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PREFACE


MODERN DRAMATISTS have freely exercised the privilege oi fame to express their views of life on both sides of the theatre’s curtain. A book drawn from these comments would be many times the size of this one; but its contribution to our topic would be peripheral. A surprisingly smaller group of playwrights have addressed themselves centrally to the art and craft of playwriting. They are represented here.


Most of the acknowledged masters are present. But great gift in playwriting is not always accompanied by acuity in formulating dramatic theory. In some instances we encounter major statements by playwrights whose plays were not equal to their precepts. Zola’s naturalist manifesto reminds us that innovators are sometimes outdistanced by followers who benefit by the formers’ extension of dramatic form when, as Strindberg says, “the new wine has burst the old bottles.”


Part I, Credos and Concepts, with its fervent expressions of artistic conviction, its battle cries and proclamations, reflects the modern dramatist’s restless search for form toward and away from realism. The marvelous ways in which these abstractions have been substantiated in many of the finest plays of the period comprise Part 2, Creations. It is my hope that this ordering of the materials documents the way in which dramatists have animated this era’s ideas of the theatre. It should be noted, with particular reference to Part 2, that dates given after the titles represent the year in which the selection was written, rather than the time of composition or production of the plays discussed.


My task was singularly favored in aim and scope by the personal encouragement and aid of two of our finest scholar-critics: Eric Bentley, Brander Matthews Professor of Dramatic Literature at Columbia University, and John Gassner, Sterling Professor of Playwriting and Dramatic Literature at Yale University. I am deeply grateful to them both.


Robert Corrigan, editor of the Tulane Drama Review, generously gave me first call on the Review’s valuable Documents Series. From this source came Strindberg’s “On Modern Drama and Modern Theatre,” and essays by Toller and Duerrenmatt translated by Børge Gedsø Madsen, Marketa Goetz, and Dr. Gerhard Nellhaus, respectively.


I should like to express my appreciation to Joseph. M. Bernstein for his valuable counsel on editorial matters as well as his translations of Giraudoux, Cocteau, and García Lorca.


Thanks are due to Evert Sprinchorn of Vassar College who brought to my attention and translated the Ibsen Notes on Hedda Gabler, and corrected other items from the Danish and Norwegian; to Samuel Draper for a new rendering of Zola’s “Naturalism on the Stage”; to John Willett for the first publication rights to his translation of Brechtf’s “A Short Organum for the Theatre”; to Eric Bentley, once again, for his selection from Hebbel’s Journals and contributions to Brecht’s “Organum.”


Kind consent for the use of material was given by Francisco García Lorca, Jean-Pierre Giraudoux, Mrs. Eugene O’Neill, Jean Cocteau, Eugene Ionesco, and various publishers who are acknowledged throughout the volume.


Finally, in a personal vein, I want to thank my sister-in-law, Helen Krich Chinoy of the Smith College Theatre Department.


TOBY COLE





INTRODUCTION


(1)


IT IS no secret to anyone familiar with the theatre that modern playwrights have been a self-conscious breed. Anyone whose wares are so conspicuously on display and make such excellent targets for critical marksmanship is bound to be self-conscious. Modern playwriting, moreover, came into being during the latter half of the nineteenth century when intellectual conflict was making itself felt in the theatre and writers were even becoming oracular. Old dispensations in the arts were being challenged; new dispensations were being explained and defended. The age of literary criticism was moving toward high noon. Critics were becoming playwrights, play producers, or stage directors; and it followed that the playwright could turn critic if the critic could turn playwright. Imbued with new intellectualism and estheticism, showmanship itself—once a simple, if not indeed simpleminded, activity—began to buzz with theories supplied by scenic artists such as Appia and Craig and directors such as Antoine and Stanislavsky. Objectives were constantly affirmed or revised in a theatrical world from which improvisation and intellectual innocence had departed while ideas and ideologies multiplied. The modern theatre, it would seem, was born with a program, and it will probably end with one.


From the abundant literature on the modem drama written by the playwrights themselves Toby Cole has compiled a volume rich in matter and provocative in manner. To read the discourse of intelligent writers on their principles and problems is to observe the modern drama in the making. We merely allow for the fact that there is always a breach between ambition and attainment, and especially so in an art so utterly dependent upon stage production and the intervention of the actor. The danger of succumbing to “the intentional fallacy” need not deter us from attending to the playwrights’ objectives once it is understood that we shall judge the play rather than the authors’ intentions. It is not likely, moreover, that their pronouncements will make bigoted converts of us and limit our horizons or so bewilder us with their variety as to make us incapable of judgment. We live in an eclectic age, are unlikely to be seduced into exclusive dramatic theory, and have been inured to contradictions.


Fortunately, too, the playwrights afford a relatively simple perspective. We find them engaged to two kinds of theatre—the modern and the modernistic. The first sought realism of content, style, and form; the second aspired toward poetic and imaginative art. The first began to expel romantic and pseudorealistic drama from the theatre by the 1870’s, the second to challenge, modify, and supplant realism by the 1890’s. But romantic drama was never conclusively routed by the realists, and realistic drama has not been substantially displaced by neoromanticists, symbolists, expressionists, and other proponents of poetic or imaginative drama. Styles of dramatic composition have jostled each other and contracted marriages throughout our century.


It is surely true, besides, that realism is as much a “style” as any nonrealistic fashion of playwriting. Style in the latter case is merely so conspicuous as to give an impression of stylization, whereas style in realism is concealed to such a degree as to afford the illusion of naturalness. We are concerned with theatrical reality whether we erect or banish an imaginary “fourth wall” between the actor and the audience. The realists endeavored to make the theatre less theatrical after it had been meretriciously “theatricalized,” while their usually younger opponents, the antirealists, wanted to make the theatre more theatrical after it had been “de-theatricalized.” The culprits in the first instance had been mediocre romanticists and show-business operators; the culprits in the second instance, mediocre realists and show-business operators. Whether distinguished playwrights spoke for or against realism, then, they were equally aiming for distinguished theatre.


It does not of course follow that they were invariably successful, or that they were superior to error in their respective procedures. Scientism trapped naturalists and partiality for the commonplace mired realists, while an overfondness for subjectivity made symbolists turn poetry into mist and expressionists transform dreams into nightmares. It follows only that we do not have to take irreversible sides in an ideological war when different playwrights offer conflicting opinions or programs. The playwrights themselves set us an example: Maeterlinck, for instance, acclaims Ibsen as a great symbolist writer while Shaw honors him as the supreme dramatist of ideas. Synge avows himself the enemy of Ibsen and Zola whereas he could have convincingly contended that he was making it possible for creative realism to thrive in Ireland. O’Neill is at one point convinced that naturalism is insolvent but is not deterred from composing naturalistic tragedy in Desire Under the Elms or from bringing his latter-day career to a climax with The Iceman Cometh and Long Day’s Journey Into Night. Most of the important modern playwrights, from Ibsen and Strindberg to O’Neill and O’Casey, did not actually make exclusive commitments to any philosophy or style of theatre, although they sometimes wrote as if they were making them.


In reading Playwrights on Playwriting it is well to realize that the authors’ most fervent generalizations usually proclaim a departure from convention that may no longer seem necessary or urgent. To appreciate the force of their pronouncements we should possess some knowledge of the practices they rejected; or else we should be capable of imaginatively identifying these practices, which current malpractice or the insidious return of discredited practices (humdrum realism, pretentious symbolism, or morbid expressionism) will make discouragingly easy. Thus Shaw had a certain vapid kind of contrived playwriting in mind when he struck at “Sardoodledom,” and Strindberg was not tilting at a paper dragon when he fought for multidimensional characterization. In his polemical essays he had in mind the nineteenth-century practice, present alike in Boucicault’s plays and Dickens’ fiction, of reducing the individual to a type and the type to a trait; character-drawing became caricature. We must realize the extent of the provocation when Strindberg declares that “a character on the stage came to signify a gentleman who was fixed and finished—nothing was required but some bodily defect—a club foot, a wooden leg, a red nose. . . .”


It should be apparent that the playwrights speak to us most effectively when they have in view the problems and principles with which they were involved as creators rather than as theoreticians. We turn to their essays for an introduction to their collective and individual aims and practices. We must agree with Brooks Atkinson when he reminds us that “rules are only a by-product of creation, which is the sole business of art.” It is not in search of “rules” that we seek out a playwright’s commentary. We still want to read it because it may cast some light on his personal effort and achievement, as well as because it may rouse us from the torpor of standardized expectations and responses. It is not absolute principle, for example, but stimulation (including the stimulation of dissent) that we derive from Bernard Shaw’s declaration that “A play with a discussion is a modern play; a play with only an emotional situation is an old-fashioned one.”


It is evident, too, that the effectiveness of a prescription depends partly on the patient. Shaw could safely assume that old-fashioned playwrights would not write discussion plays, but he must have known better than any of his readers that a discussion play would be dull if written by a dullard and old-fashioned if written by an old-fashioned thinker, or by no thinker at all but a Philistine—however new-fangled the chatter that constitutes the outer garment of his thought. Conversely, it is also possible to be distinctly “modern” while discoursing not at all skeptically on such “old-fashioned” matters as morality and manners—when the discourse, let us say, is by Lionel Trilling rather than by Bruce Barton or some publicist of “positive living.” It may also happen that the prescription does wonders for the patient at one time and very little for him at another; “discussion drama” yielded Man and Superman at one time and Fanny’s First Play at another. We cannot escape the conclusion that playwrights writing on playwriting are worth heeding in so far as they are provocative and suggestive rather than prescriptive.


It is not even certain that they always know exactly what they have accomplished or that they accomplished what they intended—it is even possible for a writer to have deviated into something remarkable by missing his predetermined target. But it does not follow either that a playwright’s understanding or even misunderstanding of his work is without significance. That Chekhov thought he had written The Cherry Orchard as a “comedy” is important to our understanding of the play, particularly in a translation, even if we should be convinced—and grateful (as I am)—that he did not. Shaw’s prefaces are gratifying and revealing even when they bear only a faint relation to the play they introduce. They may represent the mental climate in which the play came to life—and the mental climate is a significant quality of Shavian playwriting.


In the case of a specific program, indeed, the direct result may matter less than the indirect. Yeats, for example, dreamed of furthering the cause of poetic drama in establishing the Irish national theatre, but there was only one Yeats in Ireland. He got noteworthy drama from his colleagues of the Abbey Theatre almost exclusively in prose plays of peasant life such as Synge’s Riders to the Sea and The Playboy of the Western World. He wanted, above all, romantic drama from the Irish theatre; even Maeterlinck was not romantic enough for him. He did get the somewhat unfinished Deirdre of the Sorrows from Synge in 1910, but it was not romanticism drawn from the glorious Celtic past but a clamorous realism wrung out of the inglorious present that saved his declining Abbey Theatre when O’Casey rescued it with Juno and the Paycock and The Plough and the Stars. Nevertheless, Yeats found and fostered “poetic drama,” too, in the very realism of the young O’Casey; the paradoxes of creation never cease. It is a paradox, too, that when, after 1917, Yeats came to the peak of his personal effort to create poetic drama, he wrote not for his Irish national theatre but for private drawing-room performances and took for his model not a native but an exotic, Japanese form of drama.


The case of Maurice Maeterlinck is equally instructive. When the Belgian symbolist wrote his celebrated essay on The Tragic in Daily Life in 1896 he proposed plotless, static drama as the ideal form for the modern theatre, and his program won considerable support. Subsequently he revised his eloquently expressed views, revoked them indeed as a youthful extravagance (in a letter to the late Barrett Clark), and wrote “active,” more or less melodramatic, plays. Nevertheless Miss Cole exercised exemplary judgment in reprinting the essay in which he advocated “static drama.” He was at the height of his powers as a playwright when he wrote this apologia, and it defended his practice in such poetic one-acters as The Intruder, Interior, and The Blind which won the admiration of the modern theatre’s arch-realist, the great Stanislavsky, himself. Synge’s related practice in the virtually plotless Riders to the Sea, produced in Dublin eight years after Maeterlinck’s essay, resulted in the greatest one-act tragedy in the English language. Maeterlinck had his finger on the pulse of modern drama in expressing a widely felt dissatisfaction with plotty playwriting which resulted in attacks on the “well-made play” from such different schools of writing as those represented by Strindberg, Shaw, Yeats (in the very same essay in which he asserts romantic ideals), and Andreyev, who proclaimed—I should say, rather prematurely—that life in the modern world had moved inward. For better or worse, plot and external action did lose status in the modern drama, as they did, more thoroughly, in fiction. The Zolaist naturalistic “slice of life,” the Shavian discussion-play, subjective and psychological drama—these and other types of dramatic writing have reflected the same tendency. Well-regarded plays such as The Glass Menagerie and Carson McCullers’ Member of the Wedding (as well as present-day avant-garde works by Beckett, Ionesco, and others) continue to exemplify the vitality of a principle Maeterlinck laid down, too romantically and dogmatically yet by no means absurdly, more than half a century before.


(2)


In one respect or another, then, the effort to create a modern theatre receives support and personal interpretation from every playwright represented in the present collection. The strivings for such a theatre have been manifold, and it is risky to predicate unity in diversity for the main pursuit of modern dramatic theory and practice. One would have to allow too many exceptions to the rule for the rule to have any validity. But paramount in the modern experiments and achievements is the determination to express some aspect of reality, some measure of experience, some vision or conviction. This is the organizing principle of Ibsen’s work when he develops modern realism and of Brecht’s when the latter promulgates his antinaturalistic “epic realism”; and it appears alike in the social optimism of Shaw’s and O’Casey’s plays and the nihilism of Beckett’s and Ionesco’s.


The search for truth of experience comes into view when Ibsen declares as early as 1874 that “All that I have written these last ten years I have lived through spiritually”; it reappears when Zola declares: “I am waiting for someone to rid us of fictitious characters, of these symbols of virtue and vice which have no worth as human data. . . . I am waiting for everyone to throw out the tricks of the trade, the contrived formulas, the tears and superficial laughs.” The errors of Zola-sponsored naturalism have been aired often enough; they need not discredit the ambition to give dimension to character, a degree of meaningful determinacy to behavior, and fluidity to dramatic action. Nor is Strindberg to be ignored when he makes a necessary distinction between microscopic or “little” naturalism that sees only the minutiae of reality and the naturalism that provides the wide prospect of, let us say, Hauptmann’s The Weavers rather than the same author’s Lonely Lives or Before Sunrise, with its doctrinaire genetics and small-souled sociology.


Nothing perhaps corrects false perspectives better than Strindberg’s distinctions, set down in 1889 and still indispensable to theatre, in the great essay “On Modern Drama and Modern Theatre” Miss Cole has so ably edited for inclusion in Playwrights on Playwriting. On one hand, we find in the theatre “the little art that does not see the forest for the trees,” the “misunderstood naturalism” that photographs everything but actually reveals nothing. On the other hand, we have the possibility of “the great naturalism” (that of The Power of Darkness and The Plough and the Stars, for example) which, Strindberg says, seeks out “the great battles” and takes delight in the conflict of powerful human forces. And Strindberg adds the one requirement least likely to occur to the “little naturalists”—he expects playwrights to see reality through a temperament. When he rejects a reflection of life devoid of temperament as inadequate because “soulless” he does something momentous, whether he does so knowingly or unknowingly; he invites not only passion but poetry into the modern theatre. Once these are present in a play, along with what Strindberg calls “significant motif,” the differences between realistic and imaginative, naturalistic and poetic drama become technical and, in the main, superficial.


Once this is understood, we do not have to feel that we are either pushed back from the modern theatre or thrust out of it whenever the poets and the advocates of “the theatre theatrical” speak their piece. We are moving in the right direction of the expressive dramatist rather than the juggler when Maeterlinck asks the playwright to deal with an essential life “beyond the life of every day” and calls for an “atmosphere of the soul” in the theatre, although we may well prefer Chekhov’s “atmosphere” to Maeterlinck’s. We can appreciate Maeterlinck’s point when, in calling for “sorcery” in the drama, he finds “sorcery” in The Master Builder, even if we suspect pinchbeck mysticism when he writes such puerile sentences as “It is this sorcery that imposes action or the power of the beyond. And we have to yield to it. Whether we want to or not.” We can also agree with Yeats and Synge when they want the theatre to be rich in language. “On the stage we must have reality, and we must have joy,” Synge’s famous sentence in the preface to The Playboy of the Western World, does not order playwrights to leap out of time and space by means of mystical rocketry. Synge, whose beautiful dialogue comes from the Irish peasantry, is not so far removed as we might expect from John Galsworthy, the confirmed naturalist of the English stage. In “Some Platitudes Concerning Drama” Galsworthy praises The Playboy of the Western World for its natural matching of matter and poetic style. He objects only to an “ill-mating of forms” (in plays, I take it, where verbal poetry and the subject matter are at odds) and warns that the poetry in ordinary naturalistic drama “can only be that of perfect rightness of proportion, rhythm, shape—the poetry, in fact, that lies in all vital things.”


In this brief introduction it is impossible to dwell upon the various ways in which modern playwrights have tried to make the best of the two possible worlds of “reality” and “poetry,” or endeavored to treat them as identical or interchangeable. But it is also true of course that a number of modern playwrights (Yeats, Lorca, Giraudoux, and Ionesco—to mention just a few) have, at one time or another, proposed imaginative flights that would whisk us out of the orbit of everyday life. I do not believe that they have usually realized their program without botching their plays or even at times “realizing” themselves right out of the theatre. It would appear, too, that the reality of everyday life often seeped right back into their more or less successful plays. Giraudoux’s characters are often piquantly mundane in the midst of the fantastic and supernatural action of such plays as Amphitryon 38, Intermezzo, and Ondine. Cocteau’s return to the Oedipus legend in The Infernal Machine is spiced with many an intentionally anachronistic detail more native to the Parisian boulevard theatres than to the classic theatre of austere tragic vision.


In spite of these qualifications, however, it is gratifying to observe that the flight of the modernistic playwright has often been into the theatre—where all good playwrights belong—rather than into the blue inane. This has been evident in the practice of Giraudoux, Anouilh, Ionesco, Wilder, and other twentieth-century playwrights. The necessity of landing in the theatre was understood by them all, as their comments show. Moreover, their “flight into the theatre”—that is, the “theatricalization” or distinctly theatrical realization of the subject matter of the play—could actually result in an intensification and highlighting of reality, as in Brecht’s Mother Courage and Wilder’s The Skin of Our Teeth. It became certain in our time that the “theatre theatrical” did not necessarily conflict with the playwright’s engagement to modern life. He could use the theatre as show-window, pillory, or rostrum as, for instance, Brecht did in different plays. These and other expressive uses of the theatre have been widely recognized by contemporary playwrights; and at least in its best practice, the modernists’ flight from illusionism into imaginative theatricality has advanced, rather than retarded, the contemporary theatre.


How well contemporary reality is presented or projected, how soundly appraised, how conclusively judged—these questions must, of course, receive answers that will fit the individual case. Fortunately Miss Cole has devoted the second part of her compilation to notations by playwrights on the specific plays they have written—from A Doll’s House in 1879 to Ionesco’s The Bald Soprano and The Chairs in our own time. These essays, which are concerned with individual creation, are illuminating in themselves, and they are instructive when read in conjunction with the plays to which they pertain. They take us into the creator’s workshop. The notes are not offered as a passport to the heart of the mystery of creation, and they cannot of course take the place of the final work, which will probably differ from the author’s best-laid original plans. The insights afforded by the notes are, nevertheless, important additions to the Credos and Concepts of the first section of the book, exemplifying or confirming them, fixing them in a specific context, and perhaps, when read in conjunction with the play itself, illustrating the difference between the aim and the fulfilment. In all respects, then, Playwrights on Playwriting is an important theatrical and literary document; and more than that, it is a collection of opinion and data that should have practical value to playwrights in our time and in the foreseeable future. Looking into this book, we may not be able to tell which grain of an idea or principle will grow, but we have much to choose from in the data Toby Cole and her publishers have so generously made available.


JOHN GASSNER





PART 1 Credos and Concepts





HENRIK IBSEN


(1828-1906)



The Task of the Poet1 (1874)


. . . AND WHAT does it mean, then, to be a poet? It was a long time before I realized that to be a poet means essentially to see, but mark well, to see in such a way that whatever is seen is perceived by the audience just as the poet saw it. But only what has been lived through can be seen in that way and accepted in that way. And the secret of modern literature lies precisely in this matter of experiences that are lived through. All that I have written these last ten years, I have lived through spiritually. But no poet lives through anything in isolation. What he lives through all of his countrymen live through with him. If that were not so, what would bridge the gap between the producing and the receiving minds?


And what is it, then, that I have lived through and that has inspired me? The range has been large. In part I have been inspired by something which only rarely and only in my best moments has stirred vividly within me as something great and beautiful. I have been inspired by that which, so to speak, has stood higher than my everyday self, and I have been inspired by this because I wanted to confront it and make it part of myself.


But I have also been inspired by the opposite, by what appears on introspection as the dregs and sediment of one’s own nature. Writing has in this case been to me like a bath from which I have risen feeling cleaner, healthier, and freer. Yes, gentlemen, nobody can picture poetically anything for which he himself has not to a certain degree and at least at times served as a model. And who is the man among us who has not now and then felt and recognized within himself a contradiction between word and deed, between will and duty, between life and theory in general? Or who is there among us who has not, at least at times, been egoistically sufficient unto himself, and half unconsciously, half in good faith, sought to extenuate his conduct both to others and to himself?


I believe that in saying all this to you, to the students, my remarks have found exactly the right audience. You will understand them as they are meant to be understood. For a student has essentially the same task as the poet: to make clear to himself, and thereby to others, the temporal and eternal questions which are astir in the age and in the community to which he belongs.


In this respect I dare to say of myself that I have endeavored to be a good student during my stay abroad. A poet is by nature farsighted. Never have I seen my homeland and the true life of my homeland so fully, so clearly, and at such close range, as I did in my absence when I was far away from it.


And now, my dear countrymen, in conclusion a few words which are also related to something I have lived through. When Emperor Julian stands at the end of his career, and everything collapses around him, there is nothing which makes him so despondent as the thought that all he has gained was this: to be remembered by cool and clear heads with respectful appreciation, while his opponents live on, rich in the love of warm, living hearts. This thought was the result of much that I had lived through; it had its origin in a question that I had sometimes asked myself, down there in my solitude. Now the young people of Norway have come to me here tonight and given me my answer in word and song, have given me my answer more warmly and clearly than I had ever expected to hear it. I shall take this answer with me as the richest reward of my visit with my countrymen at home, and it is my hope and my belief that what I experience tonight will be an experience to “live through” which will sometime be reflected in a work of mine. And if this happens, if sometime I shall send such a book home, then I ask that the students receive it as a handshake and a thanks for this meeting. I ask you to receive it as the ones who had a share in the making of it.


Translation revised by Evert Sprinchorn


1 Henrik Ibsen: “Speech to the Norwegian Students, September 10, 1874,” Speeches and New Letters, translated by Arne Kildal (Boston. Richard G. Badger, 1910), pp. 49–52. After an absence of ten years, Ibsen spent a couple of months in Norway during the summer of 1874. On September 10, Norwegian students marched in procession to Ibsen’s home. This speech is Ibsen’s reply to their greeting.





ÉMILE ZOLA


(1840-1902)



Naturalism on the Stage1 (1881)


THE IMPULSE of the century is toward naturalism. Today this force, racing toward us, is being emphasized more and more, and everything must obey it. This force has abducted the novel and the drama. The development of the naturalistic force has progressed more quickly in the novel to the point of triumph; on the stage it is just beginning to appear. This was bound to be. The theatre has always been a stronghold of convention for many reasons which I want to explain later. I would like to come simply to this point: the naturalistic formula, however complete and defined in the novel, is far from being well stated in the theatre, and I conclude that the formula must be realized and that it will take on a strictness of form emanating from its scientific nature, or else the drama will become blunted and more and more inferior.


Some people are very angry with me, and they shout, “But what do you want? What further development do you need? Is this evolution not already an accomplished fact? Have not Émile Augier, Dumas fils, and Victorien Sardou pushed as far as possible the observation and the painting of our society? Let us stop at this point—we are already too concerned with the realities of this world.” First of all, these people are naïve to want to stop this naturalistic development; nothing is stable in society, everything is carried along by sustained motion. People go, nevertheless, where they ought to go. The naturalistic evolution, I contend, far from being an accomplished fact, has hardly begun. Up to now we have experienced only the first attempts. We should wait until certain ideas have made their mark, and until the public becomes accustomed to these ideas and until their force destroys the obstacles one by one. I have attempted in looking over Sardou, Dumas fils, and Augier to explain for what reasons I consider them workmen who are clearing the ground of rubbish, and not as creators, not geniuses who are building a monument. Moreover, after them, I am waiting for something else.


This something else which arouses indignation and calls forth so much jesting is, however, very simple. We have only to read Balzac, Flaubert, and the Goncourts again—in a word, the naturalistic novelists—to find out what it is. I am waiting for someone to put a man of flesh and bones on the stage, taken from reality, scientifically analyzed, and described without one lie. I am waiting for someone to rid us of fictitious characters, of these symbols of virtue and vice which have no worth as human data. I am waiting for environment to determine the characters and the characters to act according to the logic of facts combined with logic of their own disposition. I am waiting for the time when there is no prestidigitation of any kind, no more waving of the magic wand, changing persons and things from one minute to the next. I am waiting for the time when no one will tell us any more unbelievable stories, when no one will any longer spoil the effects of true observations by imposing romantic incidents, the result of which destroys even the good parts of a play.


I am waiting for everyone to throw out the tricks of the trade, the contrived formulas, the tears and superficial laughs. I am waiting for a dramatic work void of declamations, majestic speech, and noble sentiments, to have the unimpeachable morality of truth and to teach us the frightening lesson of sincere investigation. I am waiting, finally, until the development of naturalism already achieved in the novel takes over the stage, until the playwrights return to the source of science and modern arts, to the study of nature, to the anatomy of man, to the painting of life in an exact reproduction more original and powerful than anyone has so far dared to risk on the boards.


This is what I am waiting for. Some people shrug their shoulders, laugh, and reply that I shall wait forever. Their decisive argument is that I must not expect these things on the stage. The theatre is not the novel. The theatre has given us what it could give us. We must be content with the result Now we are at the very center of the quarrel. I am trying to uproot the conditions of existence on the stage. If what I ask is impossible, then lies have a place on the boards: a play must have some romantic places, revolve around certain situations, and end at the proper time. My detractors take a “professional” view of the theatre: first, any analysis is boring, the audience demands facts, always facts; then there is the convention of the stage—an action must be played in three hours no matter what its length in time; then the characters are given a certain value which necessitates a fictional setting. I will not quote all the arguments. Now I come to the audience’s intervention, which is considerable; the audience wishes this, the audience does not want that; it prefers four sympathetic puppets to one real character drawn from life. In a word, the stage is the domain of conventionality; everything is conventional from the decorations to the footlights which illuminate the actors who are led by a string. Truth can be shown only in small unnoticed doses. Some people even go so far as to swear that the theatre will die the day that it ceases to be an entertaining lie, destined to console the spectators in the evening for the sad realities of the day.


I am acquainted with all this reasoning, and I shall try to respond to it presently, when I reach my conclusion. Each genre of literature has its own conditions of existence. A novel, read alone in the comfort of one’s own room, is not a play which is acted before two thousand spectators. The novelist has time and space before him. All kinds of liberties are permitted him; he can use one hundred pages, if he wishes, to analyze at his leisure a certain character; he can describe his surroundings as much as he pleases; he can cut his story short, can retrace his steps, changing scenes twenty times—in a word, he is absolute master of his medium. The dramatist, on the contrary, is enclosed in a rigid frame; he must obey all kinds of necessities. He moves only in the milieu of obstacles. Finally, there is the question of the isolated reader and the audience as a group; the solitary reader tolerates everything, goes where he is led, even when he is annoyed, whereas the audience as a whole is filled with prudishness, fright, and sensibilities which the author must recognize and unfortunately deal with. Since all this is true, it is precisely for this reason that the stage is the last citadel of conventionality as I stated earlier. If the naturalistic movement had not encountered in the theatre such difficult ground, covered with obstacles, naturalism would have taken root on the stage with the intensity and success it has had in the novel. The theatre, under its conditions of existence, must be the last, most labored and disputed conquest of the spirit of truth. . . .


Let us admit for a moment that the critics are right when they assert that naturalism is impossible in the theatre. Here is what these critics believe. Conventionality is a hard and fast rule on the stage; the lie will always have its place there. We are condemned to a continuance of Sardou’s juggling, to the theories and witticisms of Dumas fils, and to the nice characters of Emile Augier. We will not create anything greater than the genius of these authors; we must accept them as the glory of our time on the stage. They are what they are because our theatre wishes them to be such. If they have not gone further in the drama, if they have not obeyed more perfectly the important wave of truth which is carrying us forward, it is the theatre which forbids them to be influenced by the truth. So in the theatre there is a barrier which blocks the road even to the strongest. Very well, then! But it is the theatre which you condemn; it is to the stage that you have given the mortal blow. You crush the theatre under the novel, you assign it an inferior place, you make it contemptible and useless in the eyes of generations to come. What do you wish us to do with the stage, we who are followers of the truth, anatomists, analysts, explorers of life, compilers of human data, if you prove to us that in the theatre we cannot use our methods or tools? Really! The theatre lives only on conventionalities; it must lie; it refuses to accept our experimental literature! Oh, well, then, the century will put the theatre aside, abandon it to the hands of the public entertainers, and will perform its great and superb work elsewhere. You pronounce the verdict, and you kill the stage. It is very evident that the naturalistic evolution will extend itself more and more because it is the very intelligence of the century. While the novelists are digging always further toward the truth, producing newer and more exact human documents, the theatre will flounder more every day in the center of its romantic fictions, worn-out plots, and skillfulness of construction. The situation will become more annoying because the public will certainly acquire a taste for reality in reading novels. The naturalistic movement is making itself forcibly felt. There will come a time when the public will shrug its shoulders and demand an innovation in the theatre. Either the stage will be naturalistic, or it will not exist at all; such is the formal conclusion.


I have the strongest faith in the future of our theatre. I no longer admit that the critics are right in saying that naturalism is impossible on the stage, and I am going to explain under what conditions the movement will, without any doubt, be brought about.


No, it is not true that the stage must remain stationary; it is not true that its actual conventionalities are the fundamental conditions of its existence. Everything goes on, I repeat; everything goes forward. The authors of today will be overruled; they cannot have the presumption to decide dramatic literature forever. What these authors have stammered about the opposition will clearly affirm; but the stage will not be shaken up because of the disagreement; it will enter, on the contrary, into a wider and straighter path. People have always resisted the march forward; they have denied to the newcomers the power and the right to accomplish what has not been performed by their elders. But the older generation will remain angry and blind in vain. The social and literary evolutions have an irresistible force; they can cross with one leap enormous obstacles which were said to be impassable. The theatre has been in vain what it is today; it will be tomorrow what it should be. And when the event takes place, everybody will think it perfectly natural.


Here I enter into mere probabilities, and I am no longer pretending to have the same scientific exactitude. As long as I have reasoned on facts, I have proved the truth of my position. Now I am content to foretell the future. The evolution will take place; that is certain. But will it pass to the left? Will it pass to the right? I do not really know. One can reason about it, nothing more.


Moreover, it is certain that the conditions existing on the stage will always be different. The novel, thanks to its free form, will remain perhaps the perfect tool of the century, while the stage will follow it and complete its action. The marvelous powers of the theatre must not be forgotten nor must its immediate effect upon the audience. No better instrument for propaganda exists. If the novel, then, is read by the fireside, in several instances, with a patience tolerating the longest details, the naturalistic drama should proclaim above all that it has no relation to this isolated reader, but to a crowd who demand clearness and conciseness. I do not see that the naturalistic formula is antagonistic to this conciseness and clearness. The novel analyzes at length with a minuteness of detail which overlooks nothing; the stage can analyze as briefly as it wishes by actions and words. In Balzac’s work a word or a cry is often sufficient to describe the entire character. This cry belongs essentially to the theatre. As to the acts, they are consistent with analysis in action, the most striking form of action one can make. When we have gotten rid of the child’s play of a plot, the infantile game of tying up complicated threads in order to have the pleasure of untying them again; when a play shall be only a real and logical story, we shall have perfect analysis; we shall analyze forcibly the double influence of characters over facts, of facts over characters. This idea is what has led me to say so often that the naturalistic formula carries us back to the source itself of our national stage with its classical formula. In Corneille’s tragedies and Molière’s comedies, we find this continuous analysis of character which I find necessary; plot takes a secondary place, and the work is a long dissertation in dialogue on man. Only instead of an abstract man, I would substitute a natural man, put him in his proper surroundings, and analyze all the physical and social causes which make him what he is. To me, in a word, the classical formula is a good one, on condition that the scientific method is employed in the study of society itself, in the same way that the science of chemistry is the study of compounds and their properties.


As to the long descriptions used in the novel, they cannot be used on the stage; that is evident. The naturalistic novelists describe at length, not for the pleasure of describing as they have been reproached for doing, but because description is part of their formula to put down full details about the character, and to make him complete by means of his environment. Such a novelist no longer looks on man as an intellectual abstraction as he was looked upon in the seventeenth century; he is a thinking animal, who forms part of nature, and who is subject to the multiple influences of the soil in which he grows and where he lives. That is why a climate, a country, a horizon, are often decisively important. The novelist no longer separates his character from the air he breathes; he does not describe him because of any rhetorical need, as the didactic poets did, as Delille does, for example; he simply makes a note of the material conditions in which he finds his characters at every hour, and in which the facts are produced, in order to be absolutely thorough, and so that his inquiry may belong to the world’s comprehensive view and reproduce reality in its entirety. Descriptions need not be transplanted to the stage; they are found there naturally. Is not the stage set a continual description more exact and startling than the descriptions in a novel? A set is only painted cardboard, some people say; indeed, but in a novel it is still less than painted cardboard—it is blackened paper despite which the illusion is created. After the scenery, set off so strikingly, and so surprisingly true, that we have recently seen in our theatres, no one can any longer deny the possibility of producing the reality of environment on the stage. It is up to dramatic authors now to utilize this reality; they will furnish the characters and the facts; the set designers, under the author’s direction, will furnish the descriptions, as exact as shall be necessary. It is up to the dramatic author to make use of environments as novelists do, since the novelists know how to introduce and make such environments real.


I will add that, since the theatre is a material reproduction of life, external surroundings have always been a necessity there. In the seventeenth century, however, nature was not considered important, and, as man was looked upon only as a purely intellectual being, the scenery was vague—a peristyle of a temple, any kind of a room or public place would do. Today the naturalistic movement has brought about a more and more perfect exactness in stage scenery. Such fidelity was produced inevitably, little by little. I even find in this exactness proof of the unheralded task that naturalism has accomplished in the theatre since the beginning of the century. I cannot study thoroughly this question of scenery and accessories; I must content myself by stating that description is not only possible on the stage, but it is, moreover, a necessity which is imposed on the theatre as an essential condition of its existence.


I do not have to talk about the change of place. The unity of place has not been observed for a long time. The playwrights do not hesitate to depict an entire existence, to take the audience to both ends of the earth. Here conventionality remains mistress as she is also in the novel. The same idea applies to the question of time—but one must cheat a little here. A plot which calls for fifteen days, for example, must be played in the three hours which we set apart for reading a novel or seeing it played at the theatre. We are not the creative force which governs the world; we are only second-rate creators who analyze, summarize by trial and error, who are happy and acclaimed as geniuses when we can disengage one ray of the truth.


I come now to the language. My detractors say that there is a special style for the stage. They want it to be a style completely different from that of daily conversation, more sonorous, more sensitive, written in a higher key, cut in facets, no doubt to make the theatre’s chandeliers sparkle. In our time, for example, Dumas fils has the reputation of being a great playwright. His witticisms are celebrated. They are shot off like skyrockets, falling in showers to the audience’s applause. Besides, all his characters speak the same language, the language of witty Paris, spinning with paradoxes, always aiming for a good hit, sharp and hard. I do not deny the sparkle of this language—but it is a superficial sparkle which contains no truth. Nothing is more fatiguing than these continual mocking sentences. I would prefer greater flexibility and naturalness. These sentences are at once too well and not well enough written. The true stylists of our age are the novelists—you must look to Gustave Flaubert and to the Goncourts to find impeccable, living, and original style. When you compare Dumas’ style to that of these great prose authors you find it does not stand up in correctness, color, or emotion. What I want to hear in the theatre is spoken language. If we are not able to reproduce on the stage a conversation with its repetitions, its length, and its useful words, the emotion and tone of the conversation could be kept; the individual turn of mind of each speaker, the reality, in a word, reproduced to the necessary extent. The Goncourts have made a curious attempt at this style in Henriette Maréchal, that play which no one wanted to listen to and which no one knows anything about. The Greek actors spoke through a brass tube; during the time of Louis XIV the comedians sang their roles in a singsong tone to give them more pomp; today we are content to say there is a language of the theatre which is more sonorous and explosive. You can see from these examples what progress we have made. One day the public will perceive that the best style in the theatre is that which best sets forth the spoken conversation, which puts the exact word in its proper place, giving it its just value. The naturalistic novelists have already written excellent models of dialogue, reduced to strictly useful words. The question of sentimental characters now remains. I do not disguise the fact that such a question is of capital importance. The public remains cold when its passion for an ideal character of loyalty and honor is not satisfied. A play which presents the audience with living characters taken from real life looks black and austere to it, when the play does not completely exasperate the public. It is on this point especially that the battle of naturalism is fought. We must learn to be patient. At the present time a secret change is taking place in the public’s feeling; people are coming little by little, encouraged by the spirit of the century, to agree to a bold interpretation of real life and are even beginning to acquire a taste for it. When audiences can no longer stand certain lies, we shall have very nearly gained our point. Already the novelists’ work is preparing the ground for our audiences. A time will come when a master playwright can reveal his ideas on the stage, finding there a public enthusiastically in favor of the truth. It will be a question of tact and strength. Such audiences will see then that the greatest and most useful lessons will be taught by depicting life as it is, and not by repeated generalities nor by speeches of bravado which are spoken merely to please our ears.


The two formulas are before us: the naturalistic formula which makes the stage a study and picture of real life; and the conventional formula which makes the stage an amusement for the mind, an intellectual guessing game, an art of adjustment and symmetry regulated after a certain code. In fact, everything depends on the idea one has of literature and of the drama in particular. If we admit that literature is an inquiry about things and human beings made by original minds, we are naturalists. If we pretend that literature is a framework superimposed upon the truth, that a writer must make use of observation merely in order to exhibit his power of invention and arrangement, we are idealists and proclaim the necessity of conventionality. . . .


And I add that we shall have life on the stage as we already have it in the novel. This would-be logic of actual plays, this equality and symmetry obtained by processes of reasoning, which come from ancient metaphysics, will collapse before the natural logic of facts and human beings such as reality gives us. In place of a theatre of fabrication, we shall have a stage of observation. How will the evolution be brought about? Tomorrow will give us the answer. I have tried to forecast the future, but leave to genius its realization. I have already stated my conclusion: our stage will be naturalistic, or it will cease to be.


Now that I have attempted to put my ideas together, may I hope people will no longer put words into my mouth which I have never spoken? Will they continue to see, in my critical judgment, I do not know what ludicrous inflations of vanity or repulsive retaliations? I am only the most sincere soldier of truth. If I am mistaken, my opinions are here in print; and fifty years from now I shall be judged, in my turn; I may be accused of injustice, blindness, and useless violence. I accept the verdict of the future.


Translated by Samuel Draper


1 Émile Zola, “Le Naturalisme au théâtre,” Le Roman expérimental (Paris: B. Fasquelle, 1902).
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On Modern Drama and Modern Theatre1 (1889)



. . . THERE ARE some who wish to date the new drama from the Goncourt brothers’ Henriette Maréchal, performed at the Théâtre Français as early as 1865 and booed. But the reasons for thjs dating are not well founded, since the Goncourts represent a Christian physiological movement of older times and in the structure of their play simply used a few bold devices which every realistic movement before them has known how to utilize.


Rather the naturalistic drama will probably continue to regard Thérèse Raquin from 1873 as its first milestone. . . . When Zola approaches the theatre to make a serious attempt to apply new methods, he is attracted immediately by a great and powerful motif, in this case a murder of one spouse in order that the other may gain the freedom to make another choice. But he does not proceed like Dumas or Augier, excusing the murder partly because of the prevailing legal system, which did not permit divorce; he neither excuses nor accuses, for he has canceled these concepts, but limits himself to a description of the development, indicating the motive of the act and showing its consequences. And in the pangs of conscience of the criminals he sees merely an expression of disrupted social harmony, the results of habit and inherited ideas.


Thérèse Raquin is a new departure, but since it is adapted from a novel it is still not perfect in form. The author has had the feeling, however, that through greater unity of place his audience would receive a more complete illusion, by which the action would impress its main feature more forcefully on the spectators. At every curtain rise, the spectator had to be haunted by the memories of the preceding act and thus through the impact of the recurring milieu be captivated by the action. But because of the difficulty in having a before and after the crime sequence, Zola commits the error of letting a year elapse between the first and second acts. Presumably he did not dare offend against the prevailing law about a year’s widowhood, otherwise a day between the acts would have been enough, and the play would have made a more unified impression. I therefore once suggested to a director of a theatre, whom I wanted to persuade to produce Thérèse Raquin, that he remove the first act. This can be done without any harm to the play, and recently I have seen a deceased French Zolaist make the same suggestion in a work on naturalism.2


With Renée, Zola seems to have returned to the form of the traditional Parisian comedy, with greater leaps in time and space than are compatible with the difficulty which a modern skeptical mind feels in allowing itself to be tricked into a belief in the conventions of the theatre. At the same time psychology is neglected in this play; the portrayal of character is superficial, and the whole thing is sketchy and melodramatic, which may be the usual result of adapting novels to the stage.


With Thérèse Raquin the great style, the deep probing of the human soul had attracted attention for a while, but no successors seem to venture forth. Still, the attempt has been made, since 1882, of regarding Henry Becque’s Les Corbeaux as an epoch-making work. To me this seems to be a misunderstanding. If art is to be, as it has been said, a piece of nature seen through a temperament, then there really is a piece of nature in Becque’s Crows, but the temperament is lacking.


A factory owner dies in the first act after, among many other incidents, his son has appeared in the first scene comically got up in his father’s dressing gown. This completely superfluous little prank, the significance of which 1 fail to grasp, was probably included by the dramatist because it happened in real life from which this boring and rather unimportant episode has been taken. After the death of the factory owner, his partner, lawyers, paid and unpaid creditors appear on the scene and seize the inheritance, so that the family becomes insolvent. That is all!


Here we have the ordinary case which is so much in demand these days, the rule, the human norm, which is so banal, so insignificant, so dull that after four hours of suffering you ask yourself the old question: how does this concern me? This is the objective which is so beloved by those devoid of temperament, the soulless as they shall be called!


This is photography which includes everything, even the grain of dust on the lens of the camera. This is realism, a working method elevated to art, or the little art which does not see the forest for the trees. This is the misunderstood naturalism which holds that art merely consists of drawing a piece of nature in a natural way; it is not the great naturalism which seeks out the points where the great battles are fought, which loves to see what you do not see every day, which delights in the struggle between natural forces, whether these forces are called love and hate, rebellious or social instincts, which finds the beautiful or ugly unimportant if only it is great. It is this grandiose art which we found in Germinal and La Terre, and which we expected to see reappear in the theatre, but which did not come with Becque’s Corbeaux or Zola’s Renée, but which gradually was to come into existence through the opening of a new stage, which, under the name of the Théâtre Libre, is active in the heart of Paris.


. . . There are few theatres at which dramatic works are produced in all their natural freshness, their innate directness, in their original form, in other words. First of all they have to pass through the sieve of censorships and then be subjected to the collaboration of a systematic, experienced, and, what is worse, perhaps ignorant director. At the Théâtre Libre they appear in all their pleasing naïveté and completeness, without embellishments and puerile abbreviations. If the success is but small, the result is a severe but useful lesson to the writer; if on the other hand it is great, the author gets all the credit. Double gain!


And both the credit and the lesson are so much more valuable because they do not owe anything to a charming staging of the play.


Here one does not find those superb settings which dazzle the eye and make the spectators overlook the emptiness of the action; none of those widely famous virtuosities which, like a scarlet cloak, hide the poverty of the form.


Here the staging of plays is very simple, and the performers consist of a handful of young devotees who combine all the naïveté of inexperience with the conviction and enthusiasm of youth.


Shakespeare was not interpreted better than this when he wrote his masterpieces.


Rapidly a repertoire3 had arisen so that about twenty plays were performed in a year, and naturalism which had been declared impossible on the stage by critics and other timid persons, now asserted itself triumphantly there. Already one sees indications of a search for a form which seems to take the new drama in a direction somewhat different from the first attempts in Thérèse Raquin and which breaks away completely from Zola’s adaptations of both L’Assommoir and Germinal with their crowd effects and elaborate theatrical apparatus.


Hardly a full-length play is seen, and Zola himself makes his debut with a one-act play; and when three-act plays were performed, a strong predilection for the unities of time and place was noticeable. Besides, intrigue seems to have been abandoned and the main interest focused on the psychological description of character.
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