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  Introduction




  Inside the Apple




  ‘The author is the worm at the core of the apple’




  Samuel Beckett




   




  There is something mysterious in the effect and impact of a good play, something that might originate in the intentions of an author, but which soon outstrips them.




  As a playwright myself, I recognise the truth of Beckett’s image of the place of the author in the act of writing. I have been that ‘worm in the apple’, excavating my plays

  from within. My working process is less that of a sculptor, looming over their block of stone in a posture of mastery, and more akin to a miner working their way out from within the rock, hoping to

  bring some precious metal to light. Plays remain stubbornly paradoxical at their core, beginning as dreams and ending as public documents, as full of space and silence as they are of words and

  intention.




  Most mysterious of all is the very source of a play, the author’s intuitive creativity, which resides encrypted in what T.S. Eliot called the ‘dark embryo’. If a play

  doesn’t have an umbilical cord feeding into that ‘dark embryo’, it’ll be dead on arrival. And sounding out such sources is unwise. Seamus Heaney characterises the moment of

  inspiration as being like ‘putting your hand into a nest and finding something beginning to hatch out in your head’. What hatches out in the head, not what lurks in the nest, is the

  concern of this book.




  If I begin by recognising the mysteries ahead, it’s because all too often writing about playwriting and drama boils down to offering an inventory of conventions, as if plays were no more

  than the sum of their parts. This approach resembles the attempts of phrenologists to detect a felon from the shape of their skull. In this respect the father of all such commentaries, Aristotle,

  is culpable in effect, if not intent: how many generations of playwrights and critics have rummaged through the checklist of elements in his Poetics, hoping to find there a ready-made

  framework for their plays? It’s all too tempting. Technical terms, especially Greek ones, sound very authoritative: take some dianoia, add in a little sophrosyne, sprinkle

  over it a smidgeon of anagnorisis, work the whole lot into a lovely peripeteia, and wait for the inevitable katharsis. It would be unfair to blame this reductiveness on

  Aristotle alone, whose text was probably a set of lecture notes rather than a more considered work. Nevertheless, his crib set the discussion going and its approach is still mirrored in what there

  is of playwriting pedagogy today.




  Another shortcoming of Aristotle’s account of the heyday of Greek theatre is its relentless focus on Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannus. Yes, it’s a very good play, no

  question, but this poster-boy of formal perfection has too often served as a cudgel to beat into shape all sorts of equally good but formally eccentric works. How would Aristotle’s toolkit of

  unities have served him had he considered the unruly danger of Euripides’ The Bacchae or the trilogy of The Oresteia, let alone the madcap playfulness of Aristophanes? The

  fact that it stakes everything on one exemplary text perhaps explains the seductive reductiveness of the Poetics.




  Aristotle was primarily a philosopher, and philosophers tend to make dogmatic critics, veering to the prescriptive, dismembering plays to illustrate their concepts. Anyone who has battled with

  Hegel’s writings on tragedy can testify to how theory – even magnificent theory – tends to pare the biodiversity of actual plays back to a monoculture of well-behaved exemplars.

  Nevertheless, however much we might crave papyrus records of Aeschylus in a post-show discussion, or Euripides’ unpublished essays ‘Writing in Tavernas’, Aristotle’s

  end-of-term report still sets the standard.




  And what was written over the next couple of millennia was equally unhelpful. Some nuggets of insight in works largely on rhetoric. A bit of Chaucer. The odd preface to a Ben Jonson play.

  Tedious cover versions of Aristotle in increasingly dogmatic form by Boileau, Corneille or Dryden. Playwriting reduced to a list of ‘don’ts’: don’t violate unity,

  don’t deviate from decorum, don’t mix genres, don’t use prose. (Of course, the great plays tumbled out heedless of all this theorising.)




  Those who subscribed to the don’ts were largely the dullest dogs. There’s a reason why Dryden’s rarely revived, why Jonson’s rowdy, irregular Bartholomew Fair is

  more to our taste than his tidy Sejanus. The well-behaved play – or, as it became known, ‘well-made play’ – might be one result of following the classicist’s

  rulebook. Of course, if the quantum of passion brought to bear on those rules is equivalent to that which Racine supplied, the results can be electrifying. But it’s telling that Shakespeare,

  now our lodestar, was continually found wanting by philosophers and classicists from Nahum Tate to Dr Johnson, from Voltaire to George Bernard Shaw. Pronouncing him guilty of taking liberties with

  dramatic form, they duly sentenced him to three centuries of emendation. But Shakespeare’s crime was his chief virtue: his raw talent, forging plays through opportunistic plagiarism and

  visionary innovation.




  Shakespeare, unsurprisingly, crops up a lot in this book. He hardly needs my advocacy, but his misbegotten work – so offensive to purists with its miscegenated mishmash of high and low

  culture, spliced genres and jerry-built structures – reveals that great plays amount to more than formal obedience. Hamlet, the keystone of his achievement, epitomises

  Shakespeare’s inherently disobedient approach to convention. Leaving aside debates about editorship, the play is in theory too long, too diffuse, too slow, too open to subplots, too confused

  in genre. Judged in that light, it’s hard to disagree with T.S. Eliot’s famous verdict on the play that it was a failure, ‘full of some stuff that the writer could not drag to

  light, contemplate, or manipulate into art’. But this is the paradox of Hamlet’s greatness. It shouldn’t work, but it remains far more alive than many a play that obeys

  all the rules.




  Hamlet’s felicitous failings epitomise how playwriting, like theatre, is a paradoxical craft, conservative yet radical, backward- and forward-looking at once. Whilst it’s

  almost possible to imagine a perfect poem or musical performance, applying the notion of perfection to a theatrical performance feels misplaced. Plays, in their rough-hewnness, encode that in

  advance. Edwardian theatrical polymath Edward Gordon Craig’s doomed aspiration, expressed in his book The Art of the Theatre, to forge theatrical perfection by replacing the live,

  flawed body of the actor with puppets, only serves to confirm the fact that attempts to tidy up the craft risk killing off theatre’s core appeal. A perfectly formed play would be as sterile

  and repellent as a perfect human community. This book focuses on particular plays that create their own local, stubborn and idiosyncratic norms. What they reveal can’t easily be imported

  elsewhere – but the attempt to pin down how they appear to live might make emulating their example a little easier.




  For there are continuities, conventions and trade secrets that flash out of plays as different as Twelfth Night and Cleansed, Henry V and Christie in Love,

  Blood Wedding and Old Times, arising from the constant yet ever-changing nature of theatre itself. The struggle to express inner life in outer action and word, the battle with the

  limits of the stage space, the wrestling with the raw material of time, yields family resemblances in plays from vastly different times and places. The hope I have in writing this book is that

  teasing out such affinities might contribute to the craft in the manner that An Actor Prepares and Towards a Poor Theatre have reconfigured the craft of acting – opening up

  possibilities rather than closing them down.




  My impetus to write about playwriting came from two sources. Clarifying the first involves making a confession: I live a double life of teaching playwriting at the same time as writing plays

  – and, even more heretically, I find that a productive experience. Running the MPhil(B) in Playwriting at the University of Birmingham, a course established by the playwright David

  Edgar in 1989, and on which I myself studied, involves me working with fellow playwrights on their plays, hearing from other writers, musing over the literature: it’s a privileged position,

  but it’s also surprisingly fruitful. To borrow a term from French theory, writing is always an intertextual act: the plays of our predecessors generate ones we’ve yet to dream up. Being

  saturated in the work of others can be overwhelming, humiliating even, but more often it’s enabling. I recognise why certain playwrights delight in airily telling us that they are more

  interested in movies and extreme sports than theatre, but I honestly don’t believe them. No one after Aeschylus wrote a play without seeing or reading another one. Surely, then, more exposure

  and deeper engagement will create work that is more alive to the possibilities of the form.




  Secondly, in that pedagogic role, I often find myself dismayed at the thin literature on playwriting, peering across enviously at writing on poetry and the novel by practitioners of both forms.

  Playwriting books are polarised between, on the one hand, high theory proclaiming the death of tragedy and the advent of post-dramatic theatre, and, on the other, guides that reduce narrative to

  diagrams and pronounce solemnly that ‘drama is conflict’. Despite a raft of works on all the minutiae of the history of theatre or performance theory, playwriting, unless turned into

  something called ‘radical dramaturgy’, barely gets a look-in, except as a department of literary criticism.




  One of the reasons for this lack is that playwrights rightly shun the systematic. David Edgar, mentioned above, is one of the very few who balances a knack for forensic clarity and creative

  openness, and his How Plays Work appeared during the writing of this book, definitively breaking that silence. But Edgar’s the exception rather than the rule; most playwrights are

  reluctant to hold forth on the tricks of the trade. There’s great wisdom to be gleaned from the fragments out there – Pinter in a forthcoming mood, Mamet’s bilious accounts of his

  craft, Hare’s scattered reflections, and more sustained works such as Ayckbourn’s witty primer. And you can read Ibsen’s notebooks from the time he was writing Hedda

  Gabler or eavesdrop on Chekhov’s correspondence with Stanislavsky. Yet after two thousand years it’s hardly a crowded field. Were I a poet I could read sustained essays of

  reflection and prescription by Milton, Coleridge, Keats, Yeats, Eliot, Pound, Heaney, Muldoon et al; were I novelist I could turn to the thoughts of Tolstoy, Eliot, Hardy, Woolf, Atwood,

  Kundera, to name but a few. Playwrights, it seems, are too busy fielding calls from agents, writing treatments and attending rehearsals and first nights to waste ink on why or how they do what they

  do. It’s indicative that Brecht’s great theoretical essays were written while he was in exile and debarred from the stage; that Shaw’s prologues often headed up plays that failed

  to find a stage.




  But it’s not just that playwrights are busy. This resistance to reflection is also due to the crippling myth of the ‘natural playwright’, a kind of idiot savant that haunts the

  profession. The natural playwright doesn’t need to read or think much about what they do because their plays ooze out of them effortlessly like sweat from a pore. What truth there is in such

  a caricature lies perhaps in the real fear that thinking too much will harm one’s gift, that in naming the sources and secrets of the craft, writers might simply scare them off.




  Such sources and secrets have often been expressed through ideas of visitation. In the Renaissance period, scholars used the notion of the ‘vatic’ to account for the act of

  inspiration – the writer seen as a mere vessel for a rage of invention, a poetic fury, entering them from outside. The figure of the muse, often portrayed as an ethereal lover, a nocturnal

  visitor who’d shrivel if exposed to daylight, personifies this idea. Henry Fielding’s 1736 play Eurydice Hiss’d offers a vivid account of the relationship between an

  author and his muse. His writer, Pillage (a fictional self-portrait), laments that he has corrupted the muse’s gifts by following money rather than her whims. Their once-respectful love has

  been reduced to a coercive transaction, and Pillage wails in vain, ‘Come to my arms thou masterpiece of nature.’ For Fielding, she (and after Hesiod, muses generally are female) is an

  embodiment of integrity, the unwilled and free workings of creativity. But above all, she’s something ‘natural’, not part of the daylight world, an inhabitant of Eliot’s

  ‘dark embryo’.




  Given this anxiety, it’s perhaps no accident that some of the greatest playwrights of our time remain tight-lipped on their creative process. Caryl Churchill is notoriously gnomic about

  it; Harold Pinter, despite the occasional shirt-sleeve moment, generally nursed his mysteries. And certainly reflection can interrupt creation to disastrous effect, as if one were to start

  pondering the mechanics of the four-stroke engine whilst in the fast lane of the M11. How plays get written is indeed a profound mystery and this book would not dare to try to pronounce on any of

  those intensely unwilled and private matters.




  But there are phases to the act of playwriting. The muse, if she exists, governs the dangerous, breach birth of the first draft, when the play emerges gory, unruly and untamed. It’s a rare

  playwright who delivers that child ready to walk and speak; only with secondary, revisory work does that inchoate creature develop into something that is expressive to an audience rather than a

  private spasm. Left to its own devices, the dark embryo tends to yield up work that is, well, obscure and embryonic.




  At this point, reflection can and does function. If you doubt it, look at the workings of modern theatres; this book is no manifesto for the burgeoning culture of the literary manager, but it

  would be perverse to argue that dialogue with a theatre is not an essential phase in the nurturing of private dreams into public art. Even that most theatrically untamed of writers, Georg

  Büchner, had several passes at Woyzeck – a process of revision cut tragically short by his death – and there is abundant scholarship tracking the skilful and wilful

  rewriting of King Lear and Hamlet.




  Of course, playwriting occurs effectively enough without the crutch of theory or textbooks. But that’s not to say that playwrights haven’t hungrily devoured what wisdom they can from

  the scattered insights acquired on the job. Like many crafts, playwriting was, for its first two millennia, orally transmitted and preserved its trade secrets. But with the expansion of new writing

  for the theatre in the post-war era, it found a home in Britain and the USA in the academy too. I’ve mentioned David Edgar before, and much of the thinking that underlies this book I absorbed

  during my time on his seminal course. In many respects, before Edgar started to theorise about playwriting there wasn’t anything much to talk about but Aristotle. And now in Edgar’s

  long-awaited book, that thinking is laid out with crystalline lucidity.




  But the courage Edgar gives us should enable a greater diversity of approach. Whilst it would be odd if this book did not chime with his in many respects, it’s important to declare where

  it diverges too. Edgar’s analysis, like his plays, is notable for its supreme intellectual confidence; a confidence earned from a life at the forefront of the craft and a career of political

  skirmishing; a confidence that is typical of Edgar’s generation of baby-boomer leftist playwrights – Hare, Brenton, Barker and so on. Like all writers who have passed through the fire

  of Marxist polemic, Edgar is a seductive categoriser. The hard-won certainties about plays that inform his book are embodied in the promise of its title, How Plays Work. Edgar certainly

  delivers on that promise; but my caveat with his approach derives from the notion that plays ‘work’, with its implicit suggestion of something mechanistic about a play’s inner

  being, something reducible to will-power alone. Whilst it’s a subtle demurral, it goes a long way towards explaining why this book is as it is.




  In place of Edgar’s confident formalism, I offer here a tentative ecology of playwriting. Plays, like any ecosystem, consist of elements with their own separate integrity, which assemble

  to create effects beyond that separateness. Indeed, the potency of playwriting conventions derives from their interdependence. At the risk of sounding like David Bellamy, that ecological metaphor

  can be extended further. A play, like a wood, is an event in time rather than a fixed entity, dying and reforming through the years and seasons as it moves in and out of the repertoire. The

  ontological status of a play is problematic – which is a pretentious way of saying that a play exists somewhere between the page and the stage, that it is the sum total of all the versions

  that exist of it in time. Your Mother Courage, my Mother Courage and Brecht’s Mother Courage are all real and all quite different, and the printed text

  doesn’t necessarily adjudicate between them. In a sense, an unperformed play doesn’t in fact exist, or at least remains in a state of latency.




  Plays are like the Möbius strip, their separate components twisted into one continuous plane – time, space, language, character, symbol, seamlessly folded in on one another. Whilst

  those conventions can all be analysed independently of each other, and they often surface for the writer at different moments, in performance they are experienced as inseparably fused. Indeed if

  they don’t, the play’s likely to feel undercooked, a recipe rather than a meal.




  Plays resemble vital, natural organisms in another way. Their elements remain latent within them like the codes locked in DNA, able to form life whenever circumstances are favourable. We can all

  think of plays which disappear for generations, appear thoroughly dead, only to emerge on the stage again revivified and new minted – Troilus and Cressida after World War II,

  Hecuba during the Iraq War. The playtext on the shelf or in the drawer is as dormant as a seed awaiting contact with the soil in order to erupt into existence; plays likewise carry within

  them stores of potential energy that combust on contact with an actor and an audience.




  Such ‘flowery’ metaphors refer back to a Romantic conception of the work of art as an organic entity, outlined by critics such as Coleridge. At worst that tradition has an

  obscurantist tenor, its cult of mystery serving as a way of keeping the uninitiated reader and would-be writer out. But applying natural metaphors to human artefacts has the great virtue of

  respecting their complexity as something not quite reducible to their contrivances. The intent of the playwright is not dissimilar to the project of Mary Shelley’s Victor Frankenstein –

  to create life out of an assemblage of elements. And in the end theatre is a live medium, about bodies, sweat and feeling, even if it is informed by ideas and reason. How a thing composed of words

  manages to carry within it the currents of energy that generate that impression of life is what I want to explore in these pages.




  This emphasis goes some way towards accounting for the limited range of reference that follows. I draw my examples from a small selection of plays; partly, of course, as a reflection of my own

  narrow tastes, as taste cannot be legislated for. Yet the writers and plays represented here share a sense that life is a complex, mysterious affair, that human existence can only be understood

  with reference to a wider social landscape that is as active as the plays’ protagonists. The reason I keep returning to certain plays – Top Girls, The Cherry Orchard,

  Hamlet, Woyzeck, Translations, Old Times, Edmond, Miss Julie, The Wild Duck, The Oresteia, The Alchemist,

  Saved, Lear – and certain playwrights – Mamet, Churchill, Chekhov, Ibsen, Pinter, Aeschylus, Friel, Bond, Büchner – is not that I want to emulate F.R.

  Leavis’s The Great Tradition and whittle all literature down to a handful of books, but rather that these plays have worked their way inside me, have made possible my very capacity

  to comprehend what theatre, and life, might be. Indeed, these plays have come to seem to me as complex and inexhaustible as people, and just as capricious and secretive in their workings. As in

  Erich Auerbach’s Mimesis, his essential analysis of Western literature written in wartime Alexandria with an exile’s library, or the brutally brief literary lineage outlined in

  Ezra Pound’s An ABC of Reading, the repertoire of plays drawn on in this book offers a portable embodiment of two millennia of Western playwriting.




  Equally, these works, when I re-encounter them, always carry a little piece of me within them: taking my first English class to see Max Stafford-Clark’s revival of Top Girls in

  1991; directing The Cherry Orchard in a scruffy hut in a rural comprehensive school; reading Woyzeck and, like Elias Canetti, finding myself almost blushing at its power; cycling

  to Stratford-upon-Avon to watch Hamlet and returning to a ridge tent. The plays in this book are still playing in rep within my mind, enabling me to recognise myself in the characters they

  harbour, reflecting back my life in the situations they enact, my own rhythms and voice in their languages.




  So this book then is an attempt to talk to plays, to sound them out as with sonar.




  To do that, it falls into three sections which, not entirely facetiously, I have called Acts. The first considers the workings of the key structuring decisions that give shape to plays in form,

  time and space. The second investigates the inhabitants and practices of those worlds – characters, language, images – and considers how emotion is encoded in all these elements. The

  third considers who playwrights are, where they stand in the theatre map, and what sorts of knowledge plays contain and playwrights possess.










  Act One




  Deep Structures










  Chapter One




  Changing Scenes




  When Freud wanted to describe the origins of trauma, he spoke of ‘the primal scene’. When a private tussle blows up in a public place we speak of ‘making a

  scene’. Criminals return to the ‘scene of the crime’. The concept of the scene has crossed over from theatre and shaped our deep structural sense of time and space. At a

  fundamental level, scenes correspond to the rhythm of lived experience. For life, like drama, is experienced as a sequence of time-limited, place-specific, purposeful scenes.




  Think of an ordinary day: the fraught family breakfast with latecomers, offstage radio and the ticking clock of imminent appointments. The snatched encounter in the newsagent which suddenly

  expands as the retailer reveals some fragment of gossip that takes the moment beyond ritual. The idle chatter of commuters at the local train station. The drama of twenty minutes with a line

  manager or breaking bad news to a patient. The hectic badinage in the pub after hours. The tired pillow talk that precedes sleep.




  Each event somehow finds its end, often through an exit or an entry, through some offstage imperative or onstage revelation. The moment passes, the business is dispatched, the choice is made,

  the Rubicon is crossed. Playwriting does not invent scenes, but rather it refines them into something more telling, more heightened, more moving – and more irreversible – than most of

  the scenes through which we live. And each scene in a play, like each cell in a body, is an embodiment of that play as a whole.




  Consider the first scene of Hamlet. It is populated by marginal figures we’ll meet only once again, namely Barnardo, Francisco and Marcellus, alongside more crucial figures such

  as Horatio and of course the mute Ghost. Yet its first line is a question about identity which will reverberate throughout the entire play:




  

  

  

    

      

        

          BARNARDO. Who’s there?




          FRANCISCO. Nay answer me. Stand and unfold yourself.




          BARNARDO. Long live the king!




          FRANCISCO. Barnardo?




          BARNARDO. He.




          FRANCISCO. You come most carefully upon your hour.


        


      


    


  


  


  




  This confused encounter on the battlements before dawn, pregnant with false starts and curious rhythms, offers a model for the play to come, with its fitful progress, its

  lurchings from doubt to impulsive response. Even the fact that it is the guard, Francisco, who is challenged by his relief, Barnardo, proves a foretaste of the strange reversals and acts of

  usurpation that characterise the world of the play. Everything here suggests transition (the changing of the guard, the passage from night into day), and we are immediately attuned to the sense of

  dislocation that dominates the play.




  These opening lines are so dense with meaning and action that they could almost amount to a scene in themselves – so why don’t they? What exactly are the basic requirements of a

  scene? In theatrical terms the smallest unit of action is a line or gesture, here manifest in Barnardo’s show-stopping challenge: ‘Who’s there?’ The unravelling of that

  initial gesture reveals a larger unit of action, a beat, which persists up until ‘You come most carefully...’ where the scene’s initial business is laid to rest. Directors often

  establish a further wordless beat before Barnardo’s lunge and Francisco’s riposte (not least out of kindness to Francisco, for this is pretty much the end of his night). Such beats

  stand midway in prominence and duration between a gesture (‘Who’s there?’) and a scene; but why is it only a beat and not in fact a scene? Once the sentinels have cemented their

  mutual allegiance, another beat becomes evident in the moment of rest that ensues. The pair lament the lot of the nightwatchman (‘For this relief much thanks’), assert comradeship and

  exchange facts, before the next crisis and beat, marked by the arrival of Marcellus and Horatio. Perhaps this next, longer beat is an unmarked scene? It isn’t either, and the reason why is

  telling: nothing substantive happens within the beat; or rather, nothing changes. The beats at the start of the scene represent local problems which are granted local solutions (e.g. ‘Who are

  you?’ – ‘I am your relief’). For a scene to emerge, larger, profounder and less soluble problems and changes need to occur.




  Beats and gestures are unscientific terms, implicit in the action rather than defined in the form of a play. It’s only at the level of the scene that we find a convention marked and

  generally understood. So is a scene simply a break in the text on the page? Clearly this is something that is inflected by genre and theatrical form. Gallic dramaturgical tradition tends towards

  long, unfolding acts broken down into so-called ‘French scenes’ that mark the entry or exit of a character; according to that convention two scenes would be demarcated on

  Hamlet’s first page. But in English dramaturgy that model is rarely observed and a scene can be as long as an act or as short as a gesture. Here in Hamlet’s opening,

  as with the phrase ‘the scene is set’, the determining element is not character presence, but a combination of place and time: from midnight (‘’Tis now struck twelve’)

  until an accelerated dawn (‘But look, the morn in russet mantle clad / Walks o’er the dew of yon high eastward hill’), up on the battlements. To that extent the scene still holds

  a kinship to its etymological origin in skene, which in Greek theatre alluded to the area above the orchestra or dancing place where the actions of protagonist and antagonist might take

  place.




  Yet whether scenes begin and end with a coming and going, or a shift in time and space, something governs those transitions. For scenes, at bottom, are a form of action and an instance of

  change, even if that change is barely visible on the surface. Change is in itself an elusive term, but representing it is central to the art of playwriting. Even in Beckett’s works, which

  seem stubbornly changeless, the very quality of Vladimir and Estragon’s unrequited hope in Waiting for Godot or Winnie’s desperate optimism in Happy Days is

  transformed by the intractable world they inhabit – the leaf falls from the tree in Godot, the mound grows higher in Happy Days. The nature of the change might lie in the

  circumstances, but more often, and even then, it’s in the transformation of the characters; in Beckett, simply by seeing the play out, those characters acquire a kind of heroic status.




  It’s worth considering what is substituted for conventional scenes in works that have been characterised as ‘post-dramatic’. In Sarah Kane’s Cleansed or the

  later plays of Martin Crimp, who dubs his scenes ‘scenarios’, the action often has a suspended, imagistic quality; but time, and therefore change, is still at work. The overture of

  voices on an answerphone at the opening of Crimp’s Attempts on her Life may seem to be merely fragments of text with no transformative quality, but hearing those voices seeking

  answers from the absent ‘Anne’, and finding none, provokes in us the gathering dread that all unanswered questions generate. Even if no one in the text changes, the audience is

  transformed.




  Or think of the scene in Cleansed where the gruesome Tinker, head of a vaguely defined hybrid of university and concentration camp, forces Robin, one of his hapless inmates, to eat an

  entire box of chocolates. The stage directions are eloquently terse:




  

  

  

    

      

        

          ROBIN eats the chocolate, choking on his tears.




          When he has eaten it, TINKER tosses him another.




          ROBIN eats it, sobbing.




          TINKER throws him another.




          ROBIN eats it.




          TINKER throws him another.




          ROBIN eats it.




          TINKER throws him another.




          ROBIN eats it.




          [The sequence is repeated five more times.]




          TINKER tosses him the last chocolate.




          ROBIN retches. Then eats the chocolate.


        


      


    


  


  


  




  What we seem to be watching is simply cruel repetition without change; but as the action unfolds in time, it shifts beyond cruelty into a mechanistic ritual that supersedes the

  torturer’s wishes – Robin, mouth full of Milk Tray, acquires a curious power through enduring his torment, even as he soils himself in the process.




  There are several layers of change apparent in Hamlet’s opening scene – most obviously the changing of the guard – but the central shift lies in the changing of

  Horatio’s mind. He arrives sceptical about the visitation of the Ghost (as Marcellus says, ‘Horatio says ’tis but our fantasy’), his demeanour bespeaking his, and perhaps

  our, doubts (‘’Tush, tush, ’twill not appear’). But then occurs the inciting event of the scene, and indeed of the play – ‘Enter GHOST’. Horatio’s transformation is instant, as Barnardo notes: ‘How now Horatio? you tremble and look pale’. The overall story situation has not changed –

  the Ghost has walked and been witnessed before – but the transformation of Horatio underlines the true meaning of that event and nudges us towards the momentous events that await us –

  his new-found conviction leads him to connect this visitation to wider Danish turmoil (‘This bodes some strange eruption to our state’). In fact, the Ghost appears a second time, and

  with its second manifestation we are in no doubt that this scene’s shifts prefigure wider convulsions, and a task is established for the scenes to come (Horatio: ‘Let us impart what we

  have seen tonight / Unto young Hamlet...’). Equally, that second haunting, which catches us out because the scene’s business seems to have been done, is an example of

  Shakespeare’s calculated irregularity – the scene exceeds its function, and appears more vivid as a consequence.




  Creating conditions that provoke change is central to generating energy and momentum in plays. In a sense, a scene is a situation on the brink of becoming another one, a turning or tipping

  point; the severity of the resistance to that change determines its duration. So shocking is the presence of the Ghost that Horatio changes in an instant and the guards achieve their objective;

  it’s the quickest shift this play will offer us.




  So something necessitates the arrivals and the exits or propels us forward in time or elsewhere in space, and that something takes place in the scene and determines its length. After the

  writings of Stanislavsky, this something is increasingly identified as a form of action, and the subdivisions of that action called ‘units of action’. And that action is usually a kind

  of transaction between the characters which advances or impedes their pursuit of a given objective. In the unfolding of those clashing objectives, the scene is a skirmish, the act a battle and the

  play is the war.




  Put like this, the scene seems all too easy to fashion; surely it’s just a matter of the dramatist mapping out their scenes, nestling them within acts and hoping it all combines into a

  play. And there are very good plays that appear to be built entirely on that principle, centring on a figure with an unbrookable will, who meets obstacles of increasing magnitude and dazzles us

  with their capacity to outface them. Such plays (think of Richard III) offer us a representation of their protagonist’s life philosophy in their scenic DNA. The majority of

  Richard III’s scenes begin with Gloucester outlining his improbable objectives and daring us to doubt he’ll achieve them – and sure enough, until the concluding battle

  scene, rivals get dispatched, hostile women are seduced and power is steadily acquired. The result is a purity but monotony of tone, largely because, whilst the situations in the play may change,

  the characters don’t. Compare the superficially similar Macbeth for a much more offbeat and wrong-footing formulation of the same structure of action. Here all shifts in

  Macbeth’s circumstances yield profound character transformations. And how very different again is Hamlet, where so often the objective is obscure to the protagonist himself –

  even in the first, simple scene, we wait about five minutes for its narrative purpose to be revealed. Indeed, until the end of Act One, when Hamlet finally meets the Ghost, the central objective of

  the play is deferred, and even then rendered problematic – finding an objective is itself the objective of the opening forty minutes.




  Three Types of Scene




  For a scene to remain a scene rather than a short play, it must yield something partial and unresolved, opening a door onto what follows as much as closing it on what’s

  transpired. The most satisfying scenes create local transformations that detonate ever-larger movements beyond them. The duration, complexity and focus of any scene tell us an enormous amount about

  the nature of the story told.




  To illustrate this, consider three sorts of scenes in three different plays by David Mamet. Mamet’s ear for the boundaries and power of scenes is hard to rival in modern theatre. In his

  plays, a scene is like a blow to the face, a landscape revealed by lightning. Yet the three plays I want to look at – Edmond (1982), Glengarry Glen Ross (1983) and

  Oleanna (1992) – offer radically different takes on the nature of the scene, which in turn reveal some useful principles for all scenes.




  Edmond is a brief, punky parable about a walk on the wild side, in which the eponymous yet rather generalised central male character abandons his tame middle-class world for the mean

  streets of an unnamed city, clearly New York in the days before Rudy Giuliani. His mid-life quest degenerates into a panorama of racism, exploitation and crime, to which he in turn ultimately

  succumbs – thus he tries to engage the services of a prostitute, he meets a racist in a bar, he buys a knife, he picks up a waitress, he attempts to connect with her and ends up killing her,

  he goes to prison. To enact the disjointedness of his experiences at the level of structure, Mamet limits the duration of each scene, with one exception, to no more than five minutes. Each scene

  features Edmond with a new or occasionally returning character. Each scene takes place in a new setting. And, until the extended scene with a waitress he picks up, each scene centres on a

  commercial or financial transaction between strangers.




  The second scene, ‘At Home’ – Mamet gives each one a pithy title – is typical of the whole. It depicts Edmond’s breakup with his wife and embarkation on a quest for

  the fulfilment that eludes him in everyday life. It might be possible to argue that Edmond enters the scene with a buried objective to begin this process of disentangling himself from all

  connection with that life – yet there’s little evidence of anything except dull acquiescence:




  

  

  

    

      

        

          EDMOND and his WIFE are sitting in the living room. A pause.




          WIFE. The girl broke the lamp. (Pause.)




          EDMOND. Which lamp?




          WIFE. The antique lamp.




          EDMOND. In my room?




          WIFE. Yes. (Pause.)




          EDMOND. Huh.




          WIFE. That lamp costs over two hundred and twenty dollars.




          EDMOND (pause). Maybe we can get it fixed.




          WIFE. We’re never going to get it fixed.




              I think that’s the point...




              I think that’s why she did it.




          EDMOND. Yes. Alright – I’m going.


		  

              Pause. He gets up and starts out of the room.




          WIFE. Will you bring me back some cigarettes?




          EDMOND. I’m not coming back.


        


      


    


  


  


  




  That’s it – the scene continues, but another type of play has begun to emerge. Admittedly, in the previous, cryptic, prologue-like scene, Edmond meets a

  fortune-teller whose diagnosis (‘you are unsure what your place is’) seems to pinpoint his malaise. But despite this, ‘At Home’ opens with a sustained image of inaction. The

  couple are seated, have presumably been seated for some time and might continue to remain there; they’re marooned in a beat not unlike the moment before the Ghost arrives. And for ten lines

  or so Edmond is still in habitual, browbeaten mode, offering dull responses to his wife. Her lament about the lamp seems to be the catalyst to the disproportionate reaction that ensues, perhaps

  because for Edmond it is all too typical of marital life. And there’s a real chance in the scene that the action might go no further than his feeble rejoinder of, ‘Maybe we can get it

  fixed’. But then the volcano erupts – Edmond gets out of his chair. Any director will attest to how difficult it is getting actors out of chairs, especially comfortable ones. But the

  energy of that gesture takes us instantly into a much more dangerous, unpredictable type of play.
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