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INTRODUCTION TO DRAMA AND DRAMATIC
THEORY

The Nature of Drama

The play is a form of literature to be read and judged in itself like po-
etry and fiction, but it is also, or even more, meant to be performed
on the stage. Because of this dual nature, there are inevitable differ-
ences between the methods in creating and interpreting drama and
those involved in the other literary forms.

Through drama writers can present experience more vividly and
more intensely than through other literary forms, but on the other
hand, with the exception of stage direction, they have basically only
one means of expression: dialogue. Unlike poets or novelists, who can
make extensive use of description and discussion and present their ideas
in a variety of ways from different points of view, dramatists must
express all their ideas through their characters’ words and gestures.

Because a play is designed to be performed on the stage, its time
scope and setting are necessarily limited; it must cover more events
more quickly making fewer changes of location than does the epic or
novel. Usually, plays limit digression and require singleness of focus.
Playwrights must also translate thoughts, feelings and psychological
conditions of their characters into the concrete and tangible, into dia-
logue and action.

Play readers, too, must work within a certain context. They must
make full use of their imagination, their perception, and their own
experience in reading and analyzing the play. They must visualize the
play in the context of theater. In their mind’s eye they should follow
its progress as if seeing it played on a real stage by actors moving,
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talking and gesticulating. To obtain maximum enjoyment and under-
standing, readers of a play have generally more work to do on their
own than do readers of a novel or a poem. This limitation is in anoth-
er sense an advantage, for the play’s lack of description and authorial
presence offers its readers greater opportunity to exercise their own
judgment.

The Elements and Structure of Drama

Aristotle, the great Greek philosopher and drama theoretician, cate-
gorized drama into six elements, which are listed in his Poetics in or-
der of importance as he viewed them:

Plot

Character

Thought

Diction

Music

Spectacle
And today we find them still a useful starting point for our discussion
of drama.

1. PLOT

Aristotle places plot foremost in his list of elements that compose dra-
ma, for it provides the basic framework of the action. “Plot” is basi-
cally another term for structure, the things that happen in the play
and the ways in which those incidents connect. The “plot” of a play is
different from the “story” of a play. Plot is the way the story is told.
Different ways of arranging the same story often yield different plays.
The weakest type of plot, according to Aristotle, is the episodic plot
where one event follows another with little or no causal effect or rela-
tionship. The strongest is the involved plot, such as the plot of Oedi-
pus Rex , where each action flows out of some preceding action, where
the very struggle of the tragic heroes or heroines to free themselves be-
comes the force that destroys them. We should know, however, there
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are good plays that use the episodic plot. The relation between plot
and drama is often compared to that between skeleton and body. And
just as we are only consciously aware of the skeleton beneath the skin,
in the same manner should we be aware of dramatic structure.

Any plot of a dramatic work necessarily has to do with conflict.
The two sides of the conflict, the pros and cons of the argument, are
usually represented by the protagonist and the antagonist in the play.
The protagonist may be one person or many, and the antagonist may
be a person, a group, or a force — social, natural, or supernatural.

The first thing the dramatist has to do is to establish what is going
on, what has happened, and who is involved, through the technique
of exposition, the exposing of the facts. This can involve a variety of
approaches, from the servant and visitor telling each other what the
basic situation is to the direct and immediate involvement in fast de-
veloping action as in the opening scenes of Macbeth. Exposition must
be revealed clearly and slowly enough for the audience to get the nec-
essary information in order to relate it to subsequent scenes. Dramatic
exposition can continue well into the play, through several scenes, as
the past is revealed, the present explained, and characters introduced
and assimilated.

While playwrights must furnish their audiences with background
material through exposition, they also have the task of preparing their
spectators for future developments. They do this by foreshadowing.
They make the subsequent action credible by supplying clues which
they carefully insert in early parts of the play. Foreshadowing has sev-
eral purposes. Besides making the events appear believable, it builds
suspense and creates tension. It may reveal character, and aid in the
development of complications. It may be used to build up an entrance
or to create atmosphere. Playwrights generally value suspense more
than they do surprise, as good craftsmanship requires that the chain of
events be foreshadowed.

Once the dramatists have provided sufficient background to hold
their audiences’ attention, they proceed with the complications that
provide the conflict with its depth and breadth. The first complication
is the point of attack, which refers to that moment in the play at which
the sense of balance existing at the rise of the first curtain is disturbed;
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Professor Higgins says he can pass the flower girl off as a duchess after.
three months of training in phonetics, Robert Mayo says he wants to
leave the farm and rove on the sea. These are characteristic points of
attack — when an inciting force triggers the course of action.

Complications proceed through the rising action. It is time for
plottings and counterplottings, accumulation of incidents and develop-
ment of characters, carrying the conflict forward to the play’s high
plot, its climax. Climax is the point at which everything has aimed. It
is a turning point, after which nothing new can be added. Any high
point in the story hereafter becomes anticlimactic. Climax can be but a
moment very late in the play.

Following the climax everything heads downward in falling action.
Things fall into place, and the play heads toward the conclusion, or
denouement. Then it’s all over, the bodies are removed, the lovers em-
brace, and everybody goes home.

A great number of plays follow the exposition-to-denouement rou-
tine in almost perfect balance, capable of being graphically illustrat-
ed, scene by scene, act by act, in a uniformly parabolic curve. Such
plays have been given the label “well-made,” and because the structure
rather than the theme or idea or character became the predominant as-
pect, emphasizing mass popular entertainment rather than good dra-
matic literature, the term “well-made” has long been used to denote
critical disfavor. But. on the other hand, many great plays are essen-
tially “well-made,” as we will discover in the structure of some of the
plays collected in this anthology.

Plots have varied from the tightly knit, simple structure of Greek
tragedy, to the loose episodes of medieval drama, bound together by a
theme, to the complicated action of the Elizabethans, employing sev-
eral sets of characters involved in overlapping situation, and from the
naturalist’s attempt to-avoid all semblance of structure in “slice-of-
life” plays, to contemporary experiments in expressionistic, “absurd”
and “epic” drama which have little regard for disciplined construction.

2. CHARACTER

[n placing character as the second element, Aristotle started an endless
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argument. Many critics and playwrights insist that character is the
most important element of drama. The controversy will perhaps never
be solved as there are valid arguments on both sides, and, as a matter
of fact, the two should not be seen as mutually exclusive, for in the
last analysis plot is character in action.

The nature of drama and the conventions of the physical theater
exert great influence on characterization. Dramatists must select a few
key incidents occurring in a short space of time and in a few locales,
and they must reveal character by speech and behavior. Dramatists
usually have no means of commenting directly on character. As a re-
sult, the characters in plays must be simplified, their qualities made
clear in a few telling scenes.

During the last quarter of the 19th century, under the impact of
the scientific method and the new developments in psychology, the
playwright became concerned with delineating characters with rich in-
ner lives and complex motivations. Ibsen, Strindberg, and Chekhov,
the three masters of modern western drama, were particularly success-
ful in creating life-like figures. Dramatists in the 20th century have
continued to strive for the creation of solid characters whose motiva-
tions are subtle and complicated.

Character may be portrayed in four ways. First, character is de-
lineated by appearance. The actor’s physical qualities give an immedi-
ate stimulus to the audience. Many modern playwrights have a very
specific image in mind, describing the character’s appearance in con-
siderable detail.

Second, character is revealed by speech. The kind of language
employed by the personae, their manner of speaking, their voice qual-
ity and so on, all say something about them. The dramatist takes great
care to write dialogue that makes an immediate impression about the
characters.

Third, character is established by action. A character’s external
actions give us clues to his or her inner motivations. Sometimes, the
playwright may create a misleading or ambiguous impression of a char-
acter at the beginning of the play and then gradually reveal the truth
as the play progresses. In the opening scene of Ibsen’s A Doll House ,
Nora’s initial appearance and actions suggest a doll-like character, but
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the first impression is changed by her subsequent course of action. Ac-
tion is a fundamental technique for depicting character.

Fourth, character may be revealed by what others say about and
how they react to the person. Often, dramatists use other people’s
comment as a method of revealing the truth about an absent character.
Dramatists may deliberately mislead or perplex their audiences by hav-
ing characters say ambiguous or controversial things, as in Death of a
Salesman , Linda and her two sons and their neighbor Charlie each has
a different story or opinion about Willy, the salesman. In some cases,
it is the writer’s purpose to leave the audience in a state of confusion.
However, the more usual practice of most dramatists is to reveal the
genuine nature and background of character through the speech of
others.

The sharpness of a character’s image has a lot to do with the
structure of the drama. Plays written for a theater which permit most
of the essential action to appear on stage give the playwright a greater
opportunity to create a more vivid, complex character than those plays
which were confined to minimum of action. For instance, one reason
that Willy Lowman is such a rich and interesting character is that we
see him through many acted out scenes of his memory of the past.

The rounded, or three dimensional characters who are neither
wholly good nor wholly evil, but wholly human, are certainly the
most convincing and rich characters. But because of the compression
of the form, drama usually cannot afford to fully realize all its charac-
ters. The minor roles of most plays tend to be flat, one-dimensional,
or stereotyped. Characters who change and develop as the play pro-
gresses are called dynamic ones as opposed to those whose character
traits remain static throughout the play.

3. THOUGHT

The third element, thought, refers to the reasoning aspect of drama.
Thought, however, is more than the intellectual content, since one’s
reasons for behavior are bound up with one’s emotions. Characters in
drama make subjective decisions under pressure, caught in conflicting
emotional entanglements. In this respect, dramas are like the



