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THE ART OF
DISSOLUTION:
UNDERSTANDING
THE PLAY
BREAKING UP BY
MICHAEL
CRISTOFER

When  audiences  first
encountered  the  work
of  Michael  Cristofer,
they were met with a
distinctive  voice  that
dissected  the  fragility
of  human  connection.
Among  his  notable
c o n t r i b u t i o n s  t o
American theatre is his
1978  play  Breaking
U p ,  a  w o r k  t h a t
continues  to  resonate
with modern audiences

precisely  because  it
refuses  to  offer  easy
resolutions. To explore
Breaking Up by Michael
Cristofer is to examine
a  p laywr igh t  who
understood  that  the
most profound dramas
unfold  not  in  grand
gestures  but  in  the
quiet, agonizing spaces
between  people  who
once loved each other.
Michael  Cristofer,  a
figure  of  considerable
r a n g e  i n  t h e
performing  arts,  first
gained  widespread
acclaim  for  his  1977
play  The  Shadow
Box,  which  won  both
the  Pulitzer  Prize  for
Drama  and  a  Tony
Award .  Tha t  p l ay
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examined  how  three
terminally  ill  patients
and  their  fami l ies
confront  mortality.
With  Breaking  Up,
Cristofer  pivoted  from
literal  death  to  the
death of a relationship,
applying  the  same
unflinched  honesty  to
romantic  dissolution
that he had applied to
terminal  illness.  The
result is a challenging,
emotionally  raw  piece
of  theatre  that  resists
sentimentality at every
turn.

Who Is
Michael
Cristofer?
A Brief

Context
Before we break down
the  nuances  of  this
specific  play,  it  is
essential to understand
the  artist  behind  it.
Michael  Cristofer  was
b o r n  i n  1 9 4 5  i n
Trenton,  New  Jersey,
a n d  r a i s e d  i n  a
w o r k i n g - c l a s s
env i ronment  that
would later inform the
gritty  realism  of  his
writing.  He  began  his
career  as  an  actor
before  transitioning  to
playwriting,  and  that
dual perspective acting
and writing gave him a
unique  sensitivity  to
how dialogue sounds in
performance,  not  just
how  it  reads  on  the
page.
Cristofer's  body  of
work  spans  theatre,
film, and television.  He
wrote  the  screenplay
for  The  Witches  of
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Eastwick  (1987) ,
directed  Gia  (1998)
starring Angelina Jolie,
and  has  appeared  as
an actor in series like
Mr.  Robot  and  The
Marve lous  Mrs .
Maisel. His plays often
explore  characters  in
cr is is ,  individuals
forced  to  confront
uncomfortable  truths
about  themselves  and
their  relationships.
Breaking  Up  sits  firmly
within  this  thematic
wheelhouse,  offering  a
m i c r o s c o p e  o n  a
couple  attempting  to
end their marriage with
dignity  a  project  that
p r o v e s  f a r  m o r e
difficult  than  either
anticipates.

AN OVERVIEW OF
BREAKING UP BY
MICHAEL
CRISTOFER

B r e a k i n g  U p
premiered  in  1978  at
the Mark Taper Forum

in Los Angeles, a venue
known  for  nurturing
new  and  challenging
w o r k s .  T h e  p l a y
focuses  on  a  married
couple,  Michael  and
J a n e ,  w h o  h a v e
decided  to  separate.
Over  the  course  of  a
single  evening,  they
attempt  to  negotiate
the  terms  of  the i r
b reakup ,  so r t i ng
through  the  debris  of
their  shared  life:  who
gets  the  apartment,
w h a t  t o  d o  a b o u t
shared  possessions,
and,  most  painfully,
how  to  acknowledge
the  l ove  tha t  has
curdled into something
unrecognizable.
What  makes  Breaking
Up distinct from other
divorce dramas is that
Cr istofer  does  not
present  the  couple  in
t h e  m i d s t  o f  a
screaming match in  a
law  office  or  during  a
custody battle. Instead,
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he places them in the
intimate  setting  of
t h e i r  o w n  h o m e ,
surrounded  by  the
a r t i f ac t s  o f  t he i r
marriage.  The  play
unfolds  in  real  time,
c r e a t i n g  a
c l a u s t r o p h o b i c
intensity  that  mirrors
t h e  e m o t i o n a l
en t rapment  bo th
characters  feel.  The
play  is  a  two-hander,
relying entirely on the
chemistry  and  skill  of
its performers to carry
the  we igh t  o f  t he
narrative.

The
Structure
and
Staging

of
Breaking
Up
Cristofer structures the
play  as  a  ser ies  of
confrontations  and
retreats.  Michael  and
Jane circle  each other
like  boxers,  landing
verbal  jabs,  retreating
t o  c o r n e r s ,  a n d
sometimes  dropping
their guards entirely to
reveal  genuine  hurt.
The  apartment  itself
becomes a character in
the  drama,  its  rooms
holding memories that
neither  character  can
escape.  Cristofer's
stage  directions  are
meticulous, demanding
that  the  set  reflect  the
history of the marriage:
the  worn  spot  on  the
rug  where  a  favorite
chair  once  sat,  the
half-empty  bookshelf,
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the  k i tchen  where
hundreds  of  meals
were  shared.
The real-time structure
is  particularly  effective
in  Breaking Up.  There
are no time jumps, no
flashbacks,  and  no
v o i c e o v e r s .  T h e
audience  experiences
every awkward silence,
every attempt at levity
that  falls  flat,  every
moment  when  hope
flares  only  to  be
extinguished.  This
immediacy  makes  the
play feel almost like a
documentary  o f  a
relationship's  final
hours.

MAJOR THEMES IN
BREAKING UP

The
Impossibil

ity of
Clean
Endings
A  central  theme  in
Breaking  Up  is  the
r e c o g n i t i o n  t h a t
endings  are  never
clean,  no  matter  how
carefully we plan them.
Michael and Jane enter
the  evening  believing
they  can  handle  the
s e p a r a t i o n  w i t h
maturity.  They  have
agreed to  divide  their
assets ,  they  have
accepted  that  the
marriage  is  over,  and
they  believe  they  are
p r e p a r e d  f o r  t h e
emotional work ahead.
What  they  discover,
however,  is  that  the
heart does not follow a
s c h e d u l e .  O l d
grievances  surface.
Stored-up resentments
spill  out.  Moments  of
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tenderness  interrupt
arguments, only to be
fo l lowed  by  f resh
rounds  of  blame.
Cristofer  demonstrates
that  the  process  of
breaking  up  is  not
linear. It loops back on
itself,  revisiting  old
wounds and reopening
scars that both parties
believed  had  healed.
The play suggests that
every  relationship,
even  those  that  end
b a d l y ,  l e a v e s  a n
indelible mark on those
who lived through it.

Communi
cation
and Its
Failures
Much of  the drama in
Breaking  Up  revolves
around  the  failure  of
language. Michael and

Jane  speak  the  same
language, literally,  but
they  cannot  seem  to
hear each other. They
talk past one another,
interpret ing  each
other's  words  through
the  filter  of  their  own
pain.  When  Michael
says  he  wants  to  be
fair,  Jane  hears  him
being  condescending.
When  Jane  tr ies  to
express  her  sadness,
Michael interprets it as
manipulation.
Cristofer,  who  worked
a s  a n  a c t o r ,
unders tands  that
communication  is  as
much about what is not
said as what is spoken.
T h e  s i l e n c e s  i n
Breaking Up are just as
i m p o r t a n t  a s  t h e
dia logue.  A  pause
before  a  response,  a
look  that  lingers  too
long ,  a  hand  tha t
reaches  out  and  then
withdraws  these  non-
verbal  cues  tell  the
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audience  more  about
t h e  s t a t e  o f  t h e
marriage  than  any
confession  could.

Gender
Roles and
Expectati
ons
Written  in  the  late
1970s,  Breaking  Up
reflects  the  shifting
dynamics  of  gender
ro les  in  Amer ican
society.  The  women's
liberation  movement
was in full  swing, and
ideas  about  marriage,
work, and identity were
being challenged. Jane,
like  many  women  of
her  era,  finds  herself
caught  between  the
traditional  role of  wife
and  the  emerg ing
p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f
independence. Michael,

for  his  part,  struggles
w i th  the  l o s s  o f  a
provider identity, even
as  he  intellectually
supports  Jane's  desire
for autonomy.
Cr istofer  does  not
reduce either character
to  a  stereotype.  Both
are  flawed,  both  are
sympathetic,  and both
are guilty of  failing to
see  the  other  clearly.
The play does not take
s i d e s  b u t  r a t h e r
presents the tragedy of
two  good  people  who
simply cannot make it
work.

BREAKING UP IN
PERFORMANCE:
CASTING AND
DIRECTION

The  success  of  any
production of Breaking
Up depends heavily on
casting.  The  actors
playing  Michael  and
Jane must possess not
only  strong  individual
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s k i l l s  b u t  a l s o  a
palpable  chemistry
t h a t  a l l o w s  t h e
audience to believe in
both  the  love  they
once  shared  and  the
pain of  its  dissolution.
The  play  demands
actors  who  can  shift
rapidly between anger
and vulnerability, often
within the same scene.
The original production
featured Bill  Bush and
Deborah May,  both  of
whom were praised for
the i r  natura l i s t i c
performances.  Since
then,  the  play  has
been  produced  in
reg iona l  theatres
across  the  Uni ted
States, often to critical
acclaim. Directors have
a p p r o a c h e d  t h e
material  in  different
w a y s :  s o m e
emphasizing the humor
that  surfaces  even  in
pa in fu l  moments ,
others leaning into the
tragedy  of  what  is

being  lost.  The  play's
flexibility  is  a
testament to Cristofer's
writing,  which  leaves
room for interpretation
without  sacrificing
specificity.

Critical
Reception
and
Legacy
When Breaking Up first
appeared,  cr i t ical
response was generally
positive but measured.
S o m e  r e v i e w e r s
praised  Cristofer's  ear
for  dialogue  and  his
r e f u s a l  t o
sentimentalize  the
ending. Others felt that
the  play,  while  well-
crafted,  did  not  reach
the  he ights  o f  h is
earl ier  work  in  The
Shadow  Box.  Over
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time,  however,  the
p l a y  h a s  f o u n d  a
dedicated  audience,
particularly  among
those  who  appreciate
intimate,  character-
driven  drama.
The  p lay  has  a l so
drawn  comparisons  to
w o r k s  b y  o t h e r
American  playwrights
who  explore  marital
d i s c o r d ,  s u c h  a s
Edward Albee's Who's
Afraid  of  Virginia
Woolf?  and  Donald
Margulies's  Dinner
with  Friends.  What
sets Breaking Up apart
is its emphasis on the
process  of  separation
itself,  rather  than  on
the  reasons  for  the
breakdown. Cristofer is
less interested in  why
this  marriage  failed
than in how two people
navigate the aftermath
of that failure.

BEYOND THE PLAY:

MICHAEL
CRISTOFER'S
OTHER WORKS

To  fully  appreciate
Breaking Up, it helps to
s i t u a t e  i t  w i t h i n
Cristofer's  broader
ca ree r .  A f t e r  t he
success of The Shadow
Box,  he  might  have
been expected to write
similar  plays  about
mortality  and  family.
Instead, he took risks,
exploring  different
forms and genres.  His
p lay  Black  Angel
(1981) is a dark thriller
a b o u t  a  w o m a n
confronting  the  man
w h o  m a y  h a v e
murdered her husband.
The  Lady  and  the
C l a r i n e t  ( 1 9 8 3 )
examines  a  woman's
relationships with three
different  men  over  the
course  of  a  s ing le
evening.
Cr istofer  has  a lso
written extensively for
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film and television, and
those  experiences
have  informed  his
unders tand ing  o f
structure  and  pacing.
His  screenplay  for
Bonnie  and  Clyde:
T h e  T r u e  S t o r y
(1992)  demonstrated
his  ability  to  handle
historical material with
psychological depth. In
2016,  he  wrote  and
directed The Public, a
film  about  a  group  of
homeless  individuals
who  stage  a  peaceful
protest  at  a  publ ic
library during a brutal
winter  storm.  Like
Breaking  Up,  that  film
is concerned with how
p e o p l e  n a v i g a t e
systems  that  are  not
designed to help them.

Connecti

ng
Themes
Across
Cristofer'
s Career
Several  themes  recur
across Cristofer's work:
t h e  s e a r c h  f o r
authenticity in a world
that rewards pretense,
the  difficulty  of  truly
k n o w i n g  a n o t h e r
p e r s o n ,  a n d  t h e
courage  required  to
face  uncomfortable
truths.  Breaking  Up
touches on all of these.
Michael and Jane must
decide  whether  to  be
honest with each other
about their feelings or
to  protect  themselves
b e h i n d  w a l l s  o f
p o l i t e n e s s  a n d
deflection.  The  play
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a r g u e s  t h a t  t r u e
intimacy often requires
a level of vulnerability
that  feels,  at  times,
unbearable.
Cristofer  also  explores
t h e  i d e a  o f
p e r f o r m a n c e  i n
e v e r y d a y  l i f e .  I n
Breaking  Up,  both
characters  perform
roles:  the  reasonable
e x - s p o u s e ,  t h e
wounded  partner,  the
one  who  has  moved
o n .  T h e s e
performances  are  not
necessarily  dishonest,
b u t  t h e y  a r e
incomplete.  The  work
of  the play is  to strip
a w a y  t h e s e
p e r f o r m a n c e s ,
revealing  the  messy,
contradictory  humans
beneath.

THE RELEVANCE
OF BREAKING UP
TODAY

M o r e  t h a n  f o u r

decades  a f te r  i t s
premiere, Breaking Up
remains  str ikingly
relevant. Divorce rates
in  the  United  States
remain  high,  and  the
emotional  terrain  of
separation  has  not
c h a n g e d
fundamentally,  even if
the  legal  and  social
contexts have evolved.
Modern audiences may
find  themselves
reflected  in  Michael
and Jane's  struggle  to
communicate,  to  let
go,  and  to  find  a  way
forward  that  does  not
require  forgetting  the
past.
I n  a n  e r a  w h e n
relationship  advice  is
d ispensed  in  280-
character  bursts  and
breakup  culture  is
mediated  through
screens,  Cristofer's
play  offers  a
c o u n t e r c u l t u r a l
reminder  that  real
e m o t i o n a l  w o r k
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requires  time,  space,
and  f ace - t o - f a ce
confrontation. There is
no app that  can ease
the  pain  of  saying
goodbye  to  someone
y o u  o n c e  l o v e d .
Breaking Up insists on
the  difficulty  of  that
process,  and  in  doing
s o ,  i t  h o n o r s  t h e
complexity  of  human
attachment.
The play also speaks to
c o n t e m p o r a r y
conversations  about
emotional  labor  and
t h e  d i v i s i o n  o f
d o m e s t i c
responsibility.  Jane's
frustration with Michael
is  not  simply  about
their  marriage  but
a b o u t  a  b r o a d e r
p a t t e r n  i n  w h i c h
women  are  expected
t o  m a n a g e  t h e
emotional lives of their
p a r t n e r s .  T h e s e
themes  resona te
p o w e r f u l l y  w i t h
audiences who are still

grappl ing  with  the
legacies  of  traditional
gender roles.

Practical
Lessons
from
Breaking
Up
While  Breaking  Up  is
not a self-help manual,
it  offers  insights  that
anyone  navigating  a
difficult  separation
might  find  valuable.
Among  them:

Honesty
matters, but
timing matters
more. Both
characters are
honest about
their feelings at
various points,
but that honesty
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does not always
lead to
understanding.
The play
suggests that
emotional truth
must be
delivered with
care, not
weaponized in

the heat of an
argument.
Letting go is a
process, not an
event. Michael
and Jane cannot
end their
marriage in a
single
conversation,


