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PREFACE

There are many approaches to the essentials
of drama. The most obvious ones are delin-
eated in the introduction. The more subtle ones
remain to be discovered in class analysis. Un-
fortunately they are not as easy to present for
understanding. The nuances of meaning, imag-
ery, symbolism, and interpretation are best con-
sidered along with specific plays. Each play has
most of the ingredients necessary for drama;
however, some plays are better adapted to spe-
cific considerations than others. Hamlet, for ex-
ample, may be used to illustrate everything.
Look Back in Anger, on the other hand, is diffi-
cult to analyze if one is studying the conven-
tional symbols.

After each play is a series of questions that
will draw out the major concerns mentioned in
the introduction. The glossary gives a handy,
condensed review of the major terms used in
the analysis of drama. Sometimes a target of
opportunity is the most rewarding approach to
the study of literature; such a target cannot be
built in. Flexibility, then, is a prime virtue; the

text tries to give the instructor that opportunity
to be flexible in his teaching. On the other
hand, the instructor may allow the book to do
the road work and reserve the interpretive pyro-
technics for himself.
meant to be stultifyingly inhibitive; it is a de-

The apparatus is not

vice to open as many ways as possible to a satis-
factory introduction.

The experienced instructor will have his path
chosen; the beginner may try several avenues,
making a mental note of the successful ones and
making resolutions to avoid the failures. Intro-
duction to Drama and Criticism is an attempt
to bring together the best plays available in an
ambience that is conducive to pleasant learning.
No esoteric subtlety is pretended; no pedantic
parading of knowledge is presented for the ben-
efit of impressing other scholars. This is a text
designed for the student to whom the study of
drama is still a fresh, interesting, and exciting
experience.

EMIL HURTIK
ROBERT YARBER
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Drama is a unique art form! The play is
meant to be performed; much of its meaning
and value may evolve from the transformation
of printed words to speech and action, but it
also exists solely as literature, to be read, ana-
lyzed, and judged in itself, independent of any
considerations of performance. Because of the
play’s dual nature, there are inevitable differ-
ences between the methods and problems in-
volved in creating, analyzing, and interpreting
drama and those involved in the other literary
forms. The dramatist is concerned not only
with the impact of his play as it is read, but
also with its suitability and adaptability for per-
formance, with its stage impact. He strives to
create a work which will function successfully
on both these levels; similarly, he may attempt
to achieve both immediate appeal and long-
range durability, to make the play of specific
interest and significance to his own era or so-
ciety while at the same time endowing it with
more universal application and appeal.

In achieving these ends, the dramatist must
work within a set of limitations unknown to the
novelist, short-story writer, or poet; the drama-
tist’s task is in many ways more challenging, as
he must express his ideas with clarity, power,
and originality while remaining within specific
boundaries and adhering to certain rules and
restrictions unique to drama. First, with the ex-
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ception of prologues, epilogues, and stage direc-
tion, the dramatist has only one means of ex-
pression: his dialogue. Unlike the novelist, who
can make extensive use of description and dis-
cussion, who can present his ideas in a variety
of ways from different points of view, who can
employ a wide range of literary techniques, the
dramatist must express all of his ideas through
his characters’ words (and of course through
their physical actions, which usually relate so
closely to the dialogue as to form one unified
entity). The dialogue develops the characters
and they in turn develop the plot. Thus dia-
logue is the crucial and controlling element to
the playwright, while it may be of minor impor-
tance to the novelist.

Secondly, the dramatist must cope with limi-
tations on time and setting; because a play is
designed to be performed, its time scope is nec-
essarily restricted; furthermore, it must cover
more events more quickly than does the novel.
Just as the play’s structure limits lengthy de-
scription and explanation, it limits digression;
the play requires unity, a singleness of focus
not necessary in the novel. The dramatist is
similarly restricted in terms of setting; though
the scene can shift, both on stage and in the
mind of the reader, the play is nevertheless
more typically limited in range than is the novel.
The play’s action, for example, cannot take



place solely within the mind of a character (or
if it does, it must be externally represented) ;
this is in fact another of the dramatist’s restric-
tions; he must translate thoughts, ideas, and
psychological conditions, those of his charac-
ters, and ultimately, his own, into the concrete
and tangible, into language and action. Unlike
the novelist, he cannot simply explain or de-
scribe. The play reader or spectator, too, must
work within a certain context. The spectator, of
course, has the advantage of total impact; the
play ceases to be merely printed words and
becomes concrete, an extension of reality.
Nevertheless, even a well-staged, well-acted play
lies in the realm of make-believe; eventually
the curtain falls and the audience is transported
back to the reality of daily life. And because
the play is in fact a representation, because the
events on stage are not really happening, the
audience must accept certain dramatic conven-
tions, which will be discussed in detail.

The reader of plays has rather different limi-
tations; because he has only the printed script
to work with, he must make full use of his
imagination, his perception, and his own expe-
rience in reading, analyzing, and interpreting
the play. Thus, the reader generally has more
work to do on his own than does the spectator
or the reader of a novel. While the spectator
has the advantage of seeing the play’s action
and dialogue unified and presented on stage,
not just in his mind, and the novel reader is
given more than just dialogue and stage direc-
tions (and is more likely to be directed to spe-
cific conclusions by the novelist) the play
reader must often make more use of his own re-
sources, must expend more individual effort in
order to obtain maximum enjoyment and un-
derstanding. This limitation can also in a sense
be an advantage, for the play’s lack of descrip-
tion and authorial omniscience offers the reader
greater opportunity to exercise his own judg-
ment. Shakespeare never tells us what Hamlet
thinks; from his
speeches, using our own perception, imagina-
tion, and experience. The dramatist is more
likely to be in the background than is the novel-
ist; hence, drama is often characterized by
greater reader involvement.

Thus, we see that although drama shares

we must determine this
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many of the qualities of the other literary
forms, it has an excitement, an immediacy, it is
necessarily fast-paced, direct, and unified, a
“now” experience. To gain further insight into
the nature of drama, to understand the role of
the reader, and to reach a conclusion regarding
dramatic meaning, it may be helpful to further
examine the development, classifications, and
various structural elements of drama.

Western drama as we know it is said to have
begun in Greece, specifically, in the Greece of
the fifth century B.c., of Aeschylus, Sophocles,
and Euripides. These dramatists gave shape to
Western comedy and tragedy, providing a foun-
dation for all who followed them. The next vi-
tally important era in terms of dramatic devel-
opment was the Elizabethan age in England;
here, within the space of a few years flourished
Webster, Marlowe, Jonson, and Shakespeare. A
direct result of the Renaissance, Elizabethan
drama is significant not only because of its role
in the history of English literature, but because
of its intrinsic worth. Like classical Greek
drama, much of Elizabethan drama has univer-
sal application (conversely, it is through lack of
universal application and appeal that Roman
and medieval drama failed to transcend Roman
and medieval times; the drama of these eras is
mainly of an extrinsic historical interest).
Shakespeare and his contemporaries gave new
shape, new forms and conventions, new life to
Western drama. The content of Elizabethan
drama is perhaps most significant; its comedies,
based on irony of situations, mistaken identity,
reversal of fortunes, and caricature, and its
tragedies, concerning the deeper questions and
dilemmas of man’s existence, have provided
both a base and a source for much of the drama
of other eras, including our own.

The Elizabethan age was followed by a
Puritan-dominated era of dramatic inactivity
which was in turn followed by the Restoration,
signaling the beginning of neo-classicism.
Toward the end of the eighteenth century neo-
classical drama, characterized by emphasis on
form, order, and conventions, gave way to ro-
manticism which represented a triumph of the
subjective, of feeling over form; one of its
many variations was Gothic drama, which
emphasized the

mysterious and grotesque.



Another outgrowth of romanticism, melo-
drama, reached its peak of popularity in the
mid-nineteenth century. By the latter part of
that century, dramatic realism, basically formu-
lated from the naturalism of Emile Zola and de-
veloped by dramatists such as Ibsen, Chekhov,
and Shaw, began to replace romanticism. By
the turn of the century, a reaction, or at least an
alternative, to realism appeared; this was ex-
pressionism (similar forms were called surreal-
ism, theatricalism, and more recently, the the-
ater of the absurd) which stressed external
representation of internal, subjective states of
feelings or moods, contrasting with the objec-
tivity of realism.

These two major schools or forces, then, have
shaped twentieth-century drama; most drama-
tists belong to one of the two groups, though
some have written plays of both types. Realism,
represented by such plays as Night of the Ig-
uana and Look Back in Anger, has generally
been the more dominant and familiar of the two
types, though the expressionistic trend has
steadily gained strength; the mid-twentieth cen-
tury saw popularized expressionism such as The
Skin of Our Teeth, while during the fifties and
sixties absurd and existentialist drama, most of
which can be classified, at least loosely, as ex-
pressionistic, flourished. There are no longer
invariable, clear-cut divisions between realism
and expressionism; modern drama includes
many variations and combinations of the two.
With the trend toward a loosening of catego-
ries, a less rigid classification of drama, each
modern play must define and explain itself;
predetermined labels are no longer adequate,
though they do provide a foundation from
which the play reader can begin his analysis.

All drama, whether Greek, Elizabethan, neo-
classical, or modern makes use of dramatic con-
ventions; because the play is, after all, merely a
representation of reality, the reader or audience
must adopt a special attitude, must accept the
world created by the dramatist as reality for a
specified period of time. This involves accep-
tance of various elements which, through a
breach of external reality, establish and deter-
mine reality within the play itself. Conventions
involving time and space are inherent in all
drama: events occurring over a period of weeks

or years may be presented in a matter of hours,
time may be artificially divided into acts and
scenes, or it may be temporarily suspended,
most of the dialogue concerns the basic focus or
subject of the play, avoiding extraneous and ir-
relevant material which would be present in real
life; the characters, though ostensibly self-con-
tained, are ultimately aware of an interaction
with the audience, and so on. There may be a
considerable amount of dramatic irony; the
reader or audience may know more than the
characters do; the outcome may be revealed to
the reader halfway through the play. Other
conventions are unique to specific modes or
eras; the Greeks accepted masks, choruses, and
deus ex machina (the interference of the gods) ;
Elizabethans accepted soliloquies, asides, little
scenery, and men in women’s roles; neo-classi-
cal audiences accepted the Greek-devised con-
vention of the three unities (that the play must
be confined to a single plot, a single place, and a
single day). While older conventions such as
the use of the asides, ritualistic language, or di-
alogue in verse may seem artificial and unreal
to the contemporary spectator, the conventions
he willingly accepts may soon be outdated as
new dramatic forms and concepts develop.
Though necessarily present in all drama, dra-
matic conventions are never fixed or absolute;
they vary with new styles and ideas; similarly,
conventions of past eras may be rediscovered
and readapted.

Contemporary drama of or derived from the
realistic tradition is likely to embody conven-
tions involving the assumption that events on
stage are literal representations of reality, of ac-
tuality ; while in drama belonging to or derived
from the expressionistic tradition, drama con-
cerned with the subjective rather than the ob-
jective, one finds conventions of distortion and
abstraction, conventions designed to establish
the reality of the inward state, to express this
state externally.

The reader is somewhat less affected by the
necessity of accepting dramatic conventions
than is the spectator, for the reader’s basic con-
cern is with the use of his own imagination in
staging the play mentally, not with perceiving
and responding to action being presented be-
fore him; nevertheless, he still must be aware of
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these conventions in order to understand fully
and appreciate the play, to evaluate its cultural
context; he will probably make use of them to
some extent in the process of mental staging,
and, ultimately, in his final analysis. Dramatic
conventions serve as a link between the drama-
tist and the reader, as a reaffirmation of the
reader’s involvement. For, to derive the maxi-
mum value from reading the play, to grasp and
appreciate its significance, the reader must
make concessions; he must evaluate the play
within a certain context, within a particular set
of limitations which he implicitly accepts.
Dramatic conventions provide these limita-
tions, these boundaries within which external
reality is compromised or sacrificed to the ex-
tent necessary to establish internal reality, to
give tangibility to what is essentially an imagi-
nary world.

The traditional categories of drama include
comedy, tragedy, farce, and melodrama; each
of these divisions, of course, includes a number
of subdivisions: comedy may range from slap-
stick to biting satire, melodrama from the
thriller to the serious problem play. Though
these classifications are arbitrary and not al-
ways applicable to contemporary drama, they
provide a basis for examining and classifying
the majority of plays belonging to an era.

Though comedy may contain essentially seri-
ous subject matter, though it may deal with hu-
man or social failings and weaknesses, it is gen-
erally distinguished by its light treatment of
these themes. Comedy’s purpose varies greatly
with its form; low comedy may often have no
other purpose than to entertain, light comedy to
exploit universal human foibles and resulting
situations, thus provoking laughter of recogni-
tion and identification, intellectual or high com-
edy to expose irrationality, perhaps to present
basically serious ideas and concepts in the form
of wit, satire to mock, gently or harshly, vari-
ous individual or social flaws. The unifying
characteristic, the factor which explains the
similarity of all of these forms is humor; the
intent of the humor (its direction and manifes-
tation, the type of message it carries) explains
the differences.

Farce is closely related to comedy in that it is
designed to provoke laughter, but, unlike com-
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edy, farce almost always concentrates on the ab-
surd and improbable; it is less likely to be con-
cerned with making a point, less likely to have
any deep implications, to extend beyond its sur-
face level, than is comedy. This is not to sug-
gest that all farce belongs to the realm of slap-
stick or mindless nonsense; again, the fine line
between dramatic categories, the fluid nature of
these classifications, is such that certain types of
farce may closely resemble high comedy or sat-
ire. While farce is generally characterized by a
dependence on situation rather than on charac-
terization, on admitted unreality rather than on
probability, there is great variety within the
category, and consequently, two plays both la-
beled farce may differ from each other as much
as do light comedy and biting satire.

Melodrama typically refers to plays involving
exciting, dramatic events and strong emotions;
like farce it generally depends on exploitation
of situation rather than on character develop-
ment. The characters tend to be stereotyped
(the hero, the villain, etc.); events tend to be
exaggerated: situations are overplayed: the ba-
sic emphasis is on external rather than internal
problems and forces; there is often a lack of
overall probability and reality. Again, this does
not mean that melodrama is a necessarily infe-
rior dramatic form; mysteries, thrillers, and
certain soap-opera type dramas may be highly
entertaining and absorbing, thus successfully
fulfilling their purpose. One form of melo-
drama, the problem play, is a serious drama
concerned with a social problem or condition in
which melodramatic effects may be used to cre-
ate an intended emotional and intellectual im-
pact; some such plays approach the realm of
tragedy. Thus, melodrama, like the other cate-
gories, is not simply or concretely defined; it
includes many variations, many different levels
of drama.

Tragedy, essentially, involves conflict be-
tween individual will and the forces against it.
The protagonist, usually a noble but inevitably
flawed individual, struggles against antagonists
which may include other individuals, society as
a whole, the physical world, fate, and his own
desires and weaknesses. As he does so, the in-
evitability of disaster becomes increasingly
clear; at the same time, the reader becomes in-



creasingly involved with, and strongly identifies
with, the protagonist and shares his struggle
and his ultimate fate. A significant element of
tragedy is the combination of internal and ex-
ternal conflicts and challenges; Hamlet must
face a vicious world and an unjust destiny. He
must also cope with his own imperfections. He
is the victim of circumstances and of the wick-
edness of others, but he is also the victim of his
own vacillation, of his self-doubt, and of his de-
sire to avoid commitment. Another vital ele-
ment is the conflict between expediency and
honor; the protagonist must strive to survive on
the world’s terms while maintaining his own in-
tegrity. Tragedy ends in the downfall and de-
feat of the protagonist, yet it does not always
imply total failure or total despair; there is of-
ten, on a deeper level, a sense of victory as he
yields to his fate, a sense of honor or peace in
resolution, of moral triumph in physical defeat.

Thus, we see that tragedy, the most complex
of dramatic forms, deals with the fundamental
questions of man’s existence: his relationship
with his environment, his relationship with God
or fate, his control over his own will and de-
sires, over his own destiny, his struggles with
death, power, love, and hate, and his ability to
face and cope with reality. Tragedy deals with
the unchanging realities inherent in all societies
and individuals. This is its major point of dif-
ference from comedy, besides the obvious ones
of tone and purpose; while comedy tends to be
more representative of its particular era, of the
condition of the society in which it is rooted,
tragedy transcends time and place. Comedy, of
course, deals with universal and unchanging
human characteristics, but it often does so in
terms of a specific social context, it tends to in a
sense be bound to the era it reflects. We can
analyze and evaluate Hamlet without a great
deal of knowledge of his Denmark, or even of
Shakespeare’s England, but full appreciation of
Pygmalion requires some understanding of the
English social structure at the turn of the cen-
tury.

Many contemporary plays cannot be rigidly
classified into one of the four divisions; serious
contemporary dramas such as Night of the Ig-
uana and Look Back in Anger are neither trag-
edy, in the traditional sense, nor melodrama.

There is an increasing trend toward the blend-
ing and combining of styles: serious drama
may contain elements of melodrama and farce;
licht comedy may mask a tragic message. The
traditional classifications, however, are still
valid in that they provide a guide for under-
standing the purpose of various types of drama.

All drama, regardless of type, style, or era, is
composed of certain basic elements: story, plot,
conflict, characters, dialogue, and action. In a
well-constructed play, these are integrated to
form a single entity, to produce one specific im-
pact, but the reader, by separating them, by
evaluating the relation of each part to the
whole, can further understand and appreciate
the skills and techniques which the dramatist
uses to achieve unity within the play. The play
story is the foundation, the basic outline of
events which concern the characters; it includes
those events occurring before the play begins
which have a direct or indirect effect on the
play’s course of action. Similarly, the effect of
the play’s resolution on events occurring after
the curtain falls is often implied, thus creating a
sort of continuity of action.

Plot is the arrangement of events within the
play, the connection and interaction of inci-
dents to form a coherent whole; some plots are
composed of a logical sequence of interdepen-
dent events, others of more loosely related
scenes and incidents, but all drama contains
some sort of organized pattern of action leading
to a particular, predetermined conclusion.
Every plot contains exposition, complication,
climax, and denouement; these divisions pro-
vide a blueprint for plot analysis, but they are
neither clear-cut nor stable; they more often
than not overlap and blend. Exposition pro-
vides a background or at least a starting point
for the reader; he is introduced to the present
situation, and usually at least one of the major
characters, given hints about the play’s conflicts
and problems, and perhaps given information
about past events and foreshadowing of future
ones. Obviously, the exposition seldom makes
everything clear to the reader; characters have
yet to be introduced, their natures, attitudes,
and motives to be revealed, the conflicts to be
fully developed, subplots to be presented, the
bearing of past events on present action to be

INTRODUCTION TO DRAMA 5"



fully determined. In some forms of modern
drama, particularly in expressionistic-oriented
plays, expositions may be nonexistent or de-
signed merely to confuse; in older forms of
drama, the reader usually is provided with
some type of orientation or conditioning, often
in the form of a prologue. The cast of charac-
ters, the setting, and the preliminary stage di-
rections may function as a supplement to the
exposition.

Complication, usually the major portion of
the play, consists of rising action or challenge;
it usually reveals the problems facing the pro-
tagonist, the forces opposing him, and his own
course of action. It blends the fates, fortunes,
and actions of the characters, sets forth the con-
flicts, and increases intensity until a critical
point is reached. This is the climax (sometimes
immediately preceded by the crisis, which
makes some sort of choice necessary), the point
at which the outcome is determined. The rever-
sal, the point at which the outcome or resolu-
tion actually begins to take place, may be in-
cluded in the climax or may immediately follow
it. Once resolution is reached, there often fol-
lows denouement, which presents the conse-
quences of the outcome, unites and concludes
any subplots or loose ends, and initiates a new
sense of stability, of equilibrium.

The plot of any type of drama must contain
conflict, the element which creates suspense,
which gives the play life and interest, and
which determines the characters’ actions. There
may be a variety of conflicts, or perhaps a sin-
gle, many-layered one; conflict may occur be-
tween characters, between a character and his
environment, between a character’s will and
fate, or within a character himself. Hamlet is
set in conflict with Claudius, with his seemingly
inescapable and disastrous fate, and with his
own weaknesses. Eliza Doolittle faces a conflict
between her natural character and her desire to
become a “lady,” between her very human
qualities and Professor Higgins’ dispassionate
coldness, and between herself and the highly
structured, rigid society to which she belongs.
These conflicts are facets of an overall struggle
between the false surface values: the preoccupa-
tion with form and artificiality represented by
society, and the genuine worth represented by
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Eliza. In Look Back in Anger, Jimmy Porter is
in conflict with the English Establishment, with
the social structure of the 1950’s, with the phoni-
ness, snobbishness, and hypocrisy of the culture
as it is embodied in his wife Allison’s family
and friends; yet, like Hamlet, his major con-
flict is within himself; he is torn and divided,
not sure of what he wants or where he is going,
as is Reverend Shannon in Night of the Iguana.
The characters in Riders of the Sea clash with
natural forces, and, on another level, with the
mystical forces which rule their lives. In some
plays, the primary plot and its conflicts are sup-
plemented and enriched by one or more sub-
plots, which may reflect or contrast with the
main focus of the play. Conflict may be pre-
sented in numerous ways and may assume a va-
riety of forms, but it is always present. The ac-
tion of the play inevitably leads to a resolution
of conflict; in this resolution, particularly in
intellectual comedy and in serious drama, the
dramatist expresses his own attitudes toward
his subject, makes his statement about human
values and about the nature of reality.

Dramatic characters are the agents of the
plot; they are performers through whom the
plot unfolds; their interaction with the events
provides dramatic interest. Although they are
merely one of the many elements of a play, it is
with them that the reader identifies, and
through them that he perceives and appreciates
the pattern of dramatic action. As they reveal
more and more about their own attitudes and
natures, the reader becomes increasingly in-
volved, not only with the characters themselves
but with the total action of the play. Hence, the
characters must be skillfully developed, for it is
because of his identification with, sympathy for,
admiration of, or perhaps distaste for the char-
acters that the reader himself becomes part of
the drama. Though in fact he never abandons
his comfortable position of an outsider looking
in, he can become interested and absorbed in
the lives of the characters, who, for a specified
period of time, become real.

The characters must appear to be acting on
their own, to be a group of people following
their own course of action to a conclusion, not
merely puppets of the dramatist, though this is
of course what they are. The dramatist strives



to create believable characters, to make them
seem to be independent entities, often to endow
them with qualities which make them interest-
ing and memorable in themselves, apart from
their role and function within the play; yet at
the same time he must bind them to the plot and
action, he must make their decisions, actions,
and ultimate fates seem both probable and nec-
essary.

The dramatist may characterize through ap-
pearance, language, and action; as he speaks
and acts, each character classifies himself, as he
interacts with and discusses the other charac-
ters, he gives us further insight into his own na-
ture. As he is confronted with problems and
obstacles, as he takes positions and follows cer-
tain courses, he simultaneously reveals his part
in the play’s plot and action and evokes re-
sponse from the reader, thus drawing the reader
into the action. Some drama, notably farce and
melodrama, makes extensive use of stereotyped
characters; in other forms of drama, tragedy,
serious drama, and comedy, the major charac-
ters are generally more complex, a necessity if
they are to successfully fulfill their function as
developers of plot and action, as expressers of
the dramatist’s own attitudes and values. Minor
characters, however, are often stereotyped or
one-dimensional; they may have one function,
to represent one human trait or flaw, to inad-
vertently bring about an important event or to
influence a significant decision, to provide
comic relief, to foreshadow, to provide a con-
trast with or complement or reflection of a ma-
jor character, or to stress one of the dramatist’s
major points. Unimportant in themselves but
vital to the plot, such characters are often effec-
tive as stereotypes; examples include the grave-
diggers in Hamlet, the convention-goers in The
Skin of Our Teeth, and almost all the minor
characters in Pygmalion. Major characters,
because they perform a number of functions,
play many roles, and are intrinsically impor-
tant, must express a variety of traits and facets.

Virtually all older drama and some contempo-
rary drama make use of the traditional roles,
the protagonist, the antagonist, the confidant, in
whom the protagonist confides, and the foil,
with whom he contrasts; these are not stereo-
types but roles whose existence is justified by

the plot. Hamlet, Eliza Doolittle and Jimmy
Porter in Look Back in Anger are examples of
protagonists; Claudius and Helena of Look
Back in Anger are antagonists. Often the antag-
onistic role is filled by an organization or force
in addition to or instead of a single person; so-
ciety fulfills this role in Pygmalion, and Look
Back in Anger, nature in Riders to the Sea, the
ironies of fate and the inherent weaknesses of
man in Night of the Iguana, The Skin of Our
Teeth, and Hamlet. Horatio and Colonel Pick-
ering are confidants, Fortinbras and Critias
(the treacherous governor of Athens under
Spartan rule) are foils; Jimmy Porter’s friend
Cliff is a modern embodiment of both these
roles. Most characters, particularly in contem-
porary drama, cannot be classified under these
traditional roles, but they still exist to a greater
or lesser extent, often greatly modified and var-
ied.

Characters carry out the plot through dia-
logue; the dramatist not only must create be-
lievable and effective characters, but he must
create dialogue which is at once natural and
carefully planned; it must seem to be free flow-
ing while actually being highly organized and
structured to support and complement the plot.
On stage, dialogue is combined with physical
action to present a total effect, but the play
reader has only the dialogue to work with, his
imagination must help him to stage the play;
thus, the dramatist must create dialogue which
is complete in itself, which stands as literature,
independent of the play’s performance. The
characters, developed and controlled by dia-
logue, use it to establish their positions in the
plot. Dialogue contains all of the ideas, con-
cepts, and values of the play; it is the
dramatist’s only means of communication and
is therefore absolutely vital in determining the
play’s impact and value.

Dramatic action is the combination of plot
and dialogue with the meaning they convey; it
is the totality of the play, the blending of struc-
tural elements with their purpose. Comic action
usually concerns man’s follies and vices, pre-
senting them in a humorous light and conclud-
ing on a note of resolution, of reaffirmation of
man’s basic decency and rationality, his ability
to compromise, survive, and even to triumph.
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Tragic action deals with the darker side of hu-
man nature and existence, with man’s evil, de-
pravity, suffering, and failure; it concludes with
downfall and disaster. Comic action, particu-
larly in the case of satire, may express bit-
terness, hopelessness, and futility. while tragic
action, as discussed previously, often includes
elements of hope or moral resolution. Dramatic
action is not merely what happens but how and
why; it is the play’s surface appearance, its
deeper levels of meaning, and its final signifi-
cance.

The play reader must interpret and evaluate
the play within a certain context, within a cer-
tain structure of limitations. Given these limita-
tions, we turn to the question of analysis: what
factors should be taken into account in the eval-
uation of a particular play? First, the reader
should be aware of the functions and signifi-
cance of the previously discussed structural ele-
ments; an understanding of how the play is put
together, of the diverse parts which the drama-
tist shapes into a unified whole, provides a
foundation for interpretation. Why do certain
scenes occur? Why do they occur at one point
in the play and not in another? Why are cer-
tain relationships, conflicts, and characters
more significant than others? The reader must
ask himself these and similar questions to deter-
mine why the play is structured as it is.

Secondly, the reader may need further knowl-
edge about the cultural or social context in
which the play is set. Extensive knowledge, of
course, is not absolutely vital in all cases; some
plays express universal situations and conflicts
rather than the attitudes and values of one par-
ticular society or era, and, even in the latter
type of play, the reader may be able to analyze
and evaluate the plot and characters solely on
the basis of the dialogue. But to gain insight
into the causes of the events, the motives of the
characters, to understand the values being ques-
tioned, defined, or expressed, it is often helpful
to have some degree of cultural orientation,
some acquaintance with the society and times in
which the play’s action occurs. For in most
cases the external society or environment does
have some impact, direct or indirect, on the in-
ternal action of the play. Awareness of the
dramatist’s feelings about the society in which
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the play is set will aid the reader in grasping
the dramatist’s messages and in forming his
own conclusions; successful interpretation of
Look Back in Anger, for example, involves not
only understanding of postwar English culture,
but perception of Osborne’s feelings about this
culture. Similarly, the reader’s perception of
Shaw’s attitudes toward Edwardian England
and Wilder’s views about America in the thir-
ties will largely influence and determine his
conclusions about Pygmalion and The Skin of
Our Teeth.

Thus, we see the importance of the dramatist
himself, of his particular cultural orientation; if
he is writing about his own society, he may
likely express his attitudes toward it at the same
time as he relates his views about universal situ-
ations and problems. He may express his views
obviously and clearly or very subtly, through
one or more specific characters or through the
course and nature of the events themselves. If
he is writing about an era other than his own,
about another society, the positions he assumes
in relation to it often directly reflect his feeling
and views about his own age; within the con-
text of the problems and conflicts of another
time and place, he makes implications or direct
comments about current events; the dilemmas
of democracy, individual freedom, and integrity
not alien to the late twentieth century. On a
more personal level, Shakespeare expressed his
discontent with the state of Elizabethan theater,
with various new trends, through the speeches
of the players at Elsinore.

The dramatist defines and advocates his sys-
tem or set of values through his characters; the
reader, in his task of interpreting what values
are being expressed, how they are expressed,
and, most important, why they are expressed, is
actually interpreting and analyzing the drama-
tist’s positions and philosophy. Though he
seems to be responding and relating to various
characters, to their problems and forms of be-
havior, he is in reality responding to the values
and opinions of one individual who has chosen
to communicate through the medium of drama.

Finally, the reader must make extensive use
of his own perception, imagination, and experi-
ence; he must combine the structural elements
of the play, its cultural background, and its im-



plicit or explicit values with his own attitudes,
his own judgments, for these will inevitably pat-
tern his reactions to the play. In order to reach
conclusions about the play’s meaning, about its
implications to himself, to his society, and to
mankind as a whole, the reader must strive to
be openminded, to consider each concept pre-
sented and to judge its merit in terms of his
conception of reality. Simultaneously, he must
maintain his position as a constant critic; he
must realize that the dramatist does not neces-
sarily have all the answers; hence, the ideas
expressed in his work should be carefully ex-
amined, weighed, and analyzed before they are
accepted.

The total meaning of a play is the combina-
tion of its structural parts, its total impact, and
the reader’s reactions; it is the entire presenta-
tion of the dramatist’s ideas. In his evaluation,
the reader must determine whether the drama-
tist justifies his assertions and attitudes within
the context of the play, whether the conclusions
implied by the play’s outcome are supported by
its action; he must understand the force behind
the attitudes and values expressed, the drama-
tist’s conception, in light of his own perception
of the world around him. It is not enough
merely to grasp the dramatist’s meaning or mes-
sage, the reader should determine its validity
outside the specific context of the play. To
whom and how does it apply? What is its sig-
nificance, what are its implications for use here
and now? These considerations separate the
play’s meaning from the immediate stage per-
formance or the printed page. We not only
need to understand the experiences of Hamlet

and Ophelia, of Eliza Doolittle, of the Antro-
buses, of Jimmy and Alison Porter, we need to
determine how they apply to us, how we can use
them to further understand and evaluate our-
selves, to improve and enrich our own exis-
tence.

All elements of drama, those inherent in any
play and those which vary with style and era,
combine to present a total image, and from
them evolves the play’s ultimate meaning.
Drama is essentially the expression of ideas
through a set of characters who come to life
through plot and dialogue; though they may
seem to achieve the status of independent be-
ings, they are ultimately intermediaries between
the dramatist and reader; the problems they
face, their reactions and responses to them, and
their resolutions, their final destinies reveal
their creator’s views about the nature of man
and society. These views and attitudes may be
explicit; more often they are implicit within the
framework of dramatic action. Hence, the
reader must work to interpret and evaluate; he
must involve himself and his impressions and
responses, both intellectual and emotional, to
determine and appreciate the play’s signifi-
cance. Consideration of each of the play’s com-
ponent parts, examination of the unification of
these parts, and, finally, evaluation of the play
as a whole, of its purpose and execution, of the
dramatist’s message, will enable the reader to
enjoy drama on various levels; as entertain-
ment, as a communication of ideas and atti-
tudes, as a statement about man’s existence, and
as a source which may aid him in his own
search for truth.

INTRODUCTION TO DRAMA 9



» » p 0 John Millington Synge

RIDERS TO THE SEA

CHARACTERS

MAURYA, an old woman
BARTLEY, her son
CATHLEEN, her daughter
NORA, a younger daughter
MEN AND WOMEN

An Island off the West of Ireland.

Cottage kitchen, with nets, oil-skins, spinning
wheel, some new boards standing by the wall,
efc. CATHLEEN, a girl of about twenty, finishes
kneading cake, and puts it down in the pot-oven
by the fire; then wipes her hands, and begins to
spin at the wheel. NORA, a young girl, puts her
head in at the door.

SCENE.

NORA [in a low voice]. Where is she?
CATHLEEN. She’s lying down, God help her,
and may be sleeping, if she’s able.

[NORA comes in softly, and takes a bundle
from under her shawl.]

CATHLEEN [spinning the wheel rapidly]. What
it is you have?

NORA. The young priest is after bringing them.
It’s a shirt and a plain stocking were got off
a drowned man in Donegal.

[CATHLEEN stops her wheel with a sudden
movement, and leans out to listen.]

10

NorRA. We're to find out if it’s Michael’s they
are, some time herself will be down looking
by the sea.

CATHLEEN. How would they be Michael’s,
Nora? How would he go to the length of that
way to the far north?

NorA. The young priest says he’s known the
like of it. “If it’s Michael’s they are,” says
he, “you can tell herself he’s got a clean bur-
ial by the grace of God, and if they’re not his,
let no one say a word about them, for she’ll
be getting her death,” says he, “with crying
and lamenting.”

[The door which NORA half closed is blown
open by a gust of wind.]

CATHLEEN [looking out anxiously]. Did you
ask him would he stop Bartley going this day
with the horses to the Galway fair?

NORA. “I won’t stop him,” says he, “but let you
not be afraid. Herself does be saying prayers
half through: the night, and the Almighty
God wop;t {éave_ her destitute,” says he, “with
no son living.”

CATHLEEN. Is the sea bad by the white rocks,
Nora? _

Nora. Middling bad, God help us. There’s a
great roaring in the west, and it’s worse it’ll be
getting when.the tide’s turned to the wind.



[She goes over to the table with the bundle.]
Shall I open it now?

CATHLEEN. Maybe she’d wake up on us, and
come in before we’d done. [Coming to the
table.] It’s a long time we’ll be, and the two
of us crying.

NORA [goes to the inner door and listens].
She’s moving about on the bed. She’ll be
coming in a minute.

CATHLEEN. Give me the ladder, and T’ll put
them up in the turf-loft, the way she won’t
know of them at all, and maybe when the tide
turns she’ll be going down to see would he be
floating from the east.

[They put the ladder against the gable of the
chimney; CATHLEEN goes up a few steps and
hides the bundle in the turf-loft. MAURYA
comes from the inner room.]

MAURYA [looking up at CATHLEEN and speak-
ing querulously]. Isn’t it turf enough you
have for this day and evening?

CATHLEEN. There’s a cake baking at the fire for
a short space [throwing down the turf] and
Bartley will want it when the tide turns if he
goes to Connemara.

[NORA picks up the turf and puts it round the
pot-oven.]

MAURYA [sitting down on a stool at the fire].
He won’t go this day with the wind rising
from the south and west. He won’t go this
day, for the young priest will stop him surely.

NORA. He’ll not stop him, mother, and I heard
Eamon Simon and Stephen Pheety and Co-
lum Shawn saying he would go.

MAURYA. Where is he itself?

NORA. He went down to see would there be an-
other boat sailing on the week, and I’'m think-
ing it won’t be long till he’s here now, for the
tide’s turning at the green head, and the
hooker’s tacking from the east.

CATHLEEN. I hear some One passing the big
stones.

NORA [looking/out}. He’s coming nows_ahd he
in a hurry.!"

BARTLEY [comés-in and looks rownd the Foom.
Speaking .&ily and quicily]. “Where is the
bit of new roﬁ%y,Cathleen, was bow#ht in Con-
nemara?

CATHLEEN [coming down]. Give it to him,
Nora; it’s on a nail by the white boards. I
hung it up this morning, for the pig with the
black feet was eating it.

NORA [giving him a rope]. Is that it Bartley?

MAURYA. You’d do right to leave that rope,
Bartley, hanging by the boards. [BARTLEY
takes the rope.] It will be wanting in this
place, I’'m telling you, if Michael is washed
up to-morrow morning, or the next morning,
or any morning in the week, for it’s a deep
grave we’ll make him by the grace of God.

BARTLEY [beginning to work with the rope].
I’'ve no halter the way I can ride down on the
mare, and I must go now quickly. This is the
one boat going for two weeks or beyond it,
and the fair will be a good fair for horses I
heard them saying below.

MAURYA. It’s a hard thing they’ll be saying be-
low if the body is washed up and there’s no
man in it to make the coffin, and I after giv-
ing a big price for the finest white boards
you’d find in Connemara.

[She looks round at the boards.]

BARTLEY. How would it be washed up, and we
after looking each day for nine days, and a
strong wind blowing a while back from the
west and south?

MAURYA. If it wasn’t found itself, that wind is
raising the sea, and there was a star up
against the moon, and it rising in the night.
If it was a hundred horses, or a thousand
horses you had itself, what is the price of a
thousand horses against a son where there is
one son only?

BARTLEY [working at the halter, to CATHLEEN].
Let you go down each day, and see the
sheep aren’t jumping in on the rye, and if the
jobber comes you can sell the pig with the
black feet if there is a good price going.

MAURYA. How would the like of her get a good
price for a pig?

BARTLEY [fo CATHLEEN]. If the west wind
holds with the last bit of the moon let you
and Nora get up weed enough for another
cock for the kelp. It’s hard set we’ll be from
this day with no one in it but one man to
work.

MAURYA. It’s hard set we’ll be surely the day
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