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Suicide has been used in theatre for as long as written plays have existed, 
and the psychology and horror of the event has fascinated playwrights 
(myself included) from antiquity through the modern day. Jocasta hangs 
herself upon realizing the horrible truth of her marriage. Romeo and Juliet 
take their lives in the throes of passion and despair. Hedda Gabbler turns 
her pistols on herself to end her story on her own terms. And in Marsha 
Norman’s Pulitzer Prize-winning play ‘Night, Mother, suicide is the driving 
force; a specter that hangs over 90 minutes in the life of a mother and 
daughter. 
Two things right up front: this is a fantastically performed play that deserves 
to be seen. It is also a relentless look at suicide (and the many reasons one 
might take their own life), and I could imagine it to be deeply disturbing for 
some. Personally, disturbing is my bread and butter, so I was very satisfied.

The play, which is one act in real time, centers around Jessie and her 
mother Thelma. At the top of the play, Jessie asks for help finding her 
father’s service revolver, and then tells her mother that she plans on taking 
her own life at the end of the night. This is not intended as a plea for help or 
a request to be talked down; she wants to have an honest, open 
conversation with her mother, where for one night they can really tell each 
other how they feel. Thelma, of course, begs, pleads, screams, fights, and 



does everything she can to convince her daughter not to kill herself. But 
Jessie has her reasons, and makes very convincing arguments for why she 
is making this decision. For her, this is the inevitable end to a long road. 

I’ve seen a lot of plays where suicide has been used as a plot device, a 
shocking moment, or a mystery. It’s ripe fodder for playwrights, but ‘Night 
Mother explores an element of suicide that isn’t often discussed: the 
lightening before death. Sometimes (not always), friends and family of a 
person might report that the person suddenly got happier, lighter, and more 
carefree, which made their suicide shortly thereafter even more shocking. 
But for those in a severe depression, the act of making a plan can bring a 
sense of peace. Jessie experiences this same kind of lightening, which is 
why the announcement of her impending death is such a terrible shock to 
Thelma. Jessie is not a desperate, singing Ophelia. Neither is she 
impulsive, like Jocasta. She is relatively calm, relatively reasonable, and 
absolutely resolute.

Andrea Hochkeppel (Jessie) and Jessica Sage (Thelma) deliver absolutely 
stellar performances throughout the show. Carrying 90 minutes of a story 
with only one other person to work off of is a mighty task, and I was always 
engaged and interested to see where the conversation would go next. 
There were some moments that fell a little flat (discussions about other 
characters not in the room never felt as fully fleshed out as direct 
conversation and confrontation), but the connection always came back, and 
the course always righted itself. Andrea Hochkeppel in particular steers the 
course of the play with wonderful connection to her character and purpose.



Director Caroline Shaffer has done a great job of giving this production 
shape and keeping it from flattening out into plateaus (something that can 
very easily happen with two-person shows). There were just a few 
moments that took me out of the immersion. While it makes perfect sense 
character-wise for Thelma to throw things around the stage, the small 
space of the Black Swan theatre makes that a tricky proposition; as soon 
as an object crosses the painted line on the floor that delineates the set, a 
bit of the spell is broken. It made me watch another audience member for a 
moment as a pot skittered towards her feet, and took my focus away from 
the story. I also wish that one particular story-important sound effect in the 
show was done practical instead of recorded, as it is very difficult to get 
right over speakers.  
Ultimately, these are minor quibbles in an overall incredibly satisfying and 
gripping show. Outside of OSF, you don’t get a whole lot of shows like this 
one in the area: gripping dramas that choose character over spectacle. 
You’d be doing yourself a serious disservice to miss out on this one. 
“Night, Mother runs from November 1st through November 17th at OSF’s 
Black Swan Theatre, 100 E. Main St, Ashland. There will be talkbacks lead 
by trained facilitators after the performances on November 3rd and 10th. 
Tickets are $20, with an $18 ticket for students and seniors. For more 
information, and to purchase tickets, visit www.roguetheatercompany.com


