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  Preface to the Second Edition




  The first edition of How Plays Work was published in 2009; much in the theatre and the world changed in the following decade. The 2010s were a golden age of new playwriting in Britain. In 2015 and 2016, I collaborated with academic and playwright Dan Rebellato in two reports, which demonstrated that – for the first time since (at least) the nineteenth century – new plays had overtaken revivals in the British theatre repertoire.1 At the same time, the publication of new plays had continued to rise inexorably. Together, the four main play publishing houses (Methuen, Faber, Nick Hern Books and Oberon) published 122 full-evening new plays in 1999, 140 in 2009 and, in 2019, 255.2 It’s probable that more new plays have been performed this century than at any time since the invention of cinema and radio; it’s certain that a greater proportion of those plays are in print, available to be read, studied and revived in the future.




  The character of British plays changed too: plays by women and other traditionally under-represented groups found a surer footing on British stages (though still not nearly sure enough), and playwrights mounted new and thrilling challenges to the inherited constraints of theatrical form. The ideological challenge to the individually written play spread from the academy to the theatre industry (our second report showed an increase in devised work, but individually authored new plays still represented the majority of plays presented). The rise of the #MeToo movement cast an overdue light on patriarchal and abusive behaviours within the theatre industry. The worldwide protests which followed the murder of George Floyd in the US in 2020 inspired calls for a radical change in programming and employment practices in UK theatre. The closure of British theatres in March of that year was to prove the longest such closure since the seventeenth century.




  People who think about dramatic writing were subject to new influences. Three important new books were published: my successor as director of playwriting at Birmingham University, Steve Waters, published his erudite and insightful The Secret Life of Plays in 2010;3 television producer John Yorke’s acutely analytical Into the Woods came out three years later;4 and the late Stephen Jeffreys’s magisterial Playwriting: Structure, Character, How and What to Write was published posthumously in 2019.5 The first edition of How Plays Work was indebted to Stephen’s thinking in particular; this edition owes much to all three.




  As with that first edition, this also owes a great debt to my students. How Plays Work started life as a series of workshops for the playwriting course I founded at Birmingham in 1989; thirty years later, the artistic director of the Bristol Old Vic Theatre School, Jenny Stephens, persuaded my wife, the playwright Stephanie Dale, to start a playwriting MA there, on which I was asked to teach. Once again, I was influenced by the tastes, and inspired by the insights, of a new generation of playwrights. Many of the new examples of structural form, scene-shaping and devices are drawn from plays that were brought to my attention by our Bristol students in 2019–20 and 2020–21.




  Many others came from my own playgoing (and film-and television-viewing) in the intervening years, and, particularly, the plays I saw when performing my autobiographical solo show Trying it On at the Edinburgh Festival Fringe in 2019 (my first full-festival visit to Edinburgh since 1972). As I explain in the original preface, the theory and practice described in the book drew substantially on the plays I saw when growing up. Over the years, that repertoire became more diverse, even more so over the last decade, which is reflected in this new edition, as is some at least of the experimentation in form which has radically expanded the theatrical vocabulary since 2009. That some of that experimentation had its roots in the theatre of the 1960s and 1970s, and that much of it has been undertaken by people called playwrights in things called plays, are points I’ve tried not to labour.




  I am writing this in a period of lockdown, forced on us by the Coronavirus pandemic. At this moment, the future of the theatre industry seems perilously uncertain. To feed an aching demand for theatre, there has been a surge in theatre work available to watch on television and online, some of it previously recorded, some newly made. I’m very glad it’s been there, not least to demonstrate that, however beautifully and imaginatively filmed, and however welcome it has been over the last weeks and months, it’s no substitute for the real thing.




  David Edgar
May 2021




  





  1. British Theatre Consortium, UK Theatre and the Society of London Theatre: British Theatre Repertoire 2013, May 2015 http://britishtheatreconference.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/British-Theatre-Repertoire-2013.pdf and British Theatre Consortium, UK Theatre and the Society of London Theatre: British Theatre Repertoire 2014, May 2016 https://static1.squarespace.com/static/513c543ce4b0abff73bc0a82/t/573 47c792b8dde48ff9c18e1/1463057537574/British+Theatre+Repertoire+201 4.pdf.




  2. See David Edgar (2021): ‘From Stage to Page: the irresistible rise of the published play’, Contemporary Theatre Review, 2021, 31.3, pp. 233–36.




  3. Steve Waters, The Secret Life of Plays, London: Nick Hern Books, 2010.




  4. John Yorke, Into the Woods: How stories work and why we tell them, London: Penguin Books, 2013.




  5. Stephen Jeffreys, Playwriting: Structure, Character, How and What to Write, London: Nick Hern Books, 2019.




  







  Preface:




  Beginnings




  First things first. You know all this already.




  This book is about mechanisms and techniques which are familiar to us as audiences, because they work on us whenever we watch a play or a television drama or a film. What I’ve tried to do is to name and describe those techniques, to position them in categories, and to gather them together into a theory. In A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Theseus speaks of ‘the poet’s eye, in a fine frenzy rolling’, which brings forth things unknown, turns them to shapes, and gives them ‘a local habitation and a name’. I hope there’s a bit of fine frenzy in this book, but its basic purpose is the placing of parts, and the naming of names.




  Although intended to be useful to anyone interested in plays and how they work, this book started out as a series of workshops for playwrights. In the mid-1970s, I ran a fortnightly playwriting option at the University of Birmingham for undergraduate drama students (fortunately for me, they included Terry Johnson and Louise Page). It was clear from this experience that there were ways of thinking about dramatic problems (on the level of where scenes start and end, who’s on the stage and how to get them on and off) which can be collectively explored and individually applied. In the late 1980s, the then head of the Birmingham department, Gerry McCarthy, asked me to consider designing and running a postgraduate course, to extend and develop the work I’d done at undergraduate level.




  Although located in a university, I saw Birmingham’s MA (now M.Phil) in Playwriting Studies as an outgrowth of a self-help movement among playwrights that had taken off earlier in the decade, in response to a questioning of the quality of new plays by critics and, increasingly, directors. Following the founding of the Scottish Society of Playwrights in 1973, the Manchester-based North-West Playwrights was established in 1982 by the local branch of the Theatre Writers’ Union; there were also groups in the North East of England and, later, the West Midlands. Three of the underlying principles of the Birmingham course – that it was taught by practising playwrights, that it combined theoretical exploration with work on student texts, and that it involved live performance of students’ work – were principles that defined the self-help movement.




  It was also based on the notion that there was something to learn. The playwright Howard Brenton once pointed out that the stage play is as tight a form as the eighteenth-century sonata. It lasts between two and three hours (usually), is performed in two or three chunks (typically), and consists of a group of people almost always in one place presenting an enacted story to another group of people sitting in front of or sometimes around them. It’s not surprising that an art form squeezed into such narrow confines has built up a repertoire of conventions which its audiences bring with them into the playhouse whether theatre-makers like it or not, and which aspirant playwrights can study.




  When the course began in the autumn of 1989, we quickly discovered that this is not a universally accepted truth. In our second year, I wrote a piece about new writing in The Independent,1 which provoked a distinguished British play-wright to claim that the real problem with contemporary drama was the existence of my course. From the beginning, we were up against the British cult of the crusty amateur: that prejudice which, in the theatre, is expressed in the belief that while actors can benefit from training (along with stage managers and other footsoldiers of the craft), directors and writers are supposed to aquire their skills telepathically; that the very idea of training devalues the status and may indeed stunt the imagination of the lone artist engaged in isolated struggle with the muse.




  From the start, the course was divided into exploration of the students’ own work (which happened on Mondays) and study of the contemporary and historical canon (on Tuesdays). The idea was that theatre writing is both an art and a craft, a distinction which could also be expressed as first draft versus second draft, play-writing versus playwrighting, getting it good versus getting it right. Monday and Tuesday thinking became a shorthand; Stephen Lowe’s and later Richard Pinner’s Monday workshops were about fine frenzy, releasing the imagination, letting inspiration take you where it will. While Tuesdays were about creating order out of chaos, cleaning up, fixing, licking into shape. Of course, in reality, these two approaches overlapped. As we insisted, not everybody writes their first and second drafts that way. But everybody has to work through both processes at some point or another.




  In early 1996, I spent three months as a Judith E. Wilson Visiting Fellow at Clare Hall, Cambridge, during which the contents of the early Tuesday seminars expanded into what I grandly called a foundation course, which I taught at the start of the MA year, and which is the basis of what follows. Initially, these sessions had been structured around a narrowing focus: I began by looking at the building blocks of whole plays, then the elements of scenes, and finally a menu of devices. At Cambridge, I added sections on character, play structure and genre, and confirmed my growing conviction that all these components share a fundamental dramatic shape, the argument with which I conclude this book.




  In its development, I am hugely indebted to the writers and directors who came to Birmingham to talk about the plays and playwrights they admired. Much of what I say about Chekhov is gleaned from Trevor Griffiths’s sessions on The Cherry Orchard and Max Stafford-Clark’s on Three Sisters. Howard Brenton deepened my understanding of Brecht in his seminar on the telescope scene in The Life of Galileo, and Stephen Jeffreys found a way of saying most of what needs saying about writing large scenes in his study of the park scene in The Man of Mode. I remember a Birmingham-to-London train journey during which Joe Penhall gave an impromptu, personal tutorial on the difference between two-handers and three-handers; screenwriter Michael Eaton introduced me to the concept of liminality; my conversations with April De Angelis led to my asking her to take over the course when I retired in 1999 (which she duly did). In our first year, Anthony Minghella outlined ten basic principles of playwriting which I have plundered mercilessly ever since.




  Most of all, I learnt from the 115 students who did the MA during my time at Birmingham University, who included my later successors Sarah Woods, Steve Waters and Fraser Grace. Another course graduate – the playwright Stephanie Dale – has either read or heard all of this book (much of it many times). Without her insight, encouragement and patience, it would not have been written.




  Justifying the title




  In his preface to The Modern British Novel, Malcolm Bradbury admitted that the only incontestable element in his title was the definite article.2 As a title, How Plays Work could appear similarly hubristic. It could mean merely ‘how some plays work’, or even ‘how some of some plays work’ or ‘how some of some plays work some of the time’. I would defend the book’s thesis, but I appreciate that it, too, is bound by its times.




  It is certainly based on a limited sample, which is partly about my taste, partly about the taste of my colleagues, and partly about the repertoire of the British theatre when I was growing up (many of the plays cited are those which my parents – who worked and met at the Birmingham Repertory Theatre – took me to or enabled me to see). So, there’s a great deal from the British theatrical grand narrative, from Shakespeare via the Restoration, Sheridan and Shaw to the flowering of new drama since the Second World War. There’s some classical Greeks, a lot of Ibsen and Chekhov, Brecht and Arthur Miller; but regrettably little from the French, Italian, Spanish or German theatres, at least before 1900. There is little reference to physical, live, devised and/or event theatre, partly because so few of its texts are published or otherwise accessible. To compensate, I have drawn many examples from other dramatic media, from films, television and radio. This is partly because this book started out as a seminar series, and these examples as illustrative clips. But referring to film and television underlines my belief that there is more in common between the dramatic media than is generally acknowledged; or, at the very least, that stage playwrights can learn more from their sister media than they sometimes think. There is also some academic reference, again drawn from a fairly limited range, but here I make less apology. A quick flip through the endnotes will make clear how much I owe to Marvin Carlson’s encyclopaedic Theories of the Theatre, Eric Bentley’s The Life of the Drama, J.L. Styan’s The Elements of Drama, John Lennard and Mary Luckhurst’s The Drama Handbook and all of Peter Brook’s writings on the theatre. In terms of how drama relates to and contrasts with literary forms of writing, I am indebted to the critical writings of, and many conversations with, the novelist David Lodge.




  Finally, back to fine frenzies and the distinction between Monday and Tuesday thinking. There is undoubtedly a danger that books like this will encourage mechanical and formalistic writing; the huge mushrooming of playwriting courses and literary departments in theatres over the last twenty years has fanned those fears. In 1788, Friedrich Schiller wrote a letter to a friend whose inspiration had been smothered by his intellect. Schiller’s message was, that while the good is ineffective without the right, the right will not exist without the good:




  

    The ground for your complaint seems to me to lie in the constraint imposed by your reason upon your imagination… It seems a bad thing and detrimental to the creative work of the mind if Reason makes too close an examination of the ideas as they come pouring in – at the very gateway, as it were. Looked at in isolation, a thought may seem very trivial or very fantastic; but it may be made important by another thought that comes after it, and, in conjunction with other thoughts that may seem equally absurd, it may turn out to form a most effective link. Reason cannot form any opinion upon all this unless it retains the thought long enough to look at it in connection with the others. On the other hand, where there is a creative mind, Reason – so it seems to me – relaxes its watch upon the gates, and the ideas rush in pell-mell, and only then does it look them through and examine them in a mass… You complain of your unfruitfulness because you reject too soon and discriminate too severely.3


  




  This book argues that playwriting is an activity subject to the constraints of reason. Nonetheless, Schiller’s warning is a good place to begin.




  





  1. David Edgar, ‘Looking Forward’, The Independent, 8 May 1991.




  2. Malcolm Bradbury, The Modern British Novel, London: Secker and Warburg, 1993, p. ix.




  3. Quoted in Philip Rieff, Freud: The Mind of the Moralist, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1979, pp. 88-9.
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  Audiences




  







  Audiences




  What am I describing?




  1) A town is threatened by a malevolent force of nature. A leading citizen seeks to take the necessary action to protect the town from this danger, but finds that the economic interests of the town are ranged against him and he ends up in battle alone.




  2) Two sisters are unjustly preferred over a third sister. Despite their efforts, the younger sister marries into royalty and her wicked sisters are confounded.




  3) A young woman is pledged to a young man, but finds that a parent has plans for her to marry someone else. Calling on the assistance of a priest and a nurse, the young couple plot to evade the fate in store for them.




  4) A married couple is at war. A younger influence enters their lives, providing a sexual temptation which threatens the marriage. But ultimately, the couple finds that although they find it hard to live together, they cannot live apart.




  5) A man who has scaled many heights senses that his powers have deserted him. A woman from his past re-enters his life, and provokes him to take one last, fatal climb.




  6) With her father’s encouragement, a young woman allows herself to be wooed by a prince. Her brother moves a long way away. The prince behaves increasingly peculiarly and abusively, and, shortly after the death of the woman’s father, leaves on board a ship. The woman goes mad, alarms the Royal Family, gives everybody flowers, escapes from her minders, and dies in a suspicious accident. The brother returns, angry, at the head of a popular army. There is a contest over the funeral arrangements between family, church and state. The prince returns and he and the woman’s brother end up fighting over the coffin.




  Regular theatre and cinema audiences will recognise some of these summaries, and people who enjoy parlour games might have spotted that all of them describe more than one play, film, or story. The first is the story of Jaws, but also Ibsen’s An Enemy of the People (and The Pied Piper of Hamelin). The second outlines the situation at the beginning of both King Lear and Cinderella. The first sentence of the third summary is the action of most comedies written between the fifth century BC and the end of the nineteenth century; with the second sentence, it describes Romeo and Juliet, and the subplot of John Vanbrugh’s The Relapse. In Oscar Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest, both Jack and Algernon seek to fulfil their romantic ambitions with the aid of a priest and a governess.




  The fourth description applies to a host of nineteenth-and twentieth-century marriage plays: obviously to August Strindberg’s The Dance of Death and Edward Albee’s Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?; but also to Noël Coward’s Private Lives, John Osborne’s Look Back in Anger and Peter Nichols’ Passion Play. The fifth outlines the common action of three of Ibsen’s last four plays (The Master Builder, John Gabriel Borkman and When We Dead Awaken), in all of which old men are confronted by women from their past, and end up climbing towers or mountains, to their doom.




  On the last one, I’m not the first to spot the parallels between the tragedy of Hamlet and that of Diana, Princess of Wales.




  There is a danger of taking this idea too far. In the mid-1950s, London audiences probably didn’t notice that two groundbreaking new plays both had five characters and one set, and included long speeches, a crucial offstage character, music-hall turns, people taking off their trousers, elements of the first half being echoed in the second, nothing much happening, and the two protagonists spending the play trying to leave and ending up agreeing to stay. The reason why playgoers are unlikely to have spotted these similiarities between Waiting for Godot and Look Back in Anger is because they employ completely opposite strategies to dramatise the conditions of their time.




  Nonetheless, audiences do recognise that plays, which are on the surface as different as can be, can share an underlying architecture. I’m aware how unpopular this idea is for playwrights beginning their careers. Properly, playwrights insist that their voice is unique, and they don’t want to start a new project with an audit of how many other people have been here before. But without the kind of common architecture which I’ve identified, the uniqueness of their vision will be invisible. In that sense, plays are like the human body. What’s distinctive and unique about us is on the surface, the skin, including the most particular thing of all, the human face. Although they differ a bit, in shape and proportion, our skeletons are much less distinctive. But without our skeletons holding them up, what’s unique about us would consist of indistinguishable heaps of blubber on the floor. So plays that no one else could possibly write (as no one else could look exactly like us) can nonetheless share an underlying structure. You could argue that one of the least interesting things about King Lear is that it shares a basic action with a fairy tale. But without that fundamental geometry in place (there’s two nasty sisters and one nice one, and their father judges them wrongly), the whole thing collapses.




  Like all other artists, playwrights choose, arrange, and above all concentrate events and behaviours they observe in the real world in such a way that gives them meaning. George Bernard Shaw argues that ‘It is only through fiction that facts can be made instructive or even intelligible’, because the writer ‘rescues them from the unintelligible chaos of their actual occurrence and arranges them into works of art’.1 How playwrights do that is the subject of this book.




  Do plays have rules?




  The idea of plays having shared structures is also suspect because it implies that there are rules. I touched on some of the cultural reasons for this anathema in the Preface. Many people – including many playwrights – remain attached to the romantic ideal of the uniquely expressive artist. The idea of playwriting as a craft with rules that apply over time is resisted theoretically by postmodern literary critics who believe that nothing cultural applies over time. Those playwrights who read historical criticism are understandably put off by the iron determinism of the French neoclassicist critics of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, with their iron laws about how many characters can be on the stage at any one time (in Vauquelin’s L’Art Poétique it’s no more than three), how long a dramatic action may be permitted to last without flouting Aristotle’s unity of time (generally held to be no more than twenty-four hours), and how far distant from another a location might be without flouting Aristotle’s unity of place (another room in the same house occasionally permitted, another house in the same town frowned upon, another house in another town beyond the pale).




  Similarly, playwrights are alarmed by the contemporary equivalent of the French rules, those prescriptions handed out by American screenwriting experts. The founder of this school is Syd Field, who famously divided film screenplays into three acts of thirty, sixty and thirty pages, with a significant propelling plot point occurring between pages twenty-five and twenty-seven2 (this may sound absurd, but I am assured that here of I.A.L. Diamond and Billy Wilder’s script for Some Like It Hot includes Marilyn Monroe’s character undulating unforgettably along the station platform).




  More liberal – and critical of Field over such matters as the admissibility of flashbacks – is Robert McKee, whose weekend courses did so much to homogenise the vocabulary of BBC script editors in the 1980s (he then committed the cardinal error of writing it all down3). But while McKee accepts what he calls open and closed endings, multiple protagonists, nonlinear time and even inconsistent realities, his definitions of ‘protagonist’, ‘inciting incident’ and ‘act design’ still seem schematic. And the idea that screenwriting gurus might have become less prescriptive in the new millennium is countered by Blake Snyder’s 2005 how-to movie-writing guide Save the Cat!: The Last Book on Screenwriting You’ll Ever Need, with its six things that always need fixing, its nine immutable laws of movie physics, its ten genres of any movie ever made and its fifteen essential beats: from the ‘Opening Image’ and ‘Theme Stated’ via ‘Fun and Games’, ‘Bad Guys Close In’ and ‘All Is Lost’ to the ‘Finale’ and ‘Final Image’.4




  And writers who’ve read any twentieth-century literary theory are understandably irked by the arithmetical reductionism of so much thinking in this field, with its mechanical lists, symbols, charts and graphs.




  I share some of these prejudices. But I think that the neoclassicists, Hollywood gurus and structuralist thinkers all remind us of a basic reality of playwriting, which is that, however much playwrights may choose to ignore them, audiences have certain expectations of what they’re going to see in the theatre and they cannot be required to check those expectations in with their coats.




  In this sense, the ‘rules’ are a sedimentation of all of the expectations of all the plays (and, to an extent, all the stories) which we have ever encountered. This is why the argument that one should know the rules in order to break them is only half the story. Playwrights should know the rules because they are the possession of the audience, their essential partner in the endeavour. They won’t be thanked for sticking so closely to the rules that the play is predictable from start to finish. But nor will audiences readily accept their expectations being wilfully ignored.




  What audiences do




  The playwright Steve Gooch uses the metaphor of an arena to describe the space where plays actually happen: ‘outside writer, actor and audience, and yet being the site of a common experience’.5 The playwright David Hare sees theatre as essentially meteorological – like the weather, it happens when two fronts meet: what the actors are doing and what the audience is thinking. The literary critic J.L. Styan insists that ‘the play is not on the stage but in the mind’.6




  All I’d add to that is: not just thinking, and not only in the mind. Most writers on theatre agree that several things are happening inside us when we watch a play.




  Certainly, we are empathising, identifying with and rooting for particular characters, suspending disbelief, simulating the same emotions we experience in the day-to-day: desiring, fearing, crying, shaking with laughter and shivering with fear. With the immediacy of real life (when it works), empathy invites audiences to expect: to wish or to dread. Then audiences respond – in disappointment, relief, horror or delight – to the fulfilment or denial of those expectations.




  But at the same time – and it is at the same time – our brains are calling what we’re watching into question. Dr Johnson’s dictionary defines a play as: ‘A poem in which the action is not related, but represented; and in which therefore such rules are to be observed as make the representation probable’; we apply that test to the story even as we engage with its course. As J.L. Styan puts it, ‘The audience is continuously busy, whether consciously or not, making personal comparisons with what it sees and hears on the stage.’7




  But we do more than testing what we see against personal experience. The probability that the playgoer demands is of three kinds.




  The first is simple, factual plausibility. Does the play fit in with our knowledge of the subject or our experience of life? Do we think – or know – that policemen or hairdressers or teenagers do or don’t behave like that? Are the actions of the characters reasonably justified by their circumstances? Under those circumstances, do we believe that such-and-such an outcome is feasible?




  Second, we test a play for coherence. We ask ourselves whether the plot hangs together internally, whether its bits add up to a whole: whether the promise is fulfilled, the commission completed, the posed question answered. It’s the impulse for coherence which explains Chekhov’s rule that if you point out the gun on the wall in the first act, the audience will expect it to go off in the third.




  Third, we judge a play conventionally, how it relates to other stage plays and indeed other fictions which we have internalised in our minds throughout our reading, listening, watching and playgoing lives. At its most basic, this is the probability which inclines us to expect that a tragedy will end in death and a comedy in marriage. It also leads us to suspect – and, in a way, demand – that hopes will be dashed, true love will face obstacles, rituals will be disrupted, and victory will come at a price. It’s not just our expectation of internal coherence but our playgoing experience which activates the Chekhov gun rule. The audience internalises an accretion of conventions which add up to a pattern of structural expectation which can be fulfilled or broken but not ignored.




  Concentration and patterns




  But as our emotions empathise with the fate of the characters and our minds judge whether the matter is probable, our senses are doing something else. What we see and hear conditions our compositional response, allowing us to draw meaning from the patterns, shapes and rhythms which are presented to us.




  In many of his theoretical writings, the director Peter Brook talks about two fundamental elements of any work of art. The first is concentration: by reducing the chaos and redundancy of the visual and aural worlds by elimination of what doesn’t interest them, artists draw attention to the characteristics of what does interest them, including how any one element relates to the elements around it, a relationship that is often obscured in the arbitrary profusion of the real world (for Bernard Shaw, as we saw above, this endeavour is no less than ‘the whole function of the dramatist’8). As Brook puts it, ‘Life in the theatre is more readable and intense because it is more concentrated.’9 Elsewhere, he explains Shakespeare’s art primarily in terms of its concentration: ‘Shakespeare seems better in performance than anyone else because he gives us more, moment for moment, for our money.’10




  The second fundamental element is pattern itself. Brook is convinced that there are rules of proportion and rhythm (like the mathematical Golden Section or the rule of three) which are more fundamental than taste or culture, which touch us because they are the expression of natural laws.11 So that, like concentration, rhythm draws attention to essences and relationships we’d otherwise miss. ‘We are all aware,’ he writes in The Empty Space, ‘that most of life escapes our senses: a most powerful explanation of the various arts is that they talk of patterns which we can only begin to recognise when they manifest themselves as rhythms or shapes.’12 Furthermore, these patterns and shapes operate between different media and are universal: ‘The movement of the eye as it passes across a painting or across the vaults and arches of a great cathedral is related to a dancer’s leaps and turns and to the pulse of music.’13




  What Brook doesn’t ever quite say – though I think he could – is that these two perceptions are connected. The principle by which the artist concentrates (what to eliminate, what to juxtapose) draws attention to the nature of what is being concentrated. Those principles include the hitherto invisible relationships which are exposed by concentration: the patterning of notes in music, of shapes and colours in painting, of words in scansion and rhyme.




  So music is a concentration of the pitch of normal life organised by melody (change over time), rhythm (repetition over time) and harmony (things happening simultaneously). Similarly, painting organises the formless clutter of the visual world into echoing or contrasting colours and shapes. Drama borrows the patterns of other arts (the rhythm of dialogue, the balance of a stage picture) and – through the more abstract rhythms of emplotment – adds some of its own.




  Drama is able to concentrate experience so effectively because of a characteristic which it shares with music, but which sets it apart from literature and painting. Because they can control the tempo of a play’s consumption, dramatists can guarantee that connections are perceptible to the audience. What is intended to be a second or five minutes or an hour away from something else is going to be so. There’s no marking the page, falling asleep, and picking it up again tomorrow.




  This characteristic gives drama a particular power. The novelist David Lodge suggests that lyric poetry is humankind’s most successful means to describe qualia, the raw feel of conscious awareness; while the novel is arguably the best way yet found to describe individual experience, moving through space and time.14 Drama’s capacity to point up connections is one of the reasons it has – historically – been so successful in comparing and contrasting different worlds: the objective and the subjective, the individual and the collective, the personal and the political, the worlds of the family and the state. Drama can bridge the two great sources of our experience: our direct, lived, first-person biography and the much wider range of experience and knowledge that is reported to us second-or third-hand.




  In doing so, it echoes the way our memory works. We confirm the validity of a recovered memory by relating it to the real world (correspondence) but also by using it to contribute to our sense of ourselves (coherence). In that, memory echoes the external plausibility and internal coherence that we demand of drama. The fact that our sense of correspondence to reality can conflict with our desire for coherence is one of the reasons why memories are fallible.




  The other analogy between memory and drama is more specific. The experience of remembering activates the same regions of the brain as the original experience. We remember the colour red by activating the same regions in the primary visual cortex as the sight of the colour activates in real life. The same neurons fire in monkeys’ brains whether they’re performing a task themselves or watching another monkey performing it.15 Neurologically, the experience of seeing something enacted feels as direct – and thus as powerful – as remembering something that’s happened to us. And how do we train our memory (from people’s names to the order of cards in a pack)? By connecting the thing or things we want to remember with something else – say, the furniture in a room or the shape of a familiar journey – which will stimulate the same neural connection when we want to retrieve it. Like drama, memory is metonymic (we retrieve a memory from an association, recalling a romantic encounter from a whiff of perfume or the snatch of a song). But it is also connective: it exists not so much within cells, but at the synapses, the junctions between cells. In that sense, memory is the connection.




  Patterns and culture




  Much of the rest of this book will be looking at how playwrights create meaning by concentrating experience sufficiently to expose patterns and connections which audiences would otherwise miss. I need to say one other thing about those patterns. Peter Brook has been heavily criticised by multiculturalist and postmodern critics for claiming that the patterns he identifies are universal: that the shape of Notre Dame’s buttresses really do share the proportions of a Japanese temple or an Arab mosque. There is an argument that we are imposing male, Western shapes (and their meanings) on discrete cultures and distinct ages: that melody and rhythm communicate different meanings in China, that the composition of a Giotto fresco didn’t mean the same to fourteenth-century Tuscans as it does to us, that the meanings of particular genres are specific to the cultures which created them.




  It’s hard for me to judge how far culture determines the aesthetic responses of diverse communities in the world now. But I do think that – for all the manifest differences between our world and Shakespeare’s – the rhythms and the patterns of his dialogue, his stage pictures and his emplotment still work as he intended them to, over four hundred years later. This could be because a recognition and appreciation of those patterns is hard-wired into us as human beings; it could equally be that they express universal human meanings (the agonies of growing up, the impermanence of love, the pain of ageing and the fear of death).




  But it could also be that we recognise Shakespeare’s patterns not from life but from Shakespeare, as we recognise a Beethoven phrase, which itself echoes patterns that Bach sensed in Monteverdi (and Caravaggio observed in Michelangelo and Michelangelo in Giotto). I think it’s probably both: patterns develop as a way of expressing the real world, and then petrify into shapes and structures which then function independently of their original expressive purpose. Whodunnits undoubtedly express the disruption to social equilibrium caused by violent crime; but from early on the pleasure of reading them arose from the changes which writers rang on the genre. Most romantic comedies imply that the depth of a couple’s love is in direct proportion to the height of the obstacles overcome to reach it; but much of the joy of reading or watching them is in the choice and structure of the barrier, and the concealment of the means by which it’s going to be dismantled.




  The plausibility which playgoers require connects the art to the real world; the coherence they demand makes recognisable patterns of the elements. The play’s conventions relate it to other plays (and films and books and operas and paintings), which themselves created patterns and shapes in order to express something real and actual in the world.




  Finally, the attention that we devote to what we see on the stage relies on the understanding that what we are seeing is mediated and intentional. If an actor plays the part with a limp, this is presumed to be telling us something about the character, not about a stumble on the stairs from the dressing room. The question ‘was that part of the play?’ is – essentially – distinguishing the intended (from which we are invited to draw meaning) from the accidental (which we are invited, jury-like, to exclude from our minds). Our brains are able to judge the play in this way because, however directly our emotions may be engaged, and for all our willing suspension of disbelief, in our heads we never forget it’s a play. As Sir Philip Sidney reminds us:




  

    What child is there that, coming to a play, and seeing ‘Thebes’ written in great letters upon an old door, doth believe that it is Thebes?16
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  Actions




  Many of the terms we use to categorise the elements of dramatic fiction are slippery, and none more so than the word ‘action’. Sometimes it means everything that happens on the stage (‘dramatic action’), sometimes it refers narrowly to physical activity (‘stage action’), or even just to the representation of violence. As a verb it’s used to describe how an actor motivates an individual line. In this chapter, I’m trying to define the term, very specifically, as a brief encapsulation of the narrative progression of a play, structured to convey its meaning. In this, I am following the philosopher Aristotle.




  The primacy of plot




  Aristotle’s Poetics is a problematic text. Compared to his other works, it’s often elliptical in expression and sometimes inconsistent in argument. As a result of this, many scholars think it’s unfinished; that it may consist of jottings or (at best) lecture notes. Only 44 pages long in the Penguin Classics edition, the book is clearly part of a larger work, which promises material on comedy (the idea that this material might have survived is the basis of the plot of Umberto Eco’s medieval mystery, The Name of the Rose). The rules for which it’s generally credited – the necessary unities of time, space and action – are taken from later interpretations, based on scant evidence in the original text (as rules, they are first formulated by Lodovico Castelvetro in an edition of 1570). Coining the expression ‘Aristotalitarianism’, the playwright Timberlake Wertenbaker points out that the great man’s theses – such as they are – don’t apply to all or even the majority of the classical Greek plays that have come down to us.




  Nonetheless, Aristotle’s big idea has dominated theatre criticism from his own time, via the Renaissance and the neoclassical period, through to the thinking of twentieth-century structuralist critics and on to the screenwriting gurus of our own age. That idea is that tragedy consists of ‘the representation of an action’, and that that action trumps everything else. His requirements of that representation are as follows:




  

    Tragedies are not performed, therefore, in order to represent character, though character is involved for the sake of the action… The plot, then, is the first essential of tragedy, its lifeblood, so to speak, and character takes the second place.1


  




  That this is particular to drama is seen by comparing the stage to the novel. One great difference between the two media is that novelists can enter and leave their characters’ heads at a twinkling; the device of free indirect speech (‘What a marvellous morning it was!’) allows them to dispense even with ‘he thought’ or ‘he felt’. Thus, E.M. Forster notes, ‘In the drama all human happiness and misery does and must take the form of action, otherwise its existence remains unknown, and this is the great difference between the drama and the novel.’2 Of course, drama has developed mechanisms to cope with this limitation, including the soliloquy and the aside, and a dramatist like Chekhov uses what people say – or don’t say – to imply what they are feeling with notorious ease. What drama shows us – most of the time – is what people are saying to other people, which usually means what they’re doing. After all, in the original Greek, ‘doing’ is what drama means.




  As a result (as Goethe puts it), the dramatic character acts, while the novelist’s character suffers. In 1912, William Archer made the adjacent point that drama ‘may be called the art of crises’ while fiction was ‘the art of gradual developments’.3 Drama deals with human pain when it is made public. If, as Virginia Woolf argued, the novel is an extension of gossip, then drama is scandal writ large.




  The character as function




  Although not specifically concerned with drama, the early theoreticians of modernism also asserted the primacy of plot. The starting point of the thinking of the 1920s Prague School of literary criticism was the idea that fiction invites us to pay heed to hitherto familiar elements in the world by ‘making them strange’, through unexpected usage, framing, juxtaposition, mosaic and other defamiliarising devices. As Viktor Shklovsky put it:




  

    Art exists that one may recover the sensation of life; it exists to make one feel things, to make the stone stony.4


  




  In one sense, this merely echoes Wordsworth’s gentle ambition ‘to give the charm of novelty to the things of everyday’. In another, it’s the basis of Brecht’s Verfremdungseffekt, usually and unhelpfully translated as ‘the alienation effect’ but more accurately rendered as ‘estrangement’, a form of stimulus which ‘allows us to recognise its subject, but at the same time make it seem unfamiliar’.5 It’s a surprise to find that Brecht’s starting point was not so much to make things clear, as to make them odd. But, for Brecht, recognising the oddness of things is the first step in freeing ourselves from that day-to-day numbing down of our perceptions which sees the status quo as natural and inevitable. Brecht wanted to estrange the world’s doings so that we would be prodded into asking how they fitted into a pattern obscured by rhetoric, sentiment and familiarity. In that, incidentally, his purpose is actually opposite to that of postmodernism, which claims that there isn’t a pattern at all.


  

  The second ambition of the Russian formalists and the Prague School was to find the underlying patterns in narrative fiction. Their crucial distinction (one that now seems utterly commonplace) is between what they called the story (or fabula), the bare, chronological succession of events drawn on in a fiction; and plot (or sjuzet), the events as they are ordered and connected. Like rhyme and scansion in poetry, this ordering estranges the raw material, and draws attention to its underlying meaning. From that perception, they and their successors sought to analyse how stories work.




  The first systematic attempt to categorise the elements of story was undertaken by the French theorist Georges Polti, who in 1921 published The Thirty-Six Dramatic Situations, whose number is echoed – in ‘a singular corollary’ – by ‘the discovery that there are in life but thirty-six emotions’.6 The flavour of the situations can be detected from numbers one to ten: Supplication, Deliverance, Crime Pursued by Vengeance, Vengeance Taken for Kindred upon Kindred, Pursuit, Disaster, Falling Prey to Cruelty or Misfortune, Revolt, Daring Enterprise and Abduction. Each situation contains a number of alternative scenarios (in Crime Pursued by Vengeance, they include the Avenging of a Slain Parent or Ancestor, Vengeance for Having Been Despoiled During Absence and Revenge Upon a Whole Sex for a Deception by One, of which Polti gives the example of Jack the Ripper). Each situation also requires a number of elements, some of which are abstract forces (like Punishment, Remembrance of the Victim, or a Vanquished Power), but most of which are embodied as characters defined by their place in the action (from an Unfortunate, a Threatener and a Rescuer in Deliverance to a Tyrant and a Conspirator in Revolt).




  The idea that characters are an embodiment of forces that are present in a number of stories is explored in more detail by Vladimir Propp, whose 1928 Morphology of the Folktale sought to analyse the plots of just over a hundred Russian folktales, taken reasonably arbitrarily from a book of five hundred such tales (Propp studied numbers fifty to one hundred and fifty-one inclusive). From this study, Propp concluded that, while ‘the names of the dramatis personae change (as well as the attributes of each)’, neither their actions nor their functions change. ‘From this,’ he concluded, ‘we can draw the inference that a tale often attributes identical actions to various personages. This makes possible the study of the tale according to the functions of its dramatis personae.’7




  By analysing the stories not through the relations of individual characters but through the interaction of character functions, Propp realised that, in essence, all folk stories embrace or select from one story, which goes like this:




  A merchant, father or king dies or departs, leaving behind him an injunction (don’t look in the cupboard, don’t go into the forest, don’t open the box, read the book, or eat the apple). This injunction is violated, which leads to the appearance of a villain, who harms or steals a person or their belongings. A hero is commissioned to defeat the villain and to rescue his victim. Journeying to meet the villain, the hero comes across a personage who engages (or entraps) him into a task, for which he receives a reward whose value is not immediately apparent but which becomes crucial later on (it may be a steed to get to the villain, or a weapon, or a magic object, or a skill like being able to speak to animals). Arriving at the villain, the hero employs his magic weapon to defeat him. He returns home, only to find he has been usurped in his absence and his identity is denied. The hero then proves his identity by the passing of a seemingly impossible test of strength or endurance (in The Odyssey by pulling a great bow; in the Christian story by rising from the dead), he wins his bride and comes into his kingdom.




  Propp’s point is that ‘the number of functions is extremely small, whereas the number of personages is extremely large’.8 For example, the personage from whom the hero wins his vital weapon could be an old woman, a witch, a group of knights, a robber, an animal or even a river or a tree. In the Hindu epic The Ramayana it’s a wise man who gives Rama a magic arrow; in the Brothers Grimms’ tale of three brothers it’s the dogs who teach the youngest brother how to bark; in the James Bond movies it’s Q, the gadget demonstrator. In C.S. Lewis’s The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, the magic weapons with which Peter, Susan, Edmund and Lucy will defeat the White Witch are distributed by Father Christmas from his sleigh. Sometimes the donor can be unaware of his donation. Often the detective’s dim-witted but good-hearted sidekick accidentally provides the clue which unlocks the mystery. In James Graham’s teleplay Brexit: The Uncivil War, Vote Leave campaign leader (and father-to-be) Dominic Cummings comes across the killer slogan for his campaign – ‘Take Back Control’ – in a parental handbook. In films about science in war – from R.C. Sherriff’s 1955 The Dam Busters to Graham Moore’s 2014 The Imitation Game – boffins are inspired by everyday happenings or innocent remarks to solve a pressing scientific problem (and win the war).




  Propp argues that the ‘definition of a function will most often be given in the form of a noun expressing an action’;9 if not a single word like Interdiction or Violation, then a description (a task is commissioned, a task is performed; a contract/promise is made, kept or broken). From his analysis of the stories, he identified thirty-one character functions, which he grouped into seven spheres of action, and from which storytellers have fashioned a virtual infinity of characters: the villain, the hero, the helper, the donor, the sought-for person (the victim) and their father, the despatcher of the hero, and the false hero.




  Subsequently, a number of critics sought to revise and develop Propp’s ideas. In 1950, the French drama theorist Etienne Souriau defined six plot functions with charming astrological names (Lion=hero, Sun=value to be sought, Earth=receiver, Mars=opponent, Scale=arbiter, Moon=helper), and from them deduced precisely 210,141 dramatic situations, or horoscopes, by combining these codes algebraically.10 Later on, A.J. Greimas returned to folktales in his 1966 Structural Semantics, defining six plot functions called actants (sender/receiver, subject/object, helper/opponent).11 As in Propp’s spheres of action, Greimas’ actants are not descriptions of individual, discrete characters. Some actants may be a group (Cleopatra has lots of helpers, and a hero can be a team, as in The Great Escape or Seven Samurai). A character may fulfil more than one function (a protagonist may send him or herself in pursuit of an object). A character might well shift category, as Buckingham, Enobarbus and Mosca shift from being Richard III, Antony and Volpone’s helpers to being their opponents. The absence of a particular actant in a story might well be crucial to its outcome: neither Hedda Gabler nor Nora Helmer (in Ibsen’s A Doll’s House) have any helpers at all.
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