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iv PREFACE

particularly addressed to courses at the introductory level.
An introduction to writing about drama and theater fur-
nishes beginning students with an outline of the formal and
rhetorical practices used in writing about plays. The book
also includes a useful glossary of dramatic, theatrical, and
literary terms as well as an extensive bibliography of drama
and theater history and theory and of works about plays and
playwrights included in the volume. The book concludes
with a selected list of video, film, and sound recordings. For
the instructor, a thorough Instructor’s Manual by Sharon
Mazer of the University of Canterbury (New Zealand) offers
an overview and reading suggestions for each unit as well as
a summary, a commentary, and study, discussion, and writ-
ing questions for each play. The brief edition provides a
wide-ranging survey of drama and theater, one that presents
both traditional issues and the materials to interrogate those
traditions.
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F THE MANY KINDS OF LITERATURE, DRAMA IS PERHAPS THE MOST IMMEDIATELY

involved in the life of its community. Drama shares with such other literary

modes as lyric poetry, the novel, the epic, and romance the ability to represent
and challenge social, political, philosophical, and esthetic attitudes. But unlike most lit-
erature, drama has generally been composed for performance, confronting the audience in
the public, sociable confines of a theater.

To understand DRAMA, we need to understand THEATER, because the theater forges
the active interplay between drama and its community.! On a practical level, for instance,
the community must determine where drama will take place, and it is in the theater that
a space is carved out for dramatic performance. Not surprisingly, the place of the theater
in a city’s social and physical geography often symbolizes drama’s place in the culture at
large. In classical Athens, the theater adjoined a sacred precinct, and plays were part of
an extensive religious and civic festival. Greek drama accordingly engages questions of
moral, political, and religious authority. In seventeenth-century Paris, the close affiliation
between the theater and the court of Louis XIV is embodied in drama’s concern with
power, authority, and the regulation of rebellious passions. In the United States today,
most live theater takes place either in the privileged setting of colleges and universities,
or in the “theater districts” of major cities, competing for an audience alongside movie
theaters, nightclubs, and other entertainments. Drama also seems to be struggling to
define itself as part of an established cultural tradition reaching back to Aeschylus and
as part of the lively diversity of contemporary popular culture. Social attitudes are reflected
in the theater in other ways, too; during performance, the theater constructs its own
“society” of performers and spectators. Staging a play puts it immediately into a dynamic
social exchange: the interaction between dramatic characters, between characters and the
actors who play them, between the performers and the audience, between the drama
onstage and the drama of life outside the theater.

The Greek word for “theater,” theatron, means “seeing place,” and plays performed in the
theater engage their audiences largely through visual means. Less than a century ago, live
plays could be seen only on the stage; today, most of us see drama in a variety of media:
on film and television as well as in the theater. Yet for the past five hundred years or so we
have also had access to plays in another, nontheatrical venue: by reading them in books.
To see a play performed and to read it in a book are two very different activities, but these
distinct experiences of drama can enrich one another in a number of ways.

In the theater, a dramatic text is fashioned into an event, something existing in space
and time. The space of the stage, with whatever setting is devised, becomes the place of the
drama. The characters are embodied by specific individuals. How a given actor interprets a
role tends to shape the audience’s sense of that dramatic character; for the duration of the
play, it is difficult to imagine another kind of performance—a different Oedipus, Lear, or
Miss Julie than the one standing before us in the flesh. The drama onstage is also bound by
the temporal exigencies of performance. The process of performance is irreversible; for the

'"Terms in bold small caps are defined in the Glossary.

READING
DRAMA
AND SEEING
THEATER
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duration of the performance, each moment becomes significant and yet unrecoverable—we
can't flip back a few pages to an earlier scene, or rewind the videotape. When a com-
pany puts a play into stage production, it inevitably confronts these material facts of the
theater: a specific cast of actors, a given theatrical space, a certain amount of money to
spend, and the necessity of transforming the rich possibilities offered by the play into a clear
and meaningful performance. To make the drama active and concrete, theatrical production
puts a specific interpretation of the play on the stage. Whether or not to play Caliban in
Shakespeare’s The Tempest as a native of the West Indies; whether to play Torvald Helmer in
Ibsen’s A Doll House as a patriarchal autocrat or as someone bewildered by a changing
world; whether to set Tartuffe in a classical, neoclassical, or a modern setting; whether to
use cross-gender or intercultural casting in The Cherry Orchard—these are some of the kinds
of questions that a production must face, and how the production decides such issues
inevitably leads the audience toward a particular sense of the play. Everything that happens
onstage becomes meaningful for an audience, something to interpret. Even apparently
irrelevant facts—a short actor cast to play Hamlet in Shakespeare’s play, or a beautiful
actress playing Brecht’s Mother Courage—become part of the audience’s experience of the
play, particularizing the play, lending it a definite flavor and meaning.

Reading a play presents us with a different experience of the drama. Reading plays is,
first of all, a relatively recent phenomenon. In early theaters, like those of classical Athens
and Rome, medieval Europe, and even Renaissance Europe of the sixteenth century, drama
was almost entirely a theatrical event, rather than a mode of literature. Although the texts
of plays were written down, by and large, audiences came into contact with drama pri-
marily through theatrical performance. By the late sixteenth century, though, the status
of drama began to change. The recovery and prestige of Greek and Latin literature led to
pervasive familiarity with classical texts, including plays. Throughout Europe, schooling
was conducted mainly in Latin, and the plays of Roman playwrights like Plautus, Terence,
and Seneca were frequently used to teach Latin grammar and rhetoric; these plays were
widely imitated by playwrights writing drama in vernacular languages for emerging sec-
ular, commercial theaters. Printing made it possible to disseminate texts more widely, and
plays slowly came to be regarded as worthy of publication and preservation in book form.
By the late nineteenth century, widespread literacy created a large reading public and a
great demand for books; continued improvements in printing technology provided the
means to meet the demand. Playwrights often published their plays as books before they
could be produced onstage, with some profound effects. The detailed narrative stage direc-
tions in plays by Bernard Shaw, Eugene O’'Neill, or Henrik Ibsen, for instance, are useful
to a stage director and set designer, but they principally fill in a kind of novelistic back-
ground for the reading audience who will experience the play only on the page.

Theater audiences are bound to the temporality and specificity of the stage, but read-
ers have the freedom to compose the play in much more varied ways. A reader can pause
over a line, teasing out possible meanings, in effect stopping the progress of the play.
Readers are not bound by the linear progress of the play’s action, in that they can flip back
and forth in the play, looking for clues, confirmations, or connections. Nor are readers
bound by the stringent physical economy of the stage, the need to embody the characters
with individual actors, to specify the dramatic locale as a three-dimensional space. While
actors and directors must decide on a specific interpretation of each moment and every
character in the play, readers can keep several competing interpretations alive in the
imagination at the same time.

Both ways of thinking about drama are demanding, and students of drama should try
to develop a sensitivity to both approaches. Treating the play like a novel or poem, decom-
posing and recomposing it critically, leads to a much fuller sense of the play’s potential
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meanings, its gaps and inconsistencies; it allows us to question the text without the need
to come to definite conclusions. Treating the play as a design for the stage forces us to
make commitments, to articulate and defend a particular version of the play, and to find
ways of making those meanings active onstage, visible in performance. As readers, one way
to develop a sense of the reciprocity between stage and page is to think of the play as con-
structed mainly of actions, not of words. Think of seeing a play in an unknown language:
the action of the play would still emerge in its larger outlines, carried by the deeds of the
characters. Not knowing the words would not prevent the audience from understanding
what a character is doing onstage—threatening, lying, persuading, boasting.

When reading a play, it is easy to be seduced by the text, to think of the play’s language
as mainly narrative, describing the attitudes of the character. For performers onstage, how-
ever, speech—language in action—is always a way of doing something. One way for readers
to attune themselves to this active quality of dramatic writing is to ask questions of the text
from the point of view of performers or characters. What do I—Lysistrata, Everyman,
Miranda—want in this speech? How can I use this speech to help me get it? What am I
trying to do by speaking in this way? Although questions like these are still removed from
the actual practice of performance, they can help readers unfamiliar with drama begin to read
plays in theatrical terms.

Another way to enrich the reading experience of drama is to imagine staging the play:
How could the design of the set, the movements of the actors, the pacing of the scenes
affect the play’s meaning, make the play mean something in particular? Questions of this
kind can help to make the play seem more concrete, but they have one important limi-
tation. When asking questions like these, it is tempting to imagine the play being per-
formed in today’s theaters, according to our conventions of acting and stagecraft, and
within the social and cultural context that frames the theater now. To imagine the play on
our stage is, of course, to produce it in our contemporary idiom, informed by our notions
both of theater and of the world our theater represents. However, while envisioning per-
formance, we should also imagine the play in the circumstances of its original theater, a
theater located in a different culture and possibly sharing few practices of stagecraft with
the modern theater. How would Hamlet’s advice to the players have appeared on the
Globe theater’s empty platform stage in 1601? Are there ways in which the text capital-
izes on the similarities between Shakespeare’s company of actors and those Hamlet
addresses fictively in the play? In a theater where a complete, “realistic” illusion was not
possible (and, possibly, not even desirable), how does Shakespeare’s play turn the condi-
tions of theatrical performance to dramatic advantage? Both reading drama and staging
drama involve a complex double-consciousness, inviting us to see the plays with contem-
porary questions in mind, while at the same time imagining them on their original stages.
In this doubleness lies an important dramatic principle: Plays can speak to us in our
theater but perhaps always retain something of their original accents.

Throughout its development, dramatic art has changed as the theater’s place in the
surrounding society has changed. The categories that we apply to drama and theater
today—art versus entertainment, popular versus classic, literary versus theatrical—
are categories of relatively recent vintage. They imply ways of thinking about drama
and theater that are foreign to the function of theater in many other cultures. Much as
drama and theater today emerge in relation to other media of dramatic performance like
film and television, so in earlier eras the theater defined itself in relation to other artis-
tic, social, and religious institutions. Placed in a different sphere of culture, drama
and theater gained a different kind of significance than they have in the United States
today.

DRAMA AND
THEATER IN
HisTORY
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Drama and theater often arise in relation to religious observance. In ancient Egypt,
for instance, religious rituals involved the imitation of events in a god’s or goddess’s life.
In Greece, drama may have had similar origins; by the sixth century BCE, the performance
of plays had become part of a massive religious festival celebrating the god Dionysus.
The plays performed in this theater—including those of Sophocles, Euripides, and
Aristophanes gathered here—were highly wrought and intellectually, morally, and
esthetically complex and demanding works. Aristotle classified drama among other forms
of poetry, but in classical Athens these plays occupied a very different position in the
spectrum of culture than do drama or “art” today, precisely because of their central role in
the City Dionysia. The Roman theater set drama in the context of a much greater variety
of performance—chariot racing, juggling, gladiatorial shows—and while plays were
performed on religious holidays, drama was more clearly related to secular entertainments
than it had been in Athens. Theater waned in Europe with the decline of the Roman
Empire and the systematic efforts of the Catholic church to prevent theatrical per-
formance. Yet, when theater was revived in the late Middle Ages, it emerged with the
support of the church itself. By the year 1000, brief dramatizations illustrated the licurgy
of the Catholic Mass; by the fourteenth century, a full range of dramatic forms—plays
dramatizing the lives of saints, morality plays, narrative plays on Christian history—was
used to illustrate Christian doctrine and to celebrate important days in the Christian year.
Like plays in classical Athens, these plays were produced through community effort rather
than by specialized “theaters” in the modern sense. Although we now regard medieval
drama as extraordinarily rich and complex “literature,” in its own era it was part of a
different strand of culture, sharing space with other forms of pageantry and religious
celebration, rather than being read with the poetry of Chaucer or Dante.

Similarly, in feudal Japan, the Buddhists developed a form of theater to illustrate the
central concepts of their faith. Throughout the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, an
increasing number of professional players came to imitate these dramatic performances
on secular occasions, and for secular audiences. By the fourteenth century, it became con-
ventional for the great samurai lords—or SHOGUNS—to patronize a theatrical company,
giving rise to the classical era of the Noh theater. The social history of theater in Japan
was complicated by other factors as well. The aristocratic NOH theater was rivaled by the
popular, often quite contemporary, KABUKI theater. Government restrictions on the pro-
fessions (which tended to make acting a family business, passed on through generations),
and Japan’s militant isolationism (coming to an end only in the mid-nineteenth century),
have contributed to making Japan’s classical theater survive in many ways unchanged.

Secular performance did, of course, also take place in classical and medieval Europe,
including improvised farces on contemporary life, fairground shows, puppetry, mimes,
and other quasi-dramatic events. Many plays were performed only on religious occasions,
though, and their performers were usually itinerant, lacking the social and institutional
support that would provide them with lasting and continuous existence. Only in the
Renaissance of the fifteencth and sixteenth centuries did the Western theater begin to
assume the function it has today: a fully secular, profit-making, commercial enterprise.
Although Renaissance theaters continually vied with religious and state officials for the
freedom to practice their trade, by the sixteenth century, the European theater was part of
a secular entertainment market, competing with bear-baiting, animal shows, athletic con-
tests, public executions, royal and civic pageants, public preaching, and many other
attractions to draw a paying public. The theater emerged in this period as a distinct insti-
tution, supported by its own income; the theater became a trade, a profession, a business,
rather than a necessary function of the state or of religious worship. Indeed, if drama in
classical Athens was conceived more as religious ritual than as “art” in a modern sense,
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drama in Renaissance London was classed mainly as popular “entertainment.” The theacer
only gradually became recognized as an arena for “literary” accomplishment, for literary
status in this period was reserved mainly for skill demonstrated in forms like the sonner,
the prose romance, or the epic, forms that could win the authors a measure of aristocratic
prestige and patronage. As part of the motley, vulgar world of the public theater, plays
were not considered serious, permanent literature.

However, the desire to transform drama from ephemeral theatrical “entertainment”
into permanent literary “art” begins to be registered in the Renaissance. The poet and
playwright Ben Jonson included plays in the 1616 edition of his Worés, insisting on the
literary importance of the volume by publishing it in the large, FOLIO format generally
reserved for classical authors. In 1623, seven years after his death, William Shakespeare’s
friends and colleagues published a similar, folio-sized collection of his plays, a book that
was reprinted several times throughout the seventeenth century. By the 1660s and 1670s,
writers at the court of Louis XIV in Paris could achieve both literary and social distinc-
tion as dramatists; Jean Racine’s reputation as a playwright, in part at least, helped to win
his appointment as Louis’s royal historiographer. Yet, despite many notable exceptions,
the theatrical origins of drama prevented contemporary plays from being regarded as
“literature,” although plays from earlier eras were increasingly republished and gradually
seen to have “literary” merit. Indeed, by the nineteenth century, contemporary plays often
achieved “literary” recognition by avoiding the theater altogether. English poets like Lord
Byron and Percy Bysshe Shelley, for instance, wrote plays that were in many ways unstage-
able, and so preserved them from degrading contact with the tawdry stage. The English
critic Charles Lamb remarked in a famous essay that he preferred reading Shakespeare’s
plays to seeing them in the theater; for Lamb, the practical mechanics of acting and
the stage intruded on the experience of the drama’s poetic dimension. In fact, the great
playwrights of the late nineteenth century—Henrik Ibsen, Anton Chekhov, August
Strindberg, and even the young Bernard Shaw—carved a space for themselves as drama-
tists by writing plays iz opposition to the values of their contemporary audiences and to the
practice of their contemporary theater, a strategy that would have seemed unimaginable
to Sophocles, Shakespeare, or even Moliere. To bring their plays successfully to the stage,
new theaters and new theater practices had to be devised, and a new audience had to be
found, or made.

This split between the “literary drama” and the “popular theater” has become the con-
dition of twentieth-century drama and theater: plays of the artistic AVANT-GARDE are more
readily absorbed into the CANON of literature, while more conventional entertainments—
television screenplays, for instance—remain outside it. The major modern playwrights
from Ibsen to Luigi Pirandello to Samuel Beckett first wrote for small theaters and were
produced by experimental companies playing to coterie audiences on the fringes of the
theatrical “mainstream.” This sense of modernist “art” as opposed to the values of bour-
geois culture was not confined to drama and theater. Modernist fiction and poetry—cubist
and abstract painting and sculpture, modern dance, and modern music—all developed a
new formal complexity, thematic abstraction, and critical self-consciousness in opposition
to the sentimental superficiality they found in conventional art forms. This modernist
tendency has itself produced a kind of reaction, a desire to bring the devices of popular
culture and mass culture into drama, as a way of altering the place of the theater in soci-
ety and changing the relationship between the spectators and the stage. Bertolt Brecht's
ALIENATION EFFECT, Samuel Beckett’s importation of circus and film clowns into absur-
dist theater, Suzan-Lori Parks’s PASTICHE of American history in her POSTMODERN Anzerica
Play, or Wole Soyinka’s interweaving of African ritual and realism in Death and the King's
Horseman are all examples of this reaction. The theater has been challenged by film and
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television to define its space in contemporary culture, and, given the pervasive availability
of other media, theater has increasingly seemed to occupy a place akin to that of opera,
among the privileged, elite forms of “high culture.” As a result, innovation in today’s
theater often takes place on the margins or fringes of mainstream theater and culture: in
smaller companies experimenting with new performance forms, in subversive theaters
confronting political oppression in many parts of the world, and in theaters working to
form a new audience and a new sense of theater by conceiving new forms of drama.

Perhaps because its meaning must emerge rapidly and clearly in performance, drama tends
to be compressed and condensed; its characters tend toward types, and its action tends
toward certain general patterns as well. It is conventional to speak of these kinds of drama
as GENRES, each with its own identifying formal structure and typical themes. Following
Aristotle’s Poetics, for example, TRAGEDY is usually considered to concern the fate of an
individual hero, singled out from the community through circumstances and through his
or her own actions. In the course of the drama, the hero’s course of action entwines with
events and circumstances beyond his or her control. As a result, the hero’s final downfall—
usually, but not always, involving death—seems at once both chosen and inevitable.
COMEDY, on the other hand, focuses on the fortunes of the community itself. While the
hero of tragedy is usually unique, the heroes of comedy often come in pairs: the lovers who
triumph over their parents in romantic comedies, the dupe and the trickster at the center
of more ironic or satirical comic modes. While tragedy points toward the hero’s downfall
or death, comedy generally points toward some kind of broader reform or remaking of
society, usually signaled by a wedding or other celebration at the end of the play.

To speak of genre in this way, though, is to suggest that these ideal critical abstrac-
tions actually exist in some form, exemplified more or less adequately by particular plays.
Yet, as the very different genres of Japanese theater suggest, terms like tragedy and comedy,
or MELODRAMA, TRAGICOMEDY, FARCE, and others, arise from our efforts to find continu-
ities between extraordinarily different kinds of drama: between plays written in different
theaters, for different purposes, to please different audiences, under different historical
pressures. When we impose these terms in a prescriptive way, we usually find that the
drama eludes them or even calls them into question. Aristotle’s brilliant sense of Greek
tragedy in the Poetics, for instance, hardly “applies” with equal force to Greek plays as dif-
ferent as Oedipus the King and Medea, or Kan’ami’s elegant Noh drama, Matsukaze, let alone
later plays like Hamlet or Endgame. In his essay, “Tragedy and the Common Man,” Archur
Miller tries to preserve “tragedy” for modern drama by redefining Aristotle’s description
of the hero of tragedy. Instead of Aristotle’s hero—a man (not a woman) of an elevated
social station—Miller argues that the modern hero should be an average, “common” man
(not a woman), precisely because the “best families” do not seem normative to us or
representative of our basic values. Our exemplary characters are taken from the middle
classes. Yet to redefine the hero in this way calls Aristotle’s other qualifications—the
notion of the hero’s character and actions, the meaning of the tragic “fall”—into question
as well, forcing us to redefine Aristotelian tragedy in ways that make it something entirely
new, something evocative in modern terms.

In approaching the question of genre, then, it is often useful to avoid asking how a
play exemplifies the universal and unchanging features of tragedy or comedy. Instead, one
could ask how a play or a theater invents tragedy or comedy for its contemporary audience.
What terms does the drama present, what formal features does it use, to represent human
experience? How do historically “local” genres—Renaissance REVENGE TRAGEDY, French
NEOCLASSICAL DRAMA, modern THEATER OF THE ABSURD—challenge, preserve, or redefine
broader notions of genre?



