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    Foreword




    I first met Stephen in a bar at the Riverside Studios, Hammersmith, in 1988 at a playwriting festival where an early play of mine was being read. I approached a tall man with a head of hair who looked friendly to ask if he had change for the cigarette machine. He did. We got into conversation. It was Stephen Jeffreys. I had struck gold.




    As Writer-in-Residence at the theatre company, Paines Plough, Stephen had instituted a regular meeting of writers called ‘The Wild Bunch’, which met to discuss the craft: writers took turns to lead sessions on subjects such as exposition, three-act structure, dialogue, scene structure or even ‘What makes you tick?’ He invited me to join. It was the first time I had come face to face with the writer’s craft, and it was all news to me.




    Stephen was more than just a great bloke whose easy laugh set a room alight; he was a genuine geek, an obsessive about the craft of writing. His mantra could be guessed at – Fit the content to the form – with the emphasis on the latter. Every second on stage had to be interesting, and the only way to do that was to understand the medium you were working in, which was theatre not the novel. The novelist can dive inside the minds of characters, and give the reader every corner of their protagonist’s brain – a playwright can’t do that. How to get the inside outside was part of the quest, part of the immense jigsaw puzzle of technique that needed to be assembled to write a great play – with the caveat that craft must support the imaginative vision of the writer. I became Stephen’s successor as Paines Plough’s Writer-in-Residence, and had the luck to travel the country with him, watching him give writing workshops. I took furious notes.




    One time he asked a participant to sit facing the rest of us. He called him Character A. ‘He’s very hungry,’ said Stephen. ‘The dramatist’s job is not to let the character tell us that fact but to show us. How do we do that?’ The group pondered. They decided that another character, B, should come and sit next to the first and begin eating a packet of crisps. What does Character A do? Snatch the crisps? Befriend B? It was the beginning of a scene full of subtext, wants, conflict. It was a perfect method of teaching the number-one theatre rule of all time: to show, not tell. Stephen just came up with stuff like that on the spot. Awesome.




    Stephen always stressed that the word ‘playwright’ was spelled that way because plays were crafted for three-dimensional space, not merely written – they were made like a wheelwright would make a wheel or a shipwright a ship. We were craftspeople: that was Stephen’s great insight and passion, which he pursued with generosity and brilliance his whole life, and which he conveyed to countless, grateful aspiring playwrights who wanted to ‘wright’ their plays but to whom the mysteries of structure seemed opaque. Stephen had an admirable clarity of vision and a genius ability to teach through exercises and insights that was pretty breathtaking. His ‘closed space/open space/closed time/open time’ matrix is now legendary as a tool for examining the relationship between form and content. His knowledge of plays was encyclopaedic. Listening to him, one realised that an intimate knowledge of existing plays was an invaluable resource for a writer.




    So here in this book, thankfully, Stephen has downloaded his brain. As I read it I was reminded again of his deep connection to plays and how they work. There are gems in here, there is guidance, there is the spirit of Stephen Jeffreys always full of wonder at the amazing, complex, flexible invention the play is. The craft he illuminated in this gift of a book is there, just waiting for us to connect to it with our imagination, vision and passion in order to write the next good play, which is the lifeblood of the institution we are all devotees of: the theatre.




    April De Angelis




  





  Editor’s Note




  Stephen and I started working on this book in 2012. I had been working with Stephen for three years by this point, as the administrator of his ‘Playwriting Masterclass’. I first met Stephen when I was an administrator at Out of Joint theatre company, who were producing his play The Convict’s Opera (2008). As a young, aspiring playwright, I cheekily asked Stephen if I could attend his Masterclass and offer some admin support in exchange. Ever the affable and supportive mentor, Stephen allowed me to assist his then administrator, who subsequently handed the baton over to me, and I managed the next two Masterclasses myself.




  I knew that Stephen was keen to write up his Masterclass but never had the time to do it. I recorded the Masterclass of June 2011 with a view to this. So, during a break from my PhD in 2012, I suggested to Stephen that I transcribe the audio recordings and write the first draft of the book. Stephen unhesitatingly agreed.




  We spent a couple of weeks sitting at Stephen’s kitchen table. We worked on some sections of the book, reading the material for the first draft out loud. I asked him to expand on various points, and critiqued aspects of his ideas; I think Stephen liked that I pushed him. Stephen had big plans for the book. He wanted to add sections on using props and writing community plays, and to write a new chapter on ‘Getting Produced’. But things didn’t transpire as planned. Despite my repeated attempts over the next few years to encourage Stephen to finish the book, his schedule was overflowing and mine was too, so we could never find time to continue.




  Eventually in November 2017, Stephen emailed that he wanted to resume work on the book. We met up, and he had a renewed sense of urgency about it. I was keen to finish the book too, but I was trying to write my own book on political theory. We both determined to set aside what time we could.




  Then, in January 2018, the terrible news came. Stephen had an inoperable brain tumour. I think he knew something was wrong, which was why he had contacted me about finishing the book in November. It was truly important to him to see his teaching live on for future generations of playwrights. Whatever held him back before no longer seemed to matter. I travelled down to London and worked with Stephen and his wife, the theatre and opera director Annabel Arden. But by the third meeting in March, Stephen was no longer able to speak in full sentences and Annabel had to translate between him and me. It became clear that Stephen was unable to continue the work and that it was over to me.




  From day one of this project, way back in 2012, we had discussed referencing more plays by women and people of colour, and from different cultures. This was something Stephen was as passionate about as I am. As a mentor of many female playwrights, and having taught in Cuba, Hong Kong, Palestine, and Uganda, Stephen was onside. Frustratingly, in the 2011 Masterclass, he mostly referred to plays by British white men from the 1970s to 1990s. I had pointed this out to him, and he was keen to correct it, but he never got round to it. I have tried to ameliorate this to some extent by spending time in Stephen’s library – a treasure trove of plays by women, plays from Africa, Asia, and all sorts of obscure old plays – and adding details about them where appropriate. I used the plays Stephen owned, as well as the databases (see below).




  Another aspect of the book that Stephen meant to spend time on was the sequence on ‘The Nine Stories’ (see here). Again, with his immense knowledge of theatre, I’m sure he would have added many more examples of stories for each myth. I have fleshed out what I can, drawing on his notes and comments, and the databases he had drawn up, as well as on input from others mentioned below. It should also be noted that, because this book is based on transcripts of lectures, I had to fact-check it retrospectively.




  The databases mentioned in this volume were always included in Stephen’s ‘book’ for his Masterclasses, and supplied to participants. The databases provide an analysis of plays according to the number of scenes, the structure, and the underlying myth, as well as miscellaneous observations. I have collated the most recent databases I could find in Stephen’s office (dated 2014), and they are downloadable at www.nickhernbooks.co.uk/playwriting. In the book, I have included two other pieces of writing I found in his office as appendices: Stephen’s analysis of different types of chorus, which he worked on for his play based on Sun Tzu’s The Art of War (2005); a list of ‘Fifteen Dos and Don’ts of Playwriting’; I have also included the recommended reading list from the Masterclass ‘book’.




  My heartfelt thanks to Annabel for her support, insight and wisdom throughout this process. Also special thanks to Nick Hern for allowing me to take this on, and to Nick de Somogyi for his great edits. Also to April De Angelis and David Edgar for reading a draft of the text and making very helpful suggestions. Despite the constraints, I think we have ended up with a book that will be an invaluable resource for generations of playwrights to come. Stephen’s Playwriting Masterclasses were legendary for the wealth of useful, practical information they imparted about an art form that is notoriously mystifying. I think we’ve captured at least some of that magic in these pages. I hope that, together, we have cemented Stephen’s legacy.




  Maeve McKeown




  November 2018










  Introduction




  My starting point is that nothing that I can say or teach you will turn you into a playwright: you must have something that you want to say. You have to have the urge to say something onstage, and that is something I can’t give you. Most people have learned fascinating things from their life or lived through extraordinary experiences, had brilliant ideas or imagined great things. What I will try to do in this book is to save you years of work by transmitting certain techniques, tools and tricks that can help you to translate your experiences or ideas into your play.




  Aristotle’s assessment of playwriting in the Poetics remains to this day the greatest attempt to explain this mysterious craft. I have read many later books on playwriting, some going back to the nineteenth century, and most of them are not very helpful to the aspiring playwright. Either they tend to view plays in an overly academic manner or they tend to be too simple. What I think playwrights need is a practical guide to writing plays, including techniques, approaches, and story ideas, providing them with the tools that they can apply to their own work.




  The first time I went to a playwriting workshop, I was running it, and so when I became Writer-in-Residence at Paines Plough, a new-writing theatre company, I sought to remedy this lack of teaching. I set up a group of playwrights called ‘The Wild Bunch’ whose intention was to teach each other everything we knew. We took it in turns to teach sessions, and we learned a great deal. I carried on learning about playwriting through working with writers over many years, including spending twelve years at the Royal Court Theatre in London, reading five plays a week, and running playwriting masterclasses. But more than anything else, I have learned about playwriting from working on my own plays. Writing plays is difficult. It’s rather different from writing poetry or novels or songs. It’s a very particular type of writing with its own set of skills. What I’m trying to give you in the following pages are mostly things that I’ve learned myself the hard way. The ideas that you may already be familiar with are in the first section of my chapter on structure, where I talk about traditional story structure in order to provide the starting point for my own theories. The rest is material that I’ve worked out for myself, or have found via actors and directors or from a range of unlikely sources. So I hope that in this book you will find something completely different, which will help and inspire you to write.




  Its central idea, which I will keep coming back to, is that writers tend to fall into two groups. There are those who are terribly good at things like structure, organisation, getting the characters on- and offstage, and making sure that the plot is watertight; the tendency of writers like these is that they may be a little unimaginative and possibly lack that sense of poetry, metaphor, and the unexpected. Whereas the other type of writer tends to be brilliant at coming up with great visual images, understanding the psychology of the characters, or finding beautifully poetic moments or metaphors, but they seem incapable of getting the actors on and off the stage in the right order, or finding an overall shape for the play. I rather crudely refer to this as left-brained and right-brained writing: the left-brain being responsible for our organisational, rational and cognitive capabilities, and the right-brain being more poetic and spontaneous. There’s been some recent work on the theory that the left-brain and right-brain are fundamentally different, which of course concludes that it’s a bit more complicated than that, so I enter a disclaimer here that I’m using those terms in inverted commas. When I say ‘left-brain’ and ‘right-brain’, I don’t mean that I have any real grasp of neuroscience, but rather as a convenient way of labelling and thinking about these different types of approach to writing plays.




  The aim of this book is to help you to recognise and improve upon the part of playwriting that you’re not good at. While reading the last paragraph, you may already have instinctively identified with one of the approaches to playwriting; if so, that’s a good start! Because the key to playwriting, in contrast to other forms of writing, is that you do need to develop both these sets of skills. You can just about get away with being a novelist who doesn’t have a great grasp of structure, for instance, but it’s very hard to do that in theatre; conversely, a play that is beautifully organised but has no driving metaphor, no inner life, will be received by audiences as being very efficient but very dead. Another way of looking at it is to think of the difference between a ‘bird’s-eye view’ of playwriting, where you look down and see the whole map of a play spread out before you, and a ‘worm’s-eye view’ of playwriting, where you’re peering up from a muddy field, you have no idea what’s going on, but you are richly in the moment – which I imagine worms to be. The central theme, which I’ll come back to in each chapter, is to try to look into yourself, and to woo those skills that you feel you don’t have.




  The Playwright’s Methods




  The shape of this book is a necessary fiction. I describe character, structure, dialogue, and theme as if they are separate entities. In practice, they merge in unpredictable ways: a structural idea pushes a character further; a suddenly conjured line of dialogue opens a window onto a theme, and so on. Writing plays is a holistic process, but writing about writing plays requires compartmentalisation. I must therefore stress that there is no correct order of doing the work: it is unlikely that you will ever proceed along the path Structure– Character–Dialogue–Subtext, etc., without ever checking back or marching forward.




  In my view, the area most playwrights need to work on is structure. In playwriting, the overall structure generally yields the individual unit of the play, which is why a grasp of structure is fundamental. But the process can work the other way round, too. When he began writing The Caretaker (1960), for example, Harold Pinter believed that one of the three characters would be murdered by one of the others. As he journeyed down the road, however, the characters developed differently, and such a climax no longer seemed appropriate. In other words, his moment-by-moment experience of creating the play led him to redefine his master plan.




  My advice here is paradoxical: on the one hand, I suggest that playwrights respect their working processes; most likely they are self-discovered (and therefore valuable) and have been road-tested and found to be trustworthy. On the other hand, however, I would counsel playwrights to seek to branch out from those familiar processes; we must battle all the time against our own clichés and the common tendency to write the same play over and over again. Throughout this book I will show you different ways of approaching the same problem, and I encourage you to try those methods that don’t come naturally to you.




  What Playwrights Do




  A playwright is an artist who plans four-dimensional events. These events begin in the playwright’s imagination and, over a period of time, get set down on paper. Then a group of fellow artists (a director, and lighting, sound, and costume designers, etc.) apply their imaginations to create the physical conditions to realise the dramatist’s vision. Finally, the written text will be performed by actors in a three-dimensional space to a live audience. The play has made a journey from a hidden place to a place where nothing can be concealed. The resulting transaction between actors and audience is the fourth-dimensional point of the process.




  This bare description of the act of writing plays illustrates two important principles, which define the kind of work playwrights do and which sets us apart from other kinds of writers, such as novelists, poets, and screenwriters:




  1. The playwright’s work is performed to a live audience in a real space in real time.




  2. Playwrights are part of a creative team. We are the primary creators, arguably the most important creators, but we do not stand alone in the way that the novelist or poet stands alone.




  For the playwright, these conditions are simultaneously confining and liberating. Certain effects lie outside the natural range of theatre: we are hard put to render the inner turmoil of Dostoevsky’s protagonists or the sheer pyrotechnics of Coppola’s recreation of the Vietnam War. But by capitalising on the immediacy of our medium, and by providing opportunities for our collaborators, we can open up a huge range of possibilities. This process begins in the mind of the playwright and this, we shall see, needs to be an unusual instrument – or at least an instrument that has been trained to operate in an unusual way.




  The Art of Playwriting




  If you think about the way an audience receives a play, it’s very different from other art forms. If you are reading a novel, maybe you’ll read forty pages on the first day; the next day you have a domestic crisis so you won’t read anything; the day after that you may read a hundred pages; the day after that you read about five pages before falling asleep; and the next day you’ll get completely gripped and finish the book. Essentially, you choose when it all happens. Or imagine you’re in an art gallery, and you see a sculpture: you can generally choose how much time you spend looking at that sculpture – you can spend half an hour, you can spend ten seconds, but it’s your choice. In the theatre, however, as an audience member, if you’ve lost attention and dropped out at some point, then the show has gone on without you: there’s no rewind button; you can’t go back. A play happens live, in real time – that is the basic condition of writing for theatre – and as a playwright you have to learn to deal with that.




  It’s always frightening when you see audiences tune out at the same time. If I have a play on at the Royal Court, during the first preview I will generally watch the play and take notes; but for the second preview, I will sit in one of the seats at the side of the stage in the gallery and watch the audience. I watch to see at which points they start, literally, to lose the plot. Audiences tend to switch off all together, and when they do that, it’s probably your fault as a writer: there’s something wrong with the play; this is the bit where it’s not interesting. A novelist can get away with writing a self-indulgent description of the countryside, say, because the reader can always think, ‘Oh yeah, I’ll just skip that bit.’ But you can’t do that when writing a play. If you lose the audience, even for a minute, it’s very hard to get them back, because they are holding on to a continuous piece of wire, they are following the story second by second. Our responsibility as playwrights is to make every single second interesting. This is our great problem, and also our great opportunity.




  In his Poetics, Aristotle argued that the elements of a play could be ordered according to importance. The order is as follows:




  •  Plot




  •  Character




  •  Language




  •  Music




  •  Spectacle




  (Intriguingly, if you reverse this order, you find the key to successful West End musicals – spectacle first, and plot last!)




  I’ve basically followed Aristotle’s advice in this book, so my first chapter is on dramatic structure, which is essentially a left-brain activity, and the least well understood aspect of playwriting. Dramatic structure is actually very simple; it’s the application of simple shapes to three particular dimensions – story, time, and place – each of which will be explored in detail. In Chapter 2, we will then look at ‘Character’, and how to generate and write credible characters. The third chapter offers some analysis as to how to write plays, including looking at dialogue (Aristotle’s ‘Language’), how to write a scene moment-by-moment, and the challenges of writing subtext, as well as exploring what I call ‘The Six Kinds of Logic’, which are the different approaches writers take to playwriting. My fourth and final chapter examines the crucial issue of ‘What to Write’, including different types or genres of play, and my take on the idea that there are nine basic stories.
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  STRUCTURE










  




  Structure usually inspires one of two emotions: fear or loathing. The fearful know there are rules, but they don’t know what those rules are, and they definitely don’t want to talk about it. The loathers think that structure is for nerds. It’s boring and uncreative. They see playwrights as artists, not technicians. They also don’t want to talk about it.




  In response, I want to clarify three things about dramatic structure. The first is that dramatic structure is simple. It is the tying together of three elements – story, time and place – each of which we will look at in detail in the following chapter. With practice, the process of structuring becomes instinctive, helping you to build plays with greater insight and confidence.




  The second is that structure is potentially the most creative area of playwriting. Structure is not necessarily mechanical or formulaic. The building blocks are easy to grasp and infinitely adaptable, and once you understand conventional dramatic structure, it’s much easier to write unconventional and experimental plays. By the time you have reached the end of the section on ‘Experimental Structures’ below, you will have a whole new palette of colours to play with.




  The third is that by working with structure, you will save an enormous amount of time that would otherwise have been spent in that most unrewarding form of pseudo-work: rewriting dialogue.




  The important thing with a play is to make sure you have the right structure. I’ve read and seen many plays where the author had a great idea and then structured it in the wrong way. For example: an emotional piece, which would have made a perfect ‘pressure-cooker’ play (see here), instead written like a cool television screenplay with too many scenes. You may have experienced when writing a play, that at some point it takes charge; you have lost certain options and you’re being pushed into choices that you don’t want to make. These problems usually occur because the structure is wrong.




  After some time learning the basics of dramatic structure, you should be able to choose instinctively the correct structure for a play. An exercise I often set myself is, whenever I’m sitting on a bus and I see a newspaper, I pick it up and choose a story. By the end of the bus ride, I will have worked out the structure of the play that would best tell that story. Ask yourself questions such as, ‘How would I do that story in the theatre?’, ‘What kind of play is it?’ Eventually, by habit of thought, and by using structure creatively, you can work out the shape of the play. You might not have the play perfectly worked out in ten minutes, but you will probably get ninety per cent of the story right by using the simple tools conveyed in this chapter.




  There is, of course, a danger of using dramatic structure in a formulaic and uncreative way. And so in the following pages, I will not only look at conventional dramatic structure, but also at experimental structures. My theory is that quite conservative-looking and old-fashioned structures can be radicalised; you can take any dramatic structure and do something exciting with it. But in order to do that, you have to know what the structure is doing in the first place.




  Theatre Events Structure




  A play is an event. So before analysing dramatic structure, it is worth discussing the shape of an evening in the theatre, as this affects the structure you choose. Of course, theatre events differ from society to society, but I want to think briefly about writing full-length plays in the theatre culture of early twenty-first-century Britain, and the changes that have occurred even in my lifetime.




  In this era, people mostly receive drama from television. But the way in which an audience experiences TV drama is different to the theatre. When you watch something on TV, you can easily change channels or switch off; there is no reason to stick with it. But when you go to the theatre, you have paid to see a play. You have committed time and made complex social arrangements involving a date or a babysitter. You have come to a particular theatre to see a particular play. Therefore, theatre audiences have expended time, money and thought on a play before it has even begun, and this has a big effect on the beginnings of plays.




  I remember once at the Royal Court, a couple beside me were discussing at what point they would leave if the play wasn’t very good. They decided on twenty minutes. I’ve met many young, inexperienced screenwriters working in TV, and they are obsessed with the first ten seconds of the script – someone’s got to be killed or someone’s got to take their clothes off. The audience must be hooked from the outset because they are always on the verge of switching off. But the same isn’t true for theatre. The playwright has twenty minutes to gain the audience’s interest. The beginnings of theatre plays are different from those on television: you don’t actually have to do much.
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