialogue, but lack of dialogue may not be enough to 

create "the excellent film." The Thief (1952), directed by 

Russell Rouse and starring Ray Milland, is one example of 

fiction film in which the score and sound effects provide 

the only sound in the film, and it was not considered an 

"excellent" film (Scheuer 798). Rififi (1954), however, 

directed by Jules Dassin, has an extended sequence without 

dialogue which works exceptionally well to build suspense 

and to suggest realism. 

2 In fact, one of the criticisms leveled at House of 

Games seems to turn on this very point. David Denby in New 

York Magazine suggests that Mamet is too focused on his 

words at the expense of the film: "Or perhaps the movie 

celebrates the cult of David Mamet's art: The playwright 

may have laid in all that dead air because he thinks his 

words so precious that no one should miss any of them" 

(102). On the other hand, Michael Wilmington of the Los 

Angeles Times disagrees: "This dialogue—subtly rhythmed, 

pungent, terrifically well written—carries the movie (1), 

though he also complains that the film is "too stylized" 
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(1). Both comments, I should note, are typical criticisms 

of Mamet. 



CHAPTER II 

THEORIES 

David Mamet's narrative strategies are based on the 

conviction that art has a social role in the life of the 

individual. He seems to take very seriously Russian 

director Georgi Tovstonogov's directive that "[T]he theatre 

is called upon to teach people how to live, not how to act 

in a given set of circumstances" (107). Whether it is 

presented as drama or film, Mamet sees the story as the 

fundamental link between the work and the audience. As 

such, in order to "teach people how to live," the story 

itself must have deeper resonances than may be immediately 

apparent in its presentation on the stage or screen. 

For Mamet, the story must make a connection with the 

spectator's unconscious, tapping into what is hidden from 

his or her conscious awareness. To enable the spectator to 

make that connection, Mamet's storyteller expects his 

audience to assist in the creation of meaning in the drama 

or film. It is essential that the audience participate in 

order to get value from the experience of spectatorship. 

According to Mamet, "to discover a truth is to have it come 

11 
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out of your own mind" ("Two Gentlemen" 12). For a narrator 

to explain the events on stage or screen robs from the 

audience the satisfaction of constructing meaning from the 

work. 

The dirty joke becomes, in Mamet's narrative theory, 

the model of construction for the drama. Mamet sees guiding 

the audience to create meaning in drama very much like 

telling a dirty joke. The teller must be spare in his or 

her attention to detail or the joke loses its punch: 

"Two guys go into a farmhouse. An old woman is 

stirring a pot of soup." 

What does the woman look like? What state is 

the farmhouse in? Why is she stirring soup? The 

dirty-joke teller is tending toward a punch line and 

we know that he or she is going to tell us only the 

elements that direct our attention toward that 

punchline [sic], so we listen attentively and 

gratefully. We don't care what states the farmhouse 

is in. ("Air Plays" 22) 

Mamet suggests that when we hear a dirty joke, we get 

pleasure from our participation in the solution at the end 

of a story, "rather than the intellectual achievement of 

having observed the process of construction" ("Air Plays" 

22). Intellectual achievement is, of course, the last thing 
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one would desire in telling a dirty joke because of the 

unconscious factors brought into play in laughing at it. 

Freud suggested, and others have substantiated, that the 

incongruity of the dirty joke, as well as its form, allows 

us to laugh because we are not fully conscious of what we 

are laughing at. The impulses that we have repressed or 

suppressed to live in polite society are released when we 

hear and laugh at a dirty joke (Wilson 92-131) . As 

Christopher Wilson points out, "The super-ego effects 

repression, resisting 'immoral' thoughts; the pragmatic ego 

achieves suppression, by restraining injudicious behavior" 

(94), but a dirty joke can catch both unawares. 

Consequently, this process of construction should be 

invisible, allowing the audience to provide or ignore the 

details which lead to the teller's desired conclusion. By 

supplying their own details, listeners create a new story, 

their own story, while retaining the intended punch line.1 

Further, Mamet declines to discuss the difference 

between an aural medium and a visual one. In drama or film, 

visual details provide the answers to the questions Mamet 

raises. The spectator can see what the woman looks like and 

the state of the farmhouse. It is unnecessary for the 

spectator to invent these details. And it is unlikely that 

either a filmgoer or a listener would bother to speculate 
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about why she is stirring soup unless he or she perceives 

that it is critical to the rest of the story, and if it is, 

the teller would presumably have engineered this awareness. 

Whether one is telling a joke or directing a film, what one 

presents or chooses not to present represents a great deal 

of construction, both visible and invisible, on the part of 

the narrator. 

A teller's choice and amount of detail also influence 

audience expectation. Listeners who anticipate a dirty joke 

expect a quick and easy punch line often with a double 

meaning. Studies have shown that the timing between the 

narrative and the punch line of a dirty joke radically 

affects enjoyment because time allows the listener to become 

aware of and possibly embarrassed by the nature of the joke 

and his or her own enjoyment of it (Wilson 115-131). 

Mamet's emphasis on audience participation in story 

construction clouds the very real emphasis he also places on 

manipulation. For example, he is drawn toward Sergei 

Eisenstein and his principle of montage. Mamet explains his 

interest in montage in his book On Directing Film, in which 

he states that Eisenstein's theory is "virtually the only-

thing I know about directing film" (2). Mamet is not being 

entirely disingenuous in his statement; montage encompasses 

the two most significant elements of Mamet's narrative 
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theory, the need to simplify the story and the manipulation 

of the effect the story has on the audience. Mamet relates 

montage to life when he says that in life, we tell stories 

in scenes, "and the story is moved along by the 

juxtaposition of images—which is to say, by the cut" (On 

Directing Film 2) . Naturally, Mamet is drawn to montage not 

only by the directness of its elements, but by the principle 

that the individual shots that make up a montage sequence 

have no meaning in and of themselves, and, consequently, 

only by connecting the shots can the viewer create meaning.2 

If the viewer makes the appropriate connection, as he 

or she is guided to do by the choice of shots, the viewer is 

awarded with the punch line—the meaning of the scene. The 

shots chosen by the narrator, however, are carefully 

selected so that the spectator can come to only one 

conclusion. Noted film theorist Andre Bazin suggests that 

"montage by its very nature rules out ambiguity of 

expression" ("Evolution" 36). A shot that includes all the 

essential elements of a scene rather than requiring a 

sequence of shots to convey the scene's meaning requires 

much more interpretation by the spectator than does a 

montage sequence: 

[I]t implies . . . both a more active mental 

attitude on the part of the spectator and a more 
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positive contribution on his part to the action in 

progress. While analytical montage only calls for 

him to follow his guide, to let his attention 

follow along smoothly with that of the director 

who will choose what he should see, here he is 

called upon to exercise at least a minimum of 

personal choice. It is from his attention and his 

will that the meaning of the image in part 

derives. (35-36) 

So, while montage allows, even requires, the viewer to 

assign meaning to an image in order to make sense of a 

scene, that meaning is entirely controlled by the director. 

Certainly the spectator is creating meaning, but the meaning 

is carefully engineered by the teller's narrative choices. 

The spectator shows less a creative interpretation of a 

montage sequence than a conditioned response. 

Another way Mamet believes in fostering spectator 

creativity is by using characters and situations that are 

representative of the lives of the spectators themselves. 

On the television news program West 57th, he says "In the 

theater or in the movies, we get a chance to listen to the 

truth, to listen to the truth about ourselves told by people 

just like us. The truth is always going to set people free" 

(8). Of course, Mamet doesn't write about homemakers and 
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steelworkers; he writes about petty crooks and con men, 

shady salesmen and mafiosi. Yet his dark view of humanity 

suggests that viewers see something of themselves in these 

characters. 

A viewer whose own experiences have little in common 

with these kinds of characters, however, may require almost 

complete submersion in the story in order to make the 

connection Mamet desires, which may also help to explain 

Mamet's interest in moving from stage to screen. Bazin 

suggests that the audience's awareness of the performance is 

a critical distinguishing characteristic between film and 

theater: 

The theater acts on us by virtue of our 

participation in a theatrical action across the 

footlights and as it were under the protection of 

their censorship. The opposite is true in the 

cinema. Alone, hidden in a dark room, we watch 

through half-open blinds a spectacle that is 

unaware of our existence and which is part of the 

universe. There is nothing to prevent us from 

identifying ourselves in imagination with the 

moving world before us, which becomes the world. 

("Theater and Cinema—Part Two" 102) 



18 

Using Bazin's explanation, one could also extrapolate that by 

entering this other world, we are able to leave our ordinary 

selves behind and to more easily identify ourselves with the 

characters in the film, even though they are not playing the 

same roles as we do. Freudians could then conclude that the 

spectators' repressed selves might find greater freedom in a 

work of film, a conclusion that I believe Mamet, with his 

interest in Bruno Bettelheim's theories, would like us to 

draw from films like House of Games. 

Mamet depicts people whose singular pursuit of the 

American dream—of security, prosperity, a chicken in every 

pot—transcends law, morality, and ethics. Perhaps Malone, 

the Irish cop who teaches Eliot Ness "the Chicago way" in 

Mamet's screenplay of The Untouchables, best articulates 

this concern when Ness asks him for advice in getting A1 

Capone: 

MALONE 

What are you prepared to do? 

NESS 

Everything within the law. 

MALONE 

And then what are you prepared to do? 

While Malone asks his question of Ness, Mamet is asking it 

of the spectator: how far are we, as Americans, as business 
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people, as human beings, willing to go to get what we want? 

And how far should we go? 

Mamet hopes his audience will recognize themselves in 

men like Ness and Malone, to become aware that they too have 

to struggle with the dichotomy in their own personalities— 

the Ness who wants to abide by the law and the Ness who will 

do anything to get what he wants. Mamet insists that the 

drama should serve a psychological purpose, a purpose that 

applies to film as well: 

the drama is a mythological experience . . . that 

we . . . as an audience engage in as if it were 

our own dream, so when we dream about the king we 

aren't dreaming about royalty, we're dreaming 

about ourself in a different guise. When we go to 

see a play and it's about the lumpen proletariat, 

it's about thieves, or it's about boosters and 

pickpockets, we aren't going to see a play about 

that aspect of society, really. It's a play about 

ourselves. (David Mamet, Homevision) 

This aspect of Mamet's narrative theory has been influenced 

by Bettelheim and his book The Uses of Enchantment: The 

Meaning and Importance of Fairy Tales (Mamet, On Directing 

Film 7), which proposes that the fairy tale allows the child 

to identify with the characters in a tale and so work 



20 

through the events and traumas in his or her own life. This 

thesis applied to adults, which is essentially the basis of 

Mamet's narrative theory, can be seen most clearly in House 

of Games, Mamet's first film, which I discuss more 

extensively in the next chapter. 

Mamet also plays on the preconceptions spectators bring 

into the theater with them when they view a film, and 

conceives his narrative strategies accordingly. A film like 

House of Games, therefore, is enriched for the spectator who 

is aware of Bettelheim's theories. Without knowing 

Bettelheim, one may not be as aware of Mamet's social 

message, but one can still enjoy the film as, say, a 

psychological thriller. Of course, if a spectator is 

knowledgeable enough to categorize the film as a 

psychological thriller, the spectator is likely calling on 

his or her transtextual knowledge of that genre. So again, 

the spectator is creating the meaning within the film, but 

the choices the spectator has to work with are part of 

Mamet's narrative design. 

Mamet is especially fond of the film noir genre. One 

of the elements of noir that may be most appealing to Mamet 

is the similarities between the world view inherent in the 

genre and Mamet's, especially in the consideration of the 

perversion of the American dream. J. P. Telotte in Voices 
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in the Dark describes the world of film noir as an 

environment of crime and corruption, focusing "on sudden 

upswellings of violence in a culture whose fabric seems to 

be unraveling" (2). Telotte goes on to explain that "the 

film noir seems fundamentally about violations, vice, 

corruption, unrestrained desire, and, most fundamental of 

all, abrogation of the American dream's most basic promises-

-of hope, prosperity, and safety from persecution" (2). 

Mamet's own view of the American dream and the fabric 

of society is similar. In an interview with Matthew 

Roudane, Mamet states, 

[T]he national culture is founded very much on the 

idea of strive and succeed. Instead of rising with 

the masses one should rise from the masses. Your 

extremity is my opportunity. That's what forms the 

basis of our economic life, and this is what forms 

the rest of our lives. That American myth: the 

idea of something out of nothing. And this also 

affects the spirit of the individual. It's very 

divisive. . . . So one can only succeed at the cost 

of, the failure of another. ("An Interview" 74) 

Many of Mamet's plays—including American Buffalo, Glengarry-

Glen Ross, Edmond, the Water Engine, and Speed-the-Plow--

espouse this view, as does House of Games. Mamet frequently 
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cites economist Thorstein Veblen to underscore this 

assessment of the degradation of American values, and he 

does so in this interview as well. Mamet goes on to say, 

As Thorstein Veblen in Theory of the Leisure Class 

says, sharp practice inevitably shades over into 

fraud. Once someone has no vested interest in 

behaving in an ethical manner and the only bounds 

on his behavior are supposedly his innate sense of 

fair play, then fair play becomes an outdated 

concept. (74) 

Because to Mamet the business world is the locus of 

"sharp practice," businessmen, as in Glengarry Glen Ross, 

pseudo-businessmen, as in American Buffalo, and confidence 

men, as in House of Games, are the focus of Mamet's social 

milieu. He describes Glengarry Glen Ross as follows: 

The play concerns how business corrupts, how the 

hierarchical business system tends to corrupt. It 

becomes legitimate for those in power in the 

business world to act unethically. The effect on 

the little guy is that he turns to crime. And 

petty crime goes punished; major crimes go 

unpunished. (74) 

It is fairly easy to make the connection between 

Mamet's view of business and film noir. The business 
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structure of the underworld typical of both noir and the 

gangster film illustrates just such a system. Those at the 

head of the crime families get where they are by stepping on 

those weaker, less able to "take the heat." Those at the 

bottom of the ladder are expendable. 

David Mamet will most likely never abandon the theater, 

but he clearly finds film a challenge and a medium that 

allows him to fully explore his theories of storytelling. 

In an interview with Michael Earley for Performing Arts 

Journal, Mamet describes the screenplay as a narrative 

medium, 

like writing jokes. . . . It's visual play, 

completely narrative, only touching on the 

essentials. It's story telling boiled down to its 

most essential elements. It's keeping only those 

things you absolutely must know in order for you 

to get the punch line. If you put in anything 

extra, you lose interest. (38-9) 

"Story telling boiled down to its most essential elements" 

describes the screenplay, the fairy tale, the montage 

sequence, and the dirty joke. Mamet consistently chooses to 

discuss the models which seem to him to best illustrate the 

power of a good story to make a connection with his 

audience. In actual practice he does not always closely 



24 

follow his own dictates. For example, the theories behind 

the fairy tale and the montage sequence are in some ways in 

opposition. The fairy tale, according to Bettelheim, 

affects children differently depending on their level of 

development, introducing the likelihood of multiple 

interpretations of a single event (16). Montage, on the 

other hand, typically requires a single interpretation by 

all spectators. But both appeal to the unconscious to fully 

appreciate them. 

Ambiguity is a staple of Mamet films, and the events of 

a film, especially in House of Games and Homicide, are 

subject to many possible interpretations. As is clear from 

any discussion among viewers of House of Games, its 

conclusion is undeniably ambiguous. More specifically, as 

in a fairy tale, the conclusion is clear, but what we are to 

make of it is ambiguous. Mamet appears to believe very 

strongly in the theories he sets forth, but his ultimate use 

of them is not entirely consistent with his rhetoric. What 

is consistent, in spite of occasional comments to the 

contrary, is that Mamet's theories are at the service of his 

social commentary, and together they provide a window into 

the complexity of his work. 
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Notes 

1 Part of Mamet's preference for invisible construction 

comes from his early years at the Chicago comedy club, 

Second City, where he learned to write in the blackout 

format, a skit roughly five to seven minutes long with a 

punch line at the end (Benson). In such a short piece, 

there is no time for lengthy explanation of the scene. It 

must explain itself. 

2 The classic example of how montage works is 

illustrated by Pudovkin in his description of an experiment 

by his teacher, Kuleshov. Kuleshov sets up two montage 

sequences using three shots: the first shot of the first 

group is of Russian actor Ivan Mosjoukine; the second shot 

is of a dead baby; the next is back to Mosjoukine, and he 

looks sad and compassionate. In the next sequence, the 

first and last shots are the same—Mosjoukine—but the 

middle shot is of a dish of soup. In the second sequence 

Mosjoukine looks hungry, but each shot of the actor is the 

same; it is the audience that makes the differing 

interpretations. (Truffaut 159) 



CHAPTER III 

HOUSE OF GAMES 

David Mamet's directorial film debut was House of Games 

(1987). Created from a story he wrote with Jonathan Katz, 

House of Games inextricably weaves together Mamet's themes 

and theories, so that one can hardly discuss one without the 

other. His evocation of film noir and his use of 

psychological themes work together to advance his theories. 

Criticism of the film reflects just the kinds of issues 

Mamet's film theory obliges us to consider. David Denby, 

critic for New York Magazine, criticized its stiffness, but 

praised it for its "intellectual pleasures unknown to other 

thrillers" (101) and called it "good nasty fun" (101). 

Robert Pardi in Films in Review called it "an underworld 

thriller with a high I.Q. . . . a tricky mystery and it 

fools us again and again. Only we don't feel cheated" 

(237). John Hartl in the Seattle Times, said the film's 

reception would depend on the viewer's attitude toward the 

protagonist, Dr. Margaret Ford, making the film either "(a) 

a well-constructed psychological thriller about con men 

preying on a vulnerable, well-meaning professional woman, or 
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(b) a ludicrous melodrama about a cold, foolish and rather 

pretentious lady who deserves to get taken" ("'House of 

Games'" 24) . 

In a thoughtful review in the New Statesman, Judith 

Williamson describes the film thus: 

Extraordinarily rich, with brilliantly intricate 

plot, what is also striking about it as a film is 

its straightforwardness. . . . House of Games has 

an almost classical integrity as a narrative film. 

It functions through the complete integration of 

plot, image and characterisation, and its meanings 

are not givens that can be separated from these, 

but are produced by them. (37) 

However, J. Hoberman of the Village Voice disagrees, calling 

it "a grimly self-conscious affair. The sets are 

expressively underpopulated and fussily overlit; the scenes 

unfold so wearily House of Games would seem plodding on 

fast-forward" (68). 

But if the film is a "self-conscious affair," it is 

perhaps appropriately so. Consciousness of the self is 

exactly what the film is about. The title of the film, 

which is the name of the pool hall where the protagonist, 

Dr. Margaret Ford, meets Mike, the con man, is perhaps the 

first clue to that self-consciousness. It also suggests 
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that the events of the film will be a house of games, a 

place where games are played and where there are winners and 

losers. But perhaps more significant is the allusion to the 

theater itself as a house of games, proclaimed as such on 

the theater marquee, where the spectators engage in the 

gameplaying contrived by the filmmaker as they are drawn 

into the milieu of the film. The latter also suggests the 

games the filmmaker plays with his audience, and the 

metaphor becomes even more appropriate given Martlet's 

interest in the spectator's involvement in the creation of 

meaning in a film or story. 

Part of Mamet's game in his first film was to make the 

story a schematic for his narrative theories as well as for 

his social commentary. The film has a decidedly dark visual 

and psychological quality, through which, as in many of his 

plays, Mamet envisions a society in which the words "this is 

business" serve to excuse a self-serving outlook that makes 

the words business ethics oxymoronic. At the same time, he 

suggests that this darker side of humanity is inescapable, 

that it is not a matter of a person's being good or evil, 

but that one is both good and evil and therefore must learn 

to accept and even to exercise that dual nature. To 

understand Mamet's vision of human nature through House of 

Games, that is, the human nature represented by the 
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characters in the film and the human nature exhibited by the 

spectators in their interaction with the film, one must 

examine Mamet's interest in Bruno Bettelheim's analysis of 

fairy tales as well as Mamet's attraction to film noir. 

Mamet specifically describes the film as a "film noir, 

psychological thriller" ("First-Time" 117), but not, he 

says, "'a pastiche or homage. I tried to capture the 

violence and relentlessness of films like "'Rififfi' [sic] 

and 'Diabolique' and 'The Asphalt Jungle'" (qtd. in Hartl 

"David Mamet" 3). According to Mamet, this is the story: 

A psychiatrist ([Lindsay] Crouse) treats 

compulsive gamblers, drinkers, etc. One of her 

patients tells her that he is $25,000 in debt to 

the Mob, and if he doesn't pay within the week, he 

is going to be killed. The patient pleads with 

her to intercede. She goes to the gamblers who 

hold the patient's marker. She becomes involved 

with one of them ([Joe] Mantegna). 

He is, by profession, a confidence man. 

Crouse, fascinated by the man and his life style, 

starts going out on criminal escapades with him; 

she becomes more and more involved. ("First-Time" 

118) 
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Dr. Margaret Ford's involvement with the con man and her 

subsequent murder of him is the primary story of the film. 

Ford enters a business relationship with this confidence 

man, and her relationship becomes a sexual one as she is 

drawn more deeply into the con man's world, where she 

embraces his lifestyle. When she discovers that she has 

been the victim of an elaborate con, she shoots and kills 

the man who is responsible for her humiliation, and then 

goes on a holiday, returning apparently refreshed and happy. 

In House of Games, as one can see from even so brief a 

synopsis, Margaret Ford is the character who experiences the 

duality of human nature in which Mamet is so interested, and 

the spectator, with Mamet's help, responds to the film in a 

way that suggests his or her own duality. How much the 

spectator becomes involved along with Margaret is a major 

point of interest to Mamet. He is indebted to Bruno 

Bettelheim both for his concern for this duality and for his 

insistence that the viewer be drawn into a work by appealing 

to his or her unconscious. 

Though Bettelheim applies his psychoanalytic theories 

specifically to fairy tales, Mamet clearly finds them 

relevant to film. According to Gregory Mosher, Mamet's 

long-time friend and frequent director of his plays, Mamet 

read Bettelheim's The Uses of Enchantment around 1978, prior 
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to doing Lone Canoe, which opened March 18, 197 9 (Mosher 

235). Bettelheim's thesis in this book is that the fairy 

tale clarifies in the child's unconscious the aspects of the 

child's emotional development that his or her rational mind 

cannot understand. 

Mamet's theories of narrative are deeply entrenched in 

Bettelheim's theories of fairy tales. That Mamet places the 

interpretation of film or drama at the level of the 

subconscious is clear in statements like those to the 

television news program West 57th: "If it's not repressed, 

it doesn't belong in the theater. Anything which can be 

dealt with rationally doesn't belong in the theater." 

Although this suggestion is clearly problematic since it 

would preclude several centuries of drama, it does place him 

with Pinter and Beckett squarely in the postmodern camp. 

The message of film or drama, like the message of the fairy 

tale, according to Mamet, is not to be learned on a rational 

level, but instead it should reach into a deeper level of 

our consciousness and speak to us there, affecting our 

actions without our conscious awareness of its influence. 

"The fairy tale," Bettelheim says, "only beckons; it never 

suggests, demands or tells" (116) . And Mamet has clearly 

adopted this concept into his own theories: 
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If you are telling a story, then the human mind, 

as it's working along with you, is perceiving your 

thrust, both consciously and, more important, 

subconsciously. When the film is correctly 

designed, the subconscious and the conscious are 

in alignment, and we need to hear what happens 

next. (On Directing 62) 

According to Mamet then, the story beckons to the 

spectator at a subconscious level, allowing him or her to 

"act out" through the narrative and with the protagonist the 

events of the narrative. At the same time on a conscious 

level, spectators perceive the story as a narrative that 

interests them in such a way that they want to know what 

happens next. In House of Games, Mamet constructs a film 

that is a not only a fairy tale itself meant to act on the 

adult viewer in much the same way a traditional fairy tale 

acts on the child, but a film that is also a homage to 

Bettelheim by including his theories within the dialogue of 

the film. The choices Mamet makes in the film seem to be in 

the interest of advancing Bettelheim's theories of fairy 

tales. 

The protagonist in Mamet's fairy tale for adults is Dr. 

Margaret Ford. Within the first few minutes of the film, we 

know Margaret is a successful psychiatrist and author of a 
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popular book on compulsive behavior, but we know very little 

else about her. True to his tenets of keeping his 

characters "uninflected" (On Directing 38), Mamet has kept 

Margaret's character neutral and her appearance androgynous, 

elements that reinforce the image of neutrality. He hopes 

his audience will identify with her, to work out their own 

problems of identity and self-actualization as Margaret 

works out hers. 

In On Directing Film, Mamet says that "there is no such 

thing as character other than habitual action" (13). In 

other words, there is no reason to "establish" character 

because the audience will become aware of character in the 

course of the film. What the viewer knows about Margaret, 

he or she concludes from her actions. And Mamet has little 

interest in exploring what has made Margaret Ford the person 

she is; rather he is concerned with how she deals with her 

experiences. Margaret's most obvious "habitual actions" are 

her chain-smoking and her note-taking. From these simple 

behaviors, Mamet makes his audience aware that, in spite of 

her fame as the author of Driven: Compulsion and Obsession 

in Everyday Life, Margaret might not be aware of her own 

psychological foibles. 

Less obvious is the suggestion presented in the opening 

scenes that Margaret is not as capable as she appears at 
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first glance. Ann C. Hall points out the similarity between 

the titles of Margaret's book and Freud's The 

Psychopathology of Everyday Life: "[T]he title is 

derivative: Ford had to borrow a title from a man, 

symbolically and traditionally taking a title, a name, and 

an identity from the father of psychoanalysis" (141). She 

further notes, "The woman, moreover, admits that she has 

purchased two copies. Again, ambivalence. Ford's 

successful advice is undercut by the suggestion that the 

woman compulsively bought a second copy" (141). The 

autograph seeker tells her that the copy is for a friend, 

but that is the stereotypical response of someone who wants 

an autograph but feels embarrassed to ask for one. If the 

woman who seeks Margaret's autograph is still compulsive, 

her book and, therefore, Margaret herself may not be as 

effective as they might be. 

While Mamet hints at Margaret's mental health, he 

refuses to tell his audience what they should make of the 

suggestion that all is not what it seems with Margaret. 

Mamet allows Margaret two Freudian slips in the film: once 

when she says pressures rather than pleasures during her 

visit with Dr. Littaur—"Sometimes I think the only 

pressures in my life . . .l,:L--and again when she discusses a 

patient, saying "All her life my father tells her she's a 
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whore" (emphasis added). The former remark suggests that 

Margaret is a workaholic who allows her work to subsume her 

private life. The latter suggests that there might be some 

unresolved problems in her relationship with her father, but 

there is no further reference to Margaret's past. Dr. 

Littaur points out both lapses and both times her diagnosis 

is the same, that she is working too hard, letting pressures 

take the place of pleasures. Margaret has difficulty 

letting go of her work-centered life, and though her life 

appears complete on a professional level, it seems less so 

on a personal one. She analyzes other people's experiences 

—not her own. 

Mamet clearly has no interest in creating a history for 

Margaret. So with virtually no past to delineate her beyond 

the experiences of the film, she becomes characterized only 

by her habitual actions in the film, another strategy meant 

to allow the spectator to more easily identify with her. 

"Make the audience wonder what's going on," Mamet says, "by-

putting them in the same position as the protagonist" (On 

Directing 14). In this opinion, Mamet has certainly been 

influenced by Bettelheim: 

In The Uses of Enchantment, Bruno Bettelheim says 

of fairy tales the same thing Alfred Hitchcock 

said about thrillers: that the less the hero of 
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the play is inflected, identified, and 

characterized, the more we will endow him with our 

own internal meaning—the more we will identify 

with him—which is to say the more we will be 

assured that we are that hero. [On Directing 38) 

Mamet takes a risk by making Margaret appear so carefully 

controlled because the audience might find her unattractive 

and reject the intended association. However, by allowing 

the spectator to see the unfolding of events in the film 

through Margaret's eyes, and by keeping her relatively 

uninflected, the spectator may be more likely to identify 

with her even without liking her. 

The spectator's identification with Margaret is 

relative to his or her attraction to Mike and his 

profession. Margaret's dark side is the dark side of 

Everyman. Mircea Eliade points out that 

every man wants to experience certain perilous 

situations, to confront exceptional ordeals, to 

make his way into the Other World—and he 

experiences all this, on the level of his 

imaginative life, by hearing or reading fairy 

tales. (qtd. in Bettelheim 35n) 

Margaret's experience with Mike is initiating her not only 

into the con man's world but also into a part of her 
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unconscious that she has never acknowledged;, the dark side 

of her nature, the side that finds the con game exciting, 

intriguing, and challenging. And just as Margaret is 

fascinated with this other world so does the spectator 

become fascinated by the sleight of hand, the risk-taking, 

the confidence game. 

The subjectivity inherent in the suspense genre also 

contributes to the spectator's attachment to Margaret. The 

audience is not privileged with information that Margaret 

does not have. The spectator experiences events at the same 

time she does, learns as she learns, and assuming the 

spectator's street savvy approximates Margaret's, he or she 

becomes aware of deception at the same time she does. Even 

though Margaret should have been more mindful of her fish-

out-of-water status at the poker game in which she first 

encounters the con men, neither she nor most viewers detect 

at this point the overall deception that Mike and his 

colleagues perpetrate on her. It is highly unlikely that a 

group of skilled confidence men could err so badly as to use 

a water pistol filled with water in place of a real gun. 

This action should tip the viewer that Margaret's discovery 

of the con men's attempt to con her out of $6000 was, in 

fact, intentional and part of the much bigger con to bilk 

her of $80,000. If the viewer does become aware of the 
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deception, it seems possible that his or her ability to 

experience the events of the film along with Margaret might 

be in jeopardy, or at least such knowledge might alienate 

the spectator from the protagonist. More likely, however, 

because whatever subjectivity that is in the film comes from 

Margaret, the viewer will still want to know what will 

happen to her next. And Margaret's inability to correctly 

analyze the events of the poker game also suggests her own 

overconfidence in her ability to estimate a situation. The 

con men play on that confidence to draw her in to their 

scheme. 

Margaret's fairy tale journey into the dark woods 

begins with her involvement with two patients—a young 

murderess and Billy Hahn, a compulsive gambler. Margaret's 

encounter with the young woman is the first step in what 

will be a growing self-awareness, an understanding that her 

life may be incomplete. In a session in the young woman's 

prison cell, her patient tells her about a dream in which 

she says, "We all try to run from experience . . . but it 

will seek us out." She then confronts Margaret by asking 

her, "Do you think you're exempt?" Though Margaret denies 

the accusation, her actions contradict her words. Through 

the early part of the film, Margaret seems to be living 

through her writing—constantly making notes about the world 
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around her. And though note-taking may seem appropriate for 

a psychiatrist, Margaret's is clearly excessive. As her 

patient talks to her, Margaret is so intent on her writing 

that the young woman must ask her twice before Margaret 

realizes she is being addressed directly. As Alfie Kohn 

points out in Psychology Today, Margaret's patients are 

"case studies, not people, fodder for her best-selling study 

of compulsion" (64). 

While the young woman introduces the suggestion that 

Margaret lacks experience in life, the other patient, Billy 

Hahn, carries the concept further; he is the catalyst that 

draws her into the dark world of the House of Games. Billy 

suggests to her that she is unable to help him because as he 

says, 

You're rich, you're comfortable, you've got your 

goddamn book you wrote. . . . You're all the time 

you want to help me, you don't do dick man, you 

don't do nothing, you and your goddamn book. It's 

talk, and it's just talk. The whole thing is a 

con game. You do nothing. 

Mamet equates what Margaret does with what the con man does, 

implying that her ability to help is a deception; at the 

same time, he suggests that talk is not action.2 As in her 

session with the murderess, Margaret is again confronted 
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with her lack of experience in the real world where people 

have real problems and taking control of one's life requires 

more than talk. When Billy threatens suicide because of a 

gambling debt he can't pay, Margaret promises her help—not 

help from a psychiatrist's couch, but in active 

confrontation with the real world. 

At this point in the film she has been introduced to 

suggestions about herself that she has not yet fully 

considered. Her offer of help stems from her self-

confidence that she is capable of confronting anything in 

her path. Her status as psychiatrist, one who is able to 

understand the inner workings of human beings, gives her a 

false sense of security, making her vulnerable in an 

environment in which she is out of her element. 

Margaret's nighttime visit to the House of Games to 

confront Mike, the so-called gambler to whom Billy 

ostensibly owes money, is her first foray into an area of 

experience in which she is truly a babe in the woods, though 

here the woods are the dark streets of a seamy neighborhood. 

When she is brought into the poker game as Mike's ally to 

observe one of the players and tell him whether the man is 

bluffing in exchange for Billy's I.O.U., she discovers a new 

and exciting world—one to which she is obviously attracted. 

Her eventual discovery that the card game is actually a con 
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to separate her from $6000 makes her feel confident, daring, 

and victorious in beating the con men at their own game. 

And when they teach her one of their tricks, the flue, she 

is both intrigued and excited by being on the inside of 

their fraternity. When the night's experience is over, Mike 

takes his leave by saying, "Come back any time you'd like 

some more excitement." 

Margaret's experience with Billy and at the House of 

Games appears to influence her relationship with her other 

patient, the murderess. In her second encounter with the 

young woman, Margaret is not the uninvolved note-taker of 

the first session; this time she shows a great deal of 

compassion, even to the point of comforting her physically, 

as she tries to console this very troubled girl. Between 

the events of the night before when Margaret began her 

initiation into the con men's world and her second session 

with the murderess, her feelings about her own 

ineffectuality because of her lack of experience seem to 

have crystallized. She asks Dr. Littaur, 

Why do we listen to their troubles when we can't 

help them? I know why she is in the hospital. 

She's sick. The question is, what am I doing in 

there? It's a sham; it's a con game. Nothing that 

I can say will help her. And there's nothing I can 
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learn from her to help others learn from her 

mistakes. 

Margaret has begun questioning her lack of experience, as 

well as her ability to help others. Lindsay Crouse in an 

interview analyzes Margaret by saying, "Dr. Margaret Ford 

was not a healthy girl. I think that she was a person with 

a desperate need to serve, that she placed the needs of her 

patients above her own needs" (David Mamet on House of 

Games). Crouse's comments suggest Margaret is vulnerable to 

those able to take advantage of her because of her 

selflessness. Yet, in the course of the film, fulfilling 

her own needs becomes the motivating factor in Margaret's 

behavior. 

From these four incidents—the session with Billy Hahn, 

the two sessions with the young woman, and Margaret's visit 

to the House of Games, Mamet has placed Margaret at a 

crossroads in her life. She can go along as she has been, 

safe, controlled, and largely emotionless. Or she can risk 

an encounter with a darker side of life and a darker side of 

herself—the part she may just have recognized in her second 

session with the murderess. She has certainly learned that 

she has exempted herself from experience. Margaret truly 

can learn nothing more from her patients; she must now learn 
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about herself from the real world, a world not of theory, 

but of action. 

At the heart of the film is Margaret's encounter with 

her dark side. Bettelheim suggests that it is necessary to 

come to terms with that part of the personality to achieve 

full integration, to understand one's self and one's world, 

to be in control of one's unconscious urgings: 

In child or adult, the unconscious is a powerful 

determinant of behavior. When the unconscious is 

repressed and its content denied entrance into 

awareness, then eventually the person's conscious 

mind will be partially overwhelmed by derivatives 

of these unconscious elements, or else he is forced 

to keep such rigid, compulsive control over them 

that his personality may become severely crippled. 

(7) 

Mamet intimates by making his protagonist a compulsive 

cigarette smoker and note taker that Margaret may be masking 

a deeper problem. 

Margaret may herself be, then, a compulsive 

personality. Ira Turkat and Robert Levin outline a number 

of studies that describe the compulsive personality, 

including Chapman in 1976, Sandler and Hazari in 1960, 

Lazare, Klerman, and Armor in 197 0, and Turner and Herson in 
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1981 (507-08) .3 All of these studies show variations of the 

criteria of the compulsive personality disorder offered by 

the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (DSM-III) of the 

American Psychiatric Association: 

1. Restricted ability to express warm and tender 

emotions, for example, the individual is unduly 

conventional, serious and formal, and stingy 

2. Perfectionism that interferes with the ability 

to grasp "the big picture," for example, 

preoccupation with trivial details, rules, 

order, organization, schedules, and lists 

3. Insistence that others submit to his or her way 

of doing things, and lack of awareness of the 

feelings elicited by this behavior, for 

example, a husband stubbornly insists his wife 

complete errands for him regardless of her 

plans 

4. Excessive devotion to work and productivity to 

the exclusion of pleasure and the value of 

interpersonal relationships 

5. Indecisiveness: decision-making is either 

avoided, postponed, or protracted, perhaps 

because of an inordinate fear of making a 

mistake, for example, the individual cannot get 
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assignments done on time because of ruminating 

about priorities (qtd. in Turkat and Levin 

507) 

According to the DMA-Ill, four of the five criteria 

exhibited on a long-term basis and causing "either 

significant impairment in social or occupational functioning 

or subjective distress" (507) would suggest a diagnosis of 

compulsive personality disorder. Margaret clearly exhibits 

the first three of the four listed, and at least marginally 

the fourth. 

Specifically, Margaret's first encounter with her 

female patient in the prison hospital suggests that Margaret 

has difficulty showing affection and that she is preoccupied 

with detail. Her incessant note-taking allows her to 

maintain a rather cold semblance of professionalism and to 

remain aloof from her patient. Although she does warm up in 

her second visit, her actions are in response to a growing 

self-awareness of her limitations as a professional. 

Her session with Billy Hahn indicates that in her role 

as psychiatrist, she must insist that her patients submit to 

her way of working. When Billy blows up at her, she seems 

not to have expected it. Although she remains calm, and he 

allows her to defuse the situation, she does not appear to 
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have had experience dealing with a patient who questions her 

efficacy. 

Finally, Mamet seems to make a special point of making 

Margaret fit the fourth item listed in the DSM-III. 

Margaret is unable to relax and enjoy her lunch with her 

friend and colleague Maria Littaur. And she says 

"pressures" rather than the intended "pleasures" in her slip 

of the tongue. Margaret's work appears constant to the 

exclusion of all else. It is highly unlikely that Mike and 

his friends would have had any success at all in hooking 

Margaret if they hadn't used her work as bait. 

Margaret's inability to grasp the big picture is 

suggested throughout the film--from her failure to focus on 

her patient rather than her notes to her failure to 

recognize that she is being conned, in spite of repeated 

explanations of how con men work. Margaret's compulsive 

behavior is masking something more deeply seated in her 

unconscious. 

Though one would expect a psychiatrist to be more aware 

of her own psychological needs, the recognition of both good 

and evil existing within the same psyche can be a difficult 

concept to grasp, one which might be easier to recognize in 

others than in ourselves. "Evil," Bettelheim says, "is not 

without its attractions—symbolized by the mighty giant or 
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dragon, the power of the witch, the cunning queen in 'Snow 

White'—and often it is temporarily in the ascendancy [in 

the fairy tale]" (9). The sly con man fits easily into 

Bettelheim's list. In House of Games, Mamet sets up a 

situation in which Margaret must learn both to acknowledge 

and control that dark side that comes into ascendancy in the 

film. He concocts a fairy tale that Margaret must move 

through in order to rid herself of her compulsive behavior 

and complete herself. 

In many ways, Mike might be seen as Margaret's alter 

ego. As Tom O'Brien notes in Commonweal, the similarities of 

their professions are "paradoxically close . . . the 

stimulation of trust, becoming attuned to the 'feel' of a 

person or situation, the penetration of masquerade" (704). 

Margaret herself makes that connection in her conversation 

with Maria Littaur. As Margaret's initiator, Mike knows all 

about this dark side. The scene in the film in which Mamet 

directly ties Margaret's desires to Bettelheim's theories is 

the one in which Margaret and Mike have just had sex in Mr. 

Dean's hotel room: 

Margaret: Some people would say you're an 

interesting man. 
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Mike: I'm a con man. I'm a criminal. You don't 

have to delude yourself. You can call things what 

they are. You can call yourself what you are. 

Margaret: What am I? 

Mike: Listen to me, because there's lots of 

things in the world, and there's many sides to 

each of us: good blood, bad blood,, and somehow all 

those parts have got to speak. The burden of 

responsibility's just become too great. It's 

true, isn't it . . .? 

Margaret: Yes. It is. 

Mike: I know it is. I read this somewhere: if 

you're fired from your job, take something, take a 

pencil, something, to assert yourself, take 

something from life. And I think what draws you 

to me is this: I'm not afraid to stand up and 

assert myself, and I think you aren't, either. 

This scene sums up all the major psychoanalytical themes of 

the film—the presence in all of us of both "good blood" and 

"bad blood," the need to experience excitement, the idea 

that until Margaret is able to integrate this part of 

herself into her whole personality and act on it, she will 

still be repressed. Here Mike the con man shows himself to 

be a more competent judge and manipulator of human behavior 
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than Margaret the psychiatrist. And though what he says to 

her is psychoanalytically sound, he says it as part of his 

deception, to lure her further into criminality and to help 

ease any pangs of conscience about her involvement with him. 

Mike's words also provide a clue that Margaret and Mike 

just might be opposite sides of the same coin. When Mike 

suggests that the two are alike, Mamet seems to be invoking 

one of the fairy tales Bettelheim analyzes in The Uses of 

Enchantment—the tale of "Sindbad the Seaman and Sindbad the 

Porter," a story about the "opposite aspects of one and the 

same person," one who seeks out adventure and one "bound to 

common practicality" (85) ,4 Of this tale Bettelheim says, 

When the fairy story indicates that these two very 

different persons are actually "brothers under the 

skin," it guides the child toward the preconscious 

realization that these two figures are really two 

parts of one and the same person. . . . Unless to 

some measure a separation of our complex inner 

tendencies has been accomplished in our mind, we 

have no comprehension of the sources of our 

confusion about ourselves, about how we are torn 

between opposite feelings, and our need to 

integrate these. Such integration requires the 
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realization that there are discordant aspects to 

our personality, and what these are. (85-86) 

Mike implies that he and Margaret are "brothers under the 

skin" by contending that she, too, is willing to assert 

herself. The difference between the two Sindbads and Mike 

and Margaret, however, is that both Sindbads are positive; 

one is a risk-taker, one is not. But in spite of the degree 

of difference, Bettelheim's tenet still holds. In a fairy 

story such as this, "neither of the two sides of our nature 

is denied its attractiveness, importance, validity" 

(Bettelheim 85). 

In an interview with Henry Schvey, Mamet makes this 

very point in a discussion of Glengarry Glen Ross: 

Drama is really about conflicting impulses in the 

individual. That is what all drama is about. . . . 

What you are doing, just as in a dream, is taking 

one individual and splitting him into two parts. 

And with the further elaboration of drama into more 

characters, always what is happening is the 

splitting of the nature of one individual into many 

more parts. ("Celebrating" 92) 

Mamet, too, sees both sides of our natures as healthy. So 

we should be able to recognize ourselves in. drama, film, and 

fairy tale. This comment proposes too that none of Mamet's 
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works have good guys or bad guys, just different aspects of 

ourselves, that at various times, each of us exhibits 

qualities of the characters on the stage or screen. 

Mamet suggests that Margaret's ability to safely 

navigate this fairy tale is a crucial part of her 

development as a human being. Margaret clearly needs 

excitement in her life, and she blossoms under Mike's 

tutelage. Some might see Margaret's development as the 

result of a man's attention, and in fact, Lindsay Crouse 

suggests that Margaret is easily taken advantage of because 

"she placed the needs of a man above her own needs" 

(Hausman) when she so readily gives Mike the $80,000 he 

supposedly needs to stay alive. But that explanation belies 

how thoroughly Margaret has been caught up in the adventure. 

Is she thinking only of Mike's welfare or is she making 

herself so much a part of the group that she obligates 

herself to aiding her ally? 

How then is one to take the ending of the film? Some 

viewers consider it problematic since Margaret's revenge on 

Mike for conning her is brutal, an act that many see as 

making her into a far worse person than Mike himself. And 

certainly it would appear to offer no integration between 

the two sides of her personality. But we should remember 

that in this fairy tale, there is a victim and a victimizer. 
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Both characters are not good as are the two Sindbads. At 

the level of fairy tale, good must win out over evil, as it 

does in the film with the destruction of the evil-doer, even 

to the point that the "usurper," as Bettelheim puts it, 

"pronounces [his] own sentence" (141). As Margaret empties 

her gun into Mike, he says, "Thank you, sir, may I have 

another?" Bettelheim explains the acceptability of the 

revenge fantasy thus: 

If it is objected that thoughts of revenge are 

immoral . . . it should be stressed that the idea 

that one should not have certain fantasies has 

never stopped people from having them, but only 

banished them into the unconscious, where the 

resulting havoc to the mental life is much 

greater. (134) 

Margaret has, in fact, fulfilled the promise at the 

beginning of the film, that experience will seek her out 

when Mike tells her, "I used you . . . and you learned some 

things about yourself that you'd rather not know. . . . you 

sought this out." 

Yet if we see Mike as being the embodiment of 

Margaret's dark side, then logically we should see his 

destruction as Margaret's rejection or conquest of her "bad 

blood." With integration the goal, the destruction of one 
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very important aspect of one's own personality is not the 

healthiest choice. However, we cannot expect a fairy tale 

for adults to be free of ambiguity. In a pure fairy tale, 

one for children, characters are either good or bad, black 

or white, because it is too difficult for children to 

incorporate shades of gray into their understanding of the 

tale (Bettelheim 9). Bettelheim says that "Ambiguities must 

wait until a relatively firm personality has been 

established on the basis of positive identifications" (9). 

True to his directive that "[a]nything which can be dealt 

with rationally doesn't belong in the theater" (West 57th), 

Mamet has little interest in the spectator seeking a 

rational explanation for Margaret's action, and he is 

equally uninterested in providing one. 

Bouse of Games is not a fairy tale for children, but 

one for adults. If it were for children, Mike, the 

evildoer, would be punished, and everyone would live happily 

ever after—as it appears to be when we see Margaret upon 

her return from her vacation looking relaxed, refreshed, and 

guilt-free. But Mamet doesn't leave it at that. Margaret 

steals a lighter from the woman sitting at the next table, 

indicating that she may not have her dark side under 

control. According to Bettelheim, the struggle against the 

pressures of our desires "is never entirely absent from our 



54 

lives" (54), and further, he notes that "[i]nner integration 

is not something that is achieved once and for all; it is a 

task that confronts us all our lives, although in different 

forms and degrees" (90). Or perhaps Margaret does have her 

dark side under control and is willfully exercising it. For 

whatever reason, Margaret has clearly absorbed some of the 

lessons Mike taught her. 

As a fairy tale for adults, House of Games appeals to 

both our conscious and our unconscious need to bring to 

awareness the parts of our personalities that we try to keep 

hidden, but which show themselves when we least expect it. 

Here is where the fairy tale can be aligned with the dirty 

joke: both circumvent our self-censorship, allowing free 

rein to what is outside the bounds of societal acceptance, 

if only in brief flashes of insight. As Mamet says, "The 

idea in 'House of Games' is that no one is immune to the 

range of the unconscious, even psychiatrists" (Hartl, "David 

Mamet" 3). 

Mamet expects us to empathize with the hero, Margaret, 

because we have so much in common with her. Margaret is a 

woman who has had such control of her life that she has 

repressed an important part of her personality; she has 

missed out on experience. And when she does thrust herself 

into the midst of excitement, exploring the dark side of 
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life, she is taken advantage of by those cleverer than she 

is. But that attraction to that other, darker world is 

unavoidable. Mamet says, 

We all like to put something over on somebody else. 

I'm very bad at it, but I'd like to think that I 

could be a great dissimulator, a great con man, a 

great magician. I can't, but I'd like to think I 

could. That's my fascination. (Hausman) 

Robert Pardi agrees with Mamet that the fascination is 

universal, describing the House of Games as "that invitingly 

sinister place where children are warned to cross to the 

other side of the street and where old ladies make the sign 

of the cross before hurrying past. Naturally the audience 

is as eager to drop in as the inquisitive doctor is" (237). 

So Mamet situates the spectators in Margaret's place and 

allows them to be seduced as surely as Margaret is. 

Fascinated by Mike and the other con men, the audience, 

living vicariously through Margaret, learns to play by a 

different set of rules and, though falling victim along with 

Margaret, vanquishes her enemy with as little heart as Mike 

displayed in his manipulation of her. At least, that would 

be the scenario if Mamet's and Bettelheim's assumption is 

correct, and the audience responds according to theory. As 

Mike tells Margaret, "The things we think, the things we 
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want. We can do them or not do them, but we can't hide 

them." An audience's reaction to the events of the film may 

vary considerably; they may be appalled by Margaret's 

actions or they may cheer her on. 

As spectators of the film, as listeners to the tale, we 

have different reactions to Mamet's insight. What we do 

with our reactions depends on our own development, where we 

are in our lives, and how well we understand Mamet's message 

and at what level. Bettelheim says that the fairy tale 

"leaves all decisions up to us, including whether we wish to 

make any at all. It is up to us whether we wish to make any 

application to our life from a fairy tale, or simply enjoy 

the fantastic events it tells about" (43). Bettelheim's 

statement applies not just to the fairy tale, but to any 

story. And while it suggests the fairy tale's importance to 

the rational mind rather than the nonrational, it may help 

to explain Mamet's continued insistence that he is just 

telling stories. Part of the viewers' contribution to the 

experience of story is their response to it. 

The audience's interpretation of this story, however, 

also depends on what each spectator brings with him or her 

to the theater. David Bordwell explains that 

Generally, the spectator comes to the film already 

tuned, prepared to focus energies toward story 
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construction and to apply sets of schemata derived 

from context and prior experience. . . . More 

broadly, the viewer must test the narrative 

information for consistency: does it hang together 

in a way we can identify? (34) 

The viewer applies what Reid Hastie calls template schemata 

to a film (Bordwell 34) .5 These schemata are the 

experiences viewers bring to the film, whether those 

experiences include the awareness of the likelihood of fog 

in San Francisco or the conventions of a film genre. 

Mamet's description of House of Games as film noir suggests 

that Mamet expects viewers to make assumptions about the 

film and its world based on their expectations of the noir 

genre. 

How well Mamet's film fits the noir genre depends in 

part on how one defines the genre, and its characteristics 

have been exceedingly difficult for critics to pin down.6 

Certain conventions, however, do appear frequently in such 

films--voice-over narration, flashbacks, the femme fatale, 

the hero who is both part of and apart from the milieu. 

According to Paul Schrader, author, screenwriter, and 

director, film noir "is not defined, as are the western and 

gangster genres, by conventions of setting and conflict but 

rather by the more subtle qualities of tone and mood" (170). 
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House of Gaines certainly qualifies as noir on the 

basis of mood. Mamet has employed the dark look of film 

noir. The light of the sun does not seem to reach the House 

of Games. As Pardi notes, "the netherworld his [Mamet's] 

opportunistic characters slither through is a neon jungle 

where everything seems artificially lit" (237). Margaret's 

descent into the real world from her privileged position of 

author and noted psychiatrist takes place at night, and 

there are few streets with a more noirish quality than 

Beaumont Street where the House of Games is located. The 

street is wet and steam rises from the manholes. Margaret 

literally goes downhill; her entry into the scene is from 

downstage right to center, and the street is steep, creating 

an oblique angle, according to Schrader, another convention 

of film noir (175). 

Though House of Games was filmed in color, not the 

black and white of noir, even in the bright daylight, colors 

tend to be muted. The exceptions occur so infrequently that 

they are notable--the roses in the restaurant, an occasional 

neon sign, the red taxicab, the red convertible, Margaret's 

hooded jacket, Margaret herself in the closing scene in the 

restaurant. Although the use of this color is not a 

convention of film noir, it is worth mentioning that when 

color is apparent, it is usually red. 
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House of Games does not employ voice-over narration, 

and in fact such a tactic would be a serious violation of 

the tenets Mamet holds most dear. The only use of flashback 

occurs when Margaret hears a loud noise, probably a door 

slamming, in the hall of the university where Maria Littaur 

is lecturing and instantly recalls the events of the morning 

in which she "killed" the salesman. Mamet's reason for the 

flashback at first seems puzzling. It provides no new 

information to explain either the events or Margaret's state 

of mind, and since the events shown in the flashback take 

place only a few scenes previously, it is surely unnecessary 

to jog the viewer's memory. However, the flashback occurs 

just as Dr. Littaur is saying to her students, "Compression, 

inversion, elaboration, are devices for transforming the 

latent into the manifest. In the dream, and also, in the . 

. . ? In the Jokel" (55) The flashback becomes not merely 

an attempt to connect the film to the film noir by use of a 

nolr convention, but a way of pulling together various 

themes. Dr. Littaur's words recall Mamet's connection 

between dream and joke, both of which, according to Freud, 

free repressed and suppressed pressures from the 

unconscious. At the same time, they suggest to us that the 

events of the flashback are a cruel joke on Margaret. 
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It is particularly appropriate that Mamet's narrative 

strategies in House of Gaines have elements of both 

psychology and film noir. According to Frank Krutnik, 

author of In a Lonely Street: Film Noir, Genre, Masculinity, 

psychology is a frequent component of thrillers: 

It was in the thrillers of the 1940s that 

Hollywood's appropriation of Freud found a 

particularly comfortable niche. For many of the 

crime films of the period betray an interest in 

the "personalisation" of crime, rather than 

framing criminal activity as of either a "social 

problem" or the product of organised gangs. This 

fascination with internal, subjectively-generated 

criminal impulses has widely been recognised as a 

crucial characteristic of 1940s film noir. (xii) 

House of Games, of course, is not about organized 

crime, nor is it about social problems. The psychological 

aspects of the film are suggested rather than objectified. 

In other words, the film can be seen as a thriller, and the 

viewer can focus on what happens to Margaret, what she does, 

and how she does it. Or the film can be seen as a 

psychological thriller, and the viewer can also examine why 

Margaret does what she does. 
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By looking at the film as a psychological thriller, as 

Mamet suggests it is, the viewer may be able to recognize 

forces that urge Margaret toward the dark side that 

Bettelheim describes, a side over which Margaret has little 

control. As Krutnik explains, "[T]he protagonists of these 

films are not totally in control of their actions but are 

subject to darker, inner impulses--at times they seem driven 

into a direct transgression of the law by some fatal flaw 

within themselves" (47). Krutnik's choice of phrase is 

especially apt. As the title of her book Driven: Obsession 

and Compulsion in Everyday Life suggests, Margaret is 

"driven" to transgress the law, to embrace criminality, 

perhaps to expunge her compulsions and make up for the 

coldness and lack of risk-taking in her "everyday life." 

Krutnik probably would place House of Games in the 

category of "criminal-adventure" thriller, "where the hero, 

usually with the aid of a woman, becomes engaged in either a 

wilful or an accidental transgression of the law, and has to 

face the consequences of stepping out of line" (86) . By 

reversing the gender of the protagonist and the antagonist, 

this definition perfectly describes the events of House of 

Games from Margaret's and the audience's point of view until 

the con game is discovered. 



62 

In some ways, therefore, the film both reinforces and 

subverts this definition. In House of Games, the hero is a 

woman who is aided by a man who urges her to accept her 

criminal tendencies. But because Margaret's involvement 

with criminality is staged by Mike and his cronies, she has 

not actually transgressed the law. As part of the con, 

Margaret must face the consequences of her actions—her 

involvement in the "killing" of the bogus 

businessman/undercover police officer—and hands over the 

$80,000 to minimize those consequences. Here the 

"transgression" is accidental. Later, after Margaret 

discovers Mike's deception, the transgression becomes 

"wilful." She breaks the law by murdering Mike. 

Krutnik's thesis is that men are typically the heroes 

of film noir, and their involvement in criminal activity is 

an initiation which tests their masculinity: 

Each of the three modes of the "tough" thriller 

tends to be structured around a testing of the 

hero's prowess—not merely a testing of his 

ability as a detective or criminal, but of how he 

measures up to more extensive standards of 

masculine competence. For it is through his 

accomplishment of a crime-related quest that the 

hero consolidates his masculine identity. (86) 
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This explanation could be problematic when applied to a 

female protagonist, but Margaret's androgyny and her need to 

belong suggest that the film again recasts a noir 

convention. Rather than consolidating a masculine identity, 

Margaret seems to be forging an androgynous one. 

Margaret clearly displays her masculine side early in 

the film, from her business-like attitude, to her manner of 

dress, to her initial lack of visible compassion for her 

female patient. Perhaps the most obvious indication is in 

her first meeting with Mike at the House of Games where she 

very clearly adopts a masculine, adversarial model, one that 

seems to come quite naturally to her, not something she has 

adopted just for this possibly dangerous meeting. When she 

meets Mike, her language is hard-boiled; she talks tough, in 

cliches—"Let's talk turkey, pal"—just as the men do later 

in the poker game. She is beginning what she sees as an 

initiation ritual into their world. Once the spectator sees 

how attracted Margaret is to such a life, he or she can re-

evaluate the clue Mamet leaves in the form of Margaret's 

comment about Billy Hahn in her notebook; she scribbles, 

"desperate desire to belong," words that could apply as 

easily to her as to her patient. 

Although Mike orchestrates Margaret's initiation into 

his boys' club, her initiation to life is nonetheless real. 
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While she undergoes the trials Mike sets out for her as part 

of the con, she is also learning about herself. Margaret 

proceeds with her initiation from her initial "discovery" of 

Mike's attempt to cheat her at the poker game as Mike takes 

her through a demonstration of the short con. And as he 

does, he explains his world to her, "Don't trust nobody," he 

says, "You see everybody gets something out of every 

transaction." For Margaret to pass the final test of 

initiation, she must consider what Mike is getting out of 

his transaction with her. But at this point, she interprets 

his words as a lesson that only applies to others, not to 

him, and so she is still taken in by Mike and his friends. 

But Mike also addresses the imbalance in Margaret's 

life, the repression of a large part of her personality, by 

reminding her that she can choose to express her emotions, 

but she can't hide them. And he rightly suggests that 

Margaret wants to make love with him, "You want somebody to 

come along, somebody to possess you, to take you into a new 

thing." Bert Cardullo very accurately points out in The 

Hudson Review that "Margaret is never with Mike just to be 

with him, and vice versa: each is always in some way using 

the other, looking past the other to a 'higher' goal" (349). 

Margaret's desire is not only sexual; she does want a "new 
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thing." Her higher goal, her new thing, is the wholeness 

that has been missing in her life. 

As he continues to con Margaret, Mike takes her to a 

hotel where one of his cronies pretending to be a stranger 

on his way out for the evening conveniently leaves the keys 

to his room at the counter for the desk clerk. Mike palms 

them and they go to the room. When Margaret hesitates at 

the door, he gives her a chance to escape this "new thing." 

"In or out," he says. But she takes the key and unlocks the 

door. 

After their sexual encounter, we see her sitting in a 

camisole, framed by the back of a flowered chair. She looks 

feminine and satisfied. Her relationship with Mike is 

bringing out the feminine part of her nature, while at the 

same time she is experiencing the excitement of Mike's 

world, where safety is the aberration and risk-taking is the 

norm. But breaking the law is not the only kind of risk 

available to Margaret. Bringing her femininity to the fore 

is also taking a risk, the risk that others will not respect 

her as an equal, but as someone who is perhaps more 

vulnerable, or at least appears to be more vulnerable, than 

the Margaret who appeared for the first time at the House of 

Games. 
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When Mike says "[t]here are many sides to each of us," 

and that each part has to "speak," he suggests that Margaret 

is incomplete because she has kept excitement out of her 

life. When he tells her to "take something from life," she 

does, literally. As they are preparing to leave the room, 

she looks in the mirror, which may suggest some self-

assessment, as if she were seeing herself for the first 

time. If so, then toying with the cigars in the box on the 

dresser in front of her, and finally taking a pocketknife, 

what William Van Wert in an article in Film Quarterly calls 

"the sheathed phallus" (6), indicates a conscious choice 

rather than a whim. She has taken another step into her 

initiation. She has stolen, and with her theft, she has not 

only taken an object symbolic of male assertiveness and 

control, she has plunged into the con man's game, wholly 

allowing Mike to guide her, and, though she doesn't realize 

it, coming completely under Mike's control. 

With Mike able to predict Margaret's reactions with 

complete confidence, Margaret moves through the final stage 

of the con. Though she thinks she is on the inside, she is 

still the mark. Mike and Joey pretend to set up a 

businessman, when George, the man with the water pistol in 

the poker game, "accidentally" leaves a suitcase full of 

money on the street, and they adjourn to a hotel room to 
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decide what to do with it. The plan is a variation of the 

"pigeon drop" con, and the idea behind it is that the so-

called mark will leave them $30,000 as security while he 

holds the money in order to have it checked out to see if it 

is stolen. As the con plays itself out, Margaret discovers 

that the businessman is "really" a policeman, and in the 

ensuing confusion, she accidentally "kills" him. They 

escape from the hotel when Margaret steals a car from the 

hotel garage. 

Unfortunately, at least in Margaret's view, in the 

excitement of their escape, Joey loses the money, and 

Margaret then learns that the money was borrowed from the 

mob to use in the con and that when the mob discovers that 

it is gone, they will be killed. Though Margaret herself is 

unlikely to be identified by the mob, she has come to care 

for Mike, and she fears her involvement will be discovered, 

so she volunteers to get the money for Mike to pay back the 

mob. "For God's sake, get it," Mike says. 

She does, and after Joey takes it, ostensibly to return 

to the mob, and Mike explains to her that they will all 

leave town for a while, he leaves her by the side of the 

street, as he drives off in a cab, supposedly to the 

airport. Mike's part of her initiation is over. She is on 

her own. 
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Margaret's fear and guilt over what she thinks she has 

done leads her again to her friend, Dr. Littaur, who is 

lecturing. We hear her lecturing through the closed 

classroom door. Margaret asks her in the hall what to do 

when one has done something unforgivable. "Forgive 

yourself," her friend answers. But Margaret is unable at 

this point to consider forgiveness; she is far more 

concerned with the consequences of her actions and staying 

out of jail. 

As she rushes to get rid of any evidence of her 

involvement with Mike, she gets a visit from Billy Hahn, who 

is checking up on her for Mike. After she has dismissed 

Billy and as she is taking all traces of her adventure to 

the trash bin, she sees Billy drive off in the car she 

thought she had stolen and which was supposed to have been 

wiped clean of fingerprints and disposed of. 

Her suspicion is aroused, and she goes to Charlie's 

Tavern, the site of her second meeting with Mike, to see 

what she might be able to find out. There, conveniently, she 

sees Mike, Joey, Billy, George, and Mr. Dean, the man whose 

hotel room she and Mike made love in, and she sees the man 

whom she supposedly killed. They are mocking her, talking 

about her gullibility, her stealing of what was actually 

Mike's pocket knife which they planted to make the hotel 
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room seem lived in. She is utterly humiliated and deeply 

hurt, not because of the loss of her money, but because of 

her status all along as mark, and Mike's ability to take 

advantage of her. Though Mike is no longer verbally 

instructing her with platitudes about life, he is still 

teaching her by his actions. She is finally understanding 

what Mike got out of their "transaction." Though the 

initiation that Margaret thought she was undergoing has 

ended, the real crime has yet to be committed. In order for 

Krutnik's explanation that "it is through his accomplishment 

of a crime-related quest that the hero [in film noir] 

consolidates his masculine identity" to apply to Margaret, 

who is experiencing a consolidation of her own identity, one 

that is androgynous, her "bad blood" must speak. 

Margaret's initiation continues, but she is now in 

control when she goes to the airport to confront Mike. Her 

hair still appears softer than it was before she met Mike, 

and her earrings are a little bolder, indicating that she 

has retained some of what she gained from her "transaction" 

with Mike. She wears a light gray suit, but this time her 

collar is closed, just as she is closed to Mike. She 

attempts her own con, pretending that she believes she is 

being followed, that "they" are on to her, and telling Mike 

that she has withdrawn the rest of her money and is leaving 
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town. Mike is briefly fooled, but she gives herself away 

when she refers to the pocketknife as "your pocketknife," 

something she could not have known except by listening to 

Mike's conversation at Charlie's. Like the leaking water 

pistol at the poker game, Margaret's "tell" may have been 

intentional, and Mike's recognition of it part of her 

revenge. 

In her confrontation, she pulls out the gun that she 

got from Billy Hahn and accuses Mike of using her. He 

replies that she just learned some things about herself that 

she'd rather not know, which is undoubtedly true. She wants 

him to beg for his life and says she is out of control, but 

in reality she is more completely in control than she has 

been throughout the film. Reminding us of Margaret's second 

Freudian slip, Mike calls her a whore and a stud. The 

combination of gender-specific words is noteworthy, 

suggesting that she is both male and female. He addresses 

her as "sir" as she coolly empties her gun into him in what 

could be called an ejaculatory experience. 

By confronting Mike, Margaret has not run from 

experience, and she has not waited for it to seek her out. 

She has taken control of her life, no longer hiding behind a 

mask of masculinity. She has successfully integrated her 

masculine traits into her life, exorcising those which were 
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excessive. She no longer needs to use a masculine facade to 

hide her femininity because she no longer has something to 

prove. Like Krutnik's male hero of film noir, Margaret has 

consolidated her identity rather than just asserting it. 

She has discovered something about herself and her ability 

to enter into life. 

In the final scene in the film, Margaret is meeting her 

friend, Maria Littaur, at the same restaurant seen earlier. 

She has apparently just returned from vacation. In 

appearance, she is completely transformed in sunglasses, 

dangle earrings, flowered dress, and red purse, and with her 

hair brushed casually across her forehead. She seems serene 

and happy. She signs an admirer's copy of Driven, "Forgive 

yourself."7 As she waits alone at the table for her friend 

to take a phone call, she steals the lighter of a woman at 

the next table; she lights a cigarette and smiles. Van Wert 

suggests that her stealing of the lighter indicates that 

"[W]here before Margaret was dependent upon men to generate 

the thrill and excitement missing in her life, now she can 

generate her own pleasures" (9). She has learned to take 

risks and at the same time to yield some measure of that 

masculine need for control. 

Margaret has followed the advice of her advisors, both 

Mike, who said "take something from life" and Maria, who 
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said "forgive yourself." With Margaret's initiation into 

the dark world of the con men, a process she completed on 

her own, she has become more in touch with both the 

masculine and feminine parts of her personality. She has 

become truly androgynous, and though she becomes a criminal 

by killing Mike, she has also apparently moved toward 

becoming an integrated human being. Margaret's integration 

has not come without price, however. Though Margaret may be 

more content, she has sacrificed morality to achieve this 

new direction in her life. 

Judith Williamson commends the film for its 

"complicated set of parallels and discoveries which are, in 

a sense, never completed, since the end of the film forces 

you to re-read from the beginning, and rather than wrapping 

up a solution raises even more questions" (37). Is Ford 

worse than the con man because she has committed murder? 

What, exactly, has she gained from her experience? Is she 

completely free of his influence at the end of the film? 

Even to one interpreting the events of the film literally 

and without the use of psychoanalytical theory, Margaret's 

murder of Mike might be seen as justified by his treatment 

of her. Tom O'Brien calls the ending "enigmatic, suggesting 

either morals about psychology, psychotherapists, 

assertiveness, self-forgiveness, or feminine anger. The 
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strongest subtext in the film supports the last" (704). 

Spectators bringing to the film their knowledge of the 

stereotypical "woman scorned" could view Margaret as a 

strong female role model, an avenging angel, or Mamet as a 

misogynist, depending on their feminist leanings. 

Alfie Kohn in Psychology Today sees the film as Mamet?s 

way of criticizing the "value-free" (65) relativism that is 

currently popular in academic and psychological circles, 

"psychotherapy . . . conducted in the absence of values" 

(65). Kohn states that Margaret "has turned into a dreadful 

human being but has made great progress according to what 

she takes to be the rules of her profession. While the 

disease has been cured, the person—the moral agent—has 

died" (65). Kohn elaborates: 

What Mamet has in mind with his cheerfully amoral 

Dr. Ford is an enterprise in which nothing is good 

or bad—only "appropriate" or "inappropriate" (as 

in "I'm afraid torturing puppies is inappropriate 

behavior, Ted"). Or, better yet, one avoids value 

judgments altogether and confines oneself to 

personal reactions expressing varying levels of 

comfort ("I'm not really comfortable with the idea 

of genocide"). (65) 
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Seen this way, Mamet has exposed the loss of society's 

ability to determine right and wrong, the extension of such 

thinking leading to a chilling version of the old saying, 

"if it feels good, do it." 

Ronald Bergan in Films and Filming suggests that in 

House of Games, Mamet has made "a perfunctory attempt to 

make the goings-on a microcosm of America, and expound the 

dubious theory that the best way to get in touch with life 

is to cheat others or, at least, steal their cigarette 

lighters" (32). Bergan takes the film far too literally, 

assuming that House of Games is a morality play, which, I 

think, is making an unwarranted assumption. 

Jami Bernard in the New York Post says that "'House of 

Games' is a movie which, as satisfying as it is, leaves 

plenty to chew on—questions on whose answers can hinge your 

entire opinion" (32). Vincent Canby remarked in his New 

York Times review, "One may have reservations about the 

film's ending, but the ending, I suspect, was the point 

toward which the writer was aiming before he put one word to 

paper" (94). Canby's review appeared just after the film 

opened, so his words are carefully chosen to keep from 

giving the ending away. But his words, though enigmatic, 

are also quite cagey and especially appropriate because they 
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emphasize those same questions that Bernard mentions, the 

answers to which may be very different for each spectator. 

But Mamet's interest in the fairy tale can also provide 

an answer to these questions. On the level of the fairy 

tale, Margaret's involvement fulfills a need which, when 

satisfied, enables her to be freer, more contented, less 

rigid and driven, more able to comfortably take risks. 

Tovstonogov's directive again offers further advice on the 

interpretation of House of Games: "[T]he theatre is called 

upon to teach people how to live, not how to act in a given 

set of circumstances" (107) . We are not expected to act 

like Margaret or make the choices she makes, but perhaps to 

consider her experiences in light of our own and apply these 

perceptions in whatever way is appropriate to each of us as 

individuals. 
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Notes 

1 All quotations from House of Games come from the film 

rather than the screenplay unless otherwise noted. 

2 The suggestion is typically Mamet, expressed 

intrinsically in every play by the abundance of talk and 

lack of action, and explicitly in American Buffalo, in which 

Don, the junkshop owner, says to his protege Bobby, "Action 

talks, bullshit walks" (4). 

3 Turkat and Levin point out that Chapman calls this 

disorder "compulsive personality" (507), Sandler and Hazari 

call it "'obsessional personality'" (508), Lazare, Klerman, 

and Armor call it "'obsessive personality'" (508), and 

Turner and Herson call it "'obsessive-compulsive 

personality'" (508). All of these terms appear to describe 

virtually the same traits (508). 

4 The story is from the Thousand and One Nights. 

Sindbad the Porter, a poor man, wanders into the courtyard 

of a very rich man to rest and discovers that the owner of 

the palace is Sindbad the Seaman. He is invited into the 

seaman's home, and over the course of seven nights, Sindbad 

the Seaman tells the porter about his adventures in foreign 

lands and how he acquired his great wealth at the risk of 

his own life (Bettelheim 84). The two men are opposites: 

one man is rich, the other poor; one is tired and bent down 
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by the weight of his place in life, the other is unable to 

be satisfied with an uneventful life (Bettelheim 84-85). 

5 Hastie focuses on the question, "When a person 

perceives specific, concrete events that are related to a 

general, abstract schema, how will each event's relation to 

the schema affect its availability for later recall or 

cognitive utilization?" (39). 

6 Elizabeth Cowie suggests that the difficulties 

identifying the specific characteristics of film noir are 

caused by the desire to make it a genre rather than 

reflecting real unity among the set of films we call film 

noir. She calls it "'the genre that never was'" (121) and 

continues, "If film noir is not a genre, it is nevertheless 

recognizable. It names a certain inflection or tendency 

which emerges in certain genres in the early 1940s, notably 

in the gangster film, the crime thriller and the detective 

film" (129). 

7 Both Ann C. Hall in "Playing to Win: Sexual Politics 

in David Mamet's House of Games and Speed-the-Plow" (148) 

and Alain Silver and Elizabeth Ward in Film Noir: An 

Encyclopedic Reference Guide to the American Style (412) 

erroneously state that Margaret is signing a copy of a new 

book titled Forgive Yourself, suggesting that the elapsed 

time between Margaret's killing of Mike and her lunch with 
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Maria is much greater than it is. This is simply not the 

case. That the title is Driven can be clearly seen both on 

the front of the book the man presents and on the title page 

where Margaret signs. 



CHAPTER IV 

THINGS CHANGE 

Written by Mamet and well-known children's book author 

and illustrator Shel Silverstein, Mamet's third film, Things 

Change (1988), is a gentle comedy about an unlikely 

friendship and the changes that result from the process of 

building that friendship. In this film, Mamet draws on the 

gangster genre to explore the issues of honor and 

friendship, creating a fable that teaches us the value of 

these two virtues. 

The film tells the story of an elderly Sicilian 

shoeshine man named Gino who, "to prevent a grave 

injustice"1 to a mob boss who looks like him, is asked to 

confess to a murder and spend three to five years in prison 

in exchange for his dream of a fishing boat in Sicily. 

Jerry, a minor player in the mobster's family who is on 

probation with his employers for not following orders, is 

assigned to baby-sit Gino over the weekend. Jerry decides 

to take Gino on a last fling before prison, and they go to 

Lake Tahoe, where Gino is mistaken for a Mafia don. They 

have a series of comic misadventures based on mistaken 

79 
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identity and return to Chicago, where Gino is ready to make 

his confession. Jerry's boss Frankie arrives ostensibly to 

escort them to court, and Jerry discovers that his role 

regarding Gino has changed: the new plan is that Gino "gets 

remorse" and shoots himself. When Jerry finds out that it 

was not the baby-sitting job that would get him off 

probation, but killing Gino, he refuses and hits Frankie in 

frustration, an act Jerry expects to get them both killed. 

Gino then makes a phone call to the Lake Tahoe mob boss whom 

he befriended and extricates himself and Jerry from their 

predicament. Gino and Jerry presumably live happily, if not 

prosperously, ever after. 

From the opening shots, Mamet displays the power of the 

Mafia. Two men watch Gino arrive at work and follow him in. 

Silver, played by Mamet regular Ricky Jay, gives him a card 

and a $100 bill, and the following conversation ensues: 

SILVER: A friend of ours would like to speak with 

you this evening. 

GINO: I just shine shoes. 

SILVER: There will be shoes there. 

This code-like exchange suggests that Gino is not unaware 

of the ways of the mob and the import of their meeting. It 

also immediately evokes associations for the audience of 

the cryptic, authoritarian Mafia style familiar from film. 
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Both Gino and the audience know that he is not being 

summoned to shine shoes, but for some other, more ominous, 

reason. 

When Gino arrives at Mr. Green's residence, he is 

offered the realization of a dream—a fishing boat in 

Sicily—in exchange for serving a prison term for a look-

alike Mafia boss who is accused of murder. The deal is 

explained carefully, and Gino is treated as a business 

associate until he refuses Mr. Green's offer. Mr. Silver 

says quietly, "You've just made a grave mistake," suggesting 

the possibility of violence, or at least the organization's 

ill-will. Mr. Green's politeness changes to contempt as he 

orders in a fake Italian accent, "Shine 'em uppa, Joe." 

The mood and movement in the room change as Green and 

Silver quickly and efficiently begin making alternate plans. 

To underscore Green's insult, the beautiful Miss Bates comes 

into the room, whispers to Mr. Green, and reaches past Gino 

for a lighter to light her cigarette. When Gino picks up 

the lighter from the table to oblige her, she draws back in 

contempt. Mr. Green further intensifies his assault on 

Gino's pride by saying, "Come on, come on, boy. We wanna 

get you back to your shoeshine stand. . . . " He then stands 

up and walks away from Gino, saying "That's right," as if to 

suggest that Gino is indeed beneath contempt. 
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The room buzzes with action, all clearly planned to 

exclude Gino. As Silver is on the phone making new 

arrangements, Green, with his back to Gino, begins mumbling 

loud enough for Gino to hear: 

A man comes into my house, what does he want. I 

tell him, whatever you want. Fellow's dying. 

Fifty bucks a week, says buy me a boat. Fine, 

I'll buy him a push cart. I'll buy him an organ 

with a monkey, and he can put a bandanna on his 

head. Sonofabitch immigrant said he wanted a 

boat. I'll give him a boat. 

While it may seem improbable that a man with as much honor 

as Gino would so easily decide to confess to a murder he 

didn't commit and allow a murderer to go free, Green and 

company's guerrilla tactics are clearly designed to produce 

Gino's turnaround. Gay Brewer notes that Gino's change of 

heart is caused by 

the effective totality of the group's alienation 

techniques combined with any imagined violation of 

honor or protocol. The old man surely desires 

integration into such apparent heights of 

influence and familial community, however dubious, 

and this weakens his unarticulated resistance. 

(71) 
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Gino's reversal is a spontaneous response to Green's assault 

on his honor, a response that would not be likely to occur 

in another, more familiar context, and his honor will not 

allow him to renege on even such an impulsive gesture. 

On accepting Mr. Green's offer, Gino's status is 

immediately elevated; he has become a "friend" to Mr. Green. 

In a ritualized exchange, Green takes a coin from its frame 

on his watch fob and says to Gino, "This is a Sicilian coin. 

The Sicilian people say, XA big man knows the value of a 

small coin.' My friendship is a small coin, but it is all I 

have to offer you. Thank you." Though Silver attempts to 

interrupt him, suggesting that Green should not give him the 

coin or what turns out to be a coded message of inclusion 

within the Mafia family, Green takes Gino's hand and puts 

the coin into it. The confession is then signed, Gino puts 

his fingerprints on the murder weapon, and Green offers a 

solemn toast, "To my new friend." 

From that harsh beginning, the film becomes a 

Cinderella story of sorts, with Gino ostensibly the 

Cinderella of the story, and Jerry the "fairy godfather." 

Although Jerry engineers Gino's transformation from rags to 

riches, Frankie, Jerry's boss, actually refers to Jerry as 

Cinderella, as he stands over a sink full of dishes, one of 

the apparent penalties of probation. "Hey, Cinderella," 
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says Frankie, preparing to give Jerry his instructions 

regarding Gino, "C'mere." While the plot mimics a fairy 

tale in a general way, Mamet's attention to Bruno Bettelheim 

is rather marginal, and the Cinderella story is not followed 

closely. It might even be considered to be inverted. Even 

though Jerry is the instrument of Gino's adventures, Jerry 

is the one who benefits most from their association. Things 

happen to Gino, but things change for Jerry. 

Jack Shadoian in Dreams and Dead Ends suggests that one 

of the themes that distinguishes the gangster/crime genre is 

"the notion of success—the urge for it, the fear of it, the 

consequences that both having it and not having it entail" 

(5) . Things Change seems to embody this theme, but with a 

comic point of view. The Mafia has long represented the 

extreme of the American Dream gone bad, and Mamet has often 

described the quest for success as being a goal in which 

ethics are an unnecessary burden. He uses the Mafia to 

highlight the principles by which Gino conducts himself and 

contrasts them with the Mafia's lack of principles in spite 

of their high-sounding rhetoric concerning friendship and 

honor. Though Jerry yearns to be off probation and become a 

full-fledged member of that organization with its 

accompanying status and responsibilities, he is not willing 

to pay the price of that success. Contrasting Jerry and 
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Gino to Mr. Green, Mr. Silver, and Frankie allows Mamet to 

explore the consequences of success. 

Shadoian also notes that "[t]he equation of crime and 

business . . . supports the view that crime films are often 

disguised parables of social mobility as a punishable 

deviation from one's assigned place" (6). Mamet's use of 

this equation is common in both film and drama—from House 

of Games to Glengarry Glen Ross. While he doesn't suggest 

that we are assigned places in society and upward mobility 

in itself is evil and punishable, he does argue that we may 

be asked to compromise ourselves in that process. In Things 

Change, Jerry discovers that he is not willing to sacrifice 

his newly discovered principles for higher status in Mr. 

Green's organization. 

At the beginning of the film, even though he is on 

probation and has "no pay, no pals, no prospects," as one of 

the hoods suggests because he can't "toe the line," Jerry is 

full of bluster as the representative of Mr. Green's 

organization to Gino. When Gino is reluctant to go against 

the original plan to stay in the hotel room all weekend, 

fearing that "they" would be displeased, Jerry asserts 

himself by saying, "They? There is no they. I am they. 

What do you want to do?" By the end of the film, Jerry is 

no longer one of them. When Frankie informs Jerry that the 
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plan is to kill Gino, Jerry replies, "What the . . .who are 

you, all of you . . . make a deal with the man." He no 

longer places himself among Mr. Green's family, nor is he 

able to understand their ethics. In an interview with 

Leslie Kane, Joe Mantegna explains that Jerry was simply 

never cut out to be a gangster: 

When people have asked me, "Well, in House of 

Games and Things Change what's the difference 

between the two guys you play?" I have said, 

"Well, I think of it this way: in House of Games, 

Mike Mancuso is this character however you 

perceive him, that's who he is, and in Things 

Change, Jerry DeStephano thinks he's Mike 

Mancuso." And that's the difference. The point 

is that one guy is this character and the other 

guy thinks he is that character, but he's not. 

The reason Jerry winds up shining shoes is that's 

probably really what he should have been doing 

from the beginning. . . . He should have never 

been a gangster in the first place; he's not 

suited for that job. (Mantegna 260) 

Clearly, Jerry is not miraculously changed by his 

association with Gino, though by the end of the film he 

comes to an understanding of what is important to him. 
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Rather, his conflicting impulses between his head, which 

tells him that he needs to be tough to get off probation, 

and his heart, which leads him to be nice to an old man, 

provides much of the comedy in Things Change. A case in 

point is their visit to the casino. While events work 

against Jerry as he tries to keep a low profile, he also 

precipitates the attention he wants to avoid by asking the 

casino manager to let Gino win. They already have carte 

blanche at the hotel a penthouse and unlimited credit at 

its shops. Gino will have a wonderful weekend without big 

winnings at roulette. Jerry's desire to be a big shot 

certainly plays a part in the trouble he gets himself into, 

yet his impulse is not entirely self-serving: he genuinely 

wants Gino to have a good time. When Gino continues to 

rack up huge winnings, Jerry realizes his error and appeals 

to Gino's sense of honor to return the money, which Gino 

does by losing on the wheel of fortune. These conflicting 

impulses combined with a certain bumbling quality make Jerry 

endearing and sympathetic, and define the humor in the 

film.2 

Jerry's inept attempts to keep his charge under wraps 

and at the same time enjoy everything Lake Tahoe has to 

offer provide much of the comedy in the film. The 

improbability of these situations and the way Jerry handles 
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them determine whether or not the film might be considered a 

farce. The humor emerges when Gino and Jerry arrive in Lake 

Tahoe, and they do not make it out of the airport before 

Jerry is recognized by one of the Lake Tahoe don's men. 

Jerry concocts a new alias for Gino, Mr. Johnson, and 

throughout their stay, he tries to use silence to suggest to 

others that they ought not to question him about Mr. 

Johnson's identity. 

Glenn Lovell suggests that Mamet avoids farce by 

"allowing a snippet of wry dialogue or a slightly arched 

eyebrow to suffice where others would have taken the easier 

path of burlesque" (1C). Lovell's comment parallels that of 

Dave Kehr, who notes, 

The gags in "Things Change" lie in what isn't said 

(the punchlines are left for the audience to 

supply) and in what doesn't happen (the disasters 

set up by the plot simply melt away). For much of 

its length the picture is brilliantly successful— 

light, surprising and, because it asks the 

audience to participate in its creation, unusually 

engaging. 

Kehr seems to know Mamet's theory well. His comment 

suggests that he approves of Mamet's confidence in the 

audience's ability to participate actively in the creation 
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of the story. Kehr, however, does consider the film a farce 

and appreciates Mamet's use of genre to both draw the 

audience into the story and circumvent their expectations: 

The premise . . . seems almost meant to evoke '80s 

comedy at its most formulaic. This is another 

farce, in the long line from "Prizzi's Honor" to 

"Married to the Mob," and its "perfect double" 

plot threatens the tedious contrivances of "Big 

Business." But Mamet and Silverstein summon up 

the obvious only to undermine it, working almost 

exclusively on the delicate fringes of the frayed 

material. 

David Edelstein notes that "[p]art of Mamet's ingenious 

conceit is to have Jerry say little about 'Mr. Johnson'—he 

lets the nervous sycophants draw their own erroneous 

conclusions" (27). Because they are in the habit of showing 

deference to those who do not deserve deference except by 

their position, they are easily fooled by Gino's silence and 

Jerry's cryptic explanations. The irony is that Gino is one 

of the few characters in the film whose integrity makes him 

worthy of regard. 

Mamet explains his views on comedy in a 1988 interview 

with Henry Schvey, in which he makes a distinction between 
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drama and comedy, and his comments have clear reference to 

both House of Games and Things Change: 

Drama is really about conflicting impulses in the 

individual. . . . And with the birth of the 

antagonist you get two people on stage. What you 

are doing, just as in a dream, is taking one 

individual and splitting him into two parts. And 

with the further elaboration of drama into more 

characters, always what is happening is the 

splitting of the nature of one individual into 

many more parts. In the gang comedy, what you are 

doing is again splitting one individual into many, 

many more parts. Because it is a comedy as 

opposed to a tragedy, or even a drama, the 

confrontation is between individuals and their 

environment much more than between individuals 

opposed to each other. ("Celebrating" 92) 

Mamet carefully orchestrated House of Games to suggest that 

the protagonist, Margaret Ford, and the antagonist, Mike 

Mancuso, are two opposing parts of a whole. Though Mamet 

refers here specifically to "gang comedy," his statement 

appears to apply to Things Change as well: the two 

protagonists in this film do not oppose each other; instead 

they are battling against their Chicago Mafia environment. 
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Mamet, however, does not examine that milieu as much as 

he uses the audience's familiarity with it—through film—to 

advantage. Everyone who watches movies knows that the Mafia 

values honor and loyalty, at least among its own. According 

to Mamet, 

There's a fascination with the Mafia. That's why 

the "Godfather" movies were so popular. We assume 

that it's a society that functions by its own 

rules; that it has its own sanctions and rewards. 

And we find that very satisfying. Which is why 

Hollywood usually depicts the mob as a benign 

organization. . . . (qtd. in Lovell 7C) 

While benign may be extreme and even wrong, Hollywood has 

focused on the paternal aspect of that organization, 

illustrating the idea that loyalty to one's Mafia family is 

rewarded with benevolence and protection. Those who reject 

the family, however, are treated with less honor, even with 

violence and death. 

Mamet uses the Mafia environment to make connections 

between what is rightly valued in both the Mafia and in the 

larger society—honor and loyalty—and exposes them as false 

and twisted virtues when selectively applied. In other 

words, the Mafia represents a dark society in which virtue 

has no universal application. Honor and loyalty apply only 
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to a select few who are able to command and bestow them on 

the basis of their might rather than right. 

Mamet accentuates this confrontation between Gino and 

Jerry and their environment by stereotyping the gangsters 

and contrasting them to people who have genuine feeling for 

others. Gay Brewer notes, for example, that by their very 

names, Mr. Green and his henchman Mr. Silver represent 

"profit and greed" (69). The Mafia depicted in Things 

Change is very much the stereotypical Mafia family 

environment with its hierarchical family structure—the 

benevolent fathers, men sitting around a homey kitchen table 

playing cards and visiting, the sound of the servants 

speaking Italian, the atmosphere oozing old world charm. 

The positive characters in Things Change are not 

stereotypical, and Mamet emphasizes this difference by 

juxtaposing them against those who are typical. Jerry is 

contrasted with Billy Drake, the Lake Tahoe don's protege, 

and roughly Jerry's rank within their respective Mafia 

families, and with Frankie, Mr. Green's lieutenant, who 

always obeys orders. Randy, the penthouse butler at Lake 

Tahoe, comes across not as an obsequious servant rushing 

around to please the more powerful, but as a student to 

Gino's teacher, carefully learning the proper way to shine 

shoes. Cherry and Grace are not stereotypical showgirls 
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even though Gino and Jerry's status at the hotel insures the 

success of their "date." They are women who respond to 

kindness and are themselves kind. Mamet contrasts them with 

Miss Bates, Mr. Green's companion, his "moll," whose 

contempt for Gino is palpable. It is to Cherry and Grace 

that Gino tells the story of "The Ant and the Grasshopper." 

Mamet's use of fable in Things Change is in many ways 

surprising, given his general lack of optimism regarding the 

human condition. Mamet has called the film itself a fable, 

a genre that generally requires the conscious construction 

of a moral: 

I like fables in the movies. I kind of prefer 

fables to social drama. That's something that was 

appropriate for another time, as far as I'm 

concerned. Now movies can be much more powerful 

dealing with the mythological and the fabulous 

rather than the social. (qtd. in Strauss 25) 

Mamet also notes that Things Change is a "fable about 

frustrated ambition" and goes on to define fable: 

A fable is a gentle myth that treats common human 

problems in an elevated way so that we can see 

them for what they are without being frightened by 

them. That's very different from a cautionary 

tale, which usually contains a moral and so 
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doesn't speak to us quite so deeply. (qtd. in 

Mamet, "Mamet Plots" 49) 

Mamet's definition of fable is surprising since most 

definitions of fables identify the moral, explicit or 

implicit, as an integral part of the genre. Though Pack 

Carnes notes that "[b]oth the proverb and the fable have 

resisted clear and final definition and are unlikely to 

yield to such to everyone's satisfaction" ("Fable" 472), 

most familiar is B. E. Perry's seminal definition of fables 

as "brief narratives whose primary purpose is to convey an 

abstract truth, or moral, by means of a story" (Dorfman and 

Brewer 106). At the very least, and in opposition to 

Mamet's definition, fables are known for their didacticism, 

with their, as Sandra Stahl notes, "ready-made morals from 

antiquity" (161). 

Mamet appears, rather, to be echoing Bettelheim when he 

suggests that a tale with a moral "doesn't speak to us quite 

so deeply," suggesting that tales that appeal to our 

unconscious mean more to us than a tale filtered through our 

rational mind. In an interview on West 57th, Mamet 

described Things Change: 

We called it a gangster fable and a fable, this 

specific fable, about mistaken identity, switched 

identity. It grows out of the experience of all 
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of us as children. Every child has that idea, all 

right? "those aren't my real parents, thank god," 

you know? "I'm really the son or daughter of a 

king and queen and someday I'm going to be 

restored to my rightful state." ("David Mamet: 

American Buffalo" 7) 

Again, Mamet's statement more closely describes the fairy 

tale than the fable, suggesting that he doesn't distinguish 

between the two. When the interviewer, Stephen Schiff asks 

him "It's a fable that we've heard before in certain ways. . 

. . Why tell it again?", Mamet's response is 

[W]hat makes it a fable is that we've heard it 

before. You know, if you have kids, for example, 

a lot of times a kid'11 have a favorite book or a 

favorite story. Many times he'll ask you to tell 

the same story several times a night. There's an 

assurance hidden in that story that they need to 

hear that's so basic to their spiritual need that 

a constant reiteration of it reassures them and 

calms them. And that's why we like fairy tales. 

("David Mamet: American Buffalo" 7-8) 

Mamet's response echoes Bettelheim's assertion that the 

impact of fairy tales depends on the age and development of 

the child, who uses the tale to grow and mature: 
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The fairy story begins where the child is at this 

time in his life and where, without the help of 

the story, he would remain stuck . . . . Only on 

repeated hearing of a fairy tale, and when given 

ample time and opportunity to linger over it, is a 

child able to profit fully from what the story has 

to offer him in regard to understanding himself 

and his experience of the world. (Bettelheim 58) 

By making the association between Things Change and 

Bettelheim, Mamet seems to be suggesting that the 

overpowering capitalism that the Mafia represents is not the 

only option in our quest for happiness. Rather, the simple 

pleasures of friendship—as with Jerry, who refuses to take 

Gino's life and with Don Guiseppe (Joe) Vincent, who saves 

both Gino and Jerry—might be ultimately more profitable. 

Perhaps this is the message that we need to hear over and 

over as an assurance that in spite of outward evidence, 

personal fulfillment is possible. 

Is Things Change a fairy tale that acts on us 

subconsciously as Mamet suggests? Or is it a fable with a 

specific point discernible from the narrative? Mamet's 

definitions here notwithstanding, a fairy tale the appeal of 

which is to the unconscious, with amorphous meanings 

depending on one's psychological needs, is very different 
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from the fable whose appeal is to reason and has, if not 

precisely one meaning, then a group of meanings pointing to 

the same general message. Things Change seems to fit much 

more clearly into the latter category, as indicated by the 

events of the film and underscored by the conclusion. 

Mamet's discussion of Things Change in which he ignores the 

fable's didactic nature suggests that he may be using the 

terms fairy tale and fable interchangeably. Yet Mamet's 

film can clearly be described as a fable in the conventional 

sense—without the usual animal characters, perhaps, but 

with moral intact as articulated by the hotel comic, Jackie 

Shore: "One thing that does not change is friendship." 

Marcy H. Dorfman and William F. Brewer made a study of 

audience responses to fables to determine what elements were 

necessary to understand their points. Their account of the 

reader's schema suggests that the reader (and, by extension, 

the listener or viewer) considers the following to be of 

prime importance for understanding the point of a fable: "a 

central action that has moral implications for one or more 

of the characters in the fable"; "a positive or negative 

outcome that describes how the central action in the fable 

was resolved"; and the expectation of a "just world," as 

when "the relationship between actions and outcomes 

represented in the text is expected to conform to a system 
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of equitable punishments and rewards" (108-109). Using the 

example of "The Boy Who Cried Wolf," the shepherd's 

practical joking is the central action with moral 

implication, the loss of the sheep is the negative outcome, 

which confirms that, indeed, in such a just world, a bad 

deed is punished. When these elements are apparent, the 

reader, viewer, or listener is able to reach a specific 

conclusion about the point of the story—in this case, if 

you lie too often, you will not be believed when you tell 

the truth. Had the shepherd simply continued playing his 

practical jokes with no negative outcome or been rewarded 

for his actions, or if he were a good, kind shepherd whose 

sheep are simply eaten by the wolf, an outcome that opposes 

idea of a just world, the moral of the story would be more 

difficult to discern, if, indeed, there would even be a 

moral. 

While folklorists note that modern fables have changed 

considerably from traditional fables, Mamet's film/fable is 

solidly traditional. Marketa Goetz-Stankiewicz, for 

example, sees a substantial difference between the 

traditional fable and the modern fable: 

The old fable saw man in the animal; the new fable 

sees the animal in man. The old fable was 

didactic; the new one is concerned with the basic 
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sense of existence. The old fable, in essence, 

was meant to reassure and eliminate doubts; the 

new one is designed to question assumptions and 

awaken doubt. 

In other words, the modern fable . . . consists 

of the tension between the old familiar text, 

which remains implicit as a sort of sub-text that 

everyone knows, and a new text superimposed over 

the sub-text, and deriving its vitality from its 

deviation from the established fabula. Out to 

reveal the old text as dubious and thus shake the 

reader's accustomed responses, the modern fable 

wants to discover and dislodge habitual 

assumptions about reality. (92) 

Mamet's use of fable in Gino's story of the "The Ant and the 

Grasshopper" illustrates the way the modern fable is used 

today, as Goetz-Stankiewicz suggests, "to question 

assumptions" and "to shake the reader's accustomed 

response." 

Gino tells the story of "The Ant and the Grasshopper" 

as he and Jerry are luxuriating in the bath with Cherry and 

Grace. In the bath, Jerry says, "I always wondered where I 

was meant to be." Gino says, "It's good to work, Jerry, but 
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it's also good to play." Then he tells a parody of Aesop's 

"The Ant and the Grasshopper": 

Once upon a time-a there was a ant and a 

grasshopper. All summer long the ant, he work 

hard. The grasshopper, he play the violin. He 

dance. Winter come. The ant grow fat, the 

grasshopper is-a cold. The grasshopper eat the 

ant. 

All four of them nod thoughtfully. Their response suggests 

that the tale is an accurate representation of twentieth-

century life, Goetz-Stankiewicz's "basic sense of 

existence": the powerful take what they want; hard work is 

not necessarily rewarded. In fact, one might even see Gino's 

tale as autobiographical: Gino has worked hard all his life, 

yet one more powerful than he can easily take away all he 

has worked for, including his dream and his life. 

Gino's story of "The Ant and the Grasshopper" might be 

considered an "immoral fable" much like "The Lion's Share" 

as described by Dorfman and Brewer: 

Immoral fables are an interesting exception to the 

majority of fables that appear in the Aesop 

corpus. Unlike most fables, immoral fables 

constitute a small class of narratives whose 

points appear to be morally unjust to the modern 



101 

reader. For example, in the fable "The Lion's 

Share," a lion manages, through sheer display of 

force, to take possession of an unfair share of 

the spoils acquired by himself and another animal 

during a hunting expedition. The moral of this 

fable ("Might makes right") indicates that force 

is an appropriate means by which to bring about a 

desired result for oneself. (112n) 

Pack Carnes suggests that "In the distance from Aesop to 

Thurber, a rather dramatic change has occurred. . . . One 

cannot in fact trust an old proverb—or the fable from which 

it might have come" ("Traditional" 2 04). 

Mamet's version of "The Ant and the Grasshopper" has 

the same moral as "The Lion's Share"—might makes right, 

suggesting that, indeed, the old versions of fables no 

longer apply. By inverting the moral, he does indeed ask 

his audience to question their assumptions about the basic 

truths that fables represent. However, the larger fable 

that the film represents directly contradicts Mamet's fable-

within-a-fable. While the girls and Jerry are appreciative 

of the truth of the outcome in Gino's fable—"the 

grasshopper eat the ant"—as applied to the modern world, 

and certainly the world they live in, the moral of the fable 

Mamet constructs, in which the ants win the day, is the one 
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that Mamet—through Gino, Jerry, Cherry, and Grace—promotes 

through the actions and outcome of his narrative. 

In Things Change, we need to be aware of the 

traditional fable in order to understand Gino's inversion of 

the moral and to better appreciate Mamet's rejection of that 

inverted moral. Mamet may not have the heart to support 

what may now be an economic fiction in the traditional moral 

in "The Ant and the Grasshopper," yet neither does he 

support the moral of Gino's tale. In spite of the evidence 

Mamet presents in the film about the power of the Mafia, the 

outcome of the film suggests that friendship and honor is 

more powerful than wealth and might. 

In Things Change, Jerry chooses to do something nice 

for Gino, and his action begins the instruction in the 

importance of friendship and honor. Jerry learns the value 

of friendship through his association with Gino, and Gino 

reinforces its value through his encounters with the two 

Mafia bosses, Mr. Green and Joe Vincent. 

Mamet contrasts Gino's experience with Mr. Green with 

the relationship Gino develops with Vincent. Mr. Green 

offers his friendship in exchange for something—Gino's 

confession. Green's gift to Gino of a Sicilian coin is all 

empty ritual, undoubtedly designed to make Gino believe in 

the Mafia's commitment to its friends, in case he has a 
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change of heart. The coin seals a bargain, a bargain that 

Gino will keep because of his deep sense of honor and that 

Green will not because keeping it will not serve him as well 

as killing Gino will. 

The coin, however falsely given, becomes Gino's 

salvation in his initial encounter with Don Guiseppe. Upon 

their arrival at Lake Tahoe, Jerry sees an acquaintance, 

Billy Drake, who assumes that Gino is a mob boss and Jerry 

is working for him. To encourage the deception, Jerry tells 

Billy that Gino is "the guy behind the guy." When word gets 

back to the Lake Tahoe don, he brings Gino and Jerry to his 

home on the lake in order to determine the identity of this 

unknown Mafia boss. Don Guiseppe doesn't know who Gino is 

but treats him with deference because he doesn't want to 

offend a possibly powerful man. 

Eventually, however, Gino must account for himself. 

Don Guiseppe tries to help Gino identify himself. "It's 

good to know one's family. A good man, a good man takes 

pride in knowing those who are connected to him," says 

Vincent. The words are simple, but they suggest that Gino 

must explain his connections to the Family. As Don 

Guiseppe's henchman brings out a knife to dispatch Gino if 

he cannot account for himself, Gino brings out the coin. 

"What a lovely old coin," the don exclaims, "Is there 
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anything you can tell me about it?" Gino repeats the words 

Mr. Green spoke to him upon giving him the coin: "A big man, 

he know the value of a small coin." Vincent, relieved and 

delighted, shows him the tattoo of the coin on his wrist, 

and says, "It's always good to make a new friend." As they 

drink together, Gino offers a Sicilian toast "L'amicu mui du 

me cori. [Friend from my heart]" (Things Change 58). 

Gino is able to use what was falsely given to his 

advantage, and though he has deceived the don about his 

identity, the friendship he offers him is true and 

honorable. Vincent invites Gino to stay over and go fishing 

the next day, and Gino spontaneously offers him the Sicilian 

coin in token of his friendship, even though the coin has 

already saved his life and could prove useful again. Gino 

offers the coin "Da un'mico a un'altro. [From one friend to 

another]" (Things Change 60). The don extends his own 

friendship in return. He puts a quarter in a box and writes 

a number on the it, saying 

This is not an old coin. It's a new coin. But it 

too is a symbol. . . . And should you ever need my 

friendship, you take this coin. You put it into a 

telephone. You call this number. Whatever you 

may wish, if it is within the power of your 

friend, that wish will be granted. 



105 

Gino and Vincent exchange coins out of genuine affection. 

Vincent's offer of friendship is freely given and without 

expecting favors or rewards, clearly contrasting with 

Green's offer of friendship. 

Mamet's didactic intent here is fairly evident. Prior 

to their encounter with the Lake Tahoe don, Jerry tells Gino 

not to take Cherry's and Grace's fishing offer too seriously 

because "Everything's for sale in this town. "Everybody 

loves you when you got the dough." Though Gino protests, 

"They like us," Jerry replies, "Yeah, they liked us real 

good. Everybody likes you when you're someone else." Jerry 

implies that the girls only like them because they think 

they're rich and powerful men. Gino knows genuinely offered 

friendship when he sees it. Cherry and Grace like them 

because they are good men. Mamet uses Gino's relationship 

with Vincent, two men of apparently equal rank, to 

illustrate Gino's ability to inspire friendship and to show 

Jerry that sometimes "everybody likes you" for other reasons 

than money and power. Though Vincent's offer of friendship 

is based on his belief that Gino is of equal rank, Mamet's 

use of Vincent as a character with whom Gino develops a 

relationship may also suggest that status means nothing 

because Gino and Vincent, a powerful businessman, have so 

much in common. Just as Gino teaches Jerry the value of 
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friendship and honor through example, so does Mamet teach us 

those same lessons. 

Mamet takes the opportunity of Gino's flight from Lake 

Tahoe and return to Chicago to bring full circle the issues 

surrounding friendship and honor. The arrival of Mr. Green 

and entourage to the meeting of the Mafia bosses at Joe 

Vincent's home precipitates Jerry's and Gino's flight. Even 

in the face of exposure, Gino is unwilling to leave without 

at least attempting to offer a veiled thanks to the don for 

his hospitality. When Jerry steals a car with no gas and 

discovers he has no money to pay the gas station attendant, 

Gino once again comes to the rescue. Cherry, Grace, and 

Randy, conveniently, have also stopped at the gas station to 

gas up for their fishing trip and give them the money they 

need for the gas. As Gino and Jerry drive away, we see the 

trio watching them leave, sad and puzzled, and clearly 

concerned. They now know the men have no money, yet they 

are still willing to help them, which confirms Gino's 

judgment that the girls like them for themselves, not for 

their apparent wealth and power, and teaches Jerry that 

money did not, and perhaps could not, buy their friendship. 

Jerry's affection for Gino is never more apparent than 

when he tries to convince Gino that he should renege on the 

deal he has made. Just as in the hotel when he thought Gino 



107 

had. run out on him, he gets angry when he realizes he cares 

about Gino. When Gino won't go back on his word, Jerry 

tries to throw him out of the room, but Gino simply won't 

cooperate with him. Again, Gino teaches Jerry about honor: 

JERRY: They'd break their word to you. 

GINO: Maybe yes. Maybe no. What they do no 

matter. I give my word. I give my word. I'm 

gonna miss you. 

JERRY: You stupid sonafabitch. 

GINO: You gonna miss me, too? 

JERRY: I ain't missing no dummy, don't know when 

to run. 

• * • 

JERRY: Yeah, I'll miss you all my life. Get 

outta here, you stupid lame. 

Jerry's outward contempt for Gino's sense of honor is a thin 

disguise for his concern for Gino's safety. Although Jerry 

has known Gino for only three days, his relationship with 

Gino is now such that he will take the responsibility for 

Gino's well-being in spite of the consequences. 

By the time Frankie arrives to escort them to the 

courthouse, Jerry is no longer a member of the Mafia. He no 

longer needs what he had before meeting Gino; he trades the 

false sense of inclusion based on the ability to follow 
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orders that his membership in Mr. Green's family afforded 

him for a friendship in which he is willing to forgo his own 

safety to protect his friend. He has learned about 

friendship and about honor from Gino, "the one fixed 

unwavering point" in his world (Wilmington 1429). 

When Frankie tells him that Gino is not going to have 

the chance to make the confession, Jerry alternately defends 

Gino and his honor—"He's gonna keep his word"—and 

expresses outrage at the breach of honor that comes so 

easily to his old associates—"You set the guy up, promise 

him this. Do the thing. He does it, stands up. . . Come 

on, come on. You tell me, the things you promised this guy, 

lied to him, you're gonna, you're gonna turn around and kill 

him?" As Gay Brewer notes, "Linguistically, the Mafia has 

become 'they' rather than a team 'we'" (87). 

Jerry is not only appalled that Gino is to be killed 

but that he is expected to do it. Again, he gets angry when 

he tries to tell Gino the truth, blaming him for not leaving 

when he had the chance: "Didn't I tell you to run? I told 

you to run. I threw you out the fuckin' hotel. You came 

back. I told you to go. I told you. Why didn't you go?" 

Gino replies quietly, "I gave my word," a response that 

seems foolish since the Mafia has broken its end of the 

bargain. 
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Jerry is both furious and resigned at the untenable 

situation they are in. He is expected to kill Gino, knows 

he cannot do it, and cannot let Frankie do it. Jerry's 

anger is turned on himself for his lack of control, on 

Frankie as the instrument through which Mr. Green goes back 

on his word, and on Gino for refusing to give up his honor, 

even for his life. Jerry yells at Gino, "You gave your 

word! You gave your word! Hey. Fantastic. You gave your 

word!" Then he turns on Frankie: "I said I'm gonna do it. 

I gave my word. Everybody gave their goddamn word!" When 

he hits Frankie, he knows he has crossed the line of no 

return. 

Gino's honor has gotten them into this apparently 

inextricable position, and Gino's honor must get them out. 

He remembers the quarter Joe Vincent gave him and makes the 

call that will save their lives. The scene shifts to the 

courthouse where Jerry, Mr. Green, and Gino sit. Frankie is 

made up to look like the Mafia boss that Gino was to 

impersonate, and the judge is sentencing him to a prison 

term. As the scene fades, Frankie is reciting the 

confession Gino was to make. Brewer points out that 

Frankie, by taking the fall for Gino, who was to take the 

fall for the unnamed mobster, becomes the "'scapegoat for the 

scapegoat," the real "'guy, behind the guy, behind the guy"1 
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(8 9). Joseph Vincent, whose friendship was genuine and 

freely given and who keeps his word, is contrasted with Mr. 

Green, who has no honor at all, and who easily sacrifices 

Frankie, a loyal member of his family. This contrast 

suggests that only individuals can be trusted to be 

honorable, not institutions, a contrast suggestive of Bobby 

Gold's disastrous attempt to be a part of an institution in 

Homicide. Joe Vincent is personally an honorable man and 

can be trusted to keep his promises; Mr. Green is not an 

honorable man in spite of the trappings of honor his 

position and environment command. 

The final scene reiterates the moral of Mamet's fable. 

Both men have come full circle, and Jerry has discovered 

precisely where he is really "meant to be." At the end of 

the film, Jerry and Gino look at each other at the shoeshine 

stand and shrug over their fate. There is no indication 

that either is unhappy or longing for something else; 

rather, they appear resigned to, even satisfied with, their 

status and their positions in life. Gino and Jerry prove 

Jackie Shore's platitude, "One thing that does not change is 

friendship." Kenneth Chanko notes that 

Jerry really comes a long way in the film, and 

Mamet subtly punctuates that internal growth by 

the ironic lack of outward progress reflected in 
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the film's first and final shots of Jerry, which 

have him washing dishes and shining shoes, 

respectively. (611) 

Jerry's economic status has not changed; the pronouncement 

made at our first introduction to Jerry, "no pay, no pals, 

no prospects" is no longer true, at least in one case. And 

that one difference seems to be acceptable to Jerry who 

seems to have settled well into his new position. 

The motif that "things change" occurs three times in 

the film—when Gino intentionally loses the money that the 

casino allows him to win, when comedian Jackie Shore 

introduces Mr. Johnson to the audience in the theater, and 

when Frankie informs Jerry of the new plan to kill Gino. In 

the first instance, Gino is very much aware what losing the 

money represents, and his very deliberate decision to do so 

is clearly a sacrifice, but a noble one, because it will get 

Jerry out of hot water with the casino. The second time, 

"things change" is used, Jerry has just toasted Gino for 

handling himself "very graciously back there." In this 

case, "things change" segues into Shore's completed 

introduction, "but one thing that does not change is 

friendship," underscoring Gino's and Jerry's budding 

friendship, and introducing the moral of Mamet's fable. In 

the final instance, Frankie uses the phrase as a throwaway 
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line, tossed off with a shrug, for him a truth so obvious 

that it almost goes without saying. Michael Wilmington 

suggests that 

'Things Change,' the movie's catch-phrase, has a 

special meaning. It refers to the dangerous 

mutability of modern life, the quicksand of lies, 

murder and treachery that lie beneath Gino's and 

Jerry's feet at every step. It also suggests 

Gino's changelessness, his anachronistic sense of 

real honor. (1428) 

By the time Frankie uses the phrase, Gino's influence on 

Jerry is complete. Jerry has changed, making Frankie's 

statement both ironic because "things" will indeed soon 

change for Frankie and satisfying because it offers the 

audience the sense of justice that fable requires for 

understanding. 

Things Change, then, is a fable in which the 

grasshopper does not eat the ant, nor does the most powerful 

get the lion's share. Edelstein notes that 

"Things Change," like "Speed-the-Plow," reveals a 

deeply conflicted man, torn between a vision of 

goodness he'd like to trumpet and the cynical view 

of humanity on which his entire technique, and his 

mastery, have been built. (1432) 
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While Edelstein's point is well taken and I do not doubt 

that Mamet is "conflicted," the kinder, gentler Mamet of 

Things Change may be due to the influence of his co-author 

Silverstein. 

No matter how pessimistic Mamet's typical view of the 

human condition is, Gino and Jerry share in what is most 

important to Mamet, a friendship based on care and respect. 

That kind of friendship is worth far more than money or 

power, a universal truth that Mamet in spite of his usual 

cynicism clearly wants to communicate to his audience. 
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Notes 

1 All quotations from Things Change come from the film 

rather than the screenplay unless otherwise noted. 

2 Things Change was apparently inspired by Mario 

Monicelli's Big Deal on Madonna Street (1958), an Italian 

caper film about a group of bumbling criminals who decide to 

rob a pawnshop safe with little success (Lovell 7C). Mamet 

considers the film possibly "the funniest movie ever made" 

(qtd. in Lovell 7C). Both Things Change and Big Deal on 

Madonna Street turn on the situation in which one character 

tries to get another to serve a jail sentence for him. In 

Madonna Street, however, the plan backfires when both 

characters are thrown in jail. While in prison, they hatch 

their safe-robbing scheme, and the execution of their plan 

is the backbone of the film. 



CHAPTER V 

HOMICIDE 

Homicide (1991), David Mamet's third film, is an 

adaptation of William Caunitz's novel Suspects, though the 

novel is virtually unrecognizable as the source of the film. 

As Mamet himself says, "[A] fter I worked on it for three 

years, there was nothing left of the book" (Brunette sec. 2: 

21). Mamet once again left audiences wondering what to make 

of his film, and the question of genre again surfaced. Is 

it a cop film "with delusions of grandeur," as Terrence 

Rafferty called it (122)? Or is it a film about a man who, 

as Stuart Klawans suggests, "is discovering his Jewish 

identity the way Michael Spinks discovered Mike Tyson's left 

hand" (530)? 

Mamet's disregard for staying within the conventions of 

genre caused critics to fret that the relationship of the 

two threads of the film were contrived and ill-conceived. 

The complaints lodged against it tend to run along the lines 

of Los Angeles Times critic Kenneth Turan's assessment: 

"Like a juggler who can't keep all his balls up in the air 

indefinitely, Mamet falls into serious implausibilities and 
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inconsistencies that his impressive display of style cannot 

totally camouflage" (F10). The implausibilities Turan notes 

revolve around the part of the film in which Bobby Gold, the 

film's protagonist, changes from police officer to 

terrorist, a change that appears on the surface to be 

unlikely, ill-considered, and without adequate preparation. 

Rafferty suggests that "[T]he funereal pace and the 

melancholy, reflective tone seem intended to mask the 

story's essential recklessness and irresponsibility, and 

perhaps also to conceal the trite cop-movie mechanics of its 

construction" (123). 

Stanley Kauffmann finds Homicide "worrisome" because of 

Mamet's introduction of the Jewish story line to an 

otherwise exemplary cop film ("Crimes and Various Criminals" 

26). Certainly, Mamet opens the film as a fairly 

straightforward cop/buddy film in which Gold and his partner 

Tim Sullivan are on the trail of a drug dealer. Mamet, 

however, very quickly entangles Gold in another case that 

brings him into collusion with an underground Jewish defense 

group. Kauffmann's objections are that "there is no real 

preparation in Gold's character for his reactions to this 

new involvement" (26), and further that "[N]othing ever 

comes of this Jewish material, either in sheer story terms 

or in catalysis of Gold. The detective is simply left 
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stranded and bilked" (27) . The detective may indeed be left 

"stranded and bilked," but what "comes of this Jewish 

material" is left to the audience to determine. As in House 

of Games, Mamet is not offering us a moral, a platitude that 

is true for everyone. The question Mamet poses is, what are 

we to make of Gold's experience? What kind of conclusion 

are we to draw from the events of the film? While Mamet 

asks these questions of the audience, each response will be 

different and personal for each viewer based on his or her 

own experiences of crises of identity and loyalty. 

Because of the cop-movie framework of the film, it is 

judged by genre expectations when, in fact, Mamet once again 

borrows those conventions to get at his favorite themes. 

While Kauffmann laments that Mamet has failed in his use of 

the genre, saying "What might have been a police thriller 

that achieved some meaning through its very form becomes a 

broken-backed attempt at thematic statement" (27), Caryn 

James of the New York Times takes the opposite view: 

It is part of Mr. Mamet's huge ambition that he 

uses a pop genre to delve into these volatile, 

serious issues. On the most superficial level, 

"Homicide" is a buddy-cop-murder-mystery movie. 

But while Gold investigates a Jewish woman's 
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murder, he confronts the deeper meaning of his own 

identity. . . . 

Artistically, this creates a risky, often 

dazzling blend of form and subject. Like Gold, 

"Homicide" is both Jewish in its personal concerns 

and a distinct American type. And Mr. Mamet has 

matured greatly as a director by realizing that 

genre films, products of American pop culture, can 

speak deeply and directly to that culture's 

problems. (sec. 2:17) 

And Kauffmann is not the only critic whose difficulties 

with the film appear to rest on their expectations of genre. 

Rafferty also complains about Mamet's use of genre, but 

unlike Kauffmann, who would prefer more adherence to the 

genre, Rafferty finds Mamet's use of the genre exploitative: 

The ethnic-identity motif is, after all, just a 

variant of one of the genre's most familiar 

strategies: the hero must be seen to have a 

personal stake in this case—to be willing, 

therefore, to go beyond his customary professional 

procedure and consequently to jack up the action 

into the audience-stimulating range of frenzied 

melodrama. Usually, this kind of movie . . . 

gives its hero some simple motivation: his wife or 
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his girlfriend is threatened; he is at odds with 

his superiors and has "something to prove" in his 

handling of the case; or the present situation 

reminds him of a past failure—say, a mistake that 

got his partner killed. Mamet is too smart to 

resort to corny tropes like those: he uses the 

controversial, hot-button issue of cultural 

identity instead, and as a result the movie gives 

off a pungent odor of opportunism. (123) 

Actually, Mamet does employ some of the "corny tropes" 

Rafferty lists: Gold is at odds with his superiors, at least 

with one in the mayor's office, and he does have something 

to prove—that he is a good cop. His insecurity with his 

Jewishness also causes him to feel that he must prove 

himself. Undoubtedly, Mamet's play and film Oleanna, which 

explores the issue of sexual harassment, lends some credence 

to Rafferty's charge of opportunism, but Homicide has 

personal resonances for Mamet that deflect such a charge 

against it. 

Mamet himself unabashedly acknowledges his use of 

genre: 

Traditionally, cop movies either picture them 

[cops] as stoics, which is to say as philosophers 

to whom nothing is more important in life than 
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doing right—doing right as the utmost happiness— 

or the plot gives them some kind of personal 

reason for doing their job, like their partner 

gets killed or their family terrorised. I've used 

all these routines shamelessly. (qtd. in Combs 

16) 

The first part of Mamet's description most clearly 

brings to mind Eliot Ness in Mamet's screenplay of The 

Untouchables, the earnest F.B.I, agent whose devotion to 

doing right renders him virtually ineffectual in a corrupt 

police department. In that film, the older, wiser cop must 

educate Ness in the "Chicago way" in order to bring about a 

crisis of conscience that Ness must confront to further his 

quest to do right.1 

Mamet's use of traditional genre to suggest larger 

themes in both The Untouchables and Homicide relies on 

audience expectation to make a film's resonant issues more 

palatable and, perhaps, more understandable. The charges of 

exploitation stand only if the charges that Mamet does not 

adequately prepare the audience for Gold's conversion also 

stand, and I believe that they do not. Garry Brodsky, in "A 

Way of Being a Jew; A Way of Being a Person," points out 

that the life of an assimilated Jew is inherently complex: 
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On one hand, she lives as American a life as her 

Gentile counterparts, practicing the same 

professions, living in the same kind of dwellings 

in the same neighborhoods, reading the same books 

and newspapers, earning a comparable living, 

attending the same plays, films, and football 

games, voting for the same political candidates, 

benefiting in roughly the same ways from the 

democratic character and economic wealth of the 

American republic; and, if she is fortunate though 

not especially so, experiencing no overt and 

little covert anti-Semitism. So she has deep ties 

to her profession, her non-Jewish friends, the 

institutions where she was educated, her political 

and cultural ideals, all of which are not 

connected to her Jewishness. . . . 

On the other hand, no matter how assimilated 

the American Jew may be . . . he knows that there 

is a significant part of that culture to which he, 

as a Jew, does not belong, despite talk of "our 

Judeo-Christian heritage." So he will feel his 

otherness if not his estrangement from the 

dominant group and culture. . . . (254) 
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In Bobby Gold, Mamet creates a secular Jew who is put in an 

extremely stressful situation, looking for a cop killer, 

being criticized for his inadequacy as a cop and accused of 

disloyalty to both his profession and his race. To prove 

himself, Gold must move one way or the other, and Mamet 

gives the audience many clues that suggest Gold is destined 

to realign himself with his Jewish loyalties. 

Through Bobby Gold, whose problem at the beginning of 

the film appears to be his own anti-Semitism, though he is 

himself a Jew, Mamet once again shows his concern for the 

same issues that pervade much of his work—the search for 

identity, the absence of connection to others, the 

inadequacy of communication, and the problem of loyalty. 

Gold is efficient and well regarded in his job as a police 

hostage negotiator. He is proud of his work, of being 

assigned to the tough cases, and to all appearances at home 

with his Irish partner Tim Sullivan and his fellow 

policemen. He is something of a hot dog, the one who takes 

chances, the one, at least figuratively, to go through the 

door first. Yet the viewer soon discovers that he feels 

vaguely that this world is not his world, that he does not 

truly belong. Vincent Canby notes about Gold that 

"[Bjecause he is Jewish in a city that was probably first 
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dominated by the Irish, he has worked hard to be, in effect, 

a credit to the race he doesn't think about" (56). 

Mamet establishes Bobby Gold's character in the early 

scenes of the film when he attends a meeting of homicide 

detectives at the precinct gym. They are there to discuss a 

badly botched raid by the F.B.I, on an apartment in which a 

drug dealer and cop-killer, Robert Randolph, has escaped. 

The F.B.I, is returning the case to the police, and 

detective Gold, against the advice of his partner, Tim 

Sullivan, has suggested to the city officials conducting the 

meeting that he can bring Randolph in because of a prior 

experience with Randolph's brother-in-law. Patterson, the 

assistant to Assistant Deputy Mayor Walker, angrily 

questions Gold's commitment to the police department because 

Gold did not come forward with the information sooner. "Are 

you a member of this police force, or aren't you?" Patterson 

asks. 

Clearly, from his reaction, this question strikes a 

nerve in Gold, who follows Patterson into the hall to 

continue the argument. Patterson tells him, "I said do your 

job." Gold's response is "Mister, I'm tryin' to do my 

job."2 Both Patterson's and Gold's words are hot, but Gold 

has turned away from Patterson putting an end to their 

exchange when Patterson calls Gold a "little kike." Both 
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Gold and Sullivan turn toward Patterson, but it is Sullivan 

who jumps to Gold's defense, giving his gun to another 

detective, ready to fight Patterson over what he sees as an 

affront to his partner's character. Gold holds him back, 

telling him to "leave it." 

Most telling in the exchange are Sullivan's final words 

to Patterson, "You know what this man has done in the line. 

. . With these words, Sullivan reinforces Gold's 

standing as a good cop. And because his words come as a 

response to Patterson's calling Gold a "kike," he suggests 

that a man's identity comes not from race, but from his 

work; therefore calling Gold a "kike" is a racial insult 

that also threatens Gold's identity as a cop. This idea is 

strengthened in the squad room as the other detectives rally 

around Gold; an affront to Gold is an affront to all: 

GOLD: Hey, we coulda found him in a heartbeat— 

fuckin' FBI comes on it . . . 

FRANK: Gimme couple serious Irish cops, cigars in 

their mouths, go out there . . . 

GOLD: That's right. 

FRANK: . . . go bring their man in. 

GOLD: That's right. 

While calling Gold a "kike" seems to be equated with 

ineffectuality, neither Gold nor the other detectives appear 
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aware that Frank's reference to the superior ability of 

Irish cops precludes Gold (or the black detectives, for that 

matter) from attaining such status. It is as if Gold is 

Irish in his own eyes. Among the detectives, race doesn't 

seem to be an issue. 

Gold appears to be more upset by Patterson's accusation 

that he has not done his job than by the racial epithet. 

The other detectives support Gold in the face of this 

insinuation as well by badmouthing the F.B.I., suggesting 

that the F.B.I, would have been incapable of acting 

effectively on such a tip if it had been offered. Later in 

Sullivan's car, Gold reiterates, "The man's got no call to 

question my loyalty . . . and he had no fuckin' call to get 

racial on me." The problem of race, duty, and loyalty, 

then, become the driving forces in the film. 

Gold's involvement in the investigation into the murder 

of a Jewish variety store owner forces him to examine these 

feelings of inadequacy to discover where his loyalties lie. 

Mamet pulls Gold in two directions with two narrative 

streams, one examining Gold's need to come to terms with 

himself as a Jew, and one concerning his loyalty to his job 

and his fellow officers. Is he first a Jew, then a cop, or 

vice versa? Which connections are the strongest, those to 

his partner or to his people? 
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When Gold stops to help some novice police officers at 

the scene of the Klein murder, he ends up assigned to the 

case. He shows more compassion for the rattled patrolmen 

and for the dog that threatens one of them than he does for 

the victim's family. When he is taken off the Randolph case 

at the special request of the Kleins to devote all his time 

to investigating the woman's murder, Gold is angry. He 

thinks the woman was murdered in a robbery; her family 

believes her murder was part of an anti-Jewish conspiracy. 

That the family has asked for a Jewish investigator for such 

a seemingly straightforward crime rankles him, partly 

because he considers these people "hysterical Jews" with the 

money and clout to command special treatment. 

The scene in which Lieutenant Lou Senna takes Gold off 

the Randolph case further confirms Mamet's juxtaposition of 

duty and loyalty. Senna has received orders from "downtown" 

to take Gold off the case so he can concentrate on the Klein 

murder. Sullivan protests that the Randolph case depends on 

Gold, "The Orator": "Whaddaya call this? Loyalty?" Senna 

says, "I'm sorry, Bobby. I got a call. The Jewish guys 

downtown. The doctor's got clout. He wants you. You were 

there. You're his people. You're on the case." Gold's 

response is "I'm his people? I thought I was your people." 
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Senna clearly understands that Gold is an important 

part of the high-profile Randolph case, the "flash case," as 

he calls it, and he knows how badly Gold wants to stay on 

that case. But Senna has been given orders that Gold is to 

"live with this candy store," and as Gold's lieutenant, he 

does his job. As the conversation comes to a close, Gold 

seems resigned. "It's all part of the job," he says, 

shrugging. Mamet contrasts Gold with Senna when Gold exits 

the building where Sullivan stands waiting for him so they 

can join the other detectives in apprehending Randolph. 

Senna did his job by taking Gold off the case and making it 

clear that Gold was to devote his time to the Klein murder. 

Gold merely pays lip service to the idea of doing his job. 

He actually rejects doing it, directly violating his 

lieutenant's order, so that he can continue on the flashier 

Randolph case. In this scene, Mamet hints that Gold's 

loyalty to the department may be shallower than at first 

appearance. Gold is more interested in the case in which he 

can shine, a flashy case in which a cop with Gold's talents 

would have a chance to be a hero. Only later does it become 

clear why Gold needs to be a hero. 

As Gold is trying to convince Randolph's mother to turn 

in her son, Gold is called to the Klein house because 

Klein's wife says that she heard a shot and that she has 
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seen someone on the roof across the street. Gold goes, but 

he discounts Mrs. Klein's story. He believes the family is 

paranoid. 

Mamet's characterization of Gold continually emphasizes 

Gold's inconsistency regarding loyalty and duty. From the 

time that Patterson challenges Gold's loyalty to the police 

department and to the city he serves because he failed to 

give the F.B.I, critical information that could have aided 

in the capture of a felon, Gold is confronted by the 

possibility that he is not as committed to doing his job as 

well as he could or should. Gold continues to show little 

interest in the Klein homicide when there is a more exciting 

case to work on; even the police captain at the murder scene 

who insists that Gold "caught the case" has to remind him to 

do his job. 

These instances of remonstrance suggest that the film 

will turn on the issue of doing one's job. Gold equates 

loyalty with his work, and Gold's visit to the Klein home is 

critical to the development of Gold's character—and to 

Mamet's controlling idea in the film. Here Gold begins his 

own questioning, not only of his loyalty to his job, but 

also to his ethnic heritage. Here, too, Mamet presents us 

with what is possibly the most important key to 

understanding Gold's reaction to the events of the film. 
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When it becomes clear to Dr. Klein that Gold is not 

taking their complaints seriously, he confronts Gold: 

KLEIN: It's always a fantasy, isn't it? 

GOLD: A fantasy? What's a fantasy? I don't get 

you. 

KLEIN: When someone wants to hurt the Jews. 

GOLD: I've got nothing against the Jews, Doctor. 

I'm a Jew. 

* « • 

GOLD: What can I have against the Jewish people. 

Doctor, I'm sorry, what happened to your mother. 

You say you saw someone on the roof. I'm putting 

a man there. You tell me what more you think that 

I can do. Alright? I'm just tryin' to do my job. 

I'm sorry. 

KLEIN: You're tryin' to do your job? Let's be 

frank, shall we? Can we do that? 

GOLD: Sir, you wanna be frank? 

KLEIN: Yes, I do. 

GOLD: I don't get the whole fuckin' thing. 

KLEIN: It amounts to this: my mother was killed. 

You're assigned to the case. I called downtown. 

They say you're a good detective. I want you to 

find her murderer, and I want protection. I know 
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you think this is a bullshit case. I don't care. 

You're paid to do a job. Do your fuckin' job. 

Have you got the pride for that? 

GOLD: Don't get in my face, man. 

KLEIN: Have you got the pride to do the job you 

were given? Do your job. Or else . . . 

GOLD: Don't tell me "or else." Don't tell me "or 

else." I'm gonna do the job. I'm not scared of 

your money. I'm not scared of you. I don't need 

your threats. I'm here to do the job. 

For the third time in a single day, Gold is admonished to do 

his job. Klein suggests that Gold's anti-Semitism threatens 

his ability to do that job, and Gold's initial reaction to 

the case reinforces this conclusion. Given his equation of 

work with loyalty, Gold's loyalty to his job is also in 

question. If, as Klein suggests, Gold is unable to be as 

loyal to his job as he should be because of his rejection of 

his Jewishness, Mamet, then, seems to be creating a conflict 

within Gold that keeps him from doing his job as a police 

officer as well as from offering his help to a fellow Jew. 

He is unable to make either connections or commitments to 

those who matter to him, whether they be his fellow cops or 

other Jews. 
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Since Gold does not, to all appearances, disprove 

Klein's assessment of him, and indeed goes on to demonstrate 

that Klein's appraisal is accurate, Mamet's inclusion of 

Klein's accusation at this point seems to function more 

thematically than narratively. Narratively, each time 

Gold's loyalty is questioned, he becomes less sure of his 

identity as a cop. And though Gold gives no indication that 

the doctor's words have had a special impact on him, Klein 

has made the first direct assault on Gold's identity. By 

reminding him of the persecution the Jews have experienced, 

he reminds Gold of the inextricable bonds he shares with 

other Jews by virtue of blood, an identity that has meant 

life or death to Jews many times over the centuries. 

Gold has little respect for the Klein family, and he 

certainly seems to have nothing in common with them. As 

everyone gathers in the drawing room, Gold stands outside 

the group, both literally and figuratively on the outside 

looking in. He doesn't understand them any more than he 

understands the language they speak. Richard Combs compares 

the unifying nature of the language of the detectives to the 

disunifying character of the language at the Kleins: 

In the first part of Homicide, dialogue is a 

ritualistic exchange of catchphrases and 

complaints, abuse and reassurance, between the 
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members of Gold's squad. But it's an elusive 

medium for an individual, like Gold, suddenly 

provoked to define who, exactly, he is. Visiting 

the bereaved family, he can't tell whether they're 

speaking Yiddish or Hebrew. (16) 

The language of the detectives is built on a shared 

vocabulary, something notably lacking in Gold's encounter 

with the Kleins. 

Gold begins to learn more about the Kleins when Chava, 

a. friend of the family, arrives and translates the Yiddish 

of an apparently important visitor who has arrived, preceded 

by a man who appears to be a bodyguard. As he consoles the 

family and talks about his relationship with the deceased 

woman in Palestine, he gestures at a picture that had been 

hanging on the wall. At first, Chava obligingly translates 

his words praising the heroic actions of the dead woman, but 

suddenly she breaks off, unwilling to interpret further. 

Gold is then called to the phone before he is able to react 

further to Chava's insistence that she doesn't speak Yiddish 

well enough to continue. 

Gold exhibits the very anti-Semitism Klein accuses him 

of in this telephone conversation with his partner. He 

says, "I'm stuck here with my Jews," and then makes a 

comment that if "anti-Semitism has lasted 4,000 years, we 
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must be doing something to bring it about." He is overheard 

by the victim's granddaughter who asks him, "Do you hate 

yourself that much? Do you belong nowhere?" Miss Klein's 

questions contribute to Gold's self-evaluation. Gold is 

taken aback by Miss Klein's accusations, and he knows that 

he has behaved badly. Gold can exhibit compassion when 

pushed to it, as he was in his encounter with the rookie 

cops, but he appears to move reluctantly in that direction. 

The times he is compelled toward compassion are also the 

times when he has to be pushed to do his job. He is not 

initially willing to help the rookies with the guard dog, 

bxat he finally does; just as when he hears that shots may 

have been fired at the Klein's house, his first reaction is 

"bullshit," but he goes to check it out. And this sudden 

commitment to duty comes in the middle of a crucial 

negotiation with Robert Randolph's mother. 

His discussion with Miss Klein seems to be another 

instance in which he is pushed toward compassion, and he 

vows to find her grandmother's killer. When he himself 

hears what sounds like a gunshot and sees a man on the roof 

across the street, he investigates. Though he is unable to 

apprehend the man, he finds a torn piece of paper with the 

word "GROFAZ" written on it. 
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On his return to the Klein house, Gold examines the 

picture the visitor was referring to earlier. He finds 

behind it another, smaller, picture of the murdered woman in 

194 6 carrying a gun and speculates that she was once a 

member of a Jewish defense group. Apparently enough has 

transpired by this time to pique Gold's interest because it 

is near dawn when he returns to the variety store. He pulls 

a flyer from the wall of a building nearby. It depicts a 

rat towering over the city skyline and reads, "Crime is 

caused by the ghetto. The ghetto is caused by the Jews." 

While the police officer who is watching the crime scene 

talks about how a Jewish woman had no business in that 

neighborhood, implying that she was killed in a routine 

robbery in a bad neighborhood, Gold finds an ammunition box 

along with a list of names and an invoice for machine guns. 

Though the watchman's words echo Gold's original reading of 

the case, he now appears to have rejected it. 

To this point in the film, covering only about a 

twenty-four-hour period, Gold has been continually hammered 

with questions about his loyalty to his department, his 

competency, and his Jewish identity. What could be more 

natural than a crisis of conscience? Alan Montefiore, in 

"Structures of Personal Identity and Cultural Identity," 

points out that 
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Most people, no doubt, are aware of issues of 

personal identity . . . only at times when they 

feel themselves to be somehow adrift from the 

proper continuities of their own past, or when 

they are suffering from certain deep uncertainties 

about where they might be going or why, about how 

or even whether they can possibly carry their own 

past identities with them into the future. . . . 

Moreover, in that sense of identity with which we 

are here concerned, people may, of course, find 

themselves effectively landed with a plurality of 

(perhaps overlapping, perhaps conflicting) 

identities. At other times, equally, when things 

are relatively all right with them, these 

questions may simply not arise; their personal and 

cultural identities may be so secure as to be 

simply taken for granted. (213-14). 

Montefiore's observation applies quite well to Gold's 

situation. There is little need for soul-searching when 

one's life is going well. But for Gold, whose identity is 

under attack and who has an underlying sense of inadequacy, 

the conflicting pressures become such that he would be 

exceedingly obtuse were he not to be affected by them. 
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Gold is further impelled toward this case because of 

the reaction of his partner to the possibilities of 

conspiracy that Gold has unearthed. Previously, Sullivan 

and Gold were so attuned to their partnership that they 

finished each other's sentences. Now, with the Randolph 

case still open, Sullivan doesn't understand Gold's interest 

in the Klein case. For the first time in the film, Gold 

consciously recognizes that he is different from Sullivan, 

and that he has an inescapable tie to other Jews. 

The scene in the passport office defines the new 

relationship Gold has with Sullivan. It is also the scene 

in which the audience first sees Gold redefine himself, not 

just in his relationship with Sullivan, but as Other. Gold 

begins the conversation by trying to include Sullivan in his 

investigation, but Sullivan is too wrapped up in the 

Randolph case even to feign interest: 

GOLD: I was out all night on this. Now tell me 

what you make of this. I got a picture of this 

woman, taken in Wisconsin. Nice old Jewish woman 

with a tommy gun. All right? What is she doing 

with an invoice for these tommy guns, the 

basement? I got a . . . last night . . . I got 

Israeli heavy hitters coming in. I've got some 

guy on the roof. I . . . 
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SULLIVAN: Bob. Hey, Bob, hey. Get out of it. 

We've got a job to do. Tonight the balloon goes 

up. The old days, Bobby, huh? You bust a case, 

bottle comes out, you stick your feet up on the 

filing cabinet, hey? We lure Randolph out and we 

take him in. You got it? Third and Racine, you 

got it? 

Sullivan makes a distinction between Gold's case, which is 

an investigation, and the Randolph case, which is no longer 

being investigated. They have found their criminal; now he 

must be apprehended. This is the payoff of the 

investigation. The previous morning, Sullivan's attitude 

and his excitement would undoubtedly have been Gold's as 

well, but his encounter with the Kleins has begun to change 

his alliances. 

In this scene, Mamet emphasizes the ties Gold and 

Sullivan have, as well as the breaking of those ties, to 

prepare the viewer for the impact of Gold's conversion 

later. Though he is still investigating, Gold has already 

drawn some conclusions. He tells Sullivan, "I think it's 

some sort of conspiracy." But Sullivan reacts much the way 

Gold did earlier; he discounts it: 
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GOLD: They said someone was shooting at them. 

SULLIVAN: Someone was shooting at them, the Jew 

family? 

GOLD: Yes. 

SULLIVAN: And was there someone shooting at them, 

hmm, Bob? . . . Hey. You got some heavy troubles 

on your mind, huh? Babe? We'll work it out. 

We'll play some cops and robbers. We'll bust this 

Big Criminal. We'll swagger around. Huh? 

GOLD: You're like my family, Tim. 

SULLIVAN: Bob. I am your family. 

Though it does not appear that Sullivan is consciously aware 

that Gold has removed his primary allegiance from his 

partner, he tries to bring Gold back into the fold by 

reminding him of their camaraderie and offering it for the 

future. Gold's remark, "You're like my family, Tim," is 

significant in two ways. It is poignant because it is 

probably about as verbally affectionate as Gold is capable 

of being at this point. It is also accurate; Sullivan is 

like his family, but he is not Gold's family. Since Mamet 

does not offer any information about Gold's biological ties 

to father, mother, or siblings, Gold appears to be left with 

only two choices—a pseudo-family of cops created by Gold 

out of his need to belong and the blood ties he has to other 
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Jews and which, we learn later in the film, he has rejected 

his entire life. 

Gold repeatedly attempts to get Sullivan to take the 

Klein case seriously. He seems to want Sullivan to be his 

partner on this case, to recreate the relationship that he 

is accustomed to. Perhaps he sees Sullivan as a safety 

valve that would ensure that Gold would not become closely 

and personally involved with issues of his Jewishness. With 

Sullivan on the case with him, Gold would be less likely to 

take the case so personally, and he could return to his 

professional and aloof manner with the Kleins. With 

Sullivan to support him, he could fall back into his easy 

fellowship and superficial banter and avoid reconsidering 

the values and religious philosophy that the Kleins have 

brought to the surface. At the same time, Gold seems to 

have already crossed a threshold in which his family ties to 

his fellow officers have become tenuous: 

GOLD: I got this piece of paper I found. 

"Grofaz." 

SULLIVAN: "Grofaz." What does it mean? 

GOLD: I don't know what it means, but I got this 

fella on the roof. At the Jewish house. . . 

SULLIVAN: What was he doing? Shooting at them? 

GOLD: I don't know. 
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SULLIVAN: Well, then drop it. Bobby. For 

Chrissake. I don't get it. 

GOLD: Maybe you don't want to get it. 

SULLIVAN: What do you mean? 

GOLD: Nothing. 

SULLIVAN: What do you mean? Cause I ain't a Yid? 

GOLD: Well, you ain't a Yid. 

SULLIVAN: And so, what? I'm an anti-Semite? 

What the fuck are you saying? 

GOLD: It's just not your thing, Tim. It's not 

your thing. It's my thing, okay? 

SULLIVAN: Bob, I want to tell you what the Old 

Whore said, and this is the truest thing I know. 

When you start coming with the customers, it's 

time to quit. What is this . . . ? 

GOLD: It's the strap the guy tore off my holster. 

SULLIVAN: Well. Go and get it fixed, will you? 

Go take a cooling walk, something. 

GOLD: You mad at me? 

SULLIVAN: Yeah, I'm mad at you. I'm not going to 

invite you to my birthday party, you dumb kike. 

Go get your holster fixed. 

Though the two argue, Mamet is careful to show the affection 

they have between them. Sullivan clearly cares for Gold. 
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Yet in the short amount of time that Gold has been exposed 

to the Kleins, he has already begun making associations with 

them. Whereas a few hours previous, Gold denied his Jewish 

ties—"Hey, not my people, baby"—now he embraces them. 

Sullivan's remark about the whore asserts, and rightly so, 

that taking a case personally is not what a professional 

does, and because Gold is taking it personally, he distances 

himself even further from his professional bonds and his 

loyalty to his fellow officers. 

This passage also suggests the "them versus us" 

mentality that underlies Gold's relationship with his fellow 

officers. Mamet contrasts Sullivan's use of the words yid 

and kike, terms apparently inoffensive to Gold coming from a 

member of his adopted family, with Patterson's earlier use 

of the word kike, which both Sullivan and Gold find 

offensive. Sullivan resents Gold's implication that he 

cannot understand Gold's interest in the case because he is 

not Jewish. Sullivan also rejects Gold's suggestion that he 

has more in common with the Kleins than with his fellow 

officers. To Sullivan, the Kleins are the outsiders, the 

"customers." 

In this scene, Sullivan is also suddenly concerned that 

Gold's holster strap is torn. The strap is a support, the 

part of the holster that keeps a cop's gun in place so it 
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will be there when he needs it. Just as the gun has lost 

the support that makes it available at the time of need, so 

has Gold lost the support that his fellow cops have been 

able to provide, a family that has enabled Gold to avoid his 

blood ties to other Jews. 

Intrigued by the evidence he has uncovered, Gold 

launches himself into what will become a journey into self-

discovery. In his subsequent investigation into this group, 

he is confronted again and again by the question of 

identity. He meets a Jewish scholar in a library where he 

is investigating neo-Nazi use of the word Grofaz, which he 

has discovered to be an acronym for Hitler. The scholar 

tries earnestly to discuss with him the difference between 

the five-pointed star, the star depicted on Gold's badge, 

symbolizing earth, "the five senses, the Chinese five 

elements, the five fingers of the hand," and the mogen 

david, the six-pointed star, "the intersection of the 

opposites and can be deconstructed into heaven and earth." 

Gay Brewer suggests that the pentagram "proves Gold's tie to 

the physical, the base, the spiritually limited" (152). But 

Mamet's scene is more complicated than that. Certainly Gold 

is "spiritually limited," but so is the mogen david. The 

Star of David is more closely associated with Jewish 

nationalism and Jewish identity (Frankel and Teutsch 161) 
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than with spirituality. In The Encyclopedia of Jewish 

Symbols, Ellen Frankel and Betsy Platkin Teutsch explain: 

With Jewish emancipation following the French 

Revolution, Jews began to look for a symbol to 

represent themselves comparable to the cross used 

by their Christian neighbors. They settled upon 

the six-pointed star. . . . Ironically the 

religious Jews of Europe and the Orient . . . 

accepted this secularized emblem of the 

enlightened Jews as a legitimate Jewish symbol, 

even though it had no religious content or 

scriptural basis. 

When Theodor Herzl looked for a symbol for the 

new Zionist movement/ he chose the Star of David 

because it was so well known and also because it 

had no religious associations. In time, it 

appeared in the center of the flag of the new 

Jewish state of Israel and has become associated 

with national redemption. (162) 

So the discussion of the six-pointed star suggests that 

Mamet is trying to make his audience jump to the same 

conclusions that Gold does—that Zionism is equated with 

spirituality, and being a Zionist is being a good Jew. 
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The scholar indicates to Gold that the key to 

understanding the mogen david is found in the Book of 

Esther, but since Gold can't read Hebrew, he is not only 

marked as an outsider, but this deficiency becomes, to Gold, 

another strike against his identity: "You say you're a Jew, 

but you can't read Hebrew. What are you then?" Gold's 

feelings of difference, reinforced by his conversation with 

Sullivan, disturb him. He is Other with both Christians and 

Jews. 

Mamet uses Gold's inability to read Hebrew, as well as 

his earlier inability to speak Yiddish, to generate interest 

in both the protagonist and the viewer. Both instances 

involve a secret that neither the protagonist nor the 

audience is privileged to know. Just as Mamet makes his 

audience wonder about the knife in House of Games and the 

coin in Things Change, so he uses Gold's unfamiliarity with 

Hebrew and Yiddish to generate the same kind of interest. 

In On Directing Film, Mamet reproduces his work with a class 

at Columbia University Film School where he discusses this 

very issue with a student: 

MAMET: I'll ask you another question: which is 

more interesting—if we read what he's writing on 

the tab or if we don't read what he's writing? 
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STUDENT: If we don't. 

MAMET: Exactly so. It's much more interesting if 

we don't read what he's writing. Because if we 

read what he's writing, then the sneaky purpose of 

the scene becomes to narrate, doesn't it? . . . 

What's the effect of this [concealment] on the 

audience? 

STUDENT: It arouses their curiosity. (26-7) 

By allowing just enough of the story to pique both Gold's 

and the audience's curiosity, Mamet both moves the story 

forward and keeps the audience engaged by the drama. 

Although the scholar speaks of a "secret" in the book 

of Esther, the story of Esther itself clearly adds to the 

suggestion that Gold should identify himself as a Jew. 

Esther is the Jew who keeps her identity secret and becomes 

the Queen of King Ahasuerus of Persia. When Haman, the 

prime minister, engineers a decree from the King that all 

Jews must be killed, Esther finally reveals herself to be a 

Jew and convinces the King to rescind the decree. Even if 

the audience wonders about the secret of The Book of Esther, 

those who are familiar with the Old Testament would 

immediately recognize its significance and apply it to Gold. 

This particular clue would likely be more apparent to Jews 

than to non-Jews because the festival of Purim is celebrated 
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to commemorate the deliverance of the Jews from Haitian's 

persecution. 

Gold's discovery at the library of the secret Zionist 

organization, called simply Two-Twelve after the street 

number of their headquarters, leads him further into 

circumstances that require him to test himself and his 

loyalties. Ostensibly, he hopes to contact the group in 

order to enlist its aid in deciphering the mystery of the 

old woman's murder. He tells them, "I need help. I want to 

know why she was killed." Neither his actions nor his words 

reflect the professional demeanor of a police officer. This 

is clearly a personal quest. 

Gold discovers that one of the "heavy hitters" at the 

Klein house, a man called Benjamin, is the leader of Two-

Twelve. Benjamin tells Gold that the old woman was indeed 

running guns and that she was a hero in Israel. He appeals 

to Gold's attraction to heroic action and to his newfound 

interest in his heritage. He entices Gold by suggesting 

that he is the kind of man they need, "Good Americans who 

are good Jews." He appeals to Gold's sense of romanticism: 

"You'd like to fight for your home." Richard Shusterman in 

"Next Year in Jerusalem? Postmodern Jewish Identity and the 

Myth of the Return" notes that 
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For quite a time, and especially in the sixties 

and seventies (when it was a promisingly socialist 

state and in many other ways a more hopeful and 

just society than it is today), Israel represented 

perhaps the only real chance for secular Jewish 

fulfillment. Particularly in the Diaspora, it 

offered a unique opportunity for a radical and 

romantic redefinition of themselves as Jews, an 

opportunity to be meaningfully and committedly 

Jewish without being religious, and with the added 

bonus of no longer belonging to a cultural or 

religious minority. (292) 

Though the Zionist appeal, the possibility of being himself 

a hero, is very powerful to Gold, and he thinks he is 

willing to commit to these heroic men and women and their 

cause, he discovers that he is unable to comply with their 

only demand. They want the original list of names that Gold 

found in the basement of the variety store, the list that he 

has already tagged as evidence. 

Benjamin suggests that he requires this list as proof 

that Gold is a good Jew, and the list is the only thing he 

will accept as proof of Gold's loyalty to them. He writes 

Gold's name in Hebrew, and demands that Gold decide where 

his loyalties lie. Gold wants desperately to be the good 
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Jew that Benjamin wants him to be, but he is unwilling to 

betray the trust that has been invested in him by his 

colleagues. And even though his need to belong clouds his 

judgment, he won't prove his loyalty to them by betraying 

his job and his co-workers: 

BENJAMIN: . . . Are you a Jew, Mr. Gold? 

GOLD: Yes. 

BENJAMIN: Then be a Jew! You can't take that 

list. How long your resolution lasts. Until the 

first unpleasantness. 

GOLD: I am a sworn police officer. I . . . 

BENJAMIN: Where are your loyalties? You want the 

glory, you want the home, you are willing to do 

nothing . . . 

GOLD: I . . . I took an oath. . . 

Benjamin's diatribe reinforces the notion that these 

particular Jews are extremists, radical Zionists. 

Shusterman defines radical Zionism as the belief that "only 

life in Israel can be fully and authentically Jewish, and 

can definitively and decisively resolve our problems of 

Jewish identity and unity" (299). 

Benjamin's taunting of Gold is reminiscent of Billy's 

taunting of Margaret Ford in House of Games: "You're all the 

time you want to help me. . . . It's talk, and it's just 



149 

talk. The whole thing is a con game. You do nothing." 

Both Billy and Benjamin question the two protagonists' 

commitment to what is important. Billy suggests Margaret 

must involve herself personally in order to prove that she 

really wants to help him. Benjamin suggests that Gold cannot 

be a good Jew unless he becomes a Jewish extremist, and Gold 

accepts that definition because of his need to belong. 

Again, someone has questioned his loyalty, and, again, he is 

compelled to prove himself. 

Gold finds his opportunity when he is ejected from the 

building and he sees Chava. He convinces her to let him 

help her in her "work." Like Margaret Ford, Bobby Gold has 

a need to be a part of something that has been missing from 

his past. In House of Games, the audience is never 

privileged to know exactly what has happened to Margaret to 

compel her into criminality. Here, Mamet violates his own 

tenet: "Don't let the protagonist tell the story. You tell 

the story" (Mamet On Directing 23). He uncharacteristically 

provides a background for Gold that explains his need to 

authenticate himself to others in Gold's conversation with 

Chava: 

GOLD: They said . . . I was a pussy all my life. 

They said I was a pussy because I was a Jew. And 

the cops, they'd say, send a Jew, might as well 
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send a broad on the job, send a broad through the 

door. All my goddamned life, and I listened to 

it. Uh-huh. I was the donkey. I was the clown . 

CHAVA: . . . You were the outsider. 

GOLD: Yes. 

• * * 

GOLD: I sat with those guys tonight . . . With 

heroes. Jewish guys who had nothing to prove. And 

I felt . . . I felt . . . Jesus, all my life, I 

got to be the first one in the door, and, huh, not 

for me. All for someone else. Why? Because I 

was no good. Because I'm nobody. I want to be a 

part of it, that's all. 

Gold sees himself as an outsider who continually puts 

himself at risk because he thinks he has to prove his 

courage and masculinity to others, even though he has 

twenty-two citations for valor that suggest otherwise. One 

of the qualities that he most admires about the old men at 

the head of the Zionist organization is that, as he notes, 

they have nothing to prove. Their confidence and strength 

in their identity as Jews appeal to Gold, and he desires 

that confidence and that self-awareness, so he is more than 

willing to become one of them. 
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Considering his precarious self-image, his romantic 

notion of heroism, his attraction to intrigue, and his less-

than-perfect bond to his fellow policemen, Gold's turnaround 

from anti-Semite to Jewish revolutionary and terrorist is 

not as sudden as it appears, for Gold shows all the signs of 

a romantic. He seems to share an affinity with the Jewish 

characters in Mamet's The Disappearance of the Jews. 

According to C. W. E. Bigsby, in this play, the main 

characters, one of whom is named Bobby Gould, the other, 

Joey Lewis, 

see themselves as reclaiming a Jewish identity 

that has plainly meant little to them. Feeling 

the need for some sense of ritual, they try to 

attach themselves to a Jewish experience. . . . 

Joey perversely laments his failure to experience 

the Holocaust, not because he seeks solidarity 

with those who suffered but because he feels he 

would have played a heroic role in the struggle. 

(41) 

In a draft of the screenplay, Gold was named Ross 

(Homicide script). Mamet may have changed the name to allow 

the similarity of Gold and Gould to suggest a parallel 

between the play and the film. The character of Bobby Gold 

may combine elements of both Gould and Lewis: he is drawn to 
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heroism, and he is desperate to reclaim a Jewish heritage. 

There are also parallels to the Bobby Gould of Speed-the-

Plow who must decide whether to make a prison movie or a 

film about spiritual redemption and who comes up short on 

the spiritual side. 

Unfortunately, Gold does not seem to realize that he is 

reacting to the Zionists in the same way he says he reacted 

to everyone else. In order to prove that he is a Jew, he 

must once again prove his courage and manhood. Gold has 

mistaken being an Israeli nationalist for being a Jew. He 

has not captured that spiritual connection that underlies 

religious conviction. Without that spirituality, Gold is 

simply performing for another group to which he wants to 

belong. 

Chava, apparently out of compassion, "allows" Gold to 

help her in an act of terrorism against a neo-Nazi press 

hidden in a hobby shop. Not surprisingly, Gold grabs the 

bomb from Chava so that he can prove his heroism. Inside 

the shop, he sees plenty of propaganda to bolster his 

resolve, including a pamphlet that equates being Jewish with 

effeminacy. He carries out his mission: the shop blows up, 

and he and Chava return to the diner. 

In a typical Mamet twist, Gold discovers that he has 

been conned by Two-Twelve. They now have photographic 
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evidence that he has committed an act of terrorism, and they 

use it to blackmail him to get the list that they wanted 

originally. Gold again refuses, "I can't. It's evidence. 

Why, why do you want me to prove myself to . . . haven't I 

done that tonight?" Benjamin replies, "We don't want you to 

prove yourself. We want that list." No one in Two-Twelve 

has been concerned with Gold's Jewishness or his spiritual 

well-being or his return to the fold. Their loyalty is to 

Israel, and Gold discovers too late that his own loyalty has 

been misplaced. 

While Gold's journey to self-discovery has been 

unfolding, so has the Randolph case. Gold, in his role as 

skilled negotiator, had promised Randolph's mother that if 

she turned her son in, he would be there to make sure that 

her son was not harmed. The meeting was set for 5:00 a.m. 

Gold's adventure with the terrorists takes place on the 

same night, or rather early morning, of the meeting, and as 

a result Gold misses his appointment. Because he is not 

there according to plan, the bust goes sour. Even though 

the cops are pinned down outside by gunfire, Gold braves the 

danger, gets inside the building, and arrives just in time 

to see his partner die. Gold's fury at himself, and his 

pain, propels him after Randolph. For perhaps the first 

time, Gold acts, not to prove himself, but out of genuine 
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feeling. Gold has betrayed both his partner and Randolph's 

mother by not being there to play his part in the arrest and 

averting the violence that would kill his partner and 

perhaps her son. He clearly understands and reacts to his 

responsibility in this tragedy. The theme of loyalty and 

betrayal is underscored when Gold tells Randolph during 

their confrontation, "I killed my partner, and your mother 

turned you in." Randolph is shot by other officers when he 

is distracted by the thought of his mother's betrayal. 

Mamet emphasizes the commonality that exists between 

Randolph and Gold by creating a painful tableau of the two 

injured men together, one lying on top of a concrete slab, 

the other leaning against it. 

Homicide was screened for a Jewish audience in Los 

Angeles before the film was released and many Jewish leaders 

were concerned that the depiction of a radical Jewish 

underground would contribute to a negative stereotype of 

Jews (Magida 69). Mamet counters by comparing himself to 

Spike Lee, who "'makes movies about black people, by black 

people, for black people. That's what this movie was about 

for me. It was a "non-export" view of American Jewishness"1 

(qtd. in Magida 69). Arthur Magida of the Baltimore Jewish 

Times points out that, like Spike Lee films, Mamet's film 

will be seen by many non-Jews, and he questions the 
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impression audiences will have of Jews from Mamet's film: 

"Are they clannish? Duplicitous? Unsure of their own 

identity? Or so sure of themselves that their loyalty is to 

their tribe and to their land, which, as some people may 

claim, is not America?" (69) . In his response to Magida, 

Mamet said that the film is a personal one, not intended to 

send a message, and he relies, predictably, on his stock 

answer: "I have never felt that it's the dramatist's job to 

manipulate the audience into feeling something or to do 

something or to think something. It's a film. That's all 

it is" (69). Mamet's explanation, however, is utterly 

inconsistent with much of the rest of his rhetoric. His 

films are clearly intended to make us think about the issues 

that are important to him, as is clear from virtually 

everything else he has said regarding genre, Eisenstein, and 

Bettelheim, even if his manipulation does not typically 

extend to the precise conclusions we are to reach. 

More believable is that Mamet's film is, as he says, 

"'not about "them," whoever "them" is. It's about me'" 

(qtd. in Magida 69). And underlying all these comments is 

his definition of the purpose of theater, which is quite 

translatable to film: "The purpose of the theatre, to me, 

is to examine the paradox between the fact that everyone 

tries to do well but that few, if any, succeed. The theatre 
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concerns metaphysics; our relationship to God; and ethics or 

our relationships to each other" (qtd. in Roudane 77). 

Mamet has chosen to make a film that addresses an issue 

that is important to him personally—the need to embrace 

religion and one's religious community—and at the same 

time, refuses to resolve that issue. In an interview with 

Hillary DeVries in 1984, Mamet complains about our disregard 

for spirituality in our lives: 

We are spiritually bankrupt—that's what's wrong 

with this country. We don't take Sundays off. We 

don't pray. We don't regenerate our spirit. 

These things aren't luxuries. . . . The spirit has 

to be replenished. There has to be time for 

reflection, introspection, and a certain amount of 

awe and wonder. (22) 

Dennis Carroll suggests that Mamet's characters' lack of 

spirituality explains their alienation from others: 

"Because most of his characters have little sense of such an 

inner life, they have no way of making real contact with 

each other. . . . Contact ripening into communion is the 

salvation that Mamet hints at" (21) . In Homicide, Gold may 

indeed be damned because he lacks this "inner life." 

Hampered by a spiritual void that he tries to compensate for 

through deeds, whether being the first through the door in a 
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bust or bombing a neo-Nazi storefront, he is unable to 

establish a connection with either his closest allies, the 

cops he works with, or the members of Two-Twelve, whose 

commitment to their cause is unshakable. 

Yet, it is not necessary to be an extremist to be a 

Jew. Gold's lack of faith again explains his inability to 

recognize that turning over evidence to Zionists does not 

make him a good Jew. The kinds of actions that bring fame 

and respect in police work or terrorist organizations are 

not necessarily the qualities that one brings to one's inner 

religious life. Two-Twelve tests Gold's loyalty, but it 

does not test his faith, and it is faith that Bobby Gold so 

desperately needs. J. Hoberman astutely notes that Gold's 

dilemma finds resonance in Philip Roth's The Counterlifei "A 

Jew without Jews, without Judaism, without Zionism, without 

Jewishness, without a temple or an army or even a pistol, a 

Jew clearly without a home, just the object itself, like a 

glass or an apple" (15-16). 

In "The Decoration of Jewish Houses," Mamet laments the 

tendency of some Jews, if not to deny their Jewish heritage, 

to belittle it. He cites the same cliche Bobby Gold of 

Homicide uses in his telephone conversation with his partner 

and that Bobby Gold of The Disappearance of the Jews (11) 

complains of: "If you have been persecuted all these 
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thousands of years, isn't it possible that you are doing 

something to bring it about?" (13). In Mamet's short play, 

Goldberg Street, a man talks to his daughter about his 

experience in World War II and relates the same sense of 

inferiority that Gold in Homicide reflects. Like Gold, he 

has a talent his companions do not have, and though he knows 

those around him are guilty of anti-Semitism, he feels he 

had to prove himself: "They sent me for a joke. Because I 

read the compass. I was glad to go. I knew they thought me 

ludicrous. Our shame is that we feel they're right" (34). 

In describing his own experience of being Jewish, Mamet 

explains what it is to be "'racially' Jewish" by saying, 

"among ourselves, we shared the wonderful, the warm, and the 

comforting codes, language, jokes, and attitudes which make 

up the consolations of strangers in a strange land" 

("Decoration" 8). And in the same essay, he says "God bless 

those in all generations who have embraced their Jewishness. 

We are a beautiful people and a good people, and a 

magnificent and ancient history of thought and action lives 

in our literature and lives in our blood" (13). 

Gold shares a common language and way of thinking about 

law enforcement with his fellow detectives. But he does not 

feel as if he were truly one of them. His relationship with 

them is not one of confidence, but one in which he must 
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constantly prove to himself that he is "doing his job." 

Bobby Gold does see himself as a stranger in a strange land, 

and he yearns for the comfort of the kind of inclusion with 

other Jews that Mamet describes. He needs the kind of 

confidence and comfort that being one of a "beautiful people 

and a good people" provides. 

Mamet appears to be saying here that Zionism is not the 

same as Jewishness. As Michael Krausz points out, 

[UJp until the Zionist revolution there was a more 

or less unified view that a necessary component of 

Jewish consciousness was religious practice. Then 

Zionism rejected religiosity as a necessary 

condition of Jewishness, and in its early stages 

even required that Jewishness exclude religiosity. 

In its place the Zionists substituted nationality. 

( 2 7 4 ) 

The secular nature of Zionists, many of whom are agnostic, 

does not seem to be enough for Mamet. The Zionists in the 

film are not depicted positively, but neither are they 

representative of all Jews, as Magida fears. 

Perhaps the answer to Gold's dilemma is in something 

Mamet said several years ago of his work in general: "I hope 

what I'm arguing for, finally and lately, has been an a 

priori spirituality. Let's look at the things that finally 
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matter. We need to be loved; we need to be secure; we need 

to help each other; we need to work'" (qtd. in Bigsby 133). 

Though Bobby Gold searches for these things in his 

relationship with the Zionists, he is unable to find them. 

It is actually in his working and personal relationship with 

Tim Sullivan that he has come closest to achieving them. 

And with his betrayal of his partner, he has lost his chance 

to belong with his colleagues. Between the two, he has lost 

all those things, as Mamet says "that finally matter"—the 

need "to be loved," "to be secure," "to help each other," 

"to work" (133). 

Finally, Gold has betrayed himself by not realizing 

until too late where his loyalties truly lie, a betrayal 

that causes him to lose everything that he finally realizes 

was important to him—his friendship with his partner and 

his respected position on the police force. (He is still a 

cop, but no longer a respected one.) Gold's inability to 

understand himself and his spirituality has kept him even 

from recognizing those things that "finally matter." At the 

end of the film, Gold has been taken off homicide duty, and 

his fellow detectives greet him rather vaguely. Since he 

was carrying copies of the pictures of his terrorism when he 

was shot, it is likely they have discovered them, though no 

mention is made of this. Lieutenant Senna informs him 
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cursorily, "We solved your case for you." Gold's original 

conclusion had been right: the woman was killed in a 

robbery. As he looks through the case file, he sees a 

report on GROFAZT pigeon feed. He is completely alone and 

bereft; now he truly "belongs nowhere." As Combs notes, 

Mamet's well-known use of language provides one of the more 

ironic jokes of the film, that Gold's fate hinged on a play 

on words (16). 

Mamet, speaking of American Buffalo as a tragedy, said 

this of endings: "Endings in tragedies are resolved. The 

protagonist undergoes a reversal of the situation, a 

recognition of the state, and we have a certain amount of 

cleansing" (qtd. in Roudane 75). Gold, indeed, undergoes 

reversal and recognition. Gold is clearly aware of his 

loss, but is he aware of why he has lost? Mamet may be 

offering a thematic clue to what he is up to through Walter 

B. Wells, the prisoner who is being processed at the 

beginning of the film and breaks Gold's holster strap when 

he struggles for Gold's gun, and then appears again at the 

end of the film. Wells has killed his wife and three 

children, and in the earlier scene, he offers, by way of 

apology, to tell Gold the nature of evil. Wells asks Gold, 

"Would you like to know how to solve the problem of evil?" 

Gold replies, "No, man. Cause if I did, then I'd be out of 
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a job." Gold's meeting with Wells functions narratively by 

beginning the series of incidents in which Gold loses his 

gun. He meets Wells again in the final scene of the film 

when Gold sits quietly contemplating his circumstances. 

Wells seems to give him a look of compassion, silently 

suggesting that each now knows the nature of evil, perhaps 

the loss—of loved ones, of security, of work, and the 

ability to serve that Mamet speaks of—that both men have 

suffered through their own agency. If this painful insight 

qualifies as cleansing, then Homicide is indeed a tragedy. 

One could conclude, as does Kauffmann, that Detective 

Gold is left "stranded and bilked." But it is not what 

happens to Gold at the end of the film that Mamet is 

interested in, it is what we, the audience, make of it that 

compels Mamet to write open-ended conclusions. If the film 

is to make us think, there can be no easy endings. Pat 

answers do not promote introspection. As in House of Games, 

the questions the film raises can only be answered by the 

individual. I think that Mamet, as an individual, has an 

answer, but he doesn't impose that answer on his audience. 

He leaves his endings ambiguous, so each of us can interpret 

them as we need at any particular point in our lives. 
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Notes 

1 The conflict for Ness comes between being idealistic 

and being realistic, between fighting crime effectively and 

clinging to one's moral convictions but succumbing to 

ineffectuality because of the corrupt system. So the 

morally defensible position becomes confused. Does one 

cling to one's moral imperatives and allow innocent children 

to be killed or step outside the law and one's convictions 

in order to effect a greater good? 

2 All quotations from Homicide come from the film 

rather than the screenplay unless otherwise noted. 



CHAPTER VI 

OLEANNA 

Given the enthusiasm with which David Mamet has 

expounded his theories of filmmaking, Oleanna (1994) is a 

surprising fourth film in which he disregards virtually 

every principle he has held regarding filmmaking. Because 

the film is so closely based on his 1992 play of the same 

name, it is impossible to discuss the film without using 

discussion generated by the play. With a few establishing 

shots situating the action at a college, a bit of collegial 

backdrop between major scenes, and a few inconsequential 

scenes showing John in other locales—a washroom, a hotel, 

his house—thrown in for good measure, Mamet's film is 

virtually identical to his play.1 Though of all his major 

plays, Oleanna seems least adaptable according to his own 

tenets, Mamet is still able to generate his characteristic 

ambiguity through his focus on social issues. In this film, 

however, the audience is more concerned with what the film 

is about rather than what the film means. 

That he has chosen to adapt Oleanna in spite of his own 
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views may suggest that his reason for doing so is less 

artistic than commercial. Following closely on the heels of 

Anita Hill's testimony during the Clarence Thomas hearings, 

Oleanna presented issues regarding sexual harassment that 

were already in the news. Mamet asserts that he wrote the 

play prior to the Supreme Court hearings: 

I wrote it before all that happened and put it 

away because it seemed far-fetched. . . . Then 

that whole thing happened. I looked at it again 

and thought, "Maybe it's not so far-fetched." 

I wrote it because I live in Boston and have a 

lot of friends in academia. I started hearing 

stories about sexual harassment from students, 

faculty, administrators-and they were shocking to 

me. It was a whole area of human endeavor I never 

knew existed. I guess I have my head in the sand. 

So I started writing this fantasy. (qtd. in Fine) 

Mamet's use of the word fantasy is, I think, misleading. 

While the situation in Oleanna may be a professor's worst 

nightmare, a fantasy is typically a narrative that presents 

events that are impossible or, at the very least, improbable 

in real life. Mamet's own words suggest that the opposite 

is true: Mamet's decision to write the play was based on his 
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notion that the events are not "far-fetched," in other 

words, not a fantasy. 

Whether Oleanna is even a good drama by Mamet's 

standards is arguable. In an interview with Hank Nuwer in 

1985, Mamet stated, "The purpose of the theater is not 

primarily to deal with social issues; it's to deal with 

spiritual issues" (9). Mamet's description of the genesis 

of the play seems to contradict this statement. The issues 

raised in Oleanna could be better characterized as 

.intellectual than spiritual, as a writer for the Jerusalem 

Post described it—"more thesis than theater" ("Mamet 

Asks"). 

Mamet also insists that Oleanna does not suggest that 

one view in the political correctness debate is better than 

another: 

It's a polemical, rather than a didactic, work. 

It's not my part to flog one point of view. I 

don't have an ax to grind. That's why the play 

got people so furious. You've got people on both 

sides, each trying to do right—and they arrive at 

a place where they destroy each other. (qtd. in 

Fine) 

Even if Mamet has "no ax to grind, " because Carol is 
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presented so unsympathetically, it is difficult to see the 

characterizations as even-handed. While John is clearly 

insufferable, Carol punishes him out of all proportion to 

his crime of being a self-satisfied pedant, a charge 

certainly more plausible than rape. 

Mamet says that he decided to do the film in response 

to the audience reaction to the play: "It shocked me. 

People got so involved in a way I would never have 

contemplated, let alone expected" (qtd. in Fine). Richard 

Stayton describes an encounter Mamet has with students from 

Brown University who find the play confusing on the first 

preview night of Oleanna: 

"People in my generation use the word 

provocative," Mamet responds, "and you use the 

word confusing. The kind of drama you're used to 

is like cartoons where the good people wear white 

hats and the bad black." 

"But this issue of date rape," interjects a 

woman in her early 20s: "Is this play politically 

irresponsible? An audience, seeing her. . . . " 

Mamet doesn't allow the student to make her 

point: "Politically irresponsible?! We call that 

art. Women by their sex are not debarred from 

making a false accusation. Your generation grew 
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up with nothing to look forward to. My generation 

is trying to hold on to what we have. What you 

look out and see is a complete lie. The society 

is falling apart—but as Spengler says, this 

happens to all societies—but you ask, *What is 

there fun to do out there?' Sex is terrifying. 

Friendship is terrifying. There are no jobs. You 

can't talk to your parents. The play is about two 

people trying to make sense of life." 

Stayton notes that Mamet "reacts much like his play's 

professor, baffled by a young woman's anger." Further, 

Mamet's argument degenerates into comments on life as little 

connected to the specifics of the issue as is John's attempt 

to explain his educational theory when what Carol is 

questioning is her grade. Both responses are abstract, 

without real-world application, though certainly Mamet could 

have easily argued more specifically about why his play is 

not "politically irresponsible." 

Mamet was aware that making a film of his play was 

incompatible with his theories. He admits the contradiction 

between his theory and practice with some chagrin in an 

interview on the South Bank Show: 

Here I am, plagued by self-generated theories my 

whole life, enthralled and on record as a devotee 
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of the works of Sergei Eisenstein and his theory 

of montage, stuck with a chatty piece of 

moviemaking. Two people in a movie for an hour 

and a half. Coincidentally, I think that the 

movie Oleanna works very, very well, but I don't 

know why. . . . I'm a little bit perplexed because 

it tends to blow a lot of my theories right out of 

the water. 

Mamet's evaluation of the film is remarkable because 

virtually everything about the film tends to reinforce his 

theories rather than negate them. 

Oleanna has only two characters in both film and play. 

The play is in three scenes, and the film, too, breaks down 

into three major parts, but with intermittent scenes that 

indicate time has passed. Each part consists of lengthy 

conversation and a physical confrontation. In part one, 

Carol, a student, goes to see John, a professor at a 

presumably Ivy League college, to speak to him about a 

failing grade she has received on a paper. He is distracted 

because he is receiving tenure and buying a house. During 

the course of the meeting, and amidst several phone calls, 

they discuss her difficulties in class and his theories of 

education. The only significant action occurs when she 

becomes upset. In the published play script, he puts his 
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arm around her (36). In the film, he physically sits her 

down in a chair in an attempt to calm her. In part two, 

they discuss the sexual harassment charges Carol has 

apparently made to the tenure committee following their 

encounter in part one. When she becomes agitated, according 

to the play script, he "restrains her from leaving" (57). 

In part three, he has lost his tenure bid and is under 

suspension. He attempts to talk her out of her charges and 

in the course of their conversation discovers that she may 

also charge him with attempted rape. When she insists that 

he stop calling his wife "baby," he loses control and 

physically attacks her. 

The play is performed in a single set, John's office. 

In the film, the primary setting is also John's office where 

the characters move around freely between an inner office 

and an adjoining conference room. Any movement outside 

those rooms seems to be prompted not by plot, but by the 

desire to keep Oleanna from looking like a filmed play. 

John and Carol do occasionally leave the office, such as 

when John goes to a classroom where he has apparently left a 

book with notes regarding his pending house purchase tucked 

inside, and Carol follows him. But the movement from his 

office to the classroom is not necessitated by the plot; he 

could have easily found the book in his office, since there 
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is nothing in the ensuing conversation that would have 

benefited by the classroom setting. This strategy opens up 

the film slightly, but not significantly. 

Although Mamet has repeatedly indicated that he is 

mindful of the difference in writing for film and stage, he 

seems to have abandoned his principles in Oleanna. In an 

interview with Michael Earley following his scripting of The 

Postman Always Rings Twice, Mamet said, "In a movie you're 

trying to show what the characters did and in a play they're 

trying to convey what they want" ("Playwrights" 37). Given 

this precept, the film should never have been made as it 

was. While the images in the film tell us precisely what 

the characters are doing, the emphasis is clearly on 

conveying what they want through the characters' long, self-

indulgent explications. 

Mamet is clearly disregarding his tenets regarding the 

difference between narrative in drama and film: 

In a play . . . the only way you have to convey 

the action of the plot is through the action of 

the characters, what they say to each other. With 

a movie, the action has to be advanced 

narratively. To advance it through the dialogue 

is just boring; it is not the proper exploitation 

of the form. (qtd. in Vallely 46) 
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In Oleanna, the only real action—the physical struggles 

between John and Carol—serves to punctuate the end of each 

scene. In the film, John and Carol reveal what they want 

through their dialogue, not through action. Choosing to 

advance the narrative through dialogue is clearly 

antithetical to Mamet's own conception of film as a 

narrative medium. 

So in Oleanna there is no real narrative designed to 

engage the audience. There is much conversation, and there 

are some very provocative ideas, but Mamet seems to have 

little interest here in appealing to our unconscious or 

encouraging our involvement in the story. We are to be 

engaged by the issues presented to us. Our opportunity to 

interpret comes by observing the limited actions and 

listening to the words of the characters. Our involvement 

is an intellectual one that comes from discussing the ideas 

presented before and after we leave the theater. Stanley 

Kauffmann, beginning his review of the film with a 

discussion of the play, notes that the play "left me 

uncertain, distanced. I hadn't expected a 'solution,' but I 

had expected to be more greatly involved" ("Office Hours" 

24) . He also suggests that it is because Mamet has focused 

on "concrete social ideas" that he has 
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stripped his characters of the mysterious or 

quasi-mythical qualities that often attend his 

people. But if he did indeed tell himself that he 

had to put aside his characteristic art in order 

to do this job, he paid a price for the choice. 

(24) 

Peter Rainer also notes the loss of universality in the 

film, suggesting that "for us to sympathize with Carol's 

destruction of John's career, we have to connect to some 

larger rage in her. . . . But 'Oleanna,' at least on film, 

never makes it to the archetypal stage" ("Mamet's ^Oleanna'" 

F4). Roger Ebert found the play "one of the most 

stimulating experiences I've had in a theater," yet finds 

the film inadequate, lacking "fire and passion." 

William Macy, who originated the part of John on stage 

and reprises his role in the film, insists that there is no 

ambiguity to be explored in Oleanna, a very un-Mametlike 

suggestion. In his discussion of the play on National 

Public Radio, he describes the reaction of viewers and 

offers his own viewpoint: 

I always find it fascinating that audiences come 

in to this play and because it's such a hot button 

issue, and they bring so much anger to the party 

that they have a tendency to want to interpret the 
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play. They can't accept what they see before 

their very eyes. They want to figure out, well, 

what's the angle. They just can't accept that 

it's a professor who is very full of himself and 

is biting the hand that feeds him, when it comes 

to the educational system and the university. 

They can't accept that this is a girl who's lost— 

a young girl who's found herself in a top-notch 

university, probably, and is completely over her 

head. She's not stupid, but she's so intimidated 

that she's floundering and they cannot accept that 

it is natural that she would glom onto a group 

that would embrace her fears and say, "here is an 

answer to the questions that you have. You're 

being shafted by men, by the university, by this 

professor in particular." That's what's presented 

and that's, from David's point of view, that's all 

there is. What you see is what you get. There's 

no hidden meaning in this play. 

Macy's straightforward explanation of Carol's behavior makes 

perfect sense, though it is surely debatable whether Mamet 

intends the play or film to be taken at face value. And 

Macy's remarks, if they do represent Mamet's point of view, 

reinforce the idea that in Oleanna, he has renounced his 



175 

basic principles regarding audience involvement. Macy's 

words suggest that the audience wants to be involved with 

the story but is not being given the opportunity. Instead 

they are asked to consider the issues he raises. 

Mamet's insistence on relying on the viewer's 

sensibility was one of the great strengths of House of 

Games. In that film, neither Margaret's actions nor her 

background are explained for the audience; indeed, Mamet's 

insistence that "there is no such thing as character other 

than habitual action" {On Directing 13) suggests that it is 

action rather than words that should define the character 

for the viewer. In House of Games, Margaret makes Freudian 

slips that give the audience hints about her past, but even 

though her mentor Maria Littaur points them out for us, 

neither character explains them. In Oleanna, Carol blames 

her difficulties at school on her socioeconomic background: 

"I come from a different social . . . a different economic . 

. . No. I . . . when I came to this school . . . Does that 

mean nothing?"2 

Although an occasional comment may suggest the need for 

a psychoanalytical interpretation, these references seem 

almost gratuitous since they don't seem to contribute to our 

understanding of either character. For'example, early in 

Oleanna, John points out that her work is substandard by 
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reading aloud from her paper, "I think that the ideas 

contained in this work express the author's feelings in a 

way that he intended, based on his results." Carol insists 

that she has done everything possible to prepare for his 

class, yet she is still unable to understand the material, 

eliciting the following exchange: 

JOHN: Look, look, I'm not your father. 

CAROL: What? 

JOHN: I'm. . . . 

CAROL: Did I say you were my father? 

JOHN: No. . . 

CAROL: Why did you say that? Why did you say 

that to me? 

Carol seems to be accusing John of something specific in 

this exchange, yet we get so little sense of the kind of 

people Carol and John really are outside John's office that 

trying to discern any underlying meaning is difficult. 

On one hand John's comment and Carol's reaction may be 

an attempt to pander to the gender wars by suggesting John's 

patriarchal bent and Carol's rejection of it. However, 

there are other possible interpretations of John's remark. 

In a review of the film, Camille Paglia compares the 

students of the sixties with the students of today and 

suggests that "students of the sixties rebelled against the 
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parietal rules where colleges acted in loco parentis." "I'm 

not your father," then, may be referring to the idea that 

students like Carol stop expecting colleges to treat them 

like children. John Lahr notes that Carol herself places 

John in the role of parent by her actions, her "show of 

powerlessness" (122) and that his comment also refers to his 

book, the "virtual warehousing of the young" that prolongs 

adolescence (123). 

Carol's reaction is less easily explained. There is 

nothing in Oleanna that would anticipate such a passionate 

reaction. Elsewhere Carol says to John, "I'm bad," but 

though it echoes Margaret Ford, it doesn't have the 

attending resonances that Margaret's words have, and of 

course we have no opportunity to discover what Carol is 

referring to because she is interrupted by one of John's 

frequent and interminable phone calls. 

The phone calls, and especially the aforementioned 

call, suggest that John is so self-absorbed that he does not 

recognize his own incivility and lack of respect for Carol 

by allowing these continual interruptions. The calls may 

also signify the undeniable encroachment of the demands of 

"life"—mortgages, house hunting, domestic obligations—on 

the Utopian situation John envisions in order to help Carol 

with her academic difficulties. While John may wish them to 



178 

be equals, they are not, and he appears to be incapable of 

breaching the gulf between them. The calls may also serve 

to remind Carol of the kind of life she doesn't have but 

aspires to. Felicia Feaster suggests that the calls are 

Mamet's "calculated effort to cast Carol as beyond reason 

and emotion. The phone becomes an annoying cohort in 

Carol's hysteria—the high-pitched ring made analogous to 

Carol's shrill accusations and interruptions" (52). 

Carol's note-taking is also reminiscent of House of 

Games, but in that film, the audience is given the 

opportunity to recognize for themselves that Margaret's 

note-taking is obsessive. In Oleanria, Carol constantly 

scrambles for her notes; she can scarcely refer to the 

professor's lectures or book without first consulting them. 

Mamet makes her actions very clear by focusing the camera on 

them. Still, he makes Carol's note-taking the focus in the 

dialogue as well. When she haltingly asks John to explain 

his use of "hazing" in his book, John asks her if she is 

consulting her notes—though we can clearly see that she is 

—and suggests "that which we wish to retain is retained 

oftentimes, I think, better with less expenditure of 

effort." In the same scene, he asks her to repeat an 

example from class without looking at her notes. While it 

follows that a professor might very well feel the need to 
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point out to a student that listening and asking questions 

might be superior to mindless note-taking, John does little 

to clarify that point, as his comment above suggests. 

Even if the dialogue is meant to contribute to the 

picture of John as an insufferable pedant, that 

characterization is clear from the beginning of the film, so 

the conversation does nothing to illuminate John's 

character. Although making an issue of Carol's note-taking 

is not an egregious waste of time, it seriously questions 

Mamet's commitment to the intelligence of his audience. As 

he suggests in On Directing Film, 

If you find that a point cannot be made without 

narration, it is virtually certain that the point 

is unimportant to the story (which is to say, to 

the audience): the audience requires not 

information but drama. Who, then, requires this 

information? This dreadful plodding narration 

that compromises almost all American filmscripts. 

(4) 

Mamet sabotages his own desire to get the audience to say, 

"[W]ow. What the heck is happening here?" (On Directing 71) 

by refusing to follow his own advice. Both Carol and John 

spend far too much time explaining themselves for the 
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audience to make the connection Mamet wishes—to ask "What 

the heck is going to happen next . . .?" (On Directing 71) 

In Oleanna, everything we know about the characters, 

we know from their own narration, through their dialogue. We 

know what we need to know to understand where John and Carol 

stand on the issues presented to us because they tell us 

precisely where they stand. 

The images in the film rarely give us insight into the 

characters. The advantages of film that Mamet has often 

championed seem to have been jettisoned for the sake of 

rhetoric. We don't see Carol having trouble in class, and 

we don't see John lecturing a classroom full of bright 

undergraduates, which would allow us to draw our own 

conclusions about their actions and their characters. 

For example, when Carol, in despair, questions her 

ability to do college work, she compares herself to other 

students in John's classroom, saying, 

Nobody tells me anything. And I sit there . . . 

in the corner. In the back. And everybody's 

talking about this all the time. And concepts and 

precepts and, and, and, and, and what in the world 

are you talking about? 

Carol's comments suggest that she is the only one in the 
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class who does not understand the subject. However, it 

might also be possible that she is simply so lacking in 

self-esteem that she only thinks she is alone, that other 

students may also be hard-pressed but fake a knowledge of 

the subject, or Carol just doesn't realize their 

difficulties. 

The audience, however, is never given the opportunity 

to determine for themselves Carol's ability to do college 

work. Is she in over her head, or is she one of many 

victims of an ineffectual professor? Perhaps Mamet wants 

the audience to consider the situation rather than the 

characters. Or he may want them to identify with John, who 

does not understand Carol, in spite of his pretense to being 

like her when he was her age, and who, through most of the 

film, has no understanding of either the significance or the 

consequences of the situation in which he has placed 

himself. For the audience to observe Carol in the classroom 

might influence them to identify with Carol rather than 

John, if John is as short-sighted as he appears to be in his 

ensuing conversations with Carol. 

This scenario assumes, however, that John is the 

protagonist of the film. Mamet says in On Directing Film, 

"Screenwriting is a craft based on logic. It consists of 

the assiduous application of several very basic questions: 
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What does the hero want? What hinders him from getting it? 

What happens if he does not get it?" (xv). Applying these 

criteria to the two characters in Oleanna illuminates some 

of the basic difficulties of the film. 

If we ask these questions regarding John, the answers 

are that he wants tenure and The Good Life; Carol and her 

accusations hinder him from getting it; and the consequences 

are that he loses his house, his job, and possibly his 

freedom. If we ask the same questions of Carol, the answers 

become less certain. Initially, what Carol wants is a grade 

change, then she wants to be taught (or at least she says as 

much), then she wants to spoil John's tenure bid, then she 

says she wants not "revenge" but "understanding," and 

finally, she wants John to give in to her group's demands to 

ban books that they find "questionable." Mamet's other two 

questions seem inappropriate. John does not hinder her from 

getting a grade change; on the contrary, he offers to forget 

the grade altogether. Carol's desire to be taught does not 

seem particularly pressing because she rejects John's 

attempt to give her special treatment, although she 

initially expects it. John does, however, hinder her from 

getting "understanding." Although he is aware of the 

monstrous charges against him, he doesn't seem to understand 
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them. Subsequent dialogue suggests, in fact, that Carol 

really does seek revenge rather than understanding. 

And finally, it is not really in John's power to grant 

her final desire. She presents him with a list of books, 

including his own, that her group wants "removed from 

inclusion as a representative example of the university, " 

and a statement to sign. The advantage to having a 

disgraced professor sign a statement that would presumably 

confess his misdeeds as Carol's group defines them and then 

present a list of books to be banned escapes me. Even the 

group's withdrawal of the charges against him would likely 

not alter the tenure decision. Even were his tenure to be 

reinstated, he is not likely to have the power to effect 

change at that university. 

Therefore, what is the purpose of the list, except 

John's humiliation and, consequently, Carol's revenge? 

Although I would like to see this as an ambiguous and 

intentional plot device, I think it is more likely ill 

conceived. For John to present such a list to the 

administration would suggest blackmail and, therefore, 

compromise Carol's claims against him. 

On The South Bank Show, Mamet says both characters are 

"absolutely both wrong and absolutely both right." Yet 

there is no evidence of that balance in the film. Had Mamet 
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made a film in which that statement were true, we might more 

easily be able to answer the questions Mamet raises as 

criteria for the hero for both John and Carol. Then we 

would have seen a work in which Mamet does not take sides. 

Instead, one is immediately inclined to see Carol as 

the antagonist, and what sympathies we can muster are with 

John. Carol, however, is certainly the more active role. 

She is the one who acts in the film; John reacts. Mamet 

clearly depicts John as the victim and Carol as the 

aggressor. Yet, in Oleanna, the audience is not likely to 

identify with either character except in a rational way; 

each becomes a reminder of the issue of political 

correctness, and with whom the viewer identifies may very 

well depend on his or her experience of that issue. 

John's passive professor cannot compare to the 

protagonist in House of Games and Homicide. Margaret Ford 

and Bobby Gold make significant decisions that change their 

lives, and the audience is engaged by the process they 

undergo on the way to making those life-changing decisions. 

In Oleanna, John does not change in any meaningful way; his 

circumstances change drastically in the course of the film, 

but the only evidence that he is not the same man at the end 

of the film as at the beginning is his violent attack on 

Carol, which suggests that he is fated to resort to some 
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sort of primal male behavior. Carol shows the most change-

from the inarticulate shrinking violet to what many would 

consider the embodiment of Rush Limbaugh's feminazi or as 

Paglia puts it "from what Helen Gurley Brown used to call a 

timid little 'mouseburger' into an implacable Fury, lashing 

the defeated and destroyed professor with her newfound 

words." 

Yet the audience is not privileged to observe that 

change. When we see her in part one, she is close to 

hysteria because of the stress of her situation. In part 

two, she has become articulate and cold. And by part three, 

she has a lawyer. In House of Games and Homicide, and even 

in Things Change, the viewer accompanies the protagonist who 

journeys through the proverbial dark woods and is affected 

by that journey, as were Margaret Ford, Bobby Gold, and 

Jerry. Carol, on the other hand, is distraught when she 

enters the woods alone, but she pops up on the other side 

singing WI am woman, hear me roar." 

This notable change in Carol's character is either poor 

scripting or suggests Carol's manipulative nature. Some 

critics have simply written off the absurdity of her about-

face. John Simon, in his review of the play, questions 

Carol's sudden turnaround: 
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Was her near-imbecility in Act One—and throughout 

the course she was flunking—an elaborate act of 

entrapment? Or is she a genuine idiot savant who 

the Group has coached in some fancy lingo? Or is 

Mamet simply playing fast and loose with authorial 

responsibility? 

Carol's characterization is only one of many faults Simon 

found with the play, and his comments are valid. Carol's 

difficulty in understanding words like "index" and 

"predilection" in the first section of the work makes little 

sense given her excellent vocabulary in the second and third 

parts. In the same scene in which she cannot understand the 

word "paradigm," she blithely uses the words "transgress/" 

"revulsion" and "countenance," as in "It is a sexist remark, 

and to overlook it is to countenance continuation of that 

method of thought." So while she doesn't know what 

"paradigm" is, she can argue that one can be indicted on 

one's "method of thought." Entrapment or idiot savant? 

Todd London, writing of the play, suggests that the 

first scene is "probably one of Mamet's best, an encounter 

by two limited, inexplicably damaged people trapped in 

mutually exclusive languages." Mamet's agenda, according to 

London, interferes with his ability to maintain that level 

of brilliance: 
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He holds his superior creation in thrall to his 

idea about such things. He conjures an 

interesting character, then takes her hostage. He 

gives her simplistic political motives and makes 

her an evil puppet. Worse, he deflates the power 

of his own situation by turning it into a 

politicized game of cat-and-mouse to make his 

point about the wall people like her force people 

like him up against. 

The degeneration London sees in the play between the first 

two scenes is equally obvious in the film. While Mamet's 

agenda may be debatable, few quibble over the idea that 

Carol's turnaround is at least unexpected, if not 

unmotivated. 

For some, however, Carol's motives are at the crux of 

the debate regarding the character's authenticity. Paglia 

suggests that 

Mamet wavers about her class background. At first 

she seems economically deprived, unprepared for 

her classroom experiences among the more 

privileged. But as the play goes on, she becomes 

the spitting image of the naive, pampered, self-

pitying, white middle-class girl whose princess 
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fantasies and whining demands for protection and 

approval have so deformed feminism on campus. 

For Paglia, Carol is a "creepily accurate" portrayal of a 

real female student in an age of feminist ideologues. 

What seems most disturbing is that Mamet's stature 

seems to be influencing the reception of his work, because 

anything he does is notable. Richard Stayton describes the 

play as "plunging from a tender tone of a teacher-student 

relationship into a nightmare scenario of 1990s paranoia and 

fears of intimacy." Nothing in the script, film or play, 

could be characterized as tender. At most, he moves from 

what Linda Lopez McAlister calls "a stern taskmaster" to 

"the patronizing I-know-all-about-what's-wrong-with-you-and-

I'11-help-you-role." John may pretend tenderness, perhaps, 

but he is clearly self-absorbed, as his mini-lectures on 

education and his repeatedly allowing the telephone to 

interrupt them prove. Greg Mosher suggests that "'These two 

extremely earnest people are both very articulate. . . . So 

you have these two people speaking from their hearts all the 

time'" (qtd. in Stayton). Mosher's opinion is in direct 

contrast to Simon's, who says that "John speaks mostly in 

pedantic convolution, Carol in echoing vacuities. There is 

no drop of human reality anywhere." 
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While there is little doubt that the two are earnest in 

their own ways, their level of eloquence and honesty is 

certainly questionable. Mosher comes to his conclusion 

despite Carol's aforementioned amazing transformation from 

earnest student to representative of a "group," and despite 

her inability early in the work to complete a sentence or 

even to interpret a sentence without a dictionary. While 

John is articulate in an abstract way, there is little 

evidence that John is "speaking from the heart." His 

patronizing remarks comparing himself to Carol suggest 

little real emotional attachment to such a position, 

especially when he allows a phone call to interrupt Carol 

when she is about to confess something important to her: 

CAROL: I'm bad. Oh, God. 

JOHN: It's all right. 

CAROL: I'm . . . 

JOHN: It's all right. 

CAROL: I can't talk about this. 

JOHN: It's all right. Tell me. 

* « * • 

CAROL: I always . . . all of my life . . . I have 

never told anyone this. . . 

JOHN: Go on. Go on. 

CAROL: All of my life . . . . 
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At that moment the phone rings, John answers it, and they 

never return to their conversation because of the preeminent 

importance of the surprise party that is being thrown to 

celebrate John's tenure announcement. While Carol may be 

attempting a heartfelt conversation, John is insufficiently 

aware of her feelings. Though he appears willing to 

encourage her confession, he is unwilling to give it the 

significance that it merits by allowing her to voice 

something that is important to her. 

Rebecca Pidgeon, who played Carol on stage, quotes 

Mamet as saying 

there's truth in what they (the professor and the 

student) both say, and it's a tragedy because 

they're two people desperately trying to connect, 

and in the end they just can't. All because of 

this war (between the sexes). This political 

correctness thing, (qtd. in Stayton) 

Although Oleanna is a tragedy, how desperately the two 

characters try to connect is, again, doubtful. John never 

quite drops his patronizing air, and Carol's change of 

attitude and what seems like willful misinterpretation of 

his actions suggest she may have set John up from the 

beginning. 
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Much has been said about the controversy generated by 

Oleanna,3 yet the arguments are surely dogmatic rather than 

emotional, or even intellectual, responses to the work. Or 

rather, the emotional responses seem to be limited to the 

immediate responses of audience members who want to see John 

seriously hurt Carol (Botto 48). Mamet tried a number of 

alternate endings for the play during tryouts in Boston, 

including one in which John reads a statement, presumably 

the statement Carol mentions.4 Suggesting that both 

characters are Mamet's targets, the Playbill issued at each 

performance of the New York production at the Orpheum had 

two covers: one with a bullseye on the professor and one 

with the bullseye on the student (Botto 48). Elaine 

Showalter, however, reviewing the London production of the 

play, takes issue with the idea that Mamet is taking a 

neutral stance: 

In making his female protagonist a dishonest, 

androgynous zealot, and his male protagonist a 

devoted husband and father who defends freedom of 

thought, Mamet does not exactly wrestle with the 

moral complexities of sexual harassment. What he 

has written is a polarizing play about a false 

accusation of sexual harassment and that would be 
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fair enough . . . if he were not claiming to 

present a balanced, Rashomon-like case. (17) 

Showalter's observation is a sound one, and certainly she is 

not alone in her opinion, but she also reveals the response 

that Mamet has long decried when she goes on to say, "The 

disturbing questions about power, gender and paranoia raised 

in Oleanna cannot be resolved with an irrational act of 

violence" (17) . This comment is precisely the reason Mamet 

has found plays involving social issues less than desirable: 

Showalter suggests that it is possible for a play and by 

extension, any piece of art, to resolve the "disturbing 

questions" the play raises. 

Paglia sees Mamet's targets not as one character or the 

other, but as education. Mamet has indicated that his own 

experiences with bad acting teachers influenced his 

depiction of education in Oleanna: "[T]hey make themselves 

incomprehensible, and they humiliate you" (qtd. in Stayton). 

This statement suggests that Mamet might have some sympathy 

for Carol. He describes his experience at Goddard, however, 

by saying, "It was a warehouse or a summer camp for, to use 

a technical expression, fuck-ups like myself. I didn't 

study anything there. That sounds like a gross 

overstatement, but it's not" (qtd. in Mamet, "Mamet Plots" 

50). Mamet's use of the word warehouse suggests that he 
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might actually hold the position that John espouses 

regarding education, and possibly that he regards Carol as a 

similar "fuck-up," and he may see something of himself in 

her .5 

Paglia, however, has little sympathy for Carol. She 

concludes that Mamet is commenting on two issues regarding 

higher education, that "[m]aterialism and worldly ambition 

have corrupted the faculty of the elite schools" and that 

"in the humanities, when ^inclusiveness' was exalted over 

scholarship, standards began to decline. . . . Therapy has 

become a substitute for intellectual inquiry." For Paglia, 

Carol is not college material and shouldn't be coddled 

simply because of her socioeconomic background. 

Most apparent to me is the contrast between theory and 

practice, played out in the first section of Oleanna. 

John's world is a theoretical one, his educational theory 

having little bearing on the practical world in which he 

teaches and in which Carol is trying to make her way. 

McAlister notes that Carol is "a working class woman who has 

sacrificed to attend this toney college and finds herself 

struggling and not understanding what people are saying—the 

jargon, the abstractions, the intellectualization of things 

that are palpable and real to her." Hence Carol's confusion 

when the professor offers to give her an unearned A. What 
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to John is a theoretical exercise, or perhaps a living, 

breathing case study, is to Carol a real, if surprising, 

proposal with a significant effect on her academic life. 

John's attitude toward education, as demonstrated by 

his book, is that education is like "hazing," a "ritualized 

annoyance." Higher education, he insists, is "something 

other than useful." He tells her that higher education is 

not something everyone should be entitled to: 

Somebody told you, and you hold it as an article 

of faith, that higher education is an unassailable 

good. This notion is so dear to you that when I 

question it you become angry. Good. Good, I say. 

Are not those the very things which we should 

question? I say college education, since the war, 

has become so a matter of course, and such a 

fashionable necessity, for those either of or 

aspiring to the new vast middle class, that we 

espouse it as a matter of right and have ceased to 

ask, "What is it good for?" 

One can easily imagine John espousing this theory to a class 

of mostly upper-class students in this ivy-league college, 

and getting some thought-provoking discussion. Most of 

John's students, however, are probably above the "vast new 

middle class," so John's theories don't apply to them. 
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The bottom line for John, as he tells Carol, is that 

"It's just a course. It's just a book." John's theoretical 

argument is for Carol an indictment of her hopes and dreams. 

Given her inability to understand the concepts in his class 

and her sensitivity to her socioeconomic background, this 

kind of argument must seem not theoretical at all, but 

pointed directly at her. 

Carol's difficulty in the course may even hinge not on 

an inability to learn his theories, but on an inability to 

accept them. Her response to John's cavalier, "It's just a 

course," is passionate: 

No. No. There are people out there. People who 

came here. To know something they didn't know. 

Who came here to be helped. To be helped. So 

someone would help them. To do something. To 

know something. To get, what do they say, to get 

on in the world. How can I do that if I fail? 

John's suggestion, then, that a college education is merely 

"fashionable" is insulting and condescending to thousands of 

people who believe that a college degree is worthwhile, even 

if they can't articulate it or believe it for the wrong 

reasons, or who have their sights set on a career that 

requires a college degree. 
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John's inability to recognize the difficulty between 

educational theory and real-life action is evident 

throughout his transactions with Carol. On the surface, one 

of the most implausible elements in Oleanna is that a 

professor would be foolish enough to allow a female student 

who has jeopardized his tenure bid by charging him with 

sexual harassment to meet with him alone in his office, much 

less invite her to do so. Yet, the following exchange 

reveals that John has little sense of the vagaries of non-

intellectual discourse: 

JOHN: I have asked you here in a spirit of 

investigation, to ask you . . . to ask . . . What 

have I done to you? And, and, I suppose, how I 

can make amends. Can we not settle this now? 

It's pointless, really, and I want to know . . . 

CAROL: What you can do to force me to retract? 

JOHN: That is not what I meant at all. 

CAROL: To bribe me, to convince me. . . . 

JOHN: No. 

CAROL: . . . to retract. 

JOHN: That is not what I meant at all. I think 

you know that it is not. 

CAROL: That is not what I know. I wish I . . . 

JOHN: I do not want to . . . You wish what? 
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CAROL: No, you said what amends can you make to 

force me to retract. 

JOHN: That is not what I said. 

CAROL: I have my notes. 

JOHN: Look. Look. The Stoics say . . . 

CAROL: The Stoics? 

JOHN: The Stoical Philosophers say if you remove 

the phrase "I have been injured," you have removed 

the injury. Now, think. I know you're upset. 

Just tell me. Literally. What wrong have I done 

you? 

John tries to make their discussion rational when Carol 

cannot be reached by a rational argument. She meets him 

from an emotional and self-righteous position. John assumes 

that two reasonable human beings can settle their 

differences with frank discussion and sincere expression. 

Carol's response is to see his gesture as threatening. She 

willfully misinterprets his words. Even when it is clear 

that Carol is not hearing what John is saying, he thinks he 

can convince her that they simply have a disagreement and 

that she has suffered no injury. John is so enamored of the 

theoretical way their meeting ought to go, that he doesn't 

grasp that Carol's response is not an intellectual one that 

is subject to a good argument. Mamet underscores their 
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miscommunication by evoking Prufrock's "That is not what I 

meant at all." 

Even his acknowledgment that each of them is "only 

human" becomes academic: 

I am not an "exploiter," and you're not a 

"deranged" what? Revolutionary . . . that we may, 

that we may have positions, and that we may have 

desires, which are in conflict, but that we're 

just human. That means sometimes we're imperfect. 

Often we're in conflict. Much of what we d o — 

you're right—in the name of principles is self-

serving. Much of what we do is conventional. 

You're right. You said you came into the class 

because you wanted to learn about education. I 

don't know that I can teach you about education. 

But I know I can tell you what I think about 

education. . . . 

Carol's allegiance to her group has hardened her to any 

possibility of reasonable negotiation. And John's argument 

could not be much more ineffectual, given Carol's already 

demonstrated sensitivity to and misinterpretations of 

discussions of education. If Carol doesn't understand the 

distinction between provoking students to examine their own 

belief system and simply making them mad, then John is 
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unlikely to make her understand the distinction between 

teaching her about education and telling her what he thinks 

about education. 

Lahr suggests that her unwillingness to negotiate is 

caused by her insecurity: 

Naming is claiming, and since Carol won't work to 

master a world she can't comprehend, she changes 

the frame of reference to a world she can. . . . 

Her ruthless orthodoxy is . . . her means of 

controlling her enormous anxiety of ignorance. 

(124) 

This reading supports the idea that Carol is envious of what 

John knows and of what he has attained. When Carol arrives 

in his office, she is frantic about her grade. In the 

course of the first scene, John tries to calm her by 

relating his own background to hers. Though he tends to 

talk at her rather than to her, he seems sincere; he simply 

isn't very good at interpersonal communication. If one 

accepts Lahr's argument, John's rather inept attempt to make 

her feel better instead emphasizes the difference between 

them, making Carol even more unhappy and an education seem 

even more unattainable. 

This focus on the supposed similarities between John 

and Carol also suggests that Mamet may be attempting to 
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evoke the same principle that he espoused in House of Games: 

"Drama is really about conflicting impulses in the 

individual. . . . And with the birth of the antagonist you 

get two people on stage. What you are doing, just as in a 

dream, is taking one individual and splitting him into two 

parts" (Mamet "Celebrating" 92). Mamet, then, may be 

suggesting that Carol is John before his education made him 

Carol's target because of the very traits she desires— 

success, power, education. 

John's recognition of Carol's situation, while it may 

be genuine, may also be an attempt to rationalize his own 

painful educational experiences through her. Bonnie 

Zimmerman, a feminist critic, notes, 

If I empathize only with experiences that resemble 

my own and thus validate my pre-existing 

assumptions, I merely turn the other into a mirror 

image of myself. I have appropriated her 

experiences; she still exists only in relation to 

myself. (qtd. in MacLeod 203-4) 

The "mirror image" that Zimmerman describes could elucidate 

John's attempt to suggest that Carol is a younger version of 

himself, in other words, his double. When Carol tells John 

that she does not understand any of the concepts in class, 
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his response is to describe his own youthful experiences and 

relate them to hers: 

[M]y earliest, and most persistent memories are of 

being told that I was stupid. . . . And I could 

not understand. I could not understand. . . . 

Listen to this. If the young child is told that 

he cannot understand. Then he takes it as a 

description of himself. What am I? I am that 

which cannot understand. And I saw you back 

there, when we were speaking of the concepts of . 

Carol's desire to change places with John in the power 

structure by accusing him of harassment and rape also 

encourages such a reading. While John was at one point in a 

position to call the shots in his classroom and to interpret 

for her the workings of higher education, Carol, following 

her accusations, reverses their positions so that she calls 

the shots and explains to him how things will work in higher 

education. That Mamet's use of this duality is not more 

effective in evoking the universality of human nature is 

due, I think, to the focus on social issues, directing our 

attention to rational matters, almost requiring us to 

examine Oleanna for authentic representation of the real 

world, something that did not concern us in House of Games. 
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It is difficult to be sure just what Mamet expects from 

the audience of Oleanna because so many dynamics are imposed 

upon it; the conflict does not grow naturally from the plot 

and the relationship between John and Carol. Eva Resnikova 

notes that 

Carol undergoes a character change too radical to 

be explained away simply as the result of her 

having fallen into the clutches of her "group." 

(This undermotivated volteface is the greatest 

flaw in the play and remains a serious stumbling 

block to the suspension of disbelief.) 

Rainer concludes that "Mamet may interpret audience 

hostility to Oleanna as a sign he's touched a nerve. . . . 

Could it be that people turn off to Oleanna because it's as 

self-righteously phony and baselessly provocative as its 

characters?" ("Mamet's ^Oleanna'" F4). 

While Mamet is clearly under no obligation to present a 

balanced view of the gender or power issues he raises, 

Mamet's insistence that Oleanna is polemical rather than 

didactic implies a certain amount of balance in the 

presentation of an argument. Yet there is little in balance 

in Oleanna, so little in fact that the suggestion that the 

play is controversial is puzzling. I agree with the 

students who called Mamet's play "confusing." Even the 
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ending in which Carol finally provokes him to physical 

violence suggests something about John that the 

characterization does not. 

There are two ways of reading the ending. When John 

regains control and realizes what he has done, he whispers, 

"Oh, my God." Carol responds, "Yes, that's right." Her 

response suggests that here, finally, is John's true nature 

coming out—that John, and by extension all men with power 

over women, is by nature a violent creature who cannot 

accept a threat to his place in the power structure. Yet 

there is no reason to believe from the previous scenes that 

John would ever intentionally resort to violence. Carol's 

constant goading in the final scene provokes him: she has 

attempted to blackmail him, and she has accused him of rape 

even though, judging from the action itself, the charge is 

baseless, the last straw being her parting shot, "And don't 

call your wife baby." While these provocations may not 

excuse the violence that ensues, they surely comment more on 

the circumstances than on any inherent character flaw or 

gender-based predilection toward violence in John himself. 

The other possible reading suggests that Carol has set 

John up from the beginning, that she intentionally provokes 

him to violence. Resnikova notes, "By getting John to beat 

her up, Carol has won by losing (the ultimate in female 
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passive-aggressiveness): she has gotten him to seal his own 

doom." 

The ending epitomizes the kind of cheap shots Mamet 

seems to be making throughout Oleanna. Cynthia Fuchs calls 

Oleanna a "lazy script," and notes that 

The questions he raises here may have been 

important ones, having to do with situational 

misreadings, the inevitable inadequacy of 

language, and the vagaries of personal politics. 

These are all trivialized by the hysteria of the 

concluding scenes. 

Peter Rainer notes that "the audience is made to crave" 

John's physical attack on Carol ("Film Comment" 33). In 

fact, the driving force behind the last two scenes of 

Oleanna seems to be not on issues, but on making Carol as 

unpleasant, even vicious, as possible in what must be an 

attempt to get the audience to desire the violence that John 

finally commits. Mamet's dependence on this kind of 

audience exploitation obscures the important issues he 

raises in Oleanna. 

David Mamet has said that Oleanna is about power—among 

other things such as false accusation, "trying to make sense 

out of life," "each trying to do right,"—and certainly if 

considered without the baggage that gender issues bring to 
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the table and without the exploitative violence, the work 

seems more thoughtful and less problematic. Christine 

MacLeod argues in "The Politics of Gender, Language and 

Hierarchy" that 

gender becomes a crucial factor as and when Carol 

discovers that she can use the rhetorical 

strategies of sexual politics to change her 

position in the hierarchy. It is a matter of 

tactics, of deploying to the best advantage the 

best available weapons. (207) 

MacLeod concludes that Oleanna's mythic and universal 

potency is in its presentation of the "reversal of power" 

that "connects to any and every arena where newly insurgent 

social energies are contesting the inherited determinations 

of hierarchy" (212) . 

I would like to think that MacLeod's essay describes 

Mamet's theme and his intent in Oleanna, but such a judgment 

would not affect the flaws inherent in the play that 

resonate even more strongly in the film. As Bazin noted, 

because of its immediacy, the theatre is not as encouraging 

as film in inviting the audience to identify with the 

characters in a play ("Theater and Cinema—Part Two" 102); 

thus Oleanna's reliance on dialogue becomes more appropriate 

and its faults less apparent. 
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The most interesting and, I think, important issue 

about Oleanna is whether filming it suggests an error in 

judgment or an evolution of Mamet's film theory. In a 

discussion of the film at a recent conference, Debra 

Eisenstadt noted that the final version of the film was much 

different than she envisioned because he shot a good bit of 

footage of Carol in class, studying, apparently doing 

activities that would have opened up the film and might have 

helped the audience to understand Carol better. Yet he 

chose to cut it out of the final film, suggesting that he 

consciously rejected his previous theories, at least for 

this film. So far, though he has defended his film, Mamet 

has not been forthcoming with new theories that would 

account for his new choices. Oleanna continues to oppose 

virtually every one of his theories of filmmaking. 
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Notes 

1 Most of the differences between the play and the film 

are negligible. For example, in the published play script, 

John has the following exchange with Carol: 

JOHN: . . . no, it will not do. 

CAROL: . . . what? What will . . .? 

JOHN: No. I see, I see what you, it . . . (He 

gestures to the papers. ) but your work . . . . 

(5-6) 

In the film, the same exchange is changed to: 

JOHN: . . . It will not do. 

CAROL: What? What will not do? 

JOHN: Your work. 

For the most part, repetitions have been eliminated or 

rearranged. Occasionally something is added in order to open 

up the film, as when a phone conversation is expanded in 

order to create a reason for John to leave his office to 

look for his notes, which he searches for in a classroom. 

Because the film and play are so similar, observations made 

about the play's dialogue and issues apply to the film as 

well, unless otherwise noted. Any significant changes in 

the dialogue will be discussed in the text. 

2 All quotations from Oleanna come from the film rather 

than the screenplay unless otherwise noted. 



208 

3 See Ebert, Showalter, Paglia, Resnikova, Mamet 

("Playboy Interview"). 

4 Harold Pinter, who directed the play in London, 

retained the ending in which John reads aloud a public 

statement (MacLeod 201). 

5 Mamet's affinity for both Carol's and John's 

positions may illustrate Mamet's contention that all 

characters in film or play are aspects of the same person, 

and here, at least with respect to education, may be an 

example of the two parts of Mamet himself. It may also 

suggest that Mamet thinks that education ought to serve a 

higher purpose than it typically does. Carol and John in 

each of their own ways bring that higher purpose down a 

notch, reducing it to a series of powerplays. 



CHAPTER VII 

CONCLUSION 

David Mamet has said that "Drama is basically about 

lies, somebody lying to somebody" (Mamet "Celebrating" 91). 

This statement is certainly true for Mamet's work. Lying is 

a key plot device in each of his four films: Mike and his 

cronies lie to Margaret Ford in House of Games, Two-Twelve 

lies to Bobby Gold in Homicide, Mr. Green lies to Gino in 

Things Change, and Carol lies to herself and so to the 

police in Oleanna. Perhaps all this dissembling has taken 

its toll on Mamet. 

The contradictions in his narrative theory, primarily 

regarding the nature of drama, becomes worrisome, if not 

tiresome. In spite of what he says about the story's 

ability to help us to know ourselves, of his admiration for 

Tovstonogov and Eisenstein, in On Directing Film, he also 

says that the purpose of drama is very, very simple: 

People have tried for centuries to use drama to 

change people's lives, to influence, to comment, 

to express themselves. It doesn't work. It might 

be nice if it worked for those things, but it 

209 
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doesn't. The only thing the dramatic form is good 

for is telling a story. (65) 

This comment has implications for his film theory as well. 

On one hand, Mamet praises film for its ability to speak 

directly to our subconscious, and on the other, he says that 

he doesn't really have anything to "express," and that 

artists' attempts to "express themselves" are pointless. He 

says in "Mamet in Hollywood" that he admires Five Easy 

Pieces and The King of Marvin Gardens because "they are an 

attempt to express something on the part of the 

director/writer [Bob Rafelson], and I sense a great effort 

at marshaling technique, concentration, strength, and humor 

in that attempt" (54). The two statements are not easy to 

reconcile. 

Rhoda Koenig in her review of Mamet's reminiscences The 

Cabin suggests that in that book "Mamet himself remains 

rather detached and shadowy, taking refuge either . . . in 

elaborate mock-innocence, or in the status of an almost 

functional figure in one of his parables of mistrust" (129). 

Perhaps his unwillingness to allow himself to be pinned down 

is part of the detachment Koenig sees in The Cabin. The 

best explanation of the dichotomy in Mamet's theories may 

lie in an interview for New York Arts Journal. When asked 

by the interviewer, "Have you ever made any strong political 

statements in any of your writings?" he answered, "No, but 
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neither did Hogarth" ("David Mamet: An Interview" 13). He 

then goes on to say that "the theatre is a most useful 

political tool; it's a place where we go to hear the truth" 

(13). In his discussion with David Savran, Mamet says, 

I don't think that my plays are going to change 

anybody's social conditions. . . . I think the 

purpose of theatre, as Stanislavski said, is to 

bring to the stage the life of the soul. That may 

or may not make people more in touch with what's 

happening around them and may or may not make them 

better citizens. ("David Mamet" 136) 

From this statement, Mamet appears to refuse to consider any 

overtly political motivations to his work in favor of the 

possibility of its affecting the viewer indirectly (136). 

On the other hand, Mamet says that "it's really not my job 

to manipulate the audience, whether for a political motive 

or to get them to 'like' my play" ("David Mamet" 142). Yet, 

especially in film, Mamet does manipulate his audience to 

take on his world-view, whether he expects his audience to 

act on it or not. 

Certainly one barrier to the audience receptivity that 

Mamet obviously seeks is that his urban landscape is foreign 

to a large part of America. And for some viewers, no amount 

of psychoanalytical theory can keep them from feeling 

insulted by the suggestion that we are all "brothers under 
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the skin." David Edelstein notes, in his review of Things 

Change, that 

It's no accident that Mamet is drawn to con men as 

subjects. He probably recognizes that impulse in 

himself, and he's honest enough to want to explore 

it in his work. The problem is, he pegs the rest 

of us as hustlers, too. 

Mamet's theatrical card tricks are dazzling, 

all right, but when he moralizes on the meaning of 

those tricks—when he uses them to say we're all 

whores, whether we realize it or not—something 

reeks. (27) 

More apparent in his plays than in his films, Mamet's 

people may seem, not uninflected, but unbelievable. David 

Van Leer, writing in The New Republic, suggests that "just 

as there is no difference between locations, so all people 

are essentially identical. Not only are all Mamet's 

characters stereotypes, but his lovers, brokers, producers, 

and convicts-turned-monks all speak the same Mametese" (36). 

Todd London notes in American Theatre that Mamet's voice, 

which speaks so clearly in all of his works, is "something 

rare and dangerous for a playwright." London compares the 

reaction to Mamet's voice to the reactions critics had to 

Shaw's voice speaking through the characters: "Shaw was 

proof of the dangers; he had a voice, and critics complained 
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(still do) that, as a result, his characters had none of 

their own. They sounded like "'rows of Shaws.'" 

The lack of inflection Mamet employs, therefore, while 

perhaps intended to evoke universality, may also incur doubt 

and inability to engage the work. Mamet's plays are 

typically produced in Chicago, New York, or Boston—for big 

city audiences--where con games, distrust, and invective are 

more common than in San Angelo, Texas, or Prescott, Arizona. 

The character that Alec Baldwin plays in the screen version 

of Glengarry Glen Ross, for example, seems neither realistic 

nor true; instead his verbal abuse of the salesmen appears 

to be nothing short of sadistic, and their acceptance of it 

seems either disturbingly masochistic or completely 

unlikely. 

Van Leer makes an excellent point when he suggests that 

the attempt toward universality is outdated in a 

multicultural society, which does not necessarily refer only 

to multiple ethnic cultures but also to socioeconomic ones: 

For we are no longer certain that people are 

basically all the same. . . . [T]o the extent that 

Mamet's theatrical methods presuppose cultural 

uniformity, his moral pronouncements seem beside 

the point. We do not care whether "thieves" are 

loyal or "secretaries" on the make, for we doubt 

the similarity of all thieves and all secretaries. 
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We want to understand, instead, the social 

conditions and individual temperaments that lie 

behind a person's descent into theft or drug 

addiction. (36) 

Although Mamet insists that characterization can only 

come from habitual action, that absence of understanding why 

a person does what she does or how she has come to a 

particular point may also suggest a lack of 

characterization. Hence the descriptions of Lindsay 

Crouse's Margaret Ford as stiff and formal, a "waxen, 

zomboid performance" (Denby 102), "theatrical" (Kipnis 25), 

and especially, "Crouse drags her inextinguishable beacon of 

intelligence through the film as though it were a ball and 

chain" (Hoberman 68). What has made Margaret's intelligence 

a ball and chain? Some may judge Margaret cold and 

unsympathetic primarily because we are given so little from 

her background to help us understand her. Pauline Kael in 

her review of Things Change complains that Mamet "keeps his 

hard-boiled distance—and so there's no inkling of what 

Tahoe might mean to Gino, or of what being treated as a 

Mafia don might mean to him," so because Mamet fails to 

develop the characters more fully, for Kael Things Change 

remains "an extended, undernourished anecdote" (129). 

Mamet's minimalism makes it difficult to distinguish between 

rigidity in the character and a rigidity in the direction. 
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For viewers to be engaged at a subconscious level, they must 

at least find the film approachable. 

On the whole, however, Mamet's characters are less 

stereotypical in his films than in his plays. We have seen 

the salesmen in Glengarry Glen Ross as many times as we have 

seen the Hollywood studio executives of Speed-the-Plow. 

They are prime examples of Mamet's vision of the American 

way: "Hooray for me and fuck you" (qtd. in Cantwell 215). 

But Margaret Ford is not the stereotypical psychiatrist, 

Bobby Gold the stereotypical police officer, or Jerry the 

stereotypical Mafia henchman. The characters that serve to 

introduce us to what Suzanne Langer calls the "'virtual 

present'" of the screen (qtd. in Grant, "Experience" 115) 

are complex beings with the capacity to do both good and 

evil, just like the rest of us. 

Mamet uses genre as a means to an end, not the end 

itself. Therefore, his films are not typical examples of 

genre films. Rather they employ the elements of those 

genres that will place the audience in a receptive position-

-elements that will suggest to the audience that they are in 

a familiar place, secure in the feeling that they know, at 

least generally, what to expect in the film before them. 

But Mamet subverts their expectations with plot twists that 

move the audience beyond genre conventions to encourage 

their engagement with the ideas of the film. 
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Christian Metz once described the film viewing 

experience: 

I am at the cinema, attending a film show. 

ATTENDING. Like a midwife who attends at a birth, 

and thereby also helps the woman, I am present to 

the film in two (inseparable) ways: witness and 

helper; I watch, and I aid. In watching the film 

I help it to be born, I help it to live, since it 

is in me that it will live and it was made for 

that. . . . (qtd. in Grant, "Experience" 127) 

The creative ability of the viewer is, I think, quite 

seductive to Mamet. 

Throughout his career in the theatre and now in film, 

he has spoken of his awareness that the artist is not likely 

to make art that will convince a viewer of a given concept 

by simply calling it to his or her attention, especially 

when it is something the viewer might tend to resist in the 

first place such as every person's capacity for evil, or 

the dangers of rampant capitalism. To effect change in the 

viewer s sensibility, Mamet has suggested, the artist must 

work more subtly, by engaging first the viewer's 

subconscious to create familiarity so when the idea does 

make its way slowly to consciousness, it is not some 

dangerous thing that demands instant rejection. And when 

that idea does surface, it has changed because it is the 
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viewer's own, and it both incorporates and encompasses the 

viewer's own experiences and emotions. Political or social 

change may or may not result from the viewer's experience of 

film. 

Mamet wants his audience to engage his work both 

consciously and subconsciously, analytically and 

emotionally. But he does not find realism to be the vehicle 

for that engagement: 

I think something is provocative because it is 

artistic, not because it is realistic. That is, 

issue plays, issue movies, which we leave saying, 

"My God, now I understand." By the next morning, 

we've forgotten them. Because it's not real. As 

soon as you put . . . something on the screen, 

it's an artistic experience. And to correctly 

fulfill an artistic experience, it has to say 

something which is revelatory of an inner truth. 

That's something that's provocative. That's 

something that we can apply to our daily life. 

(South Bank Show) 

Mamet's comments here suggest that the artistic quality of 

Oleanna, for example, clearly an issue film, lies not in its 

replication of real life, but in what it says to us 

personally about our own lives. The difficulty with message 

films, however, is that our ideological response to the film 
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may overpower our emotional one in such a way that "inner 

truth" is never confronted. Such is the case with Oleanna, 

a film that is unlikely to touch an audience in the same way 

that House of Games or Homicide, or even Things Change do. 

In "Air Plays," David Mamet tells us that "the 

essential task of the drama (as of the fairy tale) is to 

offer a solution to a problem which is nonsusceptible to 

reason" (22). "To be effective," he says, "the drama must 

induce us to suspend our rational judgment, and to follow 

the internal logic of the piece, so that our pleasure (our 

'cure') is the release at the end of the story" (22). One 

wonders whether wanting to jump on the stage to personally 

"kick the shit out of the bitch myself," as the man sitting 

next to Elaine Showalter at the London production of Oleanna 

said (16), is the kind of release that Mamet intends. 

In the introduction to his interview with Mamet, David 

Savran points out: "To varying degrees, all of his plays 

introduce a schism between character and action, between 

what an individual says and what he does. They generate 

tension in the clash of motives, justificatory discourse and 

action" ("David Mamet" 133). While Savran's observation is 

truer of Mamet?s plays than his films, it also points out 

the similarities between Mamet and his characters. 

In the same interview, responding to Savran's comment 

that in his plays what characters say may be different than 
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what they actually communicate, Mamet says, "That's why 

theatre's like life, don't you think? No one really says 

what they mean, but they always mean what they mean" (137). 

Perhaps Mamet feels no compunction to say what he means, 

seeing this inability or reticence to speak plainly as a 

natural and expected difficulty of communication. 

There is also a hint of playfulness in Mamet's comment. 

While he clearly enjoys pontificating on his various 

dramatic and film theories, he is under no constraint to do 

the critic's work for her. His contradicting statements 

sometimes seem more of a challenge—as in his statement 

about Hogarth—than a serious attempt to shed light on any 

unified dramatic or film theory that he might have 

constructed. 

Mamet appears to have sharply curtailed talking about 

his work with the press. In a Playboy interview in April, 

1995, in his typically anecdotal fashion, he explains: 

In one of my last interviews I explained that I 

didn't like talking to the press because it made 

me feel stupid. 

The interviewer said to me, "That is 

ridiculous." 

I said, "See." 

I stopped talking to the press because I just 

didn't know how to answer most of the questions. 
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And my inability was seen as reluctance or 

coyness. I thought, Why should I subject myself 

to that? And so I quit. {"Playboy" 51) 

While I am aware that I am making the charge Mamet complains 

of here, his reply again seems disingenuous. Certainly, one 

may change one's opinions many times in one's life, but 

Mamet's statements, especially regarding the best use of 

drama and film, through the years have seemed quite definite 

and uncompromising. Even though he has contradicted 

himself, his individual responses, as for a given interview, 

have not suggested uncertainty. Perhaps his experience with 

Oleanna has made him less willing to define his ideas on 

filmmaking, or perhaps he is reformulating his theories in 

light of Oleanna. 

Mamet may be patterning his own theorizing on Bertholt 

Brecht, who, David Savran points out, "wanted to deny what 

Brecht the playwright was doing" (136). Mamet himself notes 

that "All that nonsense he wrote about his writing I think 

is balderdash, a direct contradiction of the writing itself" 

(136). Mamet's sense of humor might enjoin him to play 

games with the critics. He comments in the Playboy 

interview that his only stage direction for the infamous 

kitchen seduction scene in The Postman Always Rings Twice 

was "'They kiss'" (59). Yet at least in the second draft of 

the script, the direction is 
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He kisses her hard, pushes her against the door 

frame between the kitchen and the diner. Cora 

thrusts her hands down the back of his jeans and 

starts pulling him to her. . . . he carries her 

into the kitchen, sweeps several loaves of bread 

off the work table, puts her up on the table, and 

starts to get on top of her. (18) 

Not exactly "They kiss"; however his direction here in the 

second draft could be in response to a suggestion by the 

film's director, Bob Rafelson. The ambiguity of Mamet's 

words regarding film theory may be mostly maintainable 

because of the vast amount of work he does. For the critic, 

it becomes difficult to keep track of what he says and how 

he qualifies it. 

Mamet's silence may be a good opportunity for critics 

to reassess Mamet's place in the theatre and in film. 

London points out that 

There has always been something about Mamet's 

followers(especially his students and former 

students) that borders on the insular and cultish, 

a sort of "David speaks the truth; David is the 

truth" adoration that has tailed him from Chicago. 

Add to this the unquestioning Great American 

Playwright status the critical establishment has 

bestowed on him and you have the unfortunate 
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makings of an artistic prophet. In the end, the 

prophecy contains equal parts of metaphysical 

longing and bullheaded dogma—a mixture at odds 

with itself. 

Mamet may very well find this tendency to idolize him, while 

flattering, somewhat alarming. If he feels he is indeed 

becoming increasingly dogmatic, this too may explain his new 

inclination toward reticence. 

Mamet's film career to date suggests that he may not be 

as definite about his film theory as he at first appeared to 

be. And perhaps because of the collaborative nature of 

filmmaking, he may not take it as seriously as he does 

drama. He has said that 

[T]he theater is my real work, and when I'm making 

movies I sometimes feel like I'm playing hooky. 

I'm like the pilot flying multimillion-dollar 

airplanes, landing them on aircraft carriers, and 

when he gets out of the cockpit he says, "And they 

pay me to do this, the fools." {"Playboy" 56) 

He notes that with his filmmaking career, he feels that he 

is "hanging on by [his] fingernails" ("Playboy" 56), a 

surprising comment from someone who usually appears so self-

assured. Mamet may not feel as secure making films because 

he has not committed to a theory that will stand him in good 

stead throughout his career as he appears to have done in 
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the theatre, though he has applied much of his dramatic 

theory to film as well. His belief in eliminating the non-

essential and keeping the characters uninflected, his 

interest in the simple structure of a joke and the influence 

of the fairy tale all apply to both film and drama. The 

difference between the two is narrative. In the play, as 

Mamet reminds us, the plot is advanced through dialogue, in 

the film it is advanced by the action. 

In his review of Things Change, Dave Kehr comments on 

Mamet's ability at that point in his career to separate the 

requirements of film with those of the theatre: 

"Things Change" offers convincing evidence that 

Mamet is on his way to developing a voice in film 

as distinctive as his voice in the theater. 

Amazingly, it's a voice that draws on few 

identifiably theatrical devices—on language, 

performance, or emotional projection—but instead 

of the more mysterious, film-proper qualities of 

point-of-view, pacing and visual placement. That 

Mamet is at home in both worlds is enough of an 

accomplishment; that he can operate with such 

adeptness in both seems nearly miraculous. 

While Mamet's dialogue is familiar from stage to screen, his 

first three films are distinctive in other ways. Each film 

exhibits elements of a recognizable style that clearly mark 
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it as a Mamet film. Though much of the look of Mamet's 

films comes from working with the same crew, especially 

photographer Juan Ruiz Anchia, and the late designer Michael 

Merritt, their work is dependent on Mamet's choices. 

Everything about these films is subdued and controlled—from 

the cinematography and performance to the exacting use of 

genre to elicit the desired reaction from the audience—all 

elements that contribute to Mamet's philosophy regarding the 

viewer's relationship with the film. 

Oleanna, while it has the subdued look of a Mamet film, 

speaks with the voice of Mamet the playwright rather than 

Mamet the filmmaker. It relies heavily on exposition and 

dialogue rather than the visual elements that separate the 

two media, becoming virtually the antithesis of Mamet's 

long-held philosophy. 

By continuing to make films from his own plays, Mamet 

is displaying a tentative move toward film at best, 

suggesting that he needs the security of familiar material 

in the same way that he has desired the security of the 

"Mamet Mafia," the circle of friends who have worked with 

him on all his films and many of his plays. Mamet's best 

film work—in House of Games and Homicide—has been 

innovative and thought-provoking, bringing new depth to the 

new noir and redefining the cop film. Even if he does not 

regard filmmaking as his real work, he has a great deal to 
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offer his audience. Returning to the theories he seemed to 

believe in as he worked on those films would mark a positive 

step in Mamet's career as a filmmaker. 
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