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     Wade Gobel

Without a doubt, the play Lovesong of the Electric Bear is no easy analytical task for director, actors, or technicians. When the audience plunges into the surrealistic world of the play, they are repeatedly surprised by the interweaving snippets of bent reality, poetry, pagan incantations, and musical interludes. The playwright, Snoo Wilson, packages a biography of the world's first computer scientist with a hefty helping of dream sequences, time travel, and cross-dressing. This is not to say that the play is a jumbled string of random events – there is always a coherent path of linear causation throughout. But even so, the inquisitive observer cannot help but wonder why Snoo made the choices he did, what inspired him, why he chose to portray some episodes of Turing's life and not others, how he invented the surrealistic episodes he did, and why he wrote a play about Alan Turing in the first place. As the unpublished script lacks an author's note, some of these questions may go unanswered, but for many of them we can make reasonable guesses by taking a closer look at Snoo's other works. As is the case for any breed of writer or wordsmith, certain overall themes come to light when the author's works are examined side by side. Luckily, among themselves, Snoo's plays are hardly as random or disjointed as some of the Lovesong scenes appear at first glance. While the storylines are undoubtedly unique, some plays resemble each other in style, and all are connected by a short list of overarching themes that tie (sometimes surprisingly) back to Lovesong, sometimes more strongly than the plays connect to one another. Little by little, the reason that Snoo's decided to write about Turing come to light, not to mention coherent reasons for the play's bizarre staging. The subject matter and consistent themes that inspire Snoo again and again include the intricacies of sexual relationships, religion (or lack thereof), and hidden or misunderstood genius.

I should probably make a note here that these "themes", as I am considering them, are consistent subject matter in Snoo's dialogue and plot. While it might be more daring – and potentially more controversial – to decide what Snoo's plays mean, the author's note of Vampire held me back. Snoo remarks, "I wasn't too sure of what I or they [my plays] said, when we were put on the spot and made to stand still declare our intentions" (Vampire, p. 7). As Snoo himself is hesitant to say what his plays "mean", a director is given free reign to chose an interpretation without Snoo hovering in the background, shaking his finger and saying, "But that's not what I meant. . . ." Then again, if the playwright himself is unable to derive a single, coherent point from his work, does there have to be one? Perhaps it takes a director to start the world of the play spinning in a particular direction, or perhaps each audience member has a unique experience watching the play and subsequently develops a personal, private interpretation. While Snoo's plays have dramatically different characters and subject matter, they are also very much open to different readings. The aspects of the human experience that interest Snoo (and that he writes about) are rich and plentiful enough as it is. So by "theme", I will be addressing what Snoo writes about, but not necessarily what he might be trying to say as even he does not claim know that. The plays are, after all, stories about people, and do not necessarily have to be chained to a particular moral in order to resonate and have meaning to the audience.

First of all, religion never fares well in a Snoo Wilson play. This is not to say that the characters tromp about stage declaring their adamant atheism, but agnosticism and nihilism do creep into the dialogue again and again. In the questionably titled Moonshine, Snoo lists two of the main characters as "Abraxas, Lord of Heaven" and "Serena, Queen of Heaven".  With a religious model already divergent from any existing religion, Snoo goes on to establish a hierarchy of "Seven Immortals" who have relegated these characters to Earth to serve out a sentence with Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. For the rest of the play, Abraxas (dressed as Sherlock Holmes, of course) and Doyle take on a mission to save the world from a giant meteor created by Abraxas' motherless son, Moloch. With little serious suspense to speak of, the play treats its own fictitious religious establishment in a lighthearted manner, as if nothing should be taken too seriously. In fact, when thinking up ways to destroy the meteor, two characters have the following comic back and forth:
Serena

There is a holy Russian man who can save us all. He can 



miraculously light himself up.

Moloch
Is this a bloke who used to be a fixture with a high-voltage show 


on Siberian Mobster tv?

Serena

The same.

Moloch
He used to hump these big Archangel hookers, their hair would 


stand on end and he's glow. He went off the air.

Serena

He became a Christian.

Moloch
It happens to the nicest people. (p.29)

While this gives a taste for the fun that Snoo likes to have with random historical invention, the final two lines stand out, and have a more successful comic impact than the description of the TV star. Upon closer consideration, the last two lines have a sort of double entendre – first, Christians are supposed to be nicer, loving people as dictated by their creed; second, all the examples spring to mind of Christians who, through extremism, misinterpretation of scripture, or mental instability give both themselves and their religion a bad name. Snoo captures all of these ideas in a witty two-liner, not to mention portraying an important character trait of Abraxas as a potential Antichrist.

Speaking of the Antichrist, The Glad Hand approaches religion in a more roundabout manner. In the play, a number of (coincidentally, mostly gay) men on an oil tanker set out to the Bermuda Triangle to travel back in time and kill the Antichrist. Most of the second act is a reenactment of a play written by one of the characters and set in the American West. The reenactment is part of the captain's harebrained idea of how the time travel scheme should work – it's never completely clear why he believes this. The crew becomes tired of the voyage and decides to try to convince the captain of success: they kidnap their drunken cook and throw him on stage during one of the scenes. The captain quickly decides that the passed-out cook is the Antichrist and decides to wait for him to wake up so they can duel. When the cook stumbles away, one of the characters shouts in the ensuing pandemonium, "there is no AntiChrist! [sic]" (p.56). Again, Snoo accomplishes a subtle double entendre with a single line: not only is the Antichrist of the play a fabricated farce, but the actual being itself might not exist, and the plots of the play and the play within the play are pointless shams (the very purpose of the mission is futile if there never was an Antichrist).

And a number of Snoo's other characters have their own particular brands of irreverent witticisms. A mentally unstable woman in Blowjob has the following interaction with a policeman:
Moira

I made a list of the diseases Jesus suffered from. 
Depersonalization. Derealisation, autism, nihilistic delusions, 
delusions of persecution, and omnipotence, auditory hallucinations 
and end of the world fantasies.



He's a classic, well documented case of psychotic 
behaviour. I suppose you still think I'm pretty sick.

McVittie
I think Jesus was pretty sick! (p.59)

Although Moira's rapidly changing conversation topics and irrational actions show just how insane she really is, this passage does bring some of her intelligence to light and we have to agree that, yes, were he alive today, Jesus would be considered quite crazy if he were to make any of the claims of divine communication we know him for. Again and again, Snoo shows the sometimes violent death of religion in a few terse phrases:
Wallis
And there'll be noone [sic] to help me. Not even god. Not if I don't 

believe in him.
David
I don't believe in god much, either. When I did guard duty on Father's 
coffin, what I realized, standing there, in a stupid bloody uniform, was that 
he was dead. He really was dead and that was it. I was practically a 
bleeding atheist from that moment on. I know I've said my prayers for you 
. . . but of all the oaths, Defender of the Faith was one that would have 
truly curdled on the lips. (H.R.H., p.43-4)

Patrick

You see, father feels his end. He's getting soft. He wants, I'm 


convinced of this, to make peace with a non-existent god.



(A Greenish Man, p. 17)

Tatiana

Are you religious?

Schiele

No, not really. And you?

Tatiana

I'm an arts and crafts hedonist atheist. (Reclining Nude with Black 


Stockings, p. 68)

Dwight
Now of course it's pretty useless saying anything when someone 


dies, isn't it? I mean, we all know that there isn't anything up there. 


(Vampire, p. 70)
Wishbone
What are those lights in the sky? Are they proof of the existence of 

God?

Marks

As a Darwinian, sir, I'd have to say no, in a roundabout sort of 


way. (The Glad Hand, p.37)

In each of these scenes, religion goes belly up for royalty, the disabled, artists, funeral attendants and even sailors with a shred of scientific knowledge. Few of these quotes are backed up with discussions about the actual existence or absence of religious truth; the inflammatory statements seem to hover in their respective scenes, sometimes barely in context, and never disputed. They seem to be presented as facts of life, character traits, or topics that simply aren't worth discussing. It is also noteworthy the lack of capitalization for the words "god" and "him", as well as the (as far as I know) peculiar spelling of "AntiChrist". The typical way these words are capitalized demonstrates a degree of reverence and respect; disregarding this grammatical rule brings to the reader's and the actor's attention a character's true beliefs in religious matters. The fact that Turing himself was an atheist, albeit not a vocal one, would have therefore been an attractive prospect for Snoo. This is not to say that Snoo is explicitly representing himself in any of these characters, but irreverence does seem to be a favorite character trait of his. Porgy's repetitive invocations of the pagan gods make more sense now – Snoo is interested in nonconformist religious perspectives, be they atheist, agnostic, pagan, or completely made up. Of course, it is apparent that the prevalence of religion in Lovesong is mostly of Snoo's invention, but it helped to emphasize the mental and spiritual divide between Turing and the rest of the world.

Although sex does come up is Snoo's plays with almost nauseating frequency, it always provides the characters with with an interesting, complicated basis for their relationships. Sadly, few escape the sexual charge – unmarried couples, underage couples, unwilling (occasionally unaware) women, children, siblings, and animals are all pulled into Snoo's reproductive circus. In Moonshine, part of Moloch's plan to destroy the world includes impregnating his two daughters (with his tail). Moloch himself does not have a mother, even though his father has a wife. But then again, these are deities – if Snoo allows them to exist at all, he lets them break the rules. In The Soul of the White Ant, two women whose periods are late one month begin fear pregnancy when they realize they were swimming when a refrigerator full of frozen sperm was dumped upstream of them. In Pignight, a farm hand begins killing pigs when he sees a farmer sexually abusing them. In Vampire, a man at a séance impregnates his runaway daughter, thinking her to be his deceased wife. As mentioned earlier, many of the men in The Glad Hand are gay, and several of the straight ones admit to lusting after a thirteen-year-old girl. Two skinheads from Blowjob rape a mentally unstable woman who refuses to stop talking to them while they are robbing a safe. The protagonist of Reclining Nude with Black Stockings is persecuted and imprisoned for drawing sexually explicit pictures of underage girls. But by far, the one of the most intriguing sexual relationships is portrayed in H.R.H.

David and Wallis, a married, formerly royal couple living in Nassau, spend the duration of H.R.H. trying to resolve Wallis' discontent with their current political and social standing. David often comes off as a naively doting husband, constantly reminding his wife that she is perfect and how he would do anything for her. Wallis, by contrast, repeatedly punches holes David's optimistic generalizations, and complains about the house, the people in Nassau, and David's family. After some time, one begins to wonder why Wallis stays with David at all. Indeed, she does admit to having spent the previous night thinking about running away after discovering a small fortune in her husband's safe. Wallis is never gets up the nerve to leave, and the next morning she discovers that the money has gone. So, on some level, her husband's wealth – and perhaps also his position – are important factors to her, but this conclusion alone seems to categorize Wallis as too much of a stereotype. Sometimes, David's wealth and royal standing do not seem to outweigh all of the negative feelings that Wallis harbors for him. It feels like there should be something else that could keep her rooted to David despite her complaints. The explanation I found was in something David calls "The game". This is also a possible use of double entendre, as many characters suggest that Wallis has been promiscuous in her lifetime, and towards the end of the play she even admits to having had brief side affairs while married. This is not what David means by "The game", however: he is referring to using his collection of royal jewelry as sex toys. In fact, the importance that Wallis attaches to sex comes out in one of her final monologues as she describes (in graphic detail) her most memorable one-night stand while she was married. Although Wallis violently opposes others' insinuations about her promiscuity, her undying interest in pre- or extra-marital relationships and unique sexual experiences accounts for her lasting connection to David as well as for her restlessness (as fun as the game might be, she might be getting bored with it). As Turing was gay, his sexual relationships noticeably deviated from the norm and were the source of much of then tension of this later life. With an already established interest in sexual relationships, writing a play about Turing's life allows Snoo to use this plot device to demonstrate the inherent sexual tension between Turing and his society (and account for some of the explicit sexual descriptions Snoo puts into the dialogue).

Unlike sex or religion, Snoo treats genius very carefully, and gives some of the most unique personalities to the truly brilliant characters. A legless, green-paint-smeared boy named Patrick is the surprisingly sympathetic antagonist of A Greenish Man. Patrick's limbs were blown off by a severe explosion in his father's paint factory. Considered dead by everyone but his closest relatives, Patrick continues to invent new explosives while working for the IRA. When the protagonist, Troy, is asked to kill Patrick during an IRA meeting, he finds himself sickened by the thought, regardless of the boy's chillingly rational and coolly violent attitude. By the end, the reader is struck by the sheer power that Patrick holds in his disabled state, as he is able to kill at Troy as well as his own cousin Deidre with a miniature horse filled with explosives. An audience member cannot help but respect Patrick for his life struggles, as well as his twisted sadism and heartless cruelty.

The one play that seems to tie most strongly to Lovesong in this regard is Reclining Nude with Black Stockings. Egon Schiele, an Austrian painter in the early twentieth century, is persecuted for his indecent artistic portrayals of underage girls. In a long scene bearing a striking resemblance to Lovesong's trial, Schiele is tried for corrupting the youth, and his pictures are subsequently burnt in front of him. At one part of the trial, the narrator asks the audience to serve as Schiele's futuristic jury, seeming to imply that Schiele was to far ahead of his time artistically that he needed a trial from a different century, and possibly even later. While the jury of the play decides to send Egon to jail, there is no indication that he has in fact corrupted or coerced any of his models to pose for him. In fact, in one memorable scene, a young girl sneaks out of her father's house at night to come see Schiele, entirely of her own volition. Unable to turn her away, Schiele lets her in, she immediately removed her dress, and he draws her furiously. To try to convince the jury that Schiele's artistic process was seductive by itself, one of Schiele's models comes forth during the trial:

Walli
When he draws me, completely, which is hard for people to accept, 
something happens to us which does have – I'm sorry, Egon – the quality 
of – love. What is better than setting out with a loved one on a jointly 
created endeavor which is also a record of that love? (Reclining Nude with 
Black Stockings, p. 21)

Granted, at the time it was quite difficult for people to accept this sort of romance if it bore too strong a resemblance to child abuse. The qualities of forming a love relationship out of creative work, and societal rejection are, or course, clearly reflected in Lovesong in the form of Turing's Madam and the theoretical Turing machine. These ideas, which truly helped the advancement of the ideas of science and math, may not have been ahead of their time, but were truly revolutionary and difficult for many people to accept. Turing's, Schiele's, and Patrick's genius are not therefore just the result of a few innovative inventions, but of truly unique ways of thinking and looking at the world.

Even with all these thematic elements in mind, we should be careful not to try to categorize or psychoanalyze Snoo himself. Just because Snoo's characters are irreligious is no guarantee that Snoo himself is the same way. Snoo's characters' preoccupation with sex does not necessarily reflect back to a character trait of the author. And who, at one time or another, doesn't wish or believe himself to be a misunderstood genius? These traits are universal, albeit slightly out of the ordinary when compared to more conservative and conventional plays. Snoo's overall interest is that of nonconformity – the shocking, uncommon, or brilliantly unique aspects of the human experience that we gape, wonder, and blush at. Turing himself was a social nonconformist, and was willing (possibly driven) to think in new ways, mathematically and sexually. Snoo appears to choose the stories and dialogue that he does not just to shock the audience, but to lift up the rock of common knowledge and show his audience the equally interesting and alien insects underneath.  Lovesong accomplishes these feats smoothly and wonderfully, and helps the audience to adopt a deeper respect for Turing's life, not to mention the daring acts of being different, or brilliant.
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