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Preface

New in this Edition

This edition contains new information about analysis of nonrealis-
tic plays. Plays that depart from everyday reality in whole or in part,
in content or in form, are being produced to a greater extent than
ever. Because this type of writing does not coincide with observable
reality, it is called nonrealistic. Throughout history much of dramatic
literature has employed nonrealistic elements. Although some ele-
ments may be nonrealistic, the plays themselves do not of necessity
assert anything against realism itself. Nonrealistic plays, on the other
hand, assert something against realism. They assert that realism itself
is artificial, outmoded, or even contrary to the laws of nature. The
plays singled out in this new edition are labeled nonrealistic because
they are assertively so. Several of them were included in earlier edi-
tions; however, they were treated there in terms of what they have in
common with plays in general. This edition also addresses the spe-
cial challenges nonrealistic plays present.

Nonrealistic plays have not displaced traditional or realistic works,
and yet they are among the most representative plays of our time.
Whether they will sooner or later become marginal and theatre will
move in other directions remains to be seen. The reason for singling
them out in this edition is to suggest that even novel and unusual devel-
opments in drama continue to employ the basic features of dramatic
form (plot, dialogue, character, idea, tempo-rhythm-mood), although
in nonstandard ways. If this is true, then formalist analysis and its deriv-
ative, action analysis, should be capable of providing ways to under-
stand them. Furthermore, there should be no need for actors, directors,
or designers to change their vocabulary, methods, questions asked, or
means of coming to terms with the plays. The degree of difficulty is
without doubt greater than with realistic or classic plays, but the danger
of being “out of sync” with contemporary mentality is a worse prob-
lem. On balance, the difficulties encountered when trying to under-
stand nonrealistic plays ought to be no greater than those encountered
when trying to make sense of the contemporary world in general.

This edition also gives increased attention to script analysis for
designers. In most discussions of script analysis, the director is
mentioned quite frequently. Ever since Stanislavsky, and Vsevelod



Meyerhold, the role of the director has gained increasing importance.
In fact, the notion of the director as the “primary creative thinker” has
become so ingrained in us that it has become, in effect, the theatre’s
metanarrative, that is, a general explanation of all accumulated theat-
rical knowledge and experience. Under this metanarrative, designers
concern themselves essentially with the technical requirements of the
play and turn to the director for the interpretive elements of their work.
But this metanarrative never was entirely true, even for those directors
who supposedly created it. From Stanislavsky and Meyerhold to Peter
Brook and Julie Taymor, script analysis has always been more than the
work of directors, or of actors either. Theatre production has invariably
worked best when all the members of the production team develop a
personal relationship with the play itself as well as with their specific
creative tasks in the production. The increased attention given to design
issues in this edition is intended to reinforce to this point of view. As a
further point, the term mise-en-scene in the book refers collectively to
scenery, lighting, costumes, sound, and makeup. Elements in the play
suggest the mise-en-scene, which in turn theatricalizes the play.

The new material goes together with routine editorial mainte-
nance. I have continued to clarify inexact definitions, improve and
update examples, and cull and update the Bibliography. The con-
cepts of objectives, actions, and qualities have been reexamined to
address the bothersome lack of clarity surrounding those terms. The
revised Appendix includes additional questions for script analysis.

This Book and Its Point of View

This book is the outcome of teaching and directing experience
acquired in theatre programs with a variety of educational objectives.
In all of them, I found that at some point in the curriculum teachers
require their students to analyze plays in a methodical fashion before
the practical experience of acting, directing, and designing. Most the-
atre programs require at least one course devoted to this purpose. In
the process of teaching these and related courses, I have examined the-
atre textbooks concerned with the craft of performance and literature
textbooks concerned with the literary aspects of drama. I found very
few intelligible, wide-ranging discussions of the dramatic potentials
of a play explained in a way that is useful for actors, directors, and
designers in their creative work. As a consequence, in too many cases,
I found otherwise talented students unable to employ their talents
to best advantage because they did not know how to study plays from
a practical theatre point of view.

Xi
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xii

This book is designed to teach the serious theatre student the skills
of script analysis using a formalist approach. By this, I mean first that
it uses a standard system of classifications to study the written part
of a play, excluding performance, scenery, and so forth. Formalist
methodology also means that the book does not cover all the topics
included in the usual dramatic literature textbooks. There is no exten-
sive attention to dramatic forms or styles; no scrutiny of historical-
critical theories or sociopolitical implications; and no attention
to the life, mind, or personality of the author (although the book
relates to all these matters). This approach is not new. We know how
scientists adopt the practice of neglecting certain data outside their
own spheres of interest. Likewise professional theatre artists tend to
avoid outside details and turn instead to the play itself when they
are looking for the key to their work. The scientist and artist know
all the time that the neglected information exists, but they act as if it
did not for the special purposes of their work. I admit that this kind
of restricted approach can claim no scholarly pretensions. The aim is
practical and intended first and foremost for the theatre.

Most of this book deals with play analysis, but since the acts of
thinking and reading are very well connected with this process, I
have provided an Introduction that I hope will make those activities
a little clearer. It begins with a brief sketch of the heritage of formal-
ist analysis and then offers general guidelines for reading and think-
ing about plays, including a new section on pattern awareness.

The largest portion of the book is involved with understanding
the basic dramatic potentials of a play. I have attempted to keep the
design simple. Chapter 1, Action Analysis, is a specially reduced adap-
tation of Chapters 2—-6. Chapters 2-9 each treat one of the basic ele-
ments of drama initially described by Aristotle and later adopted and
adapted by many other teachers, scholars, and theatre artists. Though
all the elements depend on each other, of course, the method used is
to select one element as the essence of the play for the time being and
to disregard the others. This is what I believe is unique and what will
prove the most useful about this book. By narrowing the point of view
in this way, students can acquire the mental concentration needed to
learn the individual parts of plays and their possibilities. The approach
will in the end show that each element is inseparable from the whole
meaning, an understanding that is the bedrock of artistic unity. When
formalist analysis is done well, it can feel almost like the play is acting,
directing, and designing itself.

A list of questions appears at the end of each chapter. They are
important learning tools intended to stimulate creative thinking as
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actors, directors, and designers engage in the production process.
By reviewing the topics one by one, readers will be certain to cover
almost every important dramatic possibility found in a play. The
Bibliography supplements and supports the point of view of the
book and is also intended as a learning tool.

Play analysis is a practical skill that is best explained by con-
crete examples, but since this book is expected to be used with
plays chosen by the teacher, I have tried to keep it self-contained. It
is not necessary to read all the plays to make satisfactory use of it.
Now as before I have tried to select titles that have achieved some
popularity and influence. Four additional titles have been added
to make the collection more representative of the current nonreal-
istic theatre scene: The Birthday Party (1964) by Harold Pinter, Fefu
and Her Friends (1977) by Maria Irene Fornes, Top Girls (1982) by
Caryl Churchill, and Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead (1991) by
Tom Stoppard. Additionally, Machinal by Sophie Treadwell replaces
Eugene O'Neill’s less familiar play, The Hairy Ape; and David Mamet's
American Buffalo replaces David Rabe’s Streamers for the same reason.
To be sure, writers of the nonrealistic plays studied here have
matured and followed up with later plays, but their mature writing is
by and large more subtle and stylish, while their earliest works tend
to be less difficult to understand. Nor is it certain at present which
of any more recent plays will remain as valued as these over a longer
period of time. Here is a list of the study plays:

Oedipus Rex (ca. 430 CE) by Sophocles

Hamlet (1600) by William Shakespeare

Tartuffe (1669) by Moliere

The School for Scandal (1777) by Richard Brinsley Sheridan
The Wild Duck (1884) by Henrik Ibsen

Three Sisters (1901) by Anton Chekhov

Machinal (1928) by Sophie Treadwell

Mother Courage (1937) by Bertolt Brecht

Death of a Salesman (1949) by Arthur Miller

A Raisin in the Sun (1959) by Lorraine Hansberry
Happy Days (1961) by Samuel Beckett

The Birthday Party (1964) by Harold Pinter

Fefu and Her Friends (1977) by Maria Irene Fornes
American Buffalo (1977) by David Mamet

Top Girls (1982) by Caryl Churchill

A Lie of the Mind (1986) by Sam Shepard

The Piano Lesson (1990) by August Wilson

xiii
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Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead (1991) by Tom Stoppard
Angels in America (1992) by Tony Kushner

The scripts are available in single editions and anthologies, and plot
summaries can be found at various sites on the Internet. I recommend
selecting no more than three outside plays for specific study in class.
For my part, I have had success using plays from our program'’s current
production season, and applying the concepts in the book to those
plays. For introductory level courses, realistic and classic plays have
seemed to work best. Nonrealistic plays tend to require more experi-
ence in play reading and production. In any case, students say they
benefit from the connection with ongoing production work.

Besides being a system of classification and an intellectual atti-
tude, formalist analysis may also be used as means of entry into a
play script. When analyzing plays, it is helpful to begin with a plan,
and taken all together the classifications embody such a plan. This
implies that students can go through them one by one, and in the
beginning they are encouraged to do just that. Formalist analysis is
an attempt to organize the study of a play, and the system of clas-
sifications is the necessary instructional basis of this organization.
While this may seem schematic, if not uninspired, it should not be
troubling, because a schematic or uninspired analysis is better than
none at all. And after all, play analysis takes practice, just as any kind
of analysis does. Intellectual muscles must be rigorously exercised if
craftsmanship is to be developed so that talent can take wing.

This book can accommodate different teaching and learning strat-
egies. Although it is purposefully organized and arranged, there is
no absolute need to cover all the topics or to study them in the order
they are presented. Some teachers may select fewer categories to
form the organizing principles for their course; others may choose to
assign the readings another way or to use the book as a foundation
for other approaches to analysis. I mention just three points.

First, most of the book is within reach of serious beginning stu-
dents, but the new material on nonrealistic plays and the material in
Chapter 8 (Dialogue), Chapter 9 (Tempo, Rhythm, and Mood), and
Chapter 10 (The Style of the Play) is perhaps better suited to more
experienced readers. Nevertheless, beginners need to know what
kind of knowledge is expected of them if they are to become serious
about their future work in the theatre. For that reason, it is appropri-
ate to introduce them to subjects that are important to professional
actors, directors, and designers. Beginners may be tempted to disre-
gard these chapters, but I hope not.
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Second, it is a good idea for teachers to keep lessons moving and not
become involved in prolonged study of individual plays. This may be
accomplished if, instead of teaching the plays themselves, the teacher
focuses on teaching the skills needed to analyze plays in general. It is
not necessary to arrive at a conclusive analysis, only to study the ana-
lytical process itself. In fact, for teaching purposes it may be better if
some conclusions remain unresolved. After all, at this stage there is no
possibility of arriving at a conclusive, fully-justified analysis. Play analy-
sis is no more than the first stage, the mental stage, of the production
process. Rehearsal and the design studio still remain to test, correct,
and supplement discoveries made during the initial analysis.

Third, a great deal can be gained by studying as many topics as
possible in their original order. I have found that with enough prac-
tice most students sooner or later develop a mode of quick, automatic
understanding. Sooner or later they are able to go to those topics that
apply to their needs for the moment and minimize the rest.

Readers should gather from my remarks what they need to know
about the scope of this book, but I wish to add a few more com-
ments. There are many ways to understand plays, and this book is
concerned with just one of them. Although much of the systematic
writing about plays has been in this tradition, it is not hard to find
objections to formalist analysis from those who favor other meth-
ods. Therefore, since we are concerned in this book with the closed
context of the play itself, [ emphasize that the attention given to this
aspect does not imply that other kinds of analysis do not exist or are
not important. I have just agreed temporarily to set them aside in
favor of discovering the relationships expressed within the play itself.
No single method can ever be completely true, of course, but I aim
to convince readers that a large number of playable dramatic values
can be discovered using this approach.

Writing a textbook on play analysis is a challenge. In part this is
because there is no standardized vocabulary in the theatre as there
is, for example, in music. There is not even total agreement about
the most commonly used terms and definitions. As a rule, those who
deal with plays on a everyday basis develop their own favorite aims,
methods, and terms. It follows that there are a number of debatable
terms and definitions involved. One of the purposes of this book is
to address this lexical disorder by encouraging standardization of the
vocabulary used in talking about theatre practice. In support of this
goal, T have chosen to use traditional terminology, not because
traditional terms are best, but because standardized terms are best.
Traditional theatre vocabulary is satisfactory for teaching and practice

XV
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at every level. The belief that innovative terms can somehow improve
theatre teaching and practice is a notion that, in my opinion, few
thoughtful teachers or practitioners would agree with.

Even so, and even though the topics and terms in this book have
been carefully defined, it is not hard to find different, if not some-
times contradictory, meanings in the works of other writers and prac-
titioners. Without a doubt we could devote a lot more thought to
tracing the history of theatre terminology and establishing consen-
sus definitions if we wished, but in a practical book it is not a good
idea to test the patience of readers with too much theory. Besides,
for working artists the conditions in the play itself are what is most
important. I hope the terms and definitions as well as the comments
about the plays are at least sound and practical. They are not meant
to be authoritarian or to take the place of the teacher. Readers who
learned about them elsewhere or in some other form may wish
to use these definitions as a basis for comparison with their own
instead of thinking of them as conclusive statements, of which there
are very few in art anyway.
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Introduction

The main task of an actor, director, or designer is to get excited
about the play, and play analysis is a means of organizing
the process of searching for this excitement. (Semyon Bulba,
Faculty of Scenography, Moscow Art Theatre School)

What Is Formalist Play Analysis?

Although some readers may often have heard the term formal, they
may not have a firm idea of what it means. This is understandable
because it has taken on various meanings over time. Formal may be
associated with the practice of doing something for appearance’s
sake as in a formal wedding. Or it may convey a feeling of primness
and stiffness. Maybe readers harbor an unconscious feeling that for-
mal means fixed, authoritarian, and inflexible. All these meanings
have in common the notion of an arrangement that gives something
its essential character or what Aristotle described as “the inward
shaping of an object.” The etymology of the word substantiates this.
Formal is based on the idea of form or shape. The Latin word forma
means something that shapes or has been shaped, but especially the
shape given to an artistic object. The English word formula is related
to it as are conformity, inform, reform, transform, and uniform.

Studying the origin of the word leads to the present meaning of
formalist analysis: the search for playable dramatic values that reveal a
central unifying pattern which forms or shapes a play from the inside and
coordinates all its parts. Playable dramatic values are those features
that energize actors, directors, and designers in their creative work.
To accomplish its goal, formalist analysis uses a traditional system
of classifications to break up a play into its parts to understand their
purpose and relationship.

Some writers may call the formalist approach descriptive because
it is concerned with describing a play in terms of its own internal
artistic context. Or it may be called analytical because it analyzes
the elements in a play as parts of an artistic totality. Others might
describe this approach as Aristotelian because it is based on the parts
of a play originally described by Aristotle. All of these are accurate.
At the risk of seeming to split hairs, however, I should point out that
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formalist analysis is different from formal analysis, which means the
study of a play in relation to the form or literary genre to which it
belongs. Different, too, from formalistic analysis, which is based on
the terms and concepts of the Russian Formalist critics (see below).
In any event, the underlying assumption of formalist analysis is that
the plays themselves ought to be studied instead of the abstract the-
ories or external circumstances under which they were written. For
theatre students especially, plays should not be merely a means to
other kinds of studies, but rather the primary objects of attention.

Formalist analysis of drama is customarily associated with the prin-
ciples and methods of Aristotle. His Poetics (335-322 CE) treats the
six elements of drama (plot, character, dialogue, idea, “music,” and
production values), unity of action, probability, features of the tragic
hero, plot requirements, and other subjects related to plays. Although
the term poetics is derived from the same Greek source as the word
poetry, in Aristotle’s sense it more accurately means creatively mak-
ing, constructing, and arranging an artistic work, in this case drama.
The common sense conclusions he arrived at continue to influence
Western literature and drama to the present day, and his expressions
and descriptions have become part of our critical heritage.

From his survey of the writing, construction, and arrangement of
the best plays of his time, Aristotle developed principles and meth-
ods for their analysis and evaluation. His work is the basis of the
formalist approach. He summarized the basics of drama and ana-
lyzed their inner workings and possible combinations. He insisted
on the importance of the independent, artistic nature of plays. He
reduced concern with outside realistic or moral issues and empha-
sized instead strict attention to inner structural design, placing spe-
cial emphasis on the importance of plot as a unifying feature. And
his method was inductive — reasoning from detailed facts to general
principles — rather than prescriptive. These four principles together
make up the heart of the formalist tradition in criticism.

During the classical Roman period, and later during the Renaissance
and the seventeenth century, scholars treated Aristotle’s insights as
rigid prescriptions. Inquiring into the historical reasons behind this
happenstance is beyond the scope of this book, but we know now that
the practical outcome left Aristotle with an undeserved reputation for
pedantry, some of which lingers on to the present. As succeeding writ-
ers interpreted Aristotle with more insight and sensitivity, his reputa-
tion as a perceptive critic for the most part has been recovered.

Near the beginning of the twentieth century in Russia, scholar
and critic Alexander Veselovsky extended the Aristotelian tradition

INTRODUCTION



by developing a system of defined aims and methods for the study
of literature and drama. His system, like Aristotle’s, was based on the
importance of plot. Veselovsky was a member of the literary commit-
tee of Moscow’s important Maly (Small) Theatre and promoted his
principles among the theatre artists working there. His ideas influ-
enced Vladimir Nemirovich-Danchenko, a member of the same
committee and later cofounder of the Moscow Art Theatre with
Konstantin Stanislavsky. Perhaps inspired by Veselovsky's empha-
sis on plot and artistic unity, Nemirovich and Stanislavsky pro-
moted similar principles and methods among their own students.
Significantly, their goal was practical, not scholarly: to help actors,
directors, and designers understand and perform plays as logical and
harmonious arrangements of actions.

Later on, near the period of the Russian Revolution (1917), for-
malist ideas began to be applied on an even larger scale by a group
of critics known as the Russian Formalists. Headed by Viktor
Shklovsky and Evgeny Zamyatin, the Formalists were characterized
by their meticulous attention to the inherent artistic aspects of litera-
ture as opposed to its social or moral connections.

After 1928, Russian Formalism was suppressed in the Soviet
Union for political reasons, but its major concepts and strategies
can be found in the New Criticism, which first appeared during the
1930s and flourished during the 1940s and 1950s in the West. New
Criticism was an American movement led by John Crowe Ransom,
Allen Tate, and Robert Penn Warren, all of whom were writers
and poets as well as critics. In his book, The New Criticism (1941),
Ransom coined the term that identified this informal group, which
also included R. P. Blackmur, Kenneth Burke, Cleanth Brooks, Robert
B. Heilman, William K. Wimsatt, and Ivor Winters.

Like the Russian Formalists, the New Critics advocated meticu-
lous study of the literary work itself. They disregarded the mind and
personality of the author, literary sources, historical-critical theo-
ries, and political and social implications, which they considered
to be outmoded, historical criticism. To emphasize their belief in
the autonomy of the literary work itself, they referred to the writing
as the “text” and termed their analytical approach “close reading.”
Their ideas were presented in four textbooks: Wimsatt and Warren's
Understanding Poetry (1938), Brooks and Warren’s Understanding
Fiction (1943), Brooks and Heilman's Understanding Drama (1948),
and Brooks and Warren's guide to methodology, Modern Rhetoric
(1958). These textbooks helped to shift the focus of literary instruc-
tion away from external concerns and back to the work itself.

XXi
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The Cambridge Critics led a comparable movement in English lit-
erary criticism. Influenced by poet T. S. Eliot, this group was led by
William Empson and included E R. Leavis, I. A. Richards, Caroline
Spurgeon, and G. Wilson Knight. Knight's analyses of Shakespeare’s
plays, notably The Wheel of Fire (1930), were some of the major suc-
cesses of the Cambridge Ciritics in the field of drama.

Many of the principles of the New Criticism were adopted by suc-
ceeding generations of American critics, including Francis Fergusson
(The Idea of a Theatre, 1949), Elder Olson, Eric Bentley, Bernard
Beckerman, Richard Hornby, and Jackson G. Barry, as well as theatre
educators Alexander Dean, Hardie Albright, Lawrence Carra, William
Halstead, E Cowles Strickland, Curtis Canfield, Frank McMullan,
Sam Smiley, and Francis Hodge, to name only a few. Among English-
speaking theatre professionals, the members of the Group Theatre
beginning in the 1930s adopted the analytical methods of the
Moscow Art Theatre. Thus, formalist thinking also supports the cre-
ative principles of Stella Adler, Harold Clurman, Richard Boleslavsky,
Robert Lewis, Mordecai Gorelik, Elia Kazan, Robert Lewis, Sanford
Meisner, Lee Strasberg, and many of their students and follow-
ers, as well as Viola Spolin, Robert Cohen, Jean Benedetti, Charles
Marowitz, Uta Hagen, and David Mamet. Among the most influen-
tial of Stanislavsky’s followers in America was the actor and teacher
Michael Chekhov (1891-1955), whose principles have become so
well known in the world of film and television. After leaving Russia,
Chekhov resided in Los Angeles, where he and his collaborator,
George Shdanoff, taught several generations of actors a variant of
Stanislavsky’s principles based on the importance of the imagination
and furthermore utilized a type of formalist analysis.

Beginning in the 1960s, drama and literature were influenced by
movements in politics, psychoanalysis, sociology, anthropology, and
religion in ways that seemed to defy traditional methods of criticism.
Accordingly, a new generation of literary critics emerged who were
dissatisfied with the self-imposed limits of the formalist approach.
Within a decade more wide-ranging critical approaches appeared
that were based on deconstruction, post-structuralism, hermeneutics,
semiotics, cultural studies, and theories of reception and communi-
cation. Some of them have identified meanings previously unrec-
ognized in plays, and sometimes their fresh interpretations have
been promising. So far in the rehearsal hall, however, their results
have not been consistently useful. Perhaps this is because they have
emphasized taking apart (hence deconstruction) while theatrical
production by definition must be concerned with putting together.
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Moreover, some of the more recent literary theories are by inten-
tion always conditional. But as film director Andrey Tarkovsky said,
it is risky for actors, directors, and designers never having to reach
final conclusions. It is much too easy to settle for hints of intuition
instead of thorough, consistent reasoning.

At any rate, even though literary criticism seems committed for the
time being to sociopolitical interests outside the play, theatre prac-
tice must continue to rely on close study of the play itself. Some may
argue that this approach is not better than any other method at its
best. After all, there are certain plays and periods of history where
considerations outside the script are important and should be stud-
ied. On the other hand, understanding the internal nature of the play
is crucial to understanding its external context. More important in
the theatre, plays must eventually exist in the practical realm of live
performance and not just in the intellectual realm of scholarship. On
stage, at least, the play itself is obliged to remain the final controlling
factor. Formalist analysis corresponds with this point of view. It offers
more than intellectual insights; it supplies practical suggestions that
can energize actors, directors, and designers in their work.

To conclude, the principles of formalist analysis have endured in
the theatre because they correspond with the nature of the thing to
which they are applied. They are an outcome of how actors, direc-
tors, and designers think about plays, and they are based on the
assumption that what these artists need to know about plays is
what is important. Although we may not always be aware of it, the
principles of formalist analysis help to make plays work out in per-
formance. Without them, play scripts would seem unfinished and
probably even unintelligible. Moreover, they are not just empty con-
cepts to learn merely because generations of actors, directors, and
designers have done so before. They are the keys that actors, direc-
tors, and designers use to check their work, to explore its possibili-
ties, and find new directions in it. Formalist topics are not only the
basis of the playwright’s vision, but also a guide for actors, directors,
and designers in the process of creation.

Action Analysis

This book also teaches a reduced type of formalist analysis called
action analysis, which concentrates heavily on plot and pays compara-
tively less attention to the other elements of a play. This reduced type
of analysis has its own interesting history and purpose. Stanislavsky
developed action analysis during the later stages of work on his
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“system” of acting. He died before he could codify its principles,
but his followers adopted and disseminated them. Among his fol-
lowers was Maria Knebel (1898-1985), a personal student of both
Stanislavsky and Michael Chekhov. A director, teacher, and author of
influential books on acting, directing, and theatre pedagogy, Knebel
started directing at the Moscow Art Theatre in 1935, and she was
artistic director of the Central Children’s Theatre 1950-1960, where
the revival of the Russian theatre after Stalin began. From 1960-
1985 she taught directing at the Lunacharsky State Institute for
Theatre Training (GITIS, now RATI), which was founded by Vsevelod
Meyerhold. There she made a conscious effort to preserve, maintain,
and disseminate Stanislavsky’s final principles in their undiluted
form. The principles of action analysis described here are adopted
from her writings. They were translated by this writer and are pre-
sented here in English for the first time.

According to Stanislavsky, the concepts of the super-objective and
through-action are central to the creativity of the actor (and by exten-
sion, certainly, the director and designer). It is widely known that
the Moscow Art Theatre originated the period of table work (analyt-
ical work done at the table prior to scenic rehearsals). During this
period, the company, under the guidance of the director, subjected
to careful analysis all the motives, implications, relationships, char-
acters, through-action, super-objective, etc., of the play. Table work
replaced the traditional practice whereby the author simply read the
work to the company, after which everyone expressed their opinion
of the play and then proceeded to work. Table work supplanted this
confused state of affairs. Under the careful guidance of the direc-
tor, table work made it possible to achieve artistic unity by studying
the play deeply and defining its thematic and artistic issues. Table
work later became common practice for all theatre organizations,
from the largest professional companies to the smallest amateur
performances.

Yet as early as 1905 Stanislavsky already had misgivings about the
study method he had helped to develop. Since the director as artistic
leader always needs to comprehend the future result of the work, the
internal structure of the play must be made clear so that the director
can imagine the path that will lead the actors and designers to the
final result. For that reason, the director is prepared for work much
more deeply and multi-dimensionally than the actor or designer in
the first period of the company’s work together. Stanislavsky saw
that even the most patient and sensitive directors (including him)
could not avoid becoming creative despots by their need to merge
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the actors and designers as soon as possible with the director’s
previously imagined impression of the play. Unintentionally, the prac-
tice of table work had begun to deprive the actors and designers of
creative initiative. They were becoming passive recipients of the direc-
tor’s plan, which in any case seemed to offer all the right answers.
Stanislavsky eventually became disenchanted with the unequal rela-
tionship that had unintentionally arisen between the director and
the other members of the creative team. He wanted to find a way
of working that would put everyone back into direct contact with
the play. After further study and practice, he concluded that the easi-
est and most accessible way to grasp a play was through its plot. He
worked out a way of working that combined intellectual analysis
with physical action and which came to be known as “The Method
of Active Analysis.” (Sometimes this method is mistakenly called
“The Method of Physical Actions.” Though Stanislavsky occasionally
used this term, we know now that it actually refers to the Sovietized
version of Active Analysis, which played down the psychologi-
cal parts of the process and played up the physical parts according
to Marxist philosophy.)

In the usual way of rehearsing, the director guides the actors
and designers toward their work by trying to stir their imagina-
tions while talking about the contents of the play, the characters, the
time period, environment, etc. Stanislavsky noticed that in the early
stages of company work the actors and designers naturally perceive
the director’s ideas coolly. They are not prepared to digest someone
else’s ideas and feelings because they do not feel on firm ground yet
and do not know what to accept or reject. For a true grasp of the
essence of a play, intellectual as well as physical and emotional
experiences are necessary. Stanislavsky criticized his earlier method,
where everyone sits down with scripts and pencils and, under the
prodding of the director, tries to penetrate the expressive life of
the play. He believed that this approach separated the internal life
of the play from the external and in doing so impoverished the
results. He came to believe that intellectual preparation was neces-
sary primarily to find the “skeleton” of the play, that is, to define
the essential actions and their wellsprings. And as soon as everyone
understands this much of the dramatic structure, early sensations
of the theme, through-action, and mise-en-scene could begin to
emerge almost of themselves. This type of rapid, plot-based analy-
sis Stanislavsky called mental reconnaissance. As soon as this part
of the work was finished, Stanislavsky suggested passing on to the
next period of deeper analysis, which no longer exclusively occurred
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mentally but in the form of real physical action. This he called the
period of physical investigation. At this point, everyone, including the
designers, worked on the internal and external life of the play concur-
rently. In this way everyone experienced what Stanislavsky called “the
psycho-physical unity” of the creative process. Active Analysis inte-
grated mental reconnaissance with physical investigation by means
of etudes (thematic improvisations) — performance etudes using the
play’s major events and the actors’ words, and mise-en-scene etudes
using the play’s major events and the designers’ sketches. In fact, the
organization of Stanislavsky’s home-studio made it possible for actors
and designers to work together in this process.

A textbook on play analysis is not the place for a discussion of
rehearsal or design-studio practice. It is enough to say here that
action analysis is the intellectual part of Stanislavsky’s Active Analysis, the
part he called mental reconnaissance. Action analysis offers a big pic-
ture of the whole play quickly because it concentrates mainly on
plot. Formalist analysis devotes a lot of attention to plot, too, but
also a comparable amount to dialogue, character, idea, and tempo-
rhythm-mood and style. Action analysis stresses the structural unity
of the play, while formalist analysis provides a complete description
of all the artistic mechanisms of the play. The first solves basic ques-
tions; the second approaches more complex issues. Except for certain
learning purposes, there is no particular advantage to one method
over the other. Both are necessary for a thorough understanding
and in practice they are often used together. Curiously, the two
approaches seem to reflect the different personalities of Stanislavsky
and Nemirovich-Danchenko. As an actor and teacher, Stanislavsky
was always more interested in the processes of learning and working
than in performance as such. Possibly for that reason, he developed
an approach that minimized table work and maximized physical
work. Nemirovich was a playwright, critic, and director whose atten-
tion was always focused on the final product, the performance and
its thematic significance. He was always committed to table work.
The concept of the seed explained in Chapter 1 was initially his,
although Stanislavsky adopted it, and it has been integrated into
action analysis here. Since 1989, we have been learning more about
the inner world of the early Moscow Art Theatre, about the working
relationship between Stanislavsky and Nemirovich, and about the
development of their creative principles. Sharon Carnicke’s book,
Stanislavsky in Focus (1998), is recommended for those who want to
know more. Also valuable is The Russian Theatre after Stalin (1999)
by Anatoly Smeliansky.
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This sums up what most actors, directors, and designers need to
know about the heritage of formalist analysis and action analysis. The
complete history, of course, is more complex than this. For example,
the Freudian, Jungian, Marxian, Structuralist, Cultural Studies, and
Postmodern critics whose ideas currently influence some of the more
far-reaching methodologies are omitted from this survey. If the contri-
butions of Freud, Jung, Marx, Sartre, Foucault, Lacan, and Derrida are
understated, the position of the Russian Formalists and the New Critics
regarding the independence of the text is a little overstated. As a matter
of fact, apart from their theories, there are places in their writing that go
beyond the literary work and into the areas of politics and morality. The
survey is also responsible for another necessary exaggeration. By design,
it leads the reader to feel a straight line of thinking that supports the
formalist Aristotelian tradition. This is unlikely for a diverse group of
thinkers dealing with such a complex subject. But having agreed about
these oversimplifications, the survey is still adequate to establish the
heritage of the formalist viewpoint. Those who wish to learn more may
wish to refer to some of the books that have been written about the
history of literary criticism. Among the more informative are Russian
Formalist Criticism: Four Essays (1965) by Lee T. Lemon and Marion J.
Reis, and Literary Theory: An Introduction (1996) by Terry Eagleton.

Dramatic Writing

Before beginning to study the principles of play analysis, it will be
helpful to review some of the basic principles of reading in general.
Initial learning about a play almost always begins with the written
words of the script. But when we act, direct, or design a play, we not
only read the play but also the play “reads us,” so to speak. If we fall
short in this respect, the results are there for everyone in the theatre
to see. Therefore, what is done at the table before rehearsals and pro-
duction conferences begin is crucial. If initial perceptions are wrong,
every succeeding repetition reinforces the error. If initial perceptions
are confused, every succeeding repetition increases the confusion.
Persistent errors and extended confusion are certain to lead down
the path of artistic failure. For these reasons alone, reviewing some of
the basic principles involved with reading and thinking can help the-
atre artists approach their work with something worthwhile to say.

Special Expressiveness

Crucial differences exist between literature and drama that orthodox
literary analysis is not equipped to address by itself. These differences
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go to the heart of drama as an independent art form. To begin with,
literature uses words to illuminate actions and events, while drama
uses actions and events to illuminate words. When plays are treated
exclusively as literature, they are likely to be analyzed with the
same principles as those applied to fiction, poetry, and other liter-
ary genres. This line of thinking undervalues the artistic legitimacy of
theatre and drama, and indeed this book was written expressly as a
challenge to it. Then too, dialogue in literature is supplemented with
generous amounts of narration to explain plot, character, idea, and
feelings not otherwise apparent. But when narration is employed
in plays, it must not be merely literary, but first and foremost dra-
matic, which means it must convey action. Unlike the literary
author, the dramatist cannot interrupt the action to offer supple-
mentary information, add meanings, or clarify complex ideas with-
out impeding the spirit of the play. When a narrator is present in a
play, for example, or when background story is expressed, the words
must continue to convey action in the specific context of the situa-
tion. (Stage directions are written in narrative form, of course, but
they are not spoken by the actors and are not central to the action
that is performed.)

Another feature that contributes to the special expressiveness of
plays is their short length. Even in a very long play, the number of
words is very small compared to those in a typical novel. Although
plays employ far fewer words than novels, they must still contain at
least as much dramatic potential as a complete novel to be theatri-
cally compelling. Playwrights achieve this unique potency by infus-
ing stage dialogue with a special expressiveness that is absent, or at
least less significant, in fiction. It is true that stage dialogue often
looks very much like its literary cousin. Sometimes it even sounds
so ordinary that it seems as if it was written without any conscious
effort at all on the part of the playwright. But this is a carefully
crafted deception. The truth is that theatrical dialogue is a highly
concentrated and powerful form of verbal expression. Speech is
more condensed on stage and each word carries far more dramatic
impact than in most other literature. Even a single utterance can
pack a tremendous emotional wallop. “To Moscow...” “To be or not
to be...” Because of the extra measure of expressiveness put into it
by the playwright, there is probably more expressiveness per page
in a play than in almost any other form of writing. Novelist Henry
James, who was also a dramatist and a perceptive critic, maintained
that playwriting required a more masterly sense of composition than
any other kind of writing.
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Concentrated dependence on dialogue as action and radical com-
pactness together create the need and the opportunity for the special
expressiveness in dramatic writing. It follows that actors, directors,
and designers should learn to understand this special expressive-
ness to energize and illustrate every last ounce of it in produc-
tion. Unfortunately, this does not always happen. Because the first
experience of a play is a written script, the special expressiveness is
both easy to overlook and difficult to recognize. There is an under-
standable confusion between the literary activity of reading and
the theatrical activity of seeing, hearing, and feeling a play on the
stage. Confusion is even more likely to occur with plays that have
strong literary merit like those of Shakespeare, Samuel Beckett, Tom
Stoppard, and other authors whose works are typically studied in
dramatic literature courses. To avoid under-reading and misreading,
theatre students should be aware of two important considerations
about dramatic dialogue. First, the words in a script are far, far more
expressive in a live performance than they are in the solitary, concen-
trated act of reading; and second, the words are only the tip of the
iceberg, merely the visible part of what is happening deep inside a
play. Energized acting, direction, and design are always required to
unleash a play’s potent expressiveness completely.

Pattern Awareness

Plays contain patterns that shape plot, character, dialogue, meaning,
and atmosphere. The dictionary says that a pattern is a combination
of qualities, acts, tendencies, etc., forming a consistent or characteris-
tic arrangement. Play reading requires pattern awareness, which is the
desire to seek and ability to find these essential patterns in a play.
Pattern awareness means deepening the reading process by inquir-
ing beyond surface appearances into underlying arrangements and
operations. The patterns that play readers can recognize from this
type of awareness shift continuously and run throughout the entire
play. Pattern awareness also involves a change in the sense of time,
a feeling of many things operating at once, resulting in a rich, lively
interplay of characters, meaning, and events. Along with a broader
sense of time is a related enlargement of thinking and analysis. The
processes of reading, thinking, and analyzing at the level of pat-
tern awareness require a special perspective. Traditionally we break
down plays into parts — plot, character, dialogue, etc. — and learn
to understand a play’s complexity by focusing on only one small fea-
ture at a time. Pattern awareness demonstrates how all the parts fit
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together and how a play represents universal human experiences and
feelings.

Historical awareness is a type of pattern awareness intimately associ-
ated with the modern era. Historical awareness here means not only
a sense of history (a set of intellectual skills associated with the study
of history) but also a process of converting the experience of time
(past, present, and future) into the practical circumstances of every-
day life. As Tom E Driver rightly pointed out, historical awareness is
itself a modern phenomenon and was a new way of thinking when
it emerged early in the nineteenth century. To be a modern artist,
in other words, means to live with an intense awareness of history,
change, and the passage of time. Realism, the dramatic form that we
associate most readily with modernism, arose from a feeling that
life cannot depend forever on the thinking of the past or even the
present. In form, certainly, realistic plays attempted to preserve the
illusion of actual life “scientifically.” In content, on the other hand,
these plays made use of historical awareness, then new, to expose the
repressiveness of institutions that was customarily kept hidden by
“tradition.”

In nonrealistic plays, pattern awareness often takes the form of
mythic awareness. Myth is an important feature in Carl Jung'’s psychol-
ogy and Northrop Frye’s literary criticism, but its application in play
analysis is broader and less specialized. Here myth simply means a
traditional story that describes the psychology, customs, or ideals of
a society. It has the related terms archetype (an original pattern on
which all things of a similar kind are based) and ritual (a practice
or pattern of behavior regularly performed in a set manner). Myths
exist everywhere. They form part of a society’s collective knowledge
and therefore are characteristic features of a culture.

Sometimes too much emphasis is placed on such hidden mean-
ings in plays, of course, but mythic awareness in the sense intended
here is more than random myth hunting. In realistic and classic
plays, events happen to one set of persons, at one moment in time,
and in one place. Nonrealistic plays, in contrast, call special attention
to the way each human being is both an individual and the represen-
tative of a group. Nonrealistic plays have developed specifically from
the feeling that now more than ever we sense instinctively how each
of us is part of a larger human experience in the world. Consider
how often in public discourse we hear about concepts such as glo-
balization, multiculturalism, and environmentalism, not to mention
entities such as CNN, the United Nations, and the Internet. Thus, in
nonrealistic plays mythic awareness is more than an accidental issue,

INTRODUCTION



as it is in realistic or historical plays. On the contrary, mythic aware-
ness is an intentional attribute and a defining characteristic of non-
realism. Coincidentally, this is where nonrealistic plays connect with
the very earliest forms of theatre. The dramatists of ancient Greece
were expressing mythic awareness when they based their plays on
stories about the gods and heroes of their religion. Medieval reli-
gious drama as well as much of the theatre of South America, Africa,
Asia, and the Asian subcontinent can be traced to the same feeling.

In the West mythic awareness has been a comparatively modern
phenomenon. It emerged close in time to World War I in response
to the accidental coming together of Sigmund Freud’s psychology,
Albert Einstein's special theory of relativity, and the widespread disil-
lusionment following the “war to end all wars.” At the time a new
view of the world began to appear that altered the basic features of
the initial forms of modernism. The geniuses of this high modern-
ism (James Joyce, Gertrude Stein, Pablo Picasso, Igor Stravinsky,
Henri Matisse, and Samuel Beckett) expressed their vision of this
emerging viewpoint partly by introducing a large-scale, collective
sense of awareness into their works. Thornton Wilder was correct
when he said that Joyce sought to situate his characters “among all
those people who have lived and died, in all the periods of time, all
the geography of the world, all the races, all the catastrophes of his-
tory” (Wilder, 176). Wilder was reaching for the same feeling when
he wrote The Skin of Our Teeth and Our Town, two of America’s most
well-known nonrealistic plays.

Closer to our own time, Sam Shepard, author A Lie of the Mind
and other nonrealistic plays, shares the same feeling:

In writing a play you can snare emotions that are not just personal
emotions, not just catharsis, not just psychological emotions that
you are getting off your chest, but emotions and feelings that are
connected with everybody. Hopefully. It is not true all the time;
sometimes it is nothing but self-indulgence. But if you work hard
enough toward being true to what you intuitively feel is going on
down in the play, you might be able to catch that kind of thing.
So that you suddenly hook up with feelings that are on a very
broad scale ... you start with something personal and see how it
follows out and opens to something that’s much bigger.... Then it
starts to move in directions we all know, regardless of where we
come from or who we are. It starts to hook up in a certain way.
Those, to me, are mythic emotions. (Dialogue, April 1985, 58)
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Shepard, Wilder, Bertolt Brecht, Samuel Beckett, Tom Stoppard,
Harold Pinter, Tony Kushner, and Caryl Churchill, among many others,
share similar feelings about the role of myth in contemporary playwrit-
ing, above all in nonrealistic plays. These writers are less interested in
telling stories through accepted notions of plot and character than they
are in revealing the broader meanings, the mythic content, beneath the
surface of everyday life. Accordingly, the mythic patterns found in their
plays are of more than passing importance. Such patterns serve to place
these plays within a special view of the world. In practical terms, non-
realistic plays set up a constant alternation between everyday reality and
large generalizations, relying on mythic awareness to “connect the dots”
and help everything fit together. Awareness of patterns, history, and myth
is one of the chief features of modern theatre. Even more, nonrealism
in high-modern and late-modern theatre points toward the emergence
of postmodern theatre, itself already on the move for some time.

Reading Plays

There are no hard and fast rules for reading plays, but certain men-
tal skills are needed to understand the special kind of expressiveness
they contain. The first important skill is that of analytical reading.
Unfortunately, in its initial stages at least, analytical reading is hard
work. Inexperienced amateurs tend to think that experienced profes-
sionals can sight-read a play the way some musicians sight-read a
score, but this skill is as rare in the theatre as it is in music. A profes-
sional’s analysis of a play is a long and painstaking process. In fact,
a major characteristic of professionals is their recognition of the
value of slow, methodical brain work.

Respect for Words

Another mental power consists of the ability to understand the many
meanings of words and the dramatic force that may be expressed by
them. Art students pay attention to shape and color; music students
listen for pitch and timbre. Those who wish to make a living in the
theatre need to develop an appreciation of the expressiveness and
emotion inherent in words.

Facts, Implications, and Inferences

Mental power also means concern for literal facts and their connec-
tions. A fact is a verifiable assertion about a thing, and literal facts are
those that are frankly stated in the dialogue as true. Literal facts in
drama include identifications of people, places, actions, and objects,
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but they may also describe wishes as well as feelings and thoughts.
Learning how to recognize hard facts is a basic test of artistic aware-
ness. In the earliest readings of a play, the literal, verifiable facts need
to be searched out to find what is objectively said. Furthermore,
since plays are orderly arrangements by their nature, making logi-
cal connections among the facts is necessary for understanding the
sequences and patterns found in them. We call these connections
implications and inferences. Implications are hints or suggestions
that are intended but not directly stated, and inferences are deduc-
tions from what is neither intended nor stated.

Remember the short scene in the garden from act 2 of Arthur Miller’s
play, Death of a Salesman. After a confrontation with his son Biff, Willy
Loman decides to plant vegetables in his backyard garden late the same
night. As in several earlier scenes, his absent brother, Ben, appears to
him in a reverie, and they carry on a short dialogue. In this scene, the
literal facts about planting a garden are important. We know that plant-
ing a garden requires certain external activities and special tools. Since
these can be described precisely, this part of the action is easy to under-
stand. Some of the literal facts involved with planting a garden are pres-
ent: opening packages of seeds and reading the instructions, pacing off
the rows for different kinds of plants, digging with a hoe, and planting
the seeds in the ground. But most readers will see right away that plant-
ing a garden is not all that is happening here. There are things going
on that are not connected with planting a garden. Planting is not done
late at night with a flashlight, and a gardener does not carry on a con-
versation about life insurance with an imaginary figure the way Willy
does. Willy is also possessed by a mysterious sense of urgency or anxi-
ety in his task that prevents him from paying close attention to Ben.
Obviously planting a garden is no longer what we normally think it is.

Implications and inferences now become important and they go
beyond a literal reading of the scene. A closer examination of Willy's
unusual actions relates them to his innermost feelings and thoughts,
particularly his profound sense of personal failure as a father. He
is no longer simply planting a garden; he is performing a ritual in
preparation for his imminent death. The garden scene becomes an
important clue to the meaning of the whole play, which is a conflict
between Willy’s misguided ideals as a salesman and his fatherly duty
toward his son Biff. Therefore, although literal facts are a helpful
starting point, implications and inferences need to be considered to
arrive at a satisfactory understanding. Script analysis involves piecing
the known and unknown together into a consistent and meaningful
pattern just as detectives do in crime fiction.
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Logical Thinking

Evidence of all kinds is important, but so is logical thinking.
Unfortunately, unawareness of the creative capacities of logical think-
ing is widespread, especially among amateur artists. It can lead to the
feeling that careful study of a play is stuffy and even creatively inhib-
iting. But experienced professionals appreciate that logical thinking
can uncover dramatic possibilities that make plays come alive in a
new way. There is another value to consider. Audiences are becom-
ing smarter all the time because playwrights demand far more intelli-
gence from them today than they did in the past. Ever since Vsevelod
Meyerhold and Bertolt Brecht, a good number of modern plays have
been fashioned to pull in the audience by inducing them to com-
prehend what is happening ideologically, not just to experience the
play in a passive manner. Increasing emphasis has been placed on
the semantic features of the play and a great deal of aesthetic plea-
sure comes from penetrating the secret thinking of the characters.
Consequently, modern acting, directing, and design need to demand
the most of audience understanding. If this is to occur, the artistic
team needs to be at least one step ahead of the audience in its think-
ing. Unless the audience is given something exciting to think about,
unless the artistic team understands and expresses the meaning of the
play, the production cannot be considered truly modern in the cre-
ative sense.

Misleading Notions

Bringing some of the commonly misleading notions encountered
in play reading out of the subconscious, where they often lurk, and
into the open, can help readers to avoid accidental misreading.
There are only a few pitfalls, and they are not difficult to understand.
Most of them can be classified as nonsequiturs, either as conclusions
that do not follow from the facts or as reasoning that does not make
sense. Sometimes readers may need to revisit the principles of logi-
cal thinking before trying to deal more thoroughly with plays. The
basics can be found in any good rhetoric textbook. With the help of
a good teacher, this should be enough to fill in any gaps.

Affective Fallacy (Impressionism)

According to critic W. K. Wimsatt, this error results from confu-
sion between the play and its results (what it is vs. what it does).
It comes about when readers allow their favorite ideals or momen-
tary enthusiasms or the momentary enthusiasms of the community
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to intrude on their judgment of the play. Maintaining enough emo-
tional detachment is necessary to analyze a play correctly, but this
is not always easy to do. After all, plays are meant to be emotional
experiences, and many readers respond strongly to the emotional
stimuli in them. Actors, directors, and designers, for example,
respond in highly personal ways, as indeed they should. In the scene
from Death of a Salesman cited above, it is possible that readers could
be reminded of their own families. They might be drawn to conflate
their own emotional memories with those of Willy Loman in the
play. Or, alternatively, readers who sympathized with Willy’s eco-
nomic plight might be tempted to entangle their own point of view
about economics with the economic world described in the play.
Personal experiences like these can be interesting if readers are expe-
rienced artists or critics; but if not, they can lead to loose thinking or
analytical lack of attention. At worst, a reader might become hope-
lessly, if unthinkingly, bogged down in self-analysis. Nonetheless, it
is possible to maintain emotional distance and still respond emo-
tionally to a play. The solution is to try to separate intimate personal
responses from what is objectively there in the play. As director
Elia Kazan said, “The first job is to discover what the script is say-
ing, not what it reminds you of.” Absolute objectivity is impossible,
of course, but impartiality and the tracing out of both routine and
unusual consequences needs to be maintained as much as possible.

Relativist Fallacy
Relativism is often known as the theory that all points of view are
equally valid and depend on the individual. In the theatre, this
would be like saying that all stage interpretations are equally well-
founded. If this were true, there would be no way of writing a play
rationally, reading it logically, or performing it effectively. If no
example of acting, directing, or design is better than any other, then
the work of any amateur or dilettante would be as good as that of
any experienced professional. It is hard to understand how this belief
could be held without denying the excellence of Tom Stoppard,
Meryl Streep, Peter Brook, Ming Cho Lee, and many others indeed.
This misconception is called the relativist fallacy. It arose as a
correct, though excessive, reaction against the Victorian notion that
Western society was superior to any other. It led for awhile to the
counter-belief that no society could be judged from the viewpoint of
any other. At the present time most of us recognize that every society
has its good and bad points and that any society can go bad and
lead to abuses that are simply wrong. The same principle is true in
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the sphere of art. The point of view of this book is that it should be
possible to show what a play is and how it might be understood as a
basis for acting, directing, or design. If this is true, then the quality of
plays and their production does not depend merely on your opinion
or mine, but on diligent study and extensive practice under the guid-
ance of honest and experienced teachers and mentors.

Fallacy of Faulty Generalization

Some readers are inclined to this reading error when they jump to a
conclusion without having enough evidence. When a reader uses
“all” or “never” in statements about the play with only a casual con-
cern for the information in the play itself, further close reading will
normally correct the mistake. But even more deadly in play reading is
inattention to contrary examples. If, after reading Hamlet, for instance,
a reader resorts to the worn-out generalities about “the melancholy
prince” or “the man who could not make up his mind,” he should
test the conclusions with contradictory evidence. A little scrutiny will
show that Hamlet is cheerful while welcoming the Players, and he is
decisive while dealing with the Ghost. A few contrary illustrations like
these should be enough to disprove the original sweeping assertions.

Fallacy of Illicit Process (Reductiveness)

This kind of error reduces complex issues to one thing, which is a
frequent mistake even among experienced play readers. Reducing
Hamlet to the Freudian “Oedipus Complex” is an extreme instance.
So is thinking that Mother Courage is nothing but an anti-war play,
that A Raisin in the Sun is a plea for racial integration, A Lie of the
Mind is a plea against spousal abuse, that Angels in America is a
defense of homosexuality, or Three Sisters is about the decline of the
Russian intelligentsia. The spoken or implied phrase “nothing but”
is the giveaway. The motive behind attempts to reduce a play to less
complex equivalents is generally disparagement.

Genetic Fallacy

Related to reductiveness is the genetic fallacy or the fallacy of ori-
gins, which is an attempt to reduce a play to its sources in the histor-
ical world of the artist in order to explain it. There is for any play a
large body of secondary writing about its circumstances, the author’s
life and times, and so forth. Much of this writing is pedantic in the
extreme and full of banalities. For example, the question is not what
does Death of a Salesman tell us about Arthur Miller’s personal life or
about American society after World War II, but rather what does it
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tell us about itself? There may be some connections between a play
and some external features in the life and world of the author, but
they are not as important as people believe them to be. Seldom does
a point-to-point correlation exist, and although formalist analysis
teaches the fundamental unity of plays, it also teaches that plays are
complex independent objects deserving intellectual respect. Readers
should exercise caution before attempting to trace the meaning of a
play to a tendency observed in the life or times of the author.

Fallacy of the Half-Truth (Debunking)

This error in logic occurs when readers use the same explanation for
everything, with negative implications. In this way, the author, play,
or character is discredited or debunked. Henrik Ibsen’s plays often
suffer from this fallacy among readers. To say that Ibsen wrote grim
Victorian social dramas carries the unspoken meaning to others that
his plays are (1) gloomy and humorless, (2) the result of psychologi-
cal neuroses in the author’s temperament, and (3) Victorian journal-
ism masquerading as drama. Readers holding this opinion see Ibsen’s
plays as boring, depressing, and outdated. Another example is the
statement that: “nothing really happens in Samuel Beckett’s plays —
there’s no plot.” What is the hidden meaning behind this half-truth?
The remedy for automatic cynicism is to study the script more than
once and with an open mind. This is not just a question of finding
any reasonable explanation and verifying it in the script but also of
testing what connects to what against many points in the script.

Frigidity (Insensitivity)

The next error turns in the opposite direction. Frigidity is author
John Gardner’s term for not showing enough concern about the
characters or situations. Frigidity here means not treating the feel-
ings in the play with the humane respect they deserve. Frigidity also
includes the inability to recognize the seriousness of things in gen-
eral. The standard of comparison is the respect any civilized person
should show under the circumstances. Frigidity occurs when pull-
ing back from genuine feeling through irony or sarcasm, or when
only looking at the surface trivialities in a conflict, playing the jester.
Unfortunately, it is one of the chief characteristics of the current
scene. It can lead actors, directors, and designers to less concern for
the characters, conflict, and meaning of a play. The error is also fri-
gidity when actors, directors, or designers knowingly go into a pro-
duction less than fully prepared. Frigidity is one of the worst errors
possible in play reading and is often the root cause of other errors.
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Theatre is based on the sympathy we should have for other peo-
ple’s problems, for their pain. It has been said many times that
drama opens minds and stimulates the empathetic imagination by
allowing us to understand the world through eyes other than our
own. This is even truer for actors, directors, and designers whose
responsibility it is to theatricalize the preconditions for empathy in
the spectators. The ability to penetrate a spatial barrier and enter an
object for a moment of complete identification — this is essential
for an artist and it is precisely the paralysis of this faculty that leads
to the problem of frigidity.

Imitative Fallacy

According to poet and critic Ivor Winters, to say that a work of lit-
erature is justified in employing, let’s say, lack of communication
to express a lack of communication, is merely an indirect justifica-
tion for bad reading or bad writing. In fact, all feeling, if surrendered
to, is a mode of “miscommunication,” just as it may be a mode of
loving, hating, flying, fearing, etc. Playwriting is not only a means
of capturing feelings but also arranging them in dramatic form, and
play reading is an attempt to understand this process in order to
communicate it. To the extent that any play or reading of a play pro-
duces a real lack of communication, real boredom, or real chaos, it
fails in its intention to work satisfactorily on stage.

Intentional Fallacy

This is another of Wimsatt's formulations that is central to the prin-
ciples of formalist analysis. It means trying to determine what the
author’s so-called intention was and whether it was fulfilled, instead
of attending to the work itself. Examples of this are easy to find
because of the modern vogues for complicated literary criticism and
the resulting frequency with which artists insist on writing about their
own works. Take the situation of Bertolt Brecht. No one can measure
the amount of misunderstanding that has resulted from misapplica-
tion of his theoretical writings to productions of his plays (alienation
effect, epic theatre, and so forth). Wimsatt in The Verbal Icon argues
that a work of art is detached from the author the moment it is fin-
ished. After that, the author no longer has the power to “intend” any-
thing about it or to control it. Wimsatt's opinion, however, should
be taken as a warning more than as a strict rule. As with the other
reading errors, the antidote to use against the intentional fallacy is
repeated close reading of the play itself before attempting to make a
definitive statement about the author’s intention.
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Biographical Fallacy

This is the belief that a play can be understood by claiming it is really
about events in the dramatist’s life. This type of approach distances
itself from the play and goes instead into the playwright’s biography
to find people, places, and things that seem to be similar to features
in the play. And then it claims that the play is actually a picture of
those people, places, and things. In its extreme form this is a fal-
lacy because it does not consider that playwrights use their imagi-
nations when they write, and that they can imagine improbable or
even impossible things. It is common to say, for instance, that Sam
Shepard wrote about the West because he has lived there for much
of his life. But if living in the West were all that was required to write
plays, many more people would be writing them. What about the
plays Shepard wrote that do not take place in the West? But someone
might add that Shepard was also a musician, but then so are many
other people, and where are their plays? Biography can be poten-
tially useful for actors, directors, and designers in their work, but
it can never be a satisfactory argument alone for the interpretation
of a production. The real problem is that biographical study might
become a substitute for the hard work of studying the play itself. It
could completely overlook the imaginative work of the playwright.

Literal-Mindedness

Related to frigidity is the error of evaluating everything in the play on
the basis of its literal resemblance to real life. When it is used as a
negative judgment, a statement like “the Angel in Angels in America
and Sutter’s ghost in The Piano Lesson are not plausible because mod-
ern science tells us there are no such things as angels or ghosts” is a
typical if crude example. This kind of thinking is a possible sign of
a limited imagination as much as anything else. It may stem from
misunderstanding the idea of reality in acting, sometimes called
emotional honesty. But the quality of observed reality in a play has
little connection with the play’s potential for expressing psychologi-
cal truth. A play, after all, can be unrealistic in all its external features
and still permit honest acting. A simple door can be different from
one play to another, depending on the artistic plan of the production.
In one play, it can be realistic while in another the actor can enter by
appearing out of the darkness in a spotlight. Emotional honesty and
theatrical reality are separate and distinct issues and do not contradict
one another. Whatever the source of the confusion, however, the les-
son is that everyday reality is irrelevant to understanding a play as an
artistic experience. Fach play creates its own special “reality.”
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Secondhand Thinking

This error is a corollary of the intentional fallacy. Although it is not
a logical fallacy as such, it can still be troublesome for novice play
readers. It stems from relying too much on other people’s opin-
ions, especially when dealing with difficult material. The methods
of the college classroom and the contemporary interest in radical
criticism have not discouraged the habit. Unfortunately, addiction
to the judgments, even of experienced critics, and even when they
are accurate, can inhibit self-confidence and independent thinking.
Artists, especially young artists, should beware of cutting themselves
off from new experiences, feelings, or words by relying too much
on established opinion rather than on direct contact. To permit the
free exercise of imagination, script analysis should initially be a solo
experience. Experts can safely be consulted afterward.

Over-Reliance on Stage Directions

Secondhand thinking also extends to stage directions, which are notes
incorporated in a script or added to it to convey information about
its performance not already evident in the dialogue itself. Ordinarily
they are concerned either with the actor's movements on stage or
with scenery and stage effects. Plays written in the past tended to
keep stage directions to a minimum, but over the years their use grew
more widespread until, by the end of the nineteenth century, they
were often long and very elaborate. The prefaces to George Bernard
Shaw’s plays, for instance, often run on for dozens of pages and con-
tain explicit — if sometimes amusingly misleading — information
for actors, directors, and designers. There is some evidence among
modern playwrights, however, of a reversal of this trend.

But stage directions may not always belong to the author
According to the practice of most play publishers today, stage direc-
tions are as likely to be written by the original stage manager and
taken from the ideas of the original director and the scenery, cos-
tumes, and lighting of the original designers; or else written by the
literary editor of the text (as in the case of Shakespeare, for exam-
ple). Even when we are certain the author has written the stage direc-
tions, it is prudent to recall the advice of the influential designer and
thinker, Edward Gordon Craig, about the reliability of stage direc-
tions. In his essay “On the Art of the Theatre,” Craig contended that
stage directions are an “infringement” on the artistic rights of actors,
directors, and designers. From this he concluded that playwrights
should cease using them altogether! Craig's prejudices are notori-
ous, of course, and his position on this subject was extreme. He did
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have a point, however. Stage directions are intended to supplement
the dialogue, not replace it. They should not be confused with the
play itself. Many professional actors, directors, and designers as well
as producers and agents will seldom read stage directions, any stage
directions. They want to work with the play itself and allow it to tell
them everything they need to know, which is the point of view of
this book.

In Conclusion

In the theatre, we do not always get the chance to choose the plays
we act, direct, or design. And even when we do, the plays themselves
do not always sustain our initial interest as much as we would like
them to. Professional analysis — the approach introduced here and
taught in the following chapters — is a method for placing actors,
directors, and designers in a sustained creative state. It is not only a
means of help; it is also a practical skill. It is like a basic grammar. It
should permanently take root in us so that we do not have to think
about it at the moment of creativity. Professional analysis is not a
command or a required style, however. It is not necessary to force it,
but to allow the door to open for itself...
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CHAPTER 1

Action Analysis

Why action analysis? In the Introduction we said that
formalist analysis proceeds by gathering lots of detailed
information from the play and then drawing general
conclusions about the whole work. It uses a systematic
collection of close-ups to assemble at last the big picture.
Because it attempts to cover all the dramatic potentials of
a play, formalist analysis is time-consuming and thorough.
This attention to detail almost guarantees its practical
success. Unfortunately, attention to detail is also lengthy and
loaded with ins and outs. In the middle of a project readers
can become so involved in the details that at times they
lose sight of the whole play. They cannot see the forest for
the trees. At some point they may need to step back and
consider what result their project is leading to. The method
of action analysis offered in this chapter provides that
opportunity. Action analysis is a reduced type of formalist
analysis based primarily on the events in the plot. It is not
intended as a shortcut to creativity, however. It may be
quicker and simpler than formalist analysis, but by the same
token it is also less complete. Action analysis and formalist
analysis are meant to complement each other. They are



arranged so that they operate together to obtain the level of
knowledge necessary for professional work.

Action analysis will also introduce readers to some of
the features of formalist analysis treated at more length
starting with the next chapter. For example, to evaluate the
events accurately, it will be necessary to consider the given
circumstances (Chapter 2), background story (Chapter
3), action (Chapter 4), and structure (Chapter 5), which
are the lifeblood of a play. By determining the main events
from which the behavior of a character develops, readers
will begin to understand the motives behind the actions
and start to learn about character (Chapter 6). In addlition,
learning the sequence of the events and its logic, readers
will come to an understanding of the main idea that governs
the play (Chapter 7). The close association between action
2 analysis and formalist analysis also means that each method
can be learned and used in any order the reader’s needs
require.

Events

The easiest and most accessible way to come to terms with a play is
through the events in the plot. That is why action analysis starts with
the process of identifying and explaining the play’s events and then
builds on this foundation. An event is something that generally would
not or should not happen. As a result, it changes everything, causes
new ideas and feelings in a character, forces a character to see life in a
new way, and changes the direction of a character’s life. The bigger the
event, the bigger the change is. To distinguish an event from an ordi-
nary fact is quite simple. Stanislavsky suggested looking back on any
stage of our own life and trying to remember what the main event
was in this interval of time and understand how it was reflected in
our relations with others. Of course, it is easy to appreciate what this
or that event is in one’s own life. But just try to appreciate the value
of a similar fact not for oneself but for another person, and how mis-
taken we can be in our estimation of the fact from the other person’s
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point of view. Even for that of a close friend or relative, it is not very
easy. Empathy — the capacity to recognize or understand another’s
state of mind or emotion — is necessary to appreciate what is impor-
tant in someone else’s life. And for empathy to be real, it is necessary
for us to study all the circumstances that predetermined the given
fact, all the motives that led the person to perform this or that action.
It would be necessary to interview this person and obtain some very
personal information for this purpose.

So it is with actors, directors, and designers, who by definition
must work with unfamiliar characters. How do we learn what consti-
tutes a major event or a passing episode under these circumstances?
For this purpose it is necessary to remove the specified fact from the
play, and after that try to understand how it would affect the life of
the characters. Again, empathy. What would happen, for example, if
Ophelia did not allow her father and Claudius to eavesdrop on her
conversation with Hamlet? She would have another destiny. Sad and
unfair, perhaps, but not tragic. There would not have been the shock
of rejection from Hamlet that extinguished Ophelia’s last hope. She
would not have suffered the terrible truth of her isolation that led
her to suicide. Ophelia’s sad destiny in the play is linked to her role
in the eavesdropping scene. Understanding what constitutes a dra-
matic event requires readers to think eventfully (consistent with the
action), instead of just verbally (consistent with the dialog).

Action analysis also requires a special understanding to be able to
distinguish the essential events from the less essential. A simple illus-
tration will help to explain. An express train traveling, for example,
from Boston to Washington, D.C. stops only at major cities along
the way: New York, Philadelphia. But there is also a local train, which
stops at the medium-size cities: Hartford, New Haven, Baltimore, etc.
To study the regions lying between the major cities — between Boston
and New York or between Philadelphia and Washington, D.C. — the
traveler needs to stop at the smaller cities, where one contains shop-
ping districts, another suburbs, a third hills and valleys, a fourth lakes
and rivers, a fifth factories, etc. It is also possible for the traveler to get
off the train and take an intercity bus, stopping at each small town, vil-
lage, or rural community along the way. There the traveler can obtain
an even better understanding of the regions lying between Boston and
Washington, D.C. Then again, it is also possible for a non-stop train
to travel straight from Boston to Washington, D.C. without any stops
along the way. A feeling of great momentum and speed will be the
result. But this “train” is for the rich — the geniuses, as Stanislavsky put
it. We might say that the express train is action analysis (Chapter 1),
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while the local train is formalist analysis (Chapters 2-7) and the inter-
city bus is advanced formalist analysis (Chapters 8-10). Most of us do
not need to concern ourselves with the nonstop train.

Sequence of External Events

The sequence of events begins with a list of the most important exter-
nal events in their original order. External events are the basic social
interactions that are taking place, for example, arrivals or departures,
meetings, announcements, discussions, quarrels, etc. External events
exist on the primary, material level of the play; however, they must
be significant in the context of the play and not just routine. There
is no need to be too exacting when describing the external events at
this point, as long as the descriptions are generally accurate. The goal
of action analysis is not to be exhaustively thorough, but to obtain
a rapid picture of the whole play as fast as possible. Shakespeare’s
plays make the learning process somewhat easier to manage because
they are crowded with events and are also divided into formal scenes.
As a result, it is possible to consider most scenes as a single external
event, at least for learning purposes. Hamlet will be the example used
here.

What happens in 1,1 (shorthand for act 1, scene 1)? Several
small external events occur in the scene: the changing of the guard,
the arrival of Horatio, the appearance of the Ghost, a discussion
about the previous appearance of the Ghost, the second appear-
ance of the Ghost, a discussion about Denmark’s preparations for
war, and a decision to tell Hamlet about the Ghost. These are sim-
ple socio-physical activities — arrivals, departures, discussions, and
decisions — of the kind found in everyday life under a variety of
circumstances. But they are significant because they are happening
for the first time, relate to Hamlet personally, and may have a bear-
ing on Denmark’s volatile political environment. At this point they
are described in the fewest words possible, short and to the point.
Brevity and an absence of literary language are essential goals in
action analysis. Short, clear-cut descriptions are closest to simple
human behavior, which is a merit of action analysis.

The next question to ask is which one of the six or seven smaller
events in 1,1 form the essence of the whole scene. What single event
sets the scene apart and defines its vital purpose in the play? Let’s
review the circumstances. All the characters in the play are important at
some point, of course, but for the moment most readers would agree
that the guards Francisco, Barnardo, and Marcellus, are less essential
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here than Horatio and the Ghost. Horatio is Hamlet's classmate and
closest friend from the University of Wittenberg, and the Ghost pro-
vides the grounds for the scene. Earlier, Marcellus told Horatio about
the prior appearance of the Ghost, but the skeptical Horatio did not
believe him. That is why Marcellus has asked him to come and see
for himself. A wise rehearsal room proverb says, “Anything of impor-
tance on stage happens either for the first time or the last time.” First
times and last times entail beginnings and ends, which are dramatic
by their nature. This particular scene shows Horatio's first encounter
with the Ghost. In fact, it is his first experience with anything super-
natural. Moreover, as Hamlet's closest friend and confidant, Horatio
would be the first to tell him about the event. Evidently, the main
point of the scene is Horatio’s encounter with the Ghost. Therefore,
we could describe the chief external event of 1,1 as “Horatio encoun-
ters the Ghost.”

Using an “express” way of thinking, the external events in Hamlet
could be listed like this:

1,1. Horatio encounters the Ghost

1,2. Claudius takes over the throne

1,3. Laertes departs for France

1,4. Hamlet encounters the Ghost

1,5. Hamlet learns that Claudius murdered his father
2,1. Polonius gives instructions to Reynaldo

2,2. Hamlet plans to trap Claudius

3,1. Claudius eavesdrops on Hamlet and Ophelia
3,2. The “mousetrap scene”

3,3. Claudius attempts to pray

3,4. Hamlet reproaches Gertrude

4,1. Claudius takes action against Hamlet

4,2. Hamlet is captured by Rosencrantz and Guildenstern
4,3. Claudius sends Hamlet to England

4,4. Hamlet crosses paths with Fortinbras

4,5. Laertes returns to Elsinore

4,6. Horatio learns that Hamlet has returned

4,7. Claudius and Laertes conspire to murder Hamlet
5,1. Hamlet learns about Ophelia’s death

5,2. Hamlet agrees to a sporting duel with Laertes
5,3. Hamlet slays Claudius

This is quite a short and snappy summary of a very complex play.
Some may argue that it is too short; others may disagree with some
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of the descriptions. No matter. Action analysis is not intended to
be complete or perfect, just rapid and functional. As well, the
descriptions offered here are not intended to be definitive but sim-
ply demonstrations of the thinking process involved. Besides, some-
times a short and snappy point of view is useful for seeing through
the avalanche of words in a play, above all a play by Shakespeare.
Whatever the case may be, more analysis and rehearsal lie ahead
to fine-tune any over-hasty or misguided conclusions. True, many
less essential events have been omitted, but at least this summary
gives a satisfactory outline of the external events, which at this
point is all that is needed to proceed with the next stage of action
analysis.

Reviewing the Facts

This stage of action analysis is explained by its title. Reviewing the
facts means coming to terms with the basic specifics of the play. As
a process, it occurs at random intervals throughout action analysis,
and one good time to address it occurs after defining the external
events. Notice that we already performed a quick review of the facts
for 1,1 when attempting to define the basic external events for that
scene. A similar thinking process led to identification of the other
external events listed above for the play.

This stage of action analysis asks readers to understand the char-
acters as specific people who are living in a specific set of circum-
stances. To do so, it is necessary to purge any memories of what
other actors, directors, or designers may have done with the play in
the past or what anyone may have written about it. Other people’s
ideas can come later, after readers have reached their own under-
standing. Reviewing the facts in this way, readers will start to under-
stand for themselves the conditions that generate the events, plus the
words and characters that illustrate them. Reviewing the facts means
answering the questions: who, what, where, when, why, and how,
including everything that happened before the play begins and off-
stage between acts and scenes. In the formalist analysis taught in the
following chapters, those conditions are called given circumstances,
background story, external and internal action, and character. Action
analysis does not require careful identification of these conditions in
the same thorough way as format analysis does. All that is needed
at present is to ask, who, what, where, when, why, and how in any
convenient order. Study the questions as a skeptical district attorney
would do when cross-examining a deceitful offender, inquiring and
probing and not taking anything for granted.

SCRIPT ANALYSIS FOR ACTORS, DIRECTORS, AND DESIGNERS



Seed

Action analysis also looks for a special pattern that is latent but
unidentified in the external events up to now. At first, it may seem
that literary scholars have already covered this ground. A search for
Hamlet in the Modern Language Association database, for exam-
ple, lists over three thousand articles on subjects (patterns) ranging
from Afterlife and Allegory to Violence and Wordplay. Hamlet con-
tains many, many patterns, but there is a difference between a pat-
tern as a literary motif and the special kind of pattern sought here
in action analysis. The dictionary states that a motif is “a recurring
prominent thematic element.” Searching for interesting motifs is
standard practice in literary scholarship, where the goal is basically
intellectual insights. The question for actors, directors, and design-
ers is not what motifs take account of, not what motifs include, but
what they exclude. The point is that motifs cover just part of a work.
In the theatre, the whole play has to be produced, not just the parts
that match up with a certain motif. By relying too much on literary
motifs, actors, directors, and designers sometimes assume that the
rest of the work is merely padding for the sake of entertainment. Or
worse, lapses on the part of the dramatist. Or worse still, they might
apply additional literary motifs to fill the “vacant” parts, a practice
that would undermine the artistic unity of the play.

The question clears up as soon as we think about the nature of pat-
tern in drama. While a motif may illuminate two, three, or four events
or more, the special pattern sought in play analysis, in action analysis,
ought to illuminate the entire play. The creative processes of actors,
directors, and designers involve a steady, consecutive embodiment of
this pattern into a unified representation. Action analysis accelerates
the process by using an analytic concept called the seed, which pro-
vides a concise vision of the whole play. Formalist analysis reveals
such a pattern using the concepts of super-objective and main idea,
which will be covered in subsequent chapters.

Stanislavsky’s partner and co-founder of the Moscow Art Theatre,
Vladimir Nemirovich-Danchenko, devised the concept of the seed.
Nemirovich was a playwright, critic, and superior director in his own
right and in 1943 he established the Moscow Art Theatre School. He
never trusted that it was possible to begin creative work on a play with-
out everyone — actors and designers as well as director — having a clear
vision of the seed, of the whole, before them. Maria Knebel, a personal
pupil of both Stanislavsky and Nemirovich, wrote about the seed:

The concept of the seed occupies a leading position in Nemirovich-
Danchenko’s system of creative insights. Correctly established by
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the director, the seed first of all promotes a “vision of the whole,”

it helps to construct the performance based on a harmonic unity

of all its parts. The seed should resonate through each episode,
Nemirovich-Danchenko said, and he required that all the partici-
pants of a production, whether playing a small or large role, should
be strongly connected to everyone else by a common striving to
produce on stage this essence of the author’s plan, for the sake of
which the play was brought to life, for the sake of which the theatre
selected and produced it.

(Knebel, 181-182)

The seed, then, is the “essence of the author’s plan,” the basic
subject of the play, the central issue “for the sake of which the play
was brought to life.” A seed in nature is a source of development
or growth, and the seed of a play is the source of its development
and growth as a creative work. In Shakespeare, there is an enormous
amount of details, digressions, and consequences piled on top of
each other, many of which have only a distant connection to the
seed. This is because the original seed has matured, so to speak, into
a giant, impressive redwood tree. We might also say that the smaller
the mature tree is, the simpler the original play. The smallest trees are
no more than everyday clichés or newspaper anecdotes. In the finest
and subtlest plays, however, it is possible to lose sight of the original
seed, but it is always there nonetheless. Today we might think of the
seed as the play’s DNA, because it contains the “genetic instructions”
used in the development and operation of every part of the play.

The seed can generally be traced to one of society’s moral com-
mandments to respect a Greater Good, to honor one’s family, as well
as sanctions against idolatry, murder, infidelity, stealing, dishonesty,
greed, etc. Of course, commandments like “You shall not kill” are
very elementary. And if that is all the seed is, then it could be a sim-
ple newspaper story stating “Mr. Jones killed Mr. Smith. He was cap-
tured, put on trial, and sent to prison.” Not very interesting, probably,
except for Messrs. Jones and Smith. But what about a big, compli-
cated story such as Hamlet? Here a huge number of variations, digres-
sions, resulting ideas, and observations are heaped together, showing
little obvious connection either with each other or with its innermost
moral commandment, whatever it might be.

Nemirovich-Danchenko used an example from his stage adaptation
of Leo Tolstoy’s novel Anna Karenina (1876) to explain the concept of
the seed. Tolstoy’s story is about a tragic, adulterous love affair, and
Nemirovich said that the seed for his production was “passion.” Clearly,
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this seed can be traced to the commandment “You shall not commit
adultery.” Passion explains the nature of Anna’s violation of this com-
mandment besides revealing society’s attitude toward it. However, we
barely perceive this so visibly in the pages of the novel because we
become so involved in the particulars of life presented there. So much
is happening from page to page as we observe how the characters
under- or overrate the influence of this moral commandment in their
lives or when they try to offer extenuating circumstances to explain it
away. Much of the action has little obvious connection to the seed of
passion, but all the same the seed is what holds it all together.

Which moral commandment is found at the core of Hamlet? The
most obvious choice would be “You shall not kill,” stemming from
Claudius’ murder of King Hamlet. However, an attentive reading of
1,2 shows that something more is troubling Hamlet, something he
feels even before he learns that his father was murdered. Hamlet sug-
gests what this something is when his mother reproaches him for
mourning his father’s death too long and in such a public manner:

QUEEN. Good Hamlet, cast thy nighted colour off,
And let thine eye look 1like a friend on
Denmark.
Do not for ever with thy vailed lids
Seek for thy noble father in the dust.
Thou know’st ‘tis common. All that 1lives
must die,
Passing through nature to eternity.
HAMLET. Ay, madam, it is common.
QUEEN. If it be,
Why seems it so particular with thee?
HAMLET. Seems, madam, Nay, it is. I know not
‘seems.’
‘Tis not alone my inky cloak, good mother,
Nor customary suits of solemn black,
Nor windy suspiration of forc’d breath,
No, nor the fruitful river in the eye,
Nor the dejected havior of the visage,
Together with all forms, moods, shapes of
grief,
That can denote me truly. These indeed seem,
For they are actions that a man might play;
But I have that within which passeth show-
These but the trappings and the suits of

woe.
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Hamlet is offended that anyone would think he was capable of
falsely “seeming” anything, much less his feelings for his father. The
accusation is particularly hurtful because it comes from his mother,
whom Hamlet loves but already suspects of deceit. At the end of the
scene he expresses his troubles in a famous soliloquy (“O, that this
too, too solid flesh would melt...”). He cannot grasp why his mother
would so soon forget her first husband — whom she “seemed” to
love — and then straight away marry his brother, Hamlet's uncle.
How could she change her affections so quickly? Either she was
lying then or she is lying now. What is troubling Hamlet is the lack
of sincerity in Gertrude, Claudius, and everyone who assented to this
entire repugnant state of affairs. The starting place for the seed can
be traced to the commandment “You shall not lie.” Murder, coveting
another man'’s goods (the throne), and coveting another man'’s wife
are certainly present in the play, but in Shakespeare’s treatment of
the story they all originate from “You shall not lie.”

From the violation of this moral commandment comes the seed
of idealism. Let’s explain. The dictionary defines idealism as the
practice of forming behavioral standards from abstract ideas and, for
better or worse, living under their influence. An idealist is (1) a per-
son who represents things as they might or should be rather than as
they really are, (2) someone whose conduct is influenced by ideals
that often conflict with practical considerations, and/or (3) someone
who has fallen in love with an idea and thus allows his/her life to
be thrown away, eaten away. Hamlet is all of these. He is a supreme
idealist, perhaps the most prominent example of an idealist in all
of dramatic literature. Moreover, his idealism is far-reaching because
he places his ideals, in this case his passionate devotion to the truth,
above all other considerations regardless of the consequences.

And so, if idealism is an accurate explanation of the seed, by defi-
nition it should influence every event and every role in the play.
This is where reviewing the facts comes into play again. Earlier, we
reviewed the facts to identify the external events. At this point, we
will review the facts in an attempt to identify and verify the seed of
idealism.

Hamlet has returned from the University of Wittenberg to attend
his father’s funeral and his uncle’s coronation. Hamlet is a prince, he
is young, and he has led a privileged and protected life. He loves to
read, listen to music, and attend the theatre. Moreover, he is under
the influence of the bookish idealism he learned at college, including
the study of philosophy, for which he has a special fascination. He is
inexperienced in love. He is inexperienced in other aspects of the real
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world as well, in particular the rough and tumble world of big-time
politics and statecraft. On the other hand, Hamlet is no fool. He
may lack real-world experience, but he makes up for it with superior
intelligence, sensitivity, and perception. In fact, he is almost a poet
or philosopher in his sensitivity to the subtleties of human behavior.
He is also loyal and kind. In 3,2, Ophelia, who is in love with him
of course, considers him noble, a courtier (gentleman), soldier (an
excellent fencer), scholar, and handsome, witty, poetic, athletic, and
fashionable. He attracts attention wherever he goes. Even the com-
mon people of Denmark love and admire him. Prince Hamlet!

Yet for all his obvious personal advantages, it seems as though he
comes from another planet. In fact, Hamlet has come from another
planet, from the future, from the renaissance, where idealists live
that believe in human dignity and the potential of mankind. Here
on earth in the present he is attempting to come to terms with his
father’s old-fashioned feudal ideals, the ideals of the present. But his
biological and intellectual systems cannot tolerate the atmosphere of
lies, murder, corruption, capricious love, disloyalty, hypocrisy, apathy,
philistinism, sin, etc., that characterize much of human life on earth,
or at least it may be so in Denmark. He lives in a bubble and has to
breathe a special kind of pure air to survive — the air of idealism.
He is a perfectionist with high standards. If he loves, it must be pure
love. His friendships must be loyal and without constraint. If he feels
an emotion, it must be genuine, never forced or feigned. If he speaks,
it must always be the absolute truth. Even his mastery of fencing
must be letter perfect. And what a ruthless conscience he has to keep
watch over his high ideals. What is worse is that he expects others to
hold the same ideals and he can be cruel to them if they do not live
up to his standards. If the truth were told, Hamlet might even be a
little proud of his ideals. Maybe he feels himself to be an exceptional
individual to have such lofty standards. (“...I have that within which
passeth show.”) Doesn't he accept the dueling challenge as an oppor-
tunity to show off just a little in front of Claudius? Unfortunately,
Hamlet's ideal world does not exist, either in Denmark or anywhere
else on this earth. It is a figment of his untested and over-heated ide-
alism. He becomes aware of this in the end, of course. Nevertheless,
even though his idealism may have been extreme and unworkable,
he comes to understand that he stood up for something important —
the pursuit of truth. Paraphrasing a modern politician, Hamlet might
have said: “Extremism in the defense of truth is no vice!”

This review of the facts shows how the seed grows and develops
into a large, impressive tree, blossoms with ideas, and becomes a

11

ACTION ANALYSIS



12

play. There will never be uniformity of opinion about Hamlet and
there may be other ways to describe its seed. Most readers would
grant, however, that idealism in one form or another appears to res-
onate throughout the entire play. No matter what, this formulation
may serve to explain the concept of the seed, how it can be identi-
fied, and how it can serve to unify play, performance, and mise-en-
scene (scenery, lighting, costumes, sound, makeup).

Sequence of Internal Events

The seed works to connect every moment of the play to a single sub-
ject. If this is true, then idealism should connect to all the external
events described before. In other words, idealism should appear in
a pre-existing form inside each external event of Hamlet. Indeed, an
internal event is defined as the expression of the seed growing within
an external event. Here is another place to review the facts, this time
to learn if the seed is actually present throughout the entire play, and
if so, how it expresses itself. In 1,1, Horatio encounters the Ghost.
The focus of the seed here is on Horatio, who, as Marcellus tells
us, does not believe in ghosts. Horatio, like Hamlet, is a student at
the University of Wittenberg, where he learned about the princi-
ple of “rational truth” only just emerging at the time and became
fascinated by it. And since there is no place for ghosts in rational
thought, Horatio does not believe in them. The guards, Barnardo
and Marcellus, are less educated, perhaps, but they possess more
everyday know-how. They have actually seen this Ghost and in any
case they are not well-informed skeptics. They are less idealistic
than Horatio, less guided by abstract book knowledge, and more in
touch with the way things are presented to them in real life, whether
rational or irrational. In this scene, Horatio’s idealism comes face to
face for the first time with something it cannot explain. He calls it a
“thing” and an “illusion” because he cannot bring himself even to
say the word ghost. Horatio becomes unnerved because the existence
of the Ghost is contrary to his sense of rational truth. Accordingly,
we may title the internal event in 1,1, “The Ghost defies Horatio’s
idealism.” This is a way of saying that the irrational presence of the
Ghost contradicts Horatio’s rational ideals. What he learned at the
University of Wittenberg does not hold true in the real world of
Denmark. The intellectual focus of the play is already underway by
means of the seed of idealism.

In 1,2, Hamlet learns about the Ghost from Horatio. A short
time before, Hamlet's idealism received a shock in the form of his
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mother’s hasty marriage to his uncle, Claudius. He thought his
mother was idealistically devoted to his father, whom Hamlet loved
deeply, idealistically. How could she forget her husband, her appar-
ent ideal, so soon? Now Hamlet learns from his best friend that a
ghost has appeared and that it resembles his father. Since Hamlet
goes to the same philosophy classes at the University of Wittenberg
as Horatio, he does not believe in ghosts either. Horatio even
feels a little ridiculous telling him about it, but after all, it looked
like Hamlet's father, the former king, and it seemed to be search-
ing for someone. Perhaps it was searching for Hamlet? Also, could
it be that the Ghost has something to say about Denmark’s cur-
rent political crisis? In any case, Hamlet must be told. Actually, five
shocks to Hamlet's idealism occur in this scene: the throne usurped
by Claudius, mourning for his dead father cut short, an unfaithful
mother, his return to Wittenberg forbidden by Claudius, and now
what seems to be the ghost of his father. The seed continues to be
working powerfully.

We have been reviewing the facts to connect the external events
with the seed of idealism. The goal here is to continuously verify the
presence of the seed. The result is the following sequence of external
and internal events, in which the seed is italicized for emphasis.

1,1. External: The Ghost appears
Internal: The Ghost defies Horatio's idealism
1,2. External: Claudius takes over the throne
Internal: Claudius censures Hamlet's idealism
1,3. External: Laertes departs for France
Internal: Polonius exposes his hypocritical ideals
1,4. External: Hamlet meets the Ghost
Internal: The Ghost incites Hamlet's idealism
1,5. External: Hamlet learns that Claudius murdered his father
Internal: The Ghost challenges Hamlet's idealism
2,1. External: Reynaldo departs for France
Internal: Ophelia fears Hamlet has rejected her idealistic love
2,2. External: Hamlet welcomes the Players
Internal: Hamlet plans to put his idealism into action
3,1. External: Claudius eavesdrops on Hamlet
Internal: Hamlet warns Ophelia against betraying her ideals
3,2. External: The “mousetrap scene”
Internal: Hamlet celebrates the apparent success of his idealism
3,3. External: Claudius attempts to pray
Internal: Hamlet attempts to put his ideals into action
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3,4. External: Gertrude appeals to Hamlet
Internal: Hamlet scolds Gertrude for betraying her ideals
4,1. External: Claudius takes action
Internal: Claudius fortifies his cynicism (a cynic believes that
the primary motive of human behavior is self-interest, which
is an obvious defiance of idealism)
4,2. External: Rosencrantz and Guildenstern capture Hamlet
Internal: Hamlet ridicules the cynicism of R and G
4,3. External: Claudius sends Hamlet to England
Internal: Idealistic Hamlet openly defies cynical Claudius
4,4. External: Hamlet crosses paths with Fortinbras
Internal: Hamlet compares his idealism with that of Fortinbras
4,5. External: Laertes returns to Elsinore and observes Ophelia’s
madness
Internal: Laertes’ rash idealism and Ophelia’s defeated idealism
4,6. External: Horatio learns that Hamlet has returned
Internal: Horatio fears that Hamlet has given up his ideals
4,7. External: Claudius and Laertes conspire to murder Hamlet
Internal: Claudius cynically manipulates Laertes’ idealism
5,1. External: Hamlet learns about Ophelia’s death
Internal: Hamlet recognizes that his idealism has led to
Ophelia’s death
5,2. External: Hamlet agrees to a sporting duel with Laertes
Internal: Hamlet comes to terms with his idealism
5,3. External: Hamlet slays Claudius
Internal: Hamlet defends himself and his newly compassion-
ate ideals

All the internal events show an underlying connection with the
seed of idealism, satisfying the purpose for which the seed was pro-
posed in the first place. Idealism is the basic subject that holds every-
thing together. Forcing the seed to the surface in this way makes it
possible to act, direct, and design a play not according to an assort-
ment of motifs, but according to the singular unity of all its parts.
Notice, too, that the seed has been obtained from the facts of the
play itself and has not been imposed from any outside sources.

Three Major Climaxes

A vision of the whole play has begun to come into view. The next
task is to find the three major climaxes, a process that helps to give
the play a sense of forward movement. Regardless of its complexity,
simplicity, or style, the plot of every play goes through three stages
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in which it emerges, develops, and concludes. The first stage drama-
tizes the overall goal of the main character, the second stage shows
the hardships encountered by the main character in pursuit of this
goal, and the third stage enacts how the main character comes to
terms with the play’s particular reality. A climax is an event of high-
est dramatic tension, a major turning point in the action. The begin-
ning, middle, and end comprise the three major climaxes, which by
definition are the single most important events in each of the play’s
three stages of development. Michael Chekhov believed that identi-
fying the three major climaxes is vital because it exposes the basic
outline of the play, which is also one of the purposes of action anal-
ysis. The progress from each climax to the next gives the play a sense
of forward motion. The principle of forward motion holds true even
for plays that seem to show little evidence of a plot or movement
as such.

As long as Hamlet remains ignorant of how his father died, he has
no concrete reason to take decisive action. Claudius has taken the
throne away from him, of course, but Hamlet cannot do anything
about that problem for the reason that Claudius is already in power.
In addition, Hamlet has made it clear to us that he is less upset
about the political issues at stake than he is about the personal ones.
It is not the throne that is on his mind at first, but the atmosphere of
cynicism that seems to have taken over the court. This does not stop
Claudius from worrying that Hamlet is after the throne, however,
because Claudius believes that Hamlet must be motivated by cynical
self-interest, like himself.

For the first major climax, readers would be drawn to the scene
where Hamlet's idealistic energies begin to materialize. This would
be 1,5, where the Ghost reveals the circumstances of his murder and
challenges Hamlet to take revenge. Here is when the seed of idealism
breaks through and begins to grow. Here we begin to see the evil that
had been lurking around King Hamlet in the intrigues of Claudius,
Gertrude, and Polonius. Here Hamlet has come face to face for the
first time with absolute hypocrisy. He makes note of this extraordi-
nary discovery in his journal:

HAMLET. O most pernicious woman! [i.e.,
Gertrude]
O villain, villain, smiling, damnéd villain!
[i.e., Claudius]
My tables — meet it is I set it down
[i.e., in his journal]
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That one may smile, and smile, and be a
villain.
At least I am sure it may be so in Denmark.

Learning about his father’s murder provides Hamlet with grounds
to take decisive action. His ideal world, so comfortable at the
University of Wittenberg up to now, begins to break down. Act 1,
scene 5 corresponds to our understanding of a climax because the
tension of the external events reaches maximum emotional tempera-
ture. It incorporates the entire external plot up to that moment and
points forward to the middle phase of the play’s development. A cli-
max should also be a vivid expression of the internal life of the play.
If the first major climax is 1,5, how does the seed, the expression of
the play’s inner life, operate there? Hamlet's idealism suffers its first
major setback. It is one thing for Claudius and Gertrude to be indif-
ferent to King Hamlet’s death; it is another thing for them to have
murdered him. Another point worth noting in 1,5 is the idealism of
the Ghost, King Hamlet. The assassinated King expects his son, the
Prince and heir apparent, to fulfill his royal responsibilities, his royal
ideals. This creates a new conflict of ideals, which Hamlet does not
foresee the consequences of when he swears to discharge his father’s
command:

HAMLET. Remember thee?
Yes, from the table of my memory
I’ll wipe away all trivial fond records,
All saws of books, all forms, all pres-

sures past

That youth and observation copied there,
And thy commandment all alone shall live
Within the book and volume of my brain,
Unmixed with baser matter. Yes, by heaven!

Hamlet vows to give up his bookishness and devote himself to
revenging his father's murder. But revenge is an ideal, too, although it
belongs to an earlier epoch. Starting in 1,5, a clash emerges between
King Hamlet's old-fashioned feudal ideals and Prince Hamlet's
renaissance humanistic ideals. Idealism itself is being placed
on trial.

The beginning and end of the play are polar opposites; not always,
but more often than not. What is revealed in the beginning changes
into its opposite at the end; what lies in between is the movement
from the beginning through to the end. Opposites by definition are
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different, which means they should be easier to recognize than the
in-between points. That is why we will look for the climax at the
end, the third major climax, before trying to find the middle climax.

There is not much doubt that the most important scene in
Hamlet is 5,3, when all the forces of the play clash and the future of
Denmark is determined. There is little doubt either that 5,3 is the
climax of the external events, or the third major climax. Four deaths,
the collapse of the monarchy, a family dynasty shattered, and a
change of national leadership would be considered a climactic event
under any circumstances.

An earlier event, that in 5,2, is also worth examining for what
it helps us to understand about the seed and how it works. When
Hamlet describes his sea adventures to Horatio, the episode does
not seem to be dramatic in the usual sense because it is narrative for
the most part and does not exhibit much external action. However,
Hamlet has returned to Denmark a changed person. He tries to
explain to Horatio the change that has taken place in him:

HAMLET. Sir, in my heart there was a kind of

fighting

That would not let me sleep. Methought I lay

Worse than mutinies in the bilboes. Rashly,

And praised be rashness for it — let us
know,

Our indiscretion sometimes serves us well

When our deep plots do pall, and that
should learn us

There’s a divinity that shapes our ends,

Rough-hew them how we will —

To paraphrase: “I felt all locked up inside, Horatio. I could not
sleep at night. It was worse than being shackled in chains like a pris-
oner. I know that I impulsively sent Rosencrantz and Guildenstern to
their deaths, and a little while ago I impulsively fought with Laertes
at Ophelia’s grave. But sometimes impulsiveness can be a good thing.
Sometimes accidental blunders work out better in the end than all the
elaborate plotting and planning we could perhaps do. This should
teach us a lesson: there is something indescribable that shapes our des-
tinies, no matter how much our own idealistic plans may interfere.”

A few moments later Osric delivers Claudius’s invitation for a
sporting duel with Laertes, which we know is designed to lead to
Hamlet’s death. Hamlet understands that Osric is Claudius’s lackey
and that he will report everything said here to Claudius. But Hamlet
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only pokes fun at Osric’'s manners; he does not openly scorn him as
he did Rosencrantz and Guildenstern earlier in the play when they
found themselves in a similar position. Osric is just a fool, not a
representative of all the evil in the world (as Hamlet once thought
of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern). The change in Hamlet’s for-
mer intolerance of any sort of hypocrisy surprises Horatio. A few
moments later, Hamlet accepts Claudius’s challenge, but confesses a
shiver of foreboding. Horatio worries that Hamlet could still be in
shock from recent events; he should be looked after in case he does
something, well, impulsive:

HORATIO. If your mind dislike anything, obey
it. I will forestall their repair hither
and say you are not fit.

HAMLET. Not a whit, we defy augury. There is a
special providence in the fall of a spar-
row. If it be now, ‘tis not to come; if it
be not to come, it will be now; if it not
be now, yet it will come. The readiness is
all. Since no man of aught he leaves knows,
what is’t betimes? Let be.

“If you have a bad feeling about this challenge,” Horatio seems
to say, “then please do not go through with it. I will tell the King
that you do not feel well.” “Never mind,” replies Hamlet, “I do not
believe in my so-called intuition anymore. Reality has taught me to
no longer trust my overheated idealism. I must learn to adjust myself
to reality and not try to force reality to adjust itself to me. Whatever
will happen will happen. Living, being ready for life, is what mat-
ters. Anyway, since no one can know what happens after he dies,
why should we agonize over it? We must try to live as honestly as
we can. Let everything else happen as it will.” Hamlet’s inner life has
changed. He used to be impossibly idealistic, both about his own
behavior and that of others. He is still idealistic and honorable, but
now his idealism has been tempered by personal experience and self-
reflection. He instinctively rejects his father’s old-fashioned ideals.
He is less selfish and more compassionate. Note, too, that Hamlet
does not speak in verse at this point, but in plain prose, which
indicates that he is speaking from his heart, without using courtly
phrases.

Could this event actually be the third major climax? Despite the
obvious thematic importance of this scene in the play, our choice
for the third major climax continues to be 5,3, as we discussed
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before. The words about Hamlet's change of heart in 5,2 are as yet
only words. Hamlet’s change of attitude still has to be tested in a
real-life situation. Hamlet does not go to the duel with revenge in
mind. If Claudius had not caused Gertrude’s death in the next scene,
perhaps Hamlet might have reconciled himself to things as they are
and returned to Wittenberg. But when Gertrude dies and Laertes
tells Hamlet about the poisoned rapier (Hamlet will die in a few
moments, like his mother), then Hamlet acts without hesitation.
He feels he must take a public stand against this wickedness. Act 5,
scene 2 is thematic and narrative, while 5,3 thematic and theatrical.
In a play, the true beginning and end ought to illuminate each other
not just thematically, but for the most part theatrically (in action).

The middle is the part of the play where Hamlet’s plans expand
and develop. Hamlet's fanatical pursuit of the truth characterizes
this part of the play. It is fitting that the distinguishing event involves
a company of actors. Hamlet's scenes with the Players form a the-
matic group related to idealism, his and theirs mutually, but the
issues are too multifaceted to be treated at length here. It is enough
to say that Hamlet admires the actors for their professional ideal-
ism, their ability to become engaged by the ideals of characters they
have never even met, and by the moral impact of their work on an
audience’s conscience (on their ideals). “Players are the only honest
hypocrites,” says Hamlet. In other words, the Players are in some sense
from the same planet that he is from. Thus, the second major cli-
max is the “dumb show,” “play-within-a-play,” or “mousetrap scene”
in 3,2, where Claudius reveals his guilt while watching the play-
ers enact “The Murder of Gozago.” Externally, 3,2 is a crowd scene
that involves the entire court, fanfares, color, torches, pageantry, etc.
Internally, it marks the collapse of Claudius’ cynical plotting (he tries
to pray for forgiveness after this scene) and the apparent victory of
Hamlet's idealistic search for the truth.

However, it is not until Hamlet kills Polonius, and later
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, and (indirectly) Ophelia that he
begins to comprehend how his fanatical, impossible idealism has
deformed him. He always thought of himself, and prided himself, as
a good person, humane and thoughtful, yet now he has committed
acts he considered evil in the past. In the graveyard scene, he begins
to recognize how a scrupulous person like himself could be driven
by honorable ideals to behave like those cynics who corrupted the
royal court of Elsinore. In 5,2, he apologizes to Laertes (for being
responsible for the death of Polonius and Ophelia), then in 5,3
he sacrifices himself in the name of compassionate idealism (out of
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kindness, really) and of course for his own spiritual salvation. His
death refutes Claudius’s cynical world view and for that reason it just
might bring about fundamental changes in people’s lives, and, with
any luck, change the course of Denmark’s history. That is why he
insists that Horatio should not die too, but live on to tell Hamlet's
story to future generations:

HAMLET. As th’ art a man

Give me the cup [i.e., of poison]. Let go.
By heaven, I’l1ll ha’t!

O God, Horatio, what a wounded name,

Things standing thus unknown, shall I
leave behind me!

If thou didst ever hold me in thy heart,

Absent thee from felicity awhile,

And in this harsh world draw thy breath in
pain,

To tell my story.

It is no accident that Hamlet's next utterance is about the arrival
of warlike Fortinbras, who promises to honor Hamlet’s death with
a soldier’s funeral. Should this moment be treated approvingly or
ironically?

Theme

Earlier we said that a motif is “a recurring prominent thematic ele-
ment.” However, the dictionary also states that a theme is a “uni-
fying or dominant idea, a motif.” A motif and a theme sound like
the same thing, and for literary purposes they may be identical.
But for actors, directors, and designers there is an important dif-
ference: a motif covers just part of a work, while the theme covers
the whole work. Like the seed, the theme passes through the entire
play, a condition that leads to its definition here: the theme is the
play’s response to the seed, what the play shows about the seed. It is
directly expressed in the actions of the main character and indirectly
in the actions of the supporting characters. We will return to Hamlet
to explain this further.

The three major climaxes provide the best path to understand-
ing the theme of the play. Each climax is the dramatic focus of its
corresponding part of the play and includes the entire external and
internal action up to that point. Let’s review the facts. Three climaxes
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mark Hamlet’s line of development in the play: (1) Hamlet commits
himself to revenging his father's murder; (2) Hamlet ruthlessly pur-
sues the truth and in doing so he is responsible for the deaths of
some innocent people and the disruption of the entire state of
Denmark; (3) as a result, a new self-awareness emerges in Hamlet.
Evil is destroyed, but at what cost, and will it ever return? The play is
a test, or an exhibit, of Hamlet's idealism.

But many plays share the same seed, the same basic subject of ide-
alism. What distinguishes them is their response to the seed, their
outlook toward the basic subject. What does the play Hamlet show
about the character Hamlet's idealism? Hamlet begins in a state of
emotional agitation; he has an overheated sense of right and wrong.
His awkward and destructive progress from this idealism of his
toward a more sensible and humane awareness of life as it really is —
this development constitutes the action of the play. The develop-
ment of a conscience. If the theme is the play’s point of view about
idealism, then the theme of Hamlet can be expressed, if just for our
narrow purpose here, as impossible idealism. In Shakespeare’s plays
everything generally works out all right in the end, but he was not
a moralist or a preacher. His plays do not promote a point of view,
such as “submitting to the status quo” or “resigning oneself to one’s
fate.” They reflect the prevailing spirit of his time: that the estab-
lished order (Providence) is in the end wise and benevolent. For
Shakespeare, living in the world means coming to terms with reality,
not merely as it is in our own minds or in books, but as it is in its
earthbound human entirety.

Be that as it may, ever since Polish critic Jan Kott's book,
Shakespeare our Contemporary, many readers have treated Shakespeare
as a moralist with an ironic sensibility, in other words as a mod-
ernist. According to this point of view, Shakespeare’s plays
expose idealism as a cruel hoax foisted on us by a universe that
is fickle, irrational, and mean-spirited. This interpretive point of view
is intelligent, and perhaps outdated already. But it needs to be
brought up here to remind readers that the purpose of play analy-
sis is not to obtain the definitive interpretation of a play, but at all
times an accurate and consistent one. Our instructional example in
this chapter treats idealism in Shakespeare as a positive impulse:
idealism can be distorted, but in time it will be tempered by con-
tact with real life. This tends to be the consensus view concerning
Shakespeare’s plays. In any case, we have shown how the three major
climaxes in Hamlet illustrate different stages in the development of
the theme of impossible idealism.
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Super-Objective

One of the advantages of defining the three major climaxes is
learning what gives the play a sense of forward motion. Without
this feeling, a play remains flat and uninteresting in performance.
But while the theme is a satisfactory summary statement of the
play’s ideology, it remains just that — a fixed summary, a conclu-
sive statement of the play’s action. In performance, however, the
theme needs to reveal itself progressively, through the events the
characters perform over the course of time. The super-objective is a
concept that embraces the theme, but also provides a sense of for-
ward motion to our understanding of the play. The super-objective
is the main character’s all-inclusive goal; it is the theme expressed
in terms of what the main character is striving to accomplish.
Sometimes it is said that the super-objective originates from the
play itself instead of from the main character, but this is a distinc-
tion without a difference. The overall meaning of a play is always
embodied in its main character in any case. Supporting characters
also have their super-objectives (all-inclusive goals), but they are
less essential in action analysis because they are thematically sub-
ordinate to that of the main character.

Hamlet's super-objective is “to put things right,” or put another
way, “to find out why things have gone wrong.” He wishes to deter-
mine why the world does not operate according to his ideals and
then he wants to change the world so that it does so. He states his
super-objective in the script: “O cursed spite/ That ever I was born to
set it right!” (1,5,215-216).

A review of the facts shows that Hamlet attempts to set things
right throughout the entire play, even after he returns to Denmark
the second time. He puts things right by agreeing to carry out the
Ghost’s demands; by rebuking the lies and hypocrisy of Polonius,
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, Ophelia, Gertrude; and above all by
exposing Claudius in the “mousetrap scene.” Hamlet's impossible
idealism drives him to imagine that with enough effort he will set
everything right in Denmark just by revealing it as wrong. Instead, to
his dismay, he uncovers more deceit, lust, corruption, apathy, syco-
phancy, intrigue, and stupidity everywhere he turns. The only char-
acters that provide him with any genuine help, with any real truth,
are the Ghost, Horatio, the Players, the Gravedigger, and Yorick, the
deceased court jester who was his childhood friend. Hamlet has an
impossible amount of wickedness to set right; however, this does not
deter him from his super-objective.
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Through-action

At this point we are seeking to understand Hamlet as a complete story
once again, as the account of a specific character performing a specific
action within specific circumstances. The through-action, sometimes
called the through-line of action or unbroken line, fulfills this pur-
pose. The through-action has often been discussed in the writing of
Stanislavsky and his followers. The description Sharon Carnicke pro-
vides in her informative book, Stanislavsky in Focus, is a representative
example. She defines the through-action as “A unifying, overall action
that relates all moment-to-moment actions throughout the play to
each other” (181). While this definition is accurate, it does not lead
to the heart of the matter. It still remains somewhat abstract because
it does not distinguish the through-action from the theme, seed, and
super-objective, which also serve to link all the actions to each other in
their own way. It might be more helpful to think of the through-action
as a one-sentence description of the main conflict, expressing what the
main character does in the play to accomplish his/her super-objective.
Though the through-action implies a super-objective, it does not
openly express it, only the means used to accomplish it. Incidentally,
the through-action is also an important concept in film and television
where it is called the premise or sometimes the logline.

Idealism, Hamlet's impractical nature, the corruption in Denmark,
and the concepts of truth and self-awareness found in Hamlet are use-
ful formulations up to a point. Their abstract separation from concrete
instances is helpful for obtaining a vision of the whole. But helpful as
they are, they are still abstractions. To be effective for actors, directors,
and designers, these concepts need to be translated from the abstract
to the concrete, from the realm of ideas back to the realm of real
human behavior evident in the play itself. The through-action makes
it possible for these concepts to become concrete, which is one step
closer to the physical expression necessary for performance.

We need to review the facts again and look with fresh eyes at the
actions that showed us the way to the external events, seed, internal
events, three major climaxes, theme, and super-objective in the first
place. The difference is that now we have a sense of the whole play in
which to frame the story. Remember that reviewing the facts means
asking who, what, where, when, how, and why. Who is Hamlet?
Young, idealistic, devoted to art, philosophy, theology, and poetry.
What is he doing? Searching for dishonesty and trying to eliminate it.
Where is he doing it? In the corrupt royal court of Denmark. When is
he doing it? At a turbulent time when Denmark is threatened by war

23

ACTION ANALYSIS



24

from abroad and when his cynical uncle has taken over the throne.
How does he do it? At times, sensitive and unfeeling, elegant and
clumsy, impulsive and brooding, anguished and elated, graceful and
without grace or finesse, tender and violent. Why is he doing it? His
conscience forces him to do it, and his father, whom he is devoted to,
has ordered him to do it. It is a moral and royal duty.

Hamlet learned about art, literature, theology, and philosophy
at the University of Wittenberg, where he lived for the most part
untouched by real life. Outside the university setting, he meets up with
a reality that is as unfamiliar and unexpected as it is appalling to him.
Hamlet was not equipped for this confrontation with real life after
being isolated from it at the university, which itself may have had an
unrealistic view of the outside world. After going through torment at
court, Hamlet loses faith in the advanced ideals he learned about in
the classroom. They could not conform to practical reality. Then he
returns to the point where he started, washed up on the shores of
Denmark, “naked and alone,” with only his personal experience left
to support him. He has learned for himself that ideals are important
aspirations, but that the real world is a sinful and human place after
all. This knowledge is the foundation for his new strength and the
importance of his story to the world. Hamlet has learned how to face
insanity and corruption without becoming insane and corrupt him-
self. In fact, he has even become more humane in the process.

Reviewing the facts leads to a description of the through-action as a
concise account of what basically happens in the play: a sensitive, ide-
alistic prince provokes dangerous discord in the palace of his uncle,
a criminal usurper. This one-sentence description of the through-
action contains all the parts of action analysis in dormant form.
It suggests Hamlet's super-objective, but does not openly express
it, only the means Hamlet uses to accomplish it — provocation.
It hints that Hamlet could do a lot of damage with his idealistic
provocations, not just to himself but also to others and to his coun-
try. From within the limits of this statement we can also work out
the seed, theme, super-objective, and even find clues about the three
major climaxes. Moreover, this account of the through-action also
preserves the tragic tone of the play. Not everyone may agree with
this description of the through-action, but at least its purpose and
the working process behind it should be apparent.

Counter Through-action

Adjacent to the through-action and running in the opposite direc-
tion to it, passes a counter through-action that is opposed to it. Every
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action in a play, as in life, meets with a counter-action, which either
challenges or strengthens it. The counter through-action is the source
of the conflict in the play. Without it there is no play in the ordinary
sense, because there is no conflict.

Hamlet's principal opponent is Claudius. Determining the counter
through-action involves the same thinking process as the through-
action, except that it is concerned with the story of the principal
opponent of the main character (antagonist) instead of the main
character (protagonist). Who is Claudius? Brother of the deceased
king and uncle to the heir-apparent prince. He is also the new
husband of his brother's widow. What is he? A clever and cynical
murderer and usurper. Where is he doing it? In a palace in feudal
Denmark that is threatened by war. When is he doing it? After the
mysterious death of the former king, who was a legendary warrior.
How does he do it? By murdering the king with the tacit backing of
court insiders. Why does he do it? For power and the former king'’s
wife. This analysis leads to the following description of the counter
through-action: a feudal usurper undermines the provocations of an
idealistic prince, who is his nephew and rightful heir. In this state-
ment, notice the attention to the feudal morality of the world of the
play, which provides a challenge to Hamlet's renaissance idealism
and strengthens it by contrast. Again, this definition is not meant
to be authoritative, simply an object lesson on the process used to
determine the counter through-action.

Action Analysis and Nonrealistic Plays

Realistic and classic plays, in the vein of Death of a Salesman or Hamlet,
are written in a standard manner, with the intention that all the parts
fit plausibly together and everything is readily understandable. At this
point it would be a good idea to go through the process of action anal-
ysis again, but this time using a nonrealistic play, which presents dif-
ferent analytical challenges. Happy Days by Samuel Beckett will be the
play studied for this purpose. Happy Days is one of a group of plays,
written largely in the 1950s and 1960s, collectively labeled “Theatre
of the Absurd,” of which Beckett was the leading figure. Many people
find “Absurdist” and nonrealistic plays in general impossibly hard to
understand. Why do these authors have to write in such a difficult way?
Why so many literary and theatrical tricks? Why are all those com-
plicated things going on all the time? Why do they use so many for-
mal patterns in their writing? Consequently, to understand Absurdist
and other assertively nonrealistic plays, there is an obvious need for
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well-informed actors, directors, designers, and, of course, audiences —
well-informed both in the sense of understanding the dramatic and
theatrical issues involved and in the sense of understanding the
wellspring from which the nonrealistic impulse arises. This makes
Happy Days an excellent play to begin the study of nonrealistic plays
in general. Granted that these plays may be more difficult to under-
stand than realistic or classic plays, all the same action analysis —
and later, formalist analysis — can successfully be used to release their
theatrical potentials just as with any other type of play. The challenge
consists of closer reading and even closer reasoning throughout the
course of analysis. The following breakdown of Happy Days will skip
through the rationale behind the basic concepts and thinking pro-
cesses involved since they have already been explained above.

Sequence of External Events

An event was defined earlier as a conflict, something significant that
changes someone because in general it would not or should not
happen. Nonrealistic plays like Happy Days seem to challenge this
definition because so little happens in them that is significant in the
accepted sense. In fact, one widespread feature of nonrealistic plays
is the comparative insignificance of their events. Many of these plays
have found a way to conceal the outline of the plot or the plot is so
subtle that the entire play may consist of trivial events like so many
of those found in Happy Days — awaking, rummaging through an
ordinary shopping bag, recollecting trivial episodes from the past,
casually chattering, etc. Nevertheless, these plays would fall apart
without at least a minimal plot, which, like all plots, is composed of
events, conflicts.

Ever since the plays of Anton Chekhov, our understanding of what
constitutes a dramatic event has had to go through a re-evaluation.
Chekhov showed that under certain circumstances even the tiniest
events can have significant consequences. Today this way of think-
ing has become part of the air we breathe. Think of how the deli-
cate balance of nature’s ecology can be upset by something as small
as a one percent change in the earth’s ozone layer or a one degree
change in global temperature. A hundred years ago few of us would
have concerned ourselves with something as small as a one percent
or one degree change, even if it could be measured with the scien-
tific instruments of that time. Today we not only have the instru-
ments (ask why), we also know how much our well-being depends
on these tiny conditions. In Happy Days the tiny conditions need to
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be examined very closely indeed. Because they are so different from
what we believe to be dramatic, they can get away from our atten-
tion. Think of how the form of the humble soup can escaped serious
artistic attention before Andy Warhol.

Initial readings of Happy Days suggest again that actors, directors,
and designers need to exercise a special kind of understanding, not
just to identify the events, but also to distinguish the essential from
the less essential. Referring to the travel example at the beginning
of the chapter, Happy Days seems to contain no big cities to arrest
the traveler’s attention but only a succession of small, bus-stop
towns and villages, each one with much the same look and feel as
the other. If this were true, however, the play in performance would
be as boringly repetitious as our imaginary trip. The solution to this
problem is to avoid reading what critics say about a play and turn
instead to the play itself, to examine the countryside, as you might
say, with the sharp eye of an experienced traveler.

Winnie and Willie are first of all husband and wife, and it is from
this understanding that analysis of the play should commence.
Otherwise stated, Happy Days is about a marriage, and the curious
digressions, meditations, and assorted diversions throughout the
play should not distract from this basic fact. A typical day in the
life of Winnie and Willie’s marriage is much the same as that of any
other middle-aged couple: waking up; dressing and grooming; small
talk about current events, shared memories, and life’s little troubles;
settling in with routine daily activities; and to end with, getting
ready for bed. A close look at Happy Days reveals just this sequence
of external events repeated twice — first with Winnie and Willie and
then for the most part Winnie alone.

Act One (day one: Winnie is embedded up to her waist in a
mound of earth. Willie is out of sight behind her.)

. Winnie awakes

. Willie awakes

. Winnie takes care of her appearance

. Winnie and Willie’s light conversation

. Winnie and the revolver

. Winnie and the parasol

7. Winnie and Willie prepare for the “night”

AU WN =

Act Two (day two: Winnie is embedded up to her neck. Willie has
apparently disappeared.)

8. Winnie awakes without Willie, but pretends he is still there
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9. Winnie mentally goes through the first parts of her daily routine
10. Winnie mentally goes through the remaining parts of her
daily routine
11. Willie emerges from his “room” and goes to Winnie

As you would expect, many interesting and entertaining situations
have been purposely omitted from this list. With a nonrealistic play
like Happy Days, it is more important than ever to pass over the less
essential events for the time being and pay attention to the most
important blocks of action to grasp the basic story: two days in the
life of Winnie and Willie.

Reviewing the Facts

At this point it is time to pause and get our bearings by reviewing the
facts. Winnie and Willie are a middle-aged married couple going
through what appears to be a typical day or two in their life together.
They look to be performing routine everyday activities interrupted by
humdrum exchanges of shared experiences, although they are doing
so in a strange environment unlike any ordinary realistic household.
Why they are in this unusual situation or how they got this way is
not made clear, nor is the passage of time, which is apparently static.
Although the situation seems boring and impossible, Winnie in fact
conducts herself with unflagging optimism, while Willie behaves
with relative indifference. This sums up as much as we know at this
point.

Seed

To identify the seed, it is helpful to recall that it starts with one of
ethical precepts found in the common moral imperatives of society.
Prominent among them is the imperative to tell the truth, which is
the issue at stake in Happy Days. Winnie is in effect “lying” about her
reality. There is no reason for her to be happy, and yet she is. Her life
is impossible. It is evident that Winnie's image of both Willie and
their life together is in conflict with reality. Moreover, since her pic-
ture of the situation interferes with her capacity for self-awareness,
it could be comparable to lying. Nevertheless, she is so used to this
lie that she has come to believe it is real, necessary, and important.
Now, a dream is a succession of involuntary images that pass
through the mind at night while we are asleep. But a dream can also
be voluntary; something indulged in while we are awake, such as a
daydream or reverie about something longed for, a deep aspiration.
This second meaning is what concerns us here. Winnie is living in
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a dream (some would say nightmare). She has created a dream life
for herself in a world that is otherwise unfit to live in. The seed, the
basic subject, of Happy Days is dreams of this nature.

Let’s review some of the facts to check the accuracy of this seed.
One of the most puzzling features of Happy Days is Winnie's unthink-
ing belief that Willie is a model husband when for sure he is other-
wise. Critics point out that Winnie is a creature of habit and that she
uses habit as a defense against the depressing reality of her marriage
and her situation in general. Yet Winnie’s habits may also show that
she is motivated by a certain dream image of Willie and their life
together. She prays daily, gives careful attention to her appearance,
wears becoming clothing and jewelry, uses a lady’s parasol to protect
her from the sun, is conscientious about her hairdo, wears a fash-
ionable hat, treats Willie politely (usually), enjoys poetry and music
up to a point, is a skilled and gracious light conversationalist, etc.
All for Willie and their life together, or at least for their dream life
together. She disapproves of Willie's bad habits, of course — wearing
no clothes, enjoying pornographic postcards, vulgarly cleaning his
nose, etc. Regarding his behavior and her environment in general,
however, she is eager to excuse things and tries never to complain
about things she cannot change — all features of her dream image
of Willie and their relationship.

There may be different ways and means to explain the basic sub-
ject of Happy Days, but most readers would agree that Winnie's
dream life resonates throughout the entire play. In any case, this
interpretation can serve to explain the process of discovering the
seed, a process that serves realistic and nonrealistic plays alike. It is
only that identifying the seed for a nonrealistic play like Happy Days
requires a special effort at close reading and close reasoning. Above
all, a special effort has to be made to see these plays with empathy,
namely, from the point of view of the main character instead of from
that of an ironic or unsympathetic observer.

Sequence of Internal Events

If the seed of the play is dreams, there should be evidence of it in all
the external events. In the first external event, Winnie awakens and
begins her day. She says her morning prayers, grooms herself, checks
on Willie’s welfare, and expresses her gratitude to the Divinity that
nothing significant has changed in her life. “So much to be thank-
ful for,” she says. We may title the first internal event: Winnie begins
another happy day in her dream world. It makes no difference that we
believe she should behave otherwise; it is her view that matters here.
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In the second event, Winnie awakens Willie while she continues
her grooming. As he raises his head behind the mound of earth and
begins his day, we notice that he is bald and naked (not youthful,
stylish, or handsome), that she has struck him in the head when she
tossed away her medicine bottle, and that he settles in to read the
obituaries from the newspaper. These circumstances can be seen as
a parody of a middle-aged married couple long accustomed to
each other’s habits and eccentricities. Any sense of parody, how-
ever, escapes Winnie's notice. Willie reads that an old acquain-
tance of theirs, Reverend Carolus Hunter, has died, which prompts
Winnie's recollection of a dalliance she had in her youth, perhaps
with Hunter. This memory in fact enhances her dream life (she was
courted in her youth by an important person!) and Willie’s status
in her eyes (he was the man she chose over Hunter to be her hus-
band!). The second internal event is that Winnie’s dream husband
awakes and makes her happy with his amusing conversation.

Continuing to verify the presence of the seed of dreams in this
manner, the result might be a sequence of internal events like the
following. Note that the seed is exposed on purpose and included
30 in the statement of each internal event (and italicized for emphasis
here).

1. External: Winnie awakes
Internal: Winnie begins another happy day in her dream world
2. External: Willie awakes
Internal: Winnie's dream husband awakes and joins her for
another happy day
3. External: Winnie looks at the naughty postcard
Internal: Winnie's dream falters, but she holds onto it
4. External: Willie retires to his hole
Internal: Winnie's dream falters, but she holds onto it
5. External: Winnie and the revolver
Internal: Winnie's dream falters, but she holds onto it
6. External: Winnie and the parasol
Internal: Winnie's dream falters, but she holds onto it
7. External: Winnie's memory of Shower and Cooker
Internal: Winnie's dream falters, but she holds onto it
8. External: Winnie and Willie prepare for bed
Internal: Winnie's dream falters, but she holds onto it
9. External: Winnie awakes without Willie, but pretends he is
still there
Internal: Winnie's dream falters, but she holds onto it
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10. External: Winnie mentally goes through the first parts of her
daily routine
Internal: Winnie’s dream falters, but she holds onto it

11. External: Winnie mentally goes through the remaining parts
of her daily routine
Internal: Winnie’s dream falters, but she holds onto it

12. External: Willie crawls to Winnie
Internal: Winnie’s dream falters, but she holds onto it

Winnie always has to reinforce her dream of happiness because
it is so pathetic and pointless. The internal events are repetitive, of
course, and Chapter 7 will explain the rationale behind this feature
of nonrealistic plays. At this point, though, it is enough to verify that
the seed of dreams is continuously present in each external event.
Moreover, this conclusion is supported by facts from the play itself,
and not drawn from literary commentary about the play.

Theme

The theme is the play’s viewpoint about the seed. This is another way
of saying that the theme is the mind-set of the main character about
the seed, since a play is in effect the biography of its main charac-
ter. In Happy Days, the main character is Winnie, of course, and her
mind-set about the seed of dreams is most sharply defined in her
relationship with Willie. Willie's first appearance reassures Winnie
that her dream is safe and sound, at least for the moment. His sec-
ond appearance reassures her of this once again as they prepare to
retire at the close of the day. And his final appearance (after a myste-
rious absence) pacifies her fear that her dream may have collapsed.
These events show that Winnie seeks her happiness — her dream
world — through Willie. His presence is essential for her happi-
ness. His crude behavior, his indifference, and the isolation of their
relationship have no affect on her rose-colored image of him. These
seeming contradictions only serve to confirm and strengthen her
dream-picture of him, of her life, and indeed of her entire world.

Winnie is insensitive to obvious facts because her dream is illogi-
cal and misguided — absurd. Accordingly, the theme is absurd
dreams. Happy Days does not necessarily illustrate the meaningless-
ness of existence or the incapability of human communication.
It illustrates how her absurd dreams have made the existence of
Winnie and Willie meaningless and uncommunicative. Her absurd
dreams have deadened her consciousness and blocked fulfillment of
her potential as a human being. She is trapped in a dream world.
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Some might say that Winnie is “whistling in the dark,” being cheer-
ful and optimistic in a situation that does not warrant cheerfulness or
optimism. Others might say that she is “fiddling while Rome burns,”
behaving heedlessly and irresponsibly in the midst of a crisis, in the
midst of a meaningless existence. The latter was a popular view of
Happy Days and the themes of Absurdist plays fifty years ago when
these plays first appeared on the scene. But the world changes and
art changes along with it, and so today it is possible to see that Happy
Days and Absurdist plays in general are as much about absurd personal
dreams as they are about the so-called meaninglessness of existence.
Of the two interpretations, both are “right,” in the sense that they
are not imposed from outside but emerge from close reading of the
play itself. Moreover, both readings are truthful, in the sense that they
reflect genuine feelings many of us have at moments in our lives. This
seeming paradox — two different themes that are both “right” —
is a useful object lesson about the issue of artistic interpretation.

Three Major Climaxes

Traditional dramatic form has a beginning, middle, and end, but
Happy Days seems to start in the middle of things and end without a
feeling of closure. It is all middle, apparently, without a conventional
beginning or end. Yet in spite of everything, the beginning, middle,
and end are there. They may be small and “insignificant,” but with-
out them the play would fall apart. Happy Days asks us to re-evaluate
our understanding of what constitutes a beginning, middle, and end.

Starting in reverse order, the third major climax — the formal
end — is without doubt Willie’s appearance in the final event of the
play. Is it safe to assume that Willie might also play a part in the first
and second major climax? Compared to Winnie's trivial activities,
Willie’s entrances and exits are fairly dramatic events. They provide
Winnie with her sole assurance of happiness. In all probability, the
first, second, and third major climaxes involve Willie as well:

e First major climax: Willies first entrance (at the back of the
earthen mound) begins Winnie’s happy day

e Second major climax: Willie’s second entrance (still at the
back of the mound) concludes Winnie’s happy day

e Third major climax: Willie’s third entrance (in front of the
mound) revives Winnie’s happy day after she fears he has left her

Willie’s first appearance marks the formal beginning of the play’s
action. His second appearance (after briefly retiring to his hole to avoid
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sunburn) marks the formal middle of the play, the point where the
action begins to move toward the third major climax. The placement
of the second major climax at the end of act 1 is a conventional piece
of dramatic writing. It is a time-honored way of concluding the first act
while pointing in the direction of what is to come. For most of the sec-
ond act Winnie does not see or hear from Willie and fears he may be
gone. When Willie reappears, it restores Winnie's faith in her dream,
marking the end of the play. Happy Days is a nonrealistic play, but its
formal beginning, middle, and end (an arrival marks the beginning, an
arrival marks the middle, and another arrival marks the end) are indis-
pensable for playwriting in general. That the ending still lacks a conven-
tional sense of closure is an issue that action analysis is not equipped to
deal with. The ending as a feature by itself is treated in more detail in
Chapter 5, Progressions and Structure.

Super-Objective

The super-objective, the main character’s overall goal, helps to estab-
lish a sense of forward motion in the play. The difficulty in nonrealistic
plays like Happy Days is to find a super-objective to guide this sense of
forward motion in the direction of an actable path. One obvious choice
of super-objective for Winnie would be to live happily and without
complaint. As Stanislavsky and many others have pointed out, however,
such empty, generalized feelings as “to live happily” lack artistic truth on
stage. To work effectively in performance, a play must illustrate a specific
attitude toward a specific condition or person, an attitude from which
truthful feelings can emerge. Truthful feelings cannot be performed
directly, but are the summary by-products of preceding conditions. Such
shapeless feelings as happiness arise from concrete circumstances in
Winnie's life, and actors, directors, and designers feel the need to work
out concrete, human ways to theatricalize them.

The solution to this problem is to be unyielding about asking spe-
cific questions: What exactly is Winnie unable to understand? What is
she happy about? What is her husband indifferent about? A reader’s
intuition can be helpful as far as it goes, but specific conditions that
relate to the world of the play must still be found. Close reading
shows that Willie’s presence seems to confirm something for Winnie,
to reassure her of something, to support her belief in something. What
could Willie’s mere presence represent for Winnie? The answer is —
her dream. Winnie's super-objective is to uphold her dream world at
all costs. If her dream world gives way, if Willie should disappear, her
entire world would collapse, which it does temporarily in act 2 where
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she struggles to keep it going. Winnie’s habits are little rituals she uses
to keep her dream alive. Unfortunately, her circumstances — an empty
marriage and an empty existence — are incompatible with her super-
objective. The contradiction between her absurd dream of happiness
and the unhappiness of her life is precisely the meaning and enter-
tainment value of the play.

Through-action

The through-action is a concise, one-sentence description of the main
conflict. This may sound easy, but as we can see from our earlier search
of the through-action in Hamlet, it can be a tricky process to extract
the substance of a play and shape it into a satisfactory one-sentence
through-action. This is even truer for nonrealistic plays, where so little
seems to be happening or where what is happening seems to be so con-
fusing and mysterious. Indeed, that is why focalizing the story into the
form of a through-action is twice as important in nonrealistic plays.

A simple review of the facts discloses the following. Who is
Winnie? A married, middle-aged woman. What is she doing?
Keeping herself attractive and respectable through routine daily hab-
its. Where? In a desolate, uninhabited locale (a picture of her outer
and inner life). When? Timeless, without beginning or end (again,
her outer and inner life). Why? To maintain her dream of happiness.
How? Bravely and with spirit, though sometimes downcast. Think of
a woman living in an empty marriage with an indifferent husband
and in an indifferent world, and then think of the artificial reality
she must create for herself to survive. Accordingly, the through-action
might be stated in this way: a middle-aged wife trapped in a hope-
less marriage tirelessly reactivates herself and her apathetic husband.
Is this through-action too simple-minded for such a play as Happy
Days? Is Winnie trapped in a hopeless marriage or a cosmic crisis? Is
Winnie's through-action cheerful and optimistic or heedless and irre-
sponsible? Is Happy Days a thoughtful parody of a domestic comedy
or an illustration of the callous indifference of Providence? One clue
may be Winnie's surprise at the end when she sees what Willie looks
like after his unexplained absence. Coincidentally, at the time of this
writing Happy Days is playing in New York, where actress Fiona Shaw
is performing the role of Winnie as a “deluded celebrity.”

Counter Through-action

The relationship between Winnie and Willie creates a clash of pur-
poses, a conflict. It may be a low-key conflict, but it is a conflict
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nonetheless. It arises from Winnie’s absurd dream and Willie's
inability or unwillingness to live according to it. Willie is unlike
Winnie's dream image of him, and he is (deliberately?) unresponsive
to her efforts to sustain their relationship beyond the minimum of
reluctant coexistence. The conflict between them is never hostile, of
course. Winnie is too compliant and Willie is too indifferent for
outspoken disagreements to occur. But even so, there is opposition
between them, and it might be described in the form of this coun-
ter through-action: an apathetic husband refuses to accept his wife's
attempts to reactivate their relationship. If this counter through-
action is accurate, then what might Willie’s intention be when he
reappears at the end? What kind of clothing is he wearing, and why
is he “dressed to kill”? In nonrealistic plays it is essential to take the
mise-en-scene (costume, in this event) into account more than ever.

Summary

Action analysis of Hamlet and Happy Days began with a list of con-
crete events, then switched back and forth between abstract ideas
(seed and theme) and concrete events (three major climaxes,
super-objective), and concluded with the world of concrete behav-
ior (through-action and counter through-action). The outcome is a
no-nonsense vision of the whole, a speedy way of getting to the pro-
fessional inner workings of a play. By concentrating on the events
of the plot as it does, action analysis enables us to see the progress
of the dramatic action, the thematic core, the conflict, and the basic
storyline of the play. Action analysis establishes a firm foundation
with which to begin rehearsals and director-designer conferences. If
action analysis is done at the beginning of the study process, it helps
actors, directors, and designers to maintain a point of reference dur-
ing the more detailed method of script analysis taught in the fol-
lowing chapters. If it is done in company with formalist analysis, it
can help to show how everything in a play is interconnected. The
reduced, concentrated nature of action analysis leads to an apprecia-
tion of how plays are written, how they work in terms of practical
theatre, and how much special ability it takes to write even a mod-
estly successful play. Yet by no means is action analysis complete
in itself.

Prior experience with action analysis is not required for the
method of formalist analysis taught in the following chapters.
Both approaches are formalist in the sense that they acknowledge
the importance of form (the arrangement of parts) in a play, and
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they depend on information from the play itself instead of outside
sources. The next chapters will show how formalist analysis starts
from the very beginning, without preparation, building fact upon
fact, until the overall unity of the play emerges almost by itself. Even
so, added insights can be gained in formalist analysis by building
on knowledge gained from prior action analysis. Thus, for readers
who wish to combine the findings of action analysis and formalist
analysis, Chapters 2 though 7 provide appropriate added questions.

Questions

1.

Sequence of External Events. What are the most important exter-
nal events, those that change characters the most? How are they
arranged in order? Descriptions should be short and snappy,
without resorting to abstract or literary words. What do the exter-
nal events suggest about the mise-en-scene? How could the mise-
en-scene contribute to the effectiveness of the external events?
Review of the Facts. Who are the most important characters in
each event? What are they doing in practical terms? Where are
they doing it, in what physical environment? When are they
doing it? Why are they doing it? How are they doing it, in what
manner emotionally? Again, thinking should be short and
snappy, not bookish.

Seed. To begin with, look for the basic moral commandment vio-
lated in the play. Is it murder, adultery, slander or lying, honor
between parents and children, or the attitude toward the Divinity?
What subject, based on this commandment, provides the creative
impulse behind the play? A few words, or even one word, will be
enough to describe the seed. (The seed is an extremely important
concept, but it can be difficult to accept and deal with in a deter-
mined way. Stick-to-itiveness will pay off in the end.) What does
the seed suggest about the mise-en-scene? How could the mise-
en-scene contribute to the effectiveness of the seed?

Sequence of Internal Events. Look for the latent connection
between the seed and each external event. Short and snappy,
always using the seed itself in the formulation. What elements
of the mise-en-scene are suggested by the internal events? How
could the mise-en-scene contribute to the effectiveness of the
internal events?

Three Major Climaxes. What are the three major climaxes (the three
events of highest dramatic tension or emotional temperature;
the three major turning points in the action; the beginning,
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middle, and end)? What do the three major climaxes suggest
about the mise-en-scene? How could the mise-en-scene contrib-
ute to the effectiveness of the three major climaxes?

Theme. What is the main character’s response to the seed, toward
the basic subject of the play? In other words, what does the play
demonstrate about the seed? How do the three major climaxes
show the progressive development of the theme, its beginning,
middle, and end? What does the theme suggest about the mise-
en-scene? How could the mise-en-scene contribute to the effec-
tiveness of the theme?

Super-Objective. The super-objective is best stated as a future
action, a goal the main character is striving to achieve. How is
the super-objective expressed through the unfolding action of
the main character? What is the course of action, progress, or
path of the super-objective as it develops in the actions of the
main character? What does the super-objective suggest about the
mise-en-scene? How could the mise-en-scene contribute to the
effectiveness of the super-objective?

Through-action. State the main conflict of the play in one concise
sentence — the story of a particular character performing a par-
ticular action under particular circumstances. How are the seed,
theme, and super-objective latent within the through-action?
What does the through-action suggest about the mise-en-scene?
How could the mise-en-scene contribute to the effectiveness of
the through-action?

Counter Through-action. What counteraction interferes with the
through-action of the main character, both challenging and
strengthening it? What storyline runs adjacent to the through-
action, but in the opposite direction? What is the source of the
main conflict in the play? What does the counter through-action
suggest about the mise-en-scene? How could the mise-en-scene
contribute to the effectiveness of the counter through-action?
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CHAPTER 2

Given
Circumstances

This chapter begins the study of formalist analysis, which

is the foundation for action analysis studied in the previous
chapter. Unlike action analysis, which is rapid and sketchy,
formalist analysis is slow and detailed. Like the first years of
medical study that involve the close study of anatomy and
how the body works, formalist analysis studies the form
(anatomy) of plays and how plays work. Formalist analysis
asks readers not to cling to any ideas of their own about the
play or characters, but to allow the play to come to them
and identify itself piece by piece. Readers have ideas, of
course, but they are asked to set them aside and let the play
speak to them. Readers should also try to forget about
previous theories — for the time being there is just the
reader and the play.

The Introduction referred to Aristotle’s Poetics, in which

it was said that plays consist of six elements that set them
apart from other artistic forms: plot, character, idea,
dialogue, tempo-rhythm-mood (Aristotle’s “music”), and
mise-en-scene (scenery, costumes, lighting, properties,
sound, makeup). Aristotle arrived at this scheme in his study
of how the parts of a play operate. He did not mean that all



plays have these elements in the same amount or in

the same way. One play may have more or fewer events

in its plot than another, more complicated or simplified char-
acters, and more or less attention devoted to mise-en-scene.
Aristotle meant that all these elements are present in one
form or another in all those works we call plays. Because
this is a book about script analysis, however, we are primar-
ily concerned here with the written part of a play. We will
not deal directly with the practice of acting, directing, or
design in themselves, but with the playwright’s text, which
is always the starting point for theatricalization by actors,
directors, and designers.

The beginning of all plays is the unique combination of present and
past that Stanislavsky called the given circumstances. Others use dif-
ferent terms — social context, foundations of the plot, playwright's
setting, texture, local detail, or literary landscape. They all mean the
same thing. Given circumstances are the specific conditions in which
the action of the play occurs.

Novice play readers sometimes consider given circumstances as
the trivial, uninteresting things they can pass over. The impulse may
be unthinking, but it acknowledges something important. At first
glance, the given circumstances may not seem as exciting or useful
as are the other parts of a play, for example, the characters or set-
ting. They are simple things — so obvious that the impulse is to take
them for granted, like the air we breathe. Yet assumptions that are
most familiar are often hardest to recognize as important; again, like
the air we breathe. Actually, the given circumstances are as vital to a
play as plot, character, and all the other features. They put the char-
acters and audience into the “here and now” of the action. Without
the given circumstances, characters would exist in an abstract never-
never land without any connection to real life. Given circumstances
work as silent, invisible yet potent forces. They influence the charac-
ters, increase tensions, create complications, create the environment,
suggest the mise-en-scene, and move the plot forward. Moreover,
given circumstances always contain important clues to other parts of
the play. They may seem trivial, but they are precisely the details that
make it possible to know what makes the plot go and the characters
tick. Bringing each given circumstance into focus will help to explain
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how it operates. This can happen only after careful analysis forces it
to stand up and be identified.

This chapter is concerned with the given circumstances that take
place in the present, on stage, before the audience. They spring from
the time and place of the play along with the conventions, attitudes,
and manners behind and around it. Under this heading, we will
be concerned with eight subtopics: time, place, society, economics,
learning and the arts, politics and law, spirituality, and, to end with,
the world of the play. In the next chapter, we will turn to the given
circumstances that exist in the past, the unseen background story,
which includes everything that happened before the play begins.

Time

Time in the given circumstances has three aspects: (1) the time of the
play’s writing, (2) the time in which the action of the play is set, and
(3) the time that passes during the course of the action.

Time of Composition

The time of composition is not strategic in the earliest stages of script
analysis because it is not part of the written play. It will become
more valuable when it is studied in connection with the biography
of the author, the conditions of the author’s era, and the place of
the play within the body of the author’s works. Although knowl-
edge of the author’s life, world, and work is necessary for a complete
understanding of any play, too much attention to these issues at this
early point can even be distracting. Sometimes confusion can arise
between what is learned about a play from outside sources and what
is objectively in it. It is perhaps better to set aside external matters
for a later time when the process of script analysis is further along.

Time of the Action

In many plays it is important to know the time of the action, that
is, the exact time, season, and year in which the action is set. This
knowledge is not just for the sake of realism or bookish accuracy
but also to be aware of the entire dramatic situation. The exacti-
tude of the information available about time depends on the play.
For instance, in Death of a Salesman there are references in Willy
Loman’s flashbacks to the boxer Gene Tunney and the football
player Red Grange. These names establish the year of those scenes at
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about 1927 when Tunney was heavyweight champion and Grange
played football for the Chicago Bears. Two years later the stock mar-
ket crashed, ushering in the Great Depression — important time
information in this play about the American dream of financial
success. References to the time period in Machinal — a telephone
switchboard, adding machines, typewriters, Telephone Girl, slang
(“hot dog!,” “sweetie,”“sweet papa”), and the Mexican Revolution —
establish the time of the action as the decade of the 1910s, an era of
immense national confidence prior to World War I. It was also the
decade of revolution in Russia. The last days of the archconservative
lawyer, Roy Cohn, depicted in Angels in America, set this play’s action
in 1986. At that time Cohn was dying of AIDS-related illness, and
the United States Attorney General had published the first official
report about AIDS. For the first time the enormous magnitude of the
AIDS epidemic began to be reflected in public discourse. This year
was also the beginning of Ronald Regan’s second term as president,
which many considered a signal of the end of the American liberal
ideal. The year 1986 can therefore be seen as the end one era and
the beginning of another.

Gene Tunney, the Great Depression, economic boom and politi-
cal unrest, Roy Cohn, and public awareness of the AIDS epidemic
are important in these plays not merely because they help to estab-
lish the historical context, but because they set in motion, stand out
against, or reinforce the conflicts among the characters and inform
the creative work of designers. For these reasons, the time of the
action is a crucial issue. The time of the action should be determined
by searching the dialogue for direct statements or references to his-
torical people, places, or things. Stage directions and playwrights’
notes offer added information about the time of the action, but they
are not as dependable or influential as time stated in the dialogue
itself. Since stage directions and extra notes are only one vision of
the play, actors, directors, and designers looking forward to a gen-
uinely contemporary production will normally withhold study of
them until settling on their own interpretation first.

Dramatic Time

Dramatic time is the total of the time that passes during the on-stage
action plus the time during intervals between acts and scenes. Some
plays permit very precise determination. In The Wild Duck, it is pos-
sible, without the help of stage directions, to identify the passage of
dramatic time almost to the hour, including the time of day and day
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of the week for each act. But dramatic time can also be compressed
or expanded to accommodate theatrical needs. Several days pass in
The Piano Lesson, months in Hamlet, and years in Three Sisters and
Mother Courage. Time moves forward and backward in Death of a
Salesman, and stands still in Happy Days. In A Lie of the Mind, time
moves in random leaps.

There is an interesting assortment of information about dramatic
time in the opening lines of Hamlet:

BERNARDO. Who’s there?

FRANCISCO. Nay, answer me. Stand and unfold
yourself.

BERNARDO. Long live the King!

FRANCISCO. Bernardo?

BERNARDO. He.

FRANCISCO. You come most carefully upon your
hour.

BERNARDO. ‘Tis now struck twelve; get thee to
bed, Francisco.

FRANCISCO. For this relief much thanks. ‘Tis
bitter cold, And I am sick at heart.

BERNARDO. Have you had quiet guard?

FRANCISCO. Not a mouse stirring.

BERNARDO. Well; good night.

Although Francisco is on guard duty, Bernardo speaks the first
line. Why? Because he is nervous to begin with and then becomes
frightened when Francisco makes a noise in the dark as he paces
back and forth during his watch. Then Francisco challenges him,
“Nay, answer me.” Francisco, after all, is the one who is on guard
duty. “Stand and unfold yourself,” he says, from which we under-
stand that it is night and Bernardo is coming toward him wrapped
in a cloak. The cloak is needed because it is winter, a fact that is con-
firmed a moment later when Francisco says “Tis bitter cold.” Another
comment by Bernardo indicates the time of day — “Tis now struck
twelve” — and specifies the time as midnight. The passage ends with
Bernardo’s expression of “good night” to further emphasize the late-
ness of the hour (and his eagerness to get away). They are all afraid
of something. Imaginative actors, directors, and designers should be
able to grasp the mysterious atmosphere Shakespeare has established
as the cold winter night enfolds the jumpy, frightened characters.
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Ibsen uses some of the same methods for expressing dramatic
time in this selection from act 2 of The Wild Duck:

(A knocking is heard at the entrance door.)

GINA. (rising) Hush, Ekdal — I think there’s
someone at the door.

HJALMAR. (laying his flute on the bookcases)
There! Again!
(Gina goes and opens the door.)

GREGERS. (in the passage) Excuse me —

GINA. (starting back slightly) Oh!

GREGERS. Doesn’t Mr. Ekdal, the photographer,
live here?

GINA. Yes, he does.

HJALMAR. (going toward the door) Gregers! You
here after all? Well, come in then.

GREGERS. (coming in) I told you I would come
and look you up.

HJALMAR. But this evening — Have you left the
party? 43

GREGERS. I have left the party and my father’s.
Good evening, Mrs. Ekdal. I don’t know
whether you recognize me?

GINA. Oh, yes, it’s not difficult to know young
Mr. Werle again.

GREGERS. No, I am like my mother, and no doubt
you remember her.

HJALMAR. Left your father’s house, did you
say?

GREGERS. Yes, I have gone to a hotel.

HJALMAR. Indeed. Well, since you’re here, take
off your coat and sit down.

GREGERS. Thanks. (He takes off his overcoat.)

Gregers' statement, “I told you I would come and look you up,” refers
to something he said to Hjalmar at the dinner party, an event we
already know occurred earlier the same evening. Its use at this point
is not just a way of maintaining continuity of time by connecting this
scene with a prior incident in the play, but also indicates that Gregers
has rushed over to Hjalmar’s house straight after arguing with his
father. Hjalmar’s reply “But this evening — Have you left the party?”
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and Gregers’ responses “I have left the party” and “Good evening, Mrs.
Ekdal” reinforce the continuity of time, confirm the time of the current
scene, and underscore Hjalmar’s surprise at the fact of Gregers’s unex-
pected, late-night arrival. We see also that Gregers is wearing an over-
coat because it is winter. The season is important enough for Ibsen to
remind us about it again in the accompanying stage directions, which
we know he wrote himself. The point is that the environment is cold,
that Gregers is a mysterious late-night visitor, and, besides that, he is
more or less a stranger.

In the opening scene of A Raisin in the Sun, dramatic time is stated
in the dialogue, observed in the characters’ actions, and confirmed
in the stage directions. Ruth mentions it three times. Travis gets out
of bed and exits to the bathroom, and then Ruth warns Walter Lee
about being late for work. Ruth’s interest in the time shows that it is
her duty to keep the family operating successfully.

RUTH. Come on now, boy, it’s seven thirty.
(He sits up at last, in a stupor of
sleepiness.)
I say hurry up. Travis! You ain’t the only
person in the world got to use a bathroom.
(The child, a sturdy, handsome boy of
ten or twelve, drags himself out of bed
and almost blindly takes his towels and
“today’s clothes” from the drawers and a
closet and goes out to the bathroom, which
is in an outside hall and which is shared
by another family or families on the same
floor. RUTH crosses to the bedroom door at
right and opens it and calls in to her
husband.)
Walter Lee!.. It’s after seven thirty! Lemme
see you do some waking up in there now. (She
waits.) You better get up from there, man!
It’s seven thirty I tell you. (She waits
again.) All right, you just go ahead and
lay there and next thing you know Travis
be finished and Mr. Johnson’ll be in there
and you’ll be fussing and cussing around
here like a mad man! And be late too! (She
waits, at the end of her patience.) Walter
Lee — it’s time to get up!
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Careful detective work searching for the passage of time in the
dialogue will pay handsome dividends later on when dealing with
more complicated issues.

Place

The next subdivision of given circumstances is place — the physical
environment. Some directors and designers feel that the mise-en-
scene should illustrate the physical environment realistically, while
others believe it should illustrate the play’s inner spirit. Formalist
analysis does not argue for or against either of these viewpoints.
A realistic picture of the physical environment may work for some
plays and an abstract scenic metaphor for others, while for oth-
ers it may be a combination or something entirely different. What
is important is that the physical environment in any configura-
tion influences the action, characters, and environment. Therefore
it is an extremely important part of the entire experience of
the play.

General Locale

The first topic under the heading of place is general locale, that is, the
country, region, or district in which the action is set. Instructions
about the general locale are often available in the front notes and
stage directions, but readers should always validate them in the dia-
logue as much as possible, if not discounting them sometimes for
the sake of genuine originality. This passage from Hamlet contains
references to the city of Wittenberg, where Hamlet has been study-
ing, as well as to Denmark, his native country and the geographical
setting for the action:

CLAUDIUS. For your intent
In going back to school in Wittenberg,
It is most retrograde to our desire;
And we beseech you bend you to remain
Here, in the cheer and comfort of our eye,
Our chiefest courtier, cousin and our son.
QUEEN. Let not thy mother lose her prayers,
Hamlet.
HAMLET. I shall in all my best obey you, madam.
CLAUDIUS. Why, ‘tis a loving and a fair reply.
Be as ourself in Denmark.
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In addition to these locales, the play also contains references to
Poland, Norway, England, and France. The motive for including all
these locales is more than topographical accuracy. Readers should
ask themselves: Why Wittenberg? Why Norway? Why England? What
was Shakespeare getting at by naming so many countries?

The emotional associations evoked by the general locale can also
contribute to the emotional life of the entire play. Playwrights take
advantage of this to add extra meaning to their works. Few can read
Machinal, for example, without sensing the emotional associations
of life in a large, busy metropolis such as New York City. Death of
a Salesman contains several examples of emotions associated with
the general locale, as in this passage when Willy Loman laments the
decline of the neighborhood around his home in Brooklyn.

WILLY. The street is lined with cars. There’s
not a breath of fresh air in the neighbor-
hood. The grass don’t grow anymore, Yyou
can’t raise a carrot in the back yard.
Remember those two beautiful elm trees out
there? They should’ve had a law against
apartment houses. Remember when I and Biff
hung the swing between them?

In this excerpt from A Raisin in the Sun, Mama Younger announces
that she has made a down payment on a new home. Her family has
been living in a crowded tenement on Chicago’s south side. They are
delighted about the prospect of a place of their own. There are nega-
tive associations connected with the soon-to-be neighborhood, how-
ever, which everyone knows to be a white suburb.

RUTH. Oh, Walter...a home...a home. (She comes
back to Mama.) Well — where is it? How big
is it? How much it going to cost?

MAMA. Well —

RUTH. When we moving?

MAMA. (smiling at her) First of the month.

RUTH. (throwing her head back with jubilance)
Praise God!

MAMA. (tentatively, still looking at her son’s
back turned against her and RUTH) It’s —
it’s a nice house too...
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(She cannot help speaking directly to him.
An imploring quality in her voice, her
manner, makes her almost like a girl now.)
Three bedrooms — nice big one for you and
Ruth.Me..and Beneatha still have to share
our room, but Travis have one of his own —
and (with difficulty) I figure if the — new
baby — is a boy, we could get one of them
double-decker outfits...And there’s a yard
with a little patch of dirt where I could
maybe get to grow me a few flowers...And a
nice big basement...

RUTH. Walter, honey, be glad —

MAMA. (still to his back, fingering things on the
table) ‘Course I don’t want to make it sound
fancier than it is...It’s Jjust a plain
little old house — but it’s made good and
solid — and it will be ours. Walter Lee -
it makes a difference in a man when he can
walk on floors that belong to him...

RUTH. Where is it?

MAMA. (frightened at this telling)Well — well —
it’s out there in Clybourne Park —

47

(RUTH’s radiance fades abruptly, and
Walter finally turns slowly to face his
mother with incredulity and hostility.)
MAMA. (matter-of-factly) Four-o-six Clybourne
Street, Clybourne Park.
RUTH. Clybourne Park? Mama, there ain’t no
colored people living in Clybourne Park.
MAMA. Well, I guess there’s going to be some now.

Playwrights choose general locales to evoke emotional associa-
tions as well as for realism and authenticity. In A Lie of the Mind,
the general locales are remote towns in Oklahoma and Montana,
depicted in the play as inhospitable regions attractive to society’s
loners. American Buffalo takes place in Chicago. What emotional and
technical associations do these general locales evoke?

Specific Locale

The specific locale is the particular place in which the stage action
occurs. A reader’s first impulse is to rely on stage directions for
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information about the specific locale. And published scripts often
do include notes and diagrams of the scenery, such as the lengthy
description of Doaker Charles’s kitchen and parlor in The Piano
Lesson or the even lengthier description of the transparent multi-
level Loman house in Death of a Salesman. Scenery notes and dia-
grams can be interesting and useful, even if out of date, but they are
normally the editor or stage manager’s description of the first profes-
sional production and usually not the author’s own. This may not
be a problem for those who are reading a play for study purposes,
but it is a serious issue for designers or directors who are preparing
for a truly contemporary interpretation. Modern theatre calls for dis-
tinctive mise-en-scene for each and every production, meaning that
editorial notes about an earlier production generally should not be
used as a guide.

Dialogue is always a more productive source of information about
the specificlocale. Statements like, “So this is your quarters, Hjalmar —
this is your home” in The Wild Duck and “Lord, ain't nothing so
dreary as the view from this window on a dreary day, is there?” in
A Raisin in the Sun are the best kind of references about the specific
locale in those plays. They identify, but they also emotionalize. Some
plays may also include details about the architectural layout. Mrs.
Sorby instructs the servants in act 1 of The Wild Duck, “Tell them to
serve the coffee in the music room, Pettersen.” Anfisa opens act 3 of
Three Sisters by saying:

ANFISA. They’re sitting down there under the
stairs now. “Please come upstairs,” I
tell them. “We can’t have this, can we?”
They’re crying. “We don’t know where
father is,” they say. “He might have been
burnt to death.” What an idea! Then there
are those other people out in the yard as
well, they’re in their nightclothes, too.

Little by little the Prozorov family is displaced from one specific
locale in their house to another, until at last they are completely
pushed out by Natasha. This sense of displacement is experienced
by the characters on both sides of the conflict and is central to the
meaning of the play.

Specific locale can also be identified through inference. In this
passage from The School for Scandal, Charles Surface is about to auc-
tion his family portraits to pay his debts. He points to the paintings

SCRIPT ANALYSIS FOR ACTORS, DIRECTORS, AND DESIGNERS



in the portrait gallery of his eighteenth-century house where the sale
takes place.

(Enter CHARLES SURFACE, SIR OLIVER
SURFACE, MOSES, and CARELESS.)

CHARLES SURFACE. Walk in, gentlemen, pray walk
in — here they are, the family of the
Surfaces up to the [Norman] Conquest.

SIR OLIVER (disguised as MASTER PREMIUM). And,
in my opinion, a goodly collection.

CHARLES SURFACE. Ay, ay, these are done in the
true spirit of portrait painting; no volo-
ntére grace or expression. Not 1like the
works of your modern Raphaels, who give
you the strongest resemblance, yet con-
trive to make your portrait independent of
you; so that you may sink the original and
not hurt the picture. No, no; the merit
of these is the inveterate likeness — all
stiff and awkward as the originals, and 49
like nothing in human nature besides.

SIR OLIVER. Ah! We shall never see such figures
of men again.

CHARLES SURFACE. I hope not. Well, you see,
Master Premium, what a domestic character
I am; here I sit of an evening surrounded
by my family.

When Charles says, “Walk in, gentlemen, pray walk in,” we imag-
ine him entering a picture gallery and inviting the others to follow.
When he says, “Here they are, the family of the Surfaces up to the
Congquest,” he is pointing to the paintings. His sarcastic description
of the paintings (“The merit of these is the inveterate likeness —
all stiff and awkward as the originals, and like nothing in human
nature besides.”) is a clue to what the style of the paintings should
evoke.

Society

In science, a closed system is an assembly of objects in the state of
isolation from the outside environment. Plays show social groups
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living together under a closed system, too; closed because the
playwright has isolated the society of the play from the world of
objective reality. In this section we will seek information about soci-
ety, the closed social system of the play, which influences the charac-
ters’ behavior and environment.

Arthur Miller believed that the playwright's choice of social
groups determines the form of the play. Communication among
family members, he said, is different from that with strangers, and
private behavior is different from public. Interest in the family leads
to writing realistic plays dealing with personal and private subjects,
while interest in social groups outside the family leads to nonre-
alistic forms that treat public subjects. Miller's observations are
intriguing, but they should not be applied too rigidly. The impli-
cations that result from the choice of social groups are numerous
and complex, and there are some obvious contrary examples. In
any case, his observations help us to understand how the choice of
social groups, the meaning, and the environment of the play are
interconnected.

Families

The most common social group, and the most important one in the
majority of modern plays, is the family. This is logical because we are
all sons, daughters, sisters, and brothers before we are anything else.
And since the family is the most basic social unit, playwrights can-
not stray too far from it without losing touch with their audiences.
The dramatic importance of families lies in the emotional quality
that attends specific social relationships, such as love between hus-
band and wife, pressures between parent and child, and competition
among siblings.

Seven family members are identified in the garden scene from
Death of a Salesman that we looked at in the Introduction. They are
Willy's father, Willy as a father, Willy's wife, Willy’s sons Biff and
Happy, Willy’s brother Ben, and Ben as the uncle of Biff and Happy.
Almost every member of the Loman family and their family rela-
tionship to each other is identified in the scene. This leads to certain
expectations about family relationships that may be confirmed or
perhaps refuted in the play.

Claudius’s opening lines in Hamlet explain his (apparent) rela-
tionship to his deceased brother, King Hamlet, and above all his
new relationship to his brother’s wife, Gertrude, a relationship many
readers would interpret as dishonorable, if not incestuous. Once
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more, expectations associated with family relationships provide the
grounds for future conflicts.

CLAUDIUS. Though yet of Hamlet our dear brother’s

death

The memory be green, and that it us befitted

To bear our hearts in grief, and our whole
kingdom

To be contracted in one brow of woe,

Yet so far has discretion fought with nature

That we with wisest sorrow think on him

Together with remembrance of ourselves.

Therefore, our sometime sister, now our
queen,

The imperial jointress to this warlike
state,

Have we, as with a defeated joy,

With an auspicious and a drooping eye,

With mirth in funeral and dirge in marriage,

In equal scale, weighing delight with dole,

Taken to wife.

The thematic issue behind the complex family relationships in
The Piano Lesson may seem complex to grasp at first, but upon closer
examination the families form an unbroken bond going all the way
back to slavery times. This bond exerts a powerful influence on the
characters and opens a window into the basic subject, or “lesson,”
of the play. Characters that ignore these family roots risk losing their
identities as free and independent human beings.

Families form the heart of such dissimilar plays as Oedipus Rex,
Tartuffe, Three Sisters, A Lie of the Mind, Mother Courage, and Angels
in America. A study of these examples indicates how universal the
attraction of family groups can be, in modern drama most of all.
Family love, its absence, or its distortion can be found at the heart of
many, many plays.

Love and Friendship

Friendships are sympathetic social bonds outside the family. We
find vivid examples of friendship in David Mamet’s play American
Buffalo, where the social group is defined by the perceived friend-
ships among a group of petty criminals. An important friendship
exists between Hamlet and Horatio in Hamlet; Gregers Werle and
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Hjalmar Ekdal in The Wild Duck; Walter, Willy, and Bobo in A Raisin
in the Sun; Willy and Charley in Death of a Salesman; and Roy Cohn
and Louis Ironson in Angels in America. As with family relationships,
friendships point to emotional and behavioral expectations that may
be confirmed, or just as often refuted or tested in the play.

Love identifies another kind of social group outside the family.
Love entails not just the dominant heterosexual form but all forms,
including homosexual love, the love of a parent for a child, love
between siblings, and above all obsessive or destructive love. There
are many examples in the study plays: Oedipus and Jocasta, Hamlet
and Ophelia, Tartuffe and Elmire, Mrs. Sorby and Mr. Werle (The
Wild Duck), Mother Courage and the Chaplain, Winnie and Willie
(Happy Days), Louis Ironson and Prior Walter (Angels in America),
Berniece and Avery (The Piano Lesson), and Jake and Beth (A Lie
of the Mind), to name a few. Apart from the family unit, friend-
ship and love are among the most dramatic social groups found in
plays. Readers should have little difficulty finding more examples
and determining how they affirm or refute customary expectations.
Make a note that in modern plays love can at the same time con-
firm and refute such expectations, a paradox that for some readers
may obscure the real issues at stake. Jake's love for Beth in A Lie of
the Mind is a case in point. Jake is an example of a lover-abuser, and
Beth's behavior abets that of her abuser. Some readers may deny that
real love can exist in such an abusive relationship as theirs. The point
is that in spite of everything, real, mature love somehow manages to
emerge from their abusive relationship.

Occupation

Occupation forms another social group outside the family. This group
is defined by what characters do to earn a living and their interac-
tions with others having the same or different occupations. Office
workers and businessmen form the central occupational group in
Death of a Salesman and Machinal, for instance, as do professional
soldiers in Mother Courage and Three Sisters. Occupational groups
also occur in classic plays, where we might not expect to encounter
such social issues. Professional actors, soldiers, and gravediggers are
represented in Hamlet; process servers in Tartuffe; and moneylend-
ers in The School for Scandal. Information about occupational groups
provides clues to the characters’ motives and suggests emotional
values that could be underscored in the play. Why does Angels in
America feature attorneys, doctors, religious and other lettered figures
and those who serve or support them?

SCRIPT ANALYSIS FOR ACTORS, DIRECTORS, AND DESIGNERS



Social Rank

Social rank distinguishes a character’s position or standing in society,
differences which in general stem from wealth, power, formal educa-
tion, or other material issues. It is based on a fortunate group whose
members are accustomed to giving orders and having them carried
out by those from lower social ranks. Characters of lower social rank
show deference to those of higher rank by using formal titles and
various kinds of submissive behavior, such as bows, curtsies, salutes,
and special forms of address. We observe this at work in Hamlet, for
example, where Claudius and Gertrude address Hamlet by his given
name. All the others, including Ophelia and Horatio, say “Prince
Hamlet” or “my lord.”

Although distinctions of social rank can be found in many other
classic plays like Oedipus Rex, Tartuffe, and Three Sisters, they are sel-
dom the subject of explicit attention there (The School for Scandal is
a notable exception). Distinctions of social rank were a normal part
of everyday life in the past and are still customary in many regions of
the world. When such distinctions are taken for granted because of the
play’s general locale or time period, no special need exists to provide
explanations in the dialogue. In such cases, information about social
rank needs to be deduced from the characters’ behavior. There may
not be much information about the inner workings of the class sys-
tem in Hamlet, Tartuffe, or Three Sisters, but class distinctions are never-
theless of paramount importance. In other words, projecting modern,
classless social behavior into historical plays can lead to misreading.
Sometimes it will be necessary to supplement script analysis with out-
side information or devise contemporary substitutions to communi-
cate the thematic significance of distinctions of social rank.

Social rank may not work the same way in the present as it did
in the past, but it still exists and can be just as forceful and repres-
sive. While aristocratic birth was the main source of high status in
the past, today it often appears as an outcome of education, finan-
cial or political power, ethnicity, or sexual orientation, and in these
forms it may be easier for modern readers to comprehend. For exam-
ple, social rank based on money turns up in The Wild Duck, Mother
Courage, Death of a Salesman, The Piano Lesson, and Three Sisters;
social rank based on education is found in Three Sisters; ethnic dis-
crimination influences the social rank of the characters in A Raisin in
the Sun and The Piano Lesson; and social rank associated with sexual
orientation is a feature of Angels in America. Understanding obvious
and hidden social rank is essential in these and other modern plays.
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Social Standards

Social standards are the codes of conduct and shared beliefs regarded
as necessary by the characters and to which they are expected to con-
form. Examples of modern social standards include belief in individ-
ual rights, prohibitions against dishonesty and antisocial behavior,
and belief in working for a living and being a useful member of
society, but there are many others, just as powerful though less obvi-
ous, from other times and places. Social standards do not need to be
proven or even stated in most plays because characters accept them
as true without question. Characters believe in them and conversely
their behavior and beliefs are conditioned by them. Social standards
are often so important that violation produces shock, horror, moral
revulsion, indignation, and ostracism, and even justifies the use of
more extreme penalties to enforce conformity. A certain dominant
group enforces these standards at the same time as secondary groups
reinforce (or challenge) the dominant group and its standards.

In former times, social standards were determined by established
religion, class, politics, inherited family position, and national cul-
ture. In classic plays, the characters’ behavior tends to be controlled
by religious, aristocratic, or nationalistic standards — royal power,
for example, in Oedipus Rex, Hamlet, and Tartuffe. In contemporary
society, the overt influence of such forms of social control has less-
ened. At the present time it is the social standards of science and
business, the idea of equality, and the social standards of the media
and the dominant middle class that collectively determine the stan-
dards of belief and behavior for most people. The powerful influence
of social standards may be distasteful to those who consider them-
selves independent-minded, but understanding and dealing with
these influences in plays is necessary nonetheless. Today the unwrit-
ten codes dictated by social standards are often the only principles
that characters take seriously enough to cause conflicts.

One way social standards make themselves known is through the
use of euphemisms in the dialogue. A euphemism is an inoffensive
term that is substituted for an offensive one. Thus euphemisms are
evidence of social standards at work through avoidance of unac-
ceptable words, those that point to highly charged social issues.
Examples may be found in The Wild Duck. In the first scene the ser-
vant Jensen, referring to Mr. Ekdal, says to Pettersen, “I've heard tell
as he’s been a lively customer in his day.” They both understand that
“lively customer” is a euphemism for someone who is a womanizer.
In the climactic scene at the end of act 1, Gregers accuses his father
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of having been “interested in” their former household servant Gina
Hansen. In this context, “interested in” is a euphemism for sexual
relations. Both Gregers and Mr. Werle use euphemisms when refer-
ring to the deceased Mrs. Werle. Gregers refers to her “breakdown”
and her “unfortunate weakness.” Mr. Werle says that she was “mor-
bid” and “overstrained.” He also says, “her eyes were — clouded now
and then.” These are euphemisms for alcoholism and possibly drug
addiction, which were almost as common in the late nineteenth cen-
tury as they are today, unfortunately, even though social standards of
that time prohibited speaking openly about them.

Social standards are disclosed through other kinds of verbal clues,
too. When Jensen says earlier, “I've heard tell...” it is a hint that there
is serious gossip about Werle's family, and gossip stems from viola-
tion — or apparent violation — of narrow-minded social standards.
This is confirmed later when Mr. Werle explains to Gregers why he
did not provide more help to Old Ekdal. He says, “I've had a slur
cast on my reputation ... I have done all T could without positively
laying myself open to all sorts of suspicion and gossip.” Then, refer-
ring to the fact that Mrs. Sorby is living with him, he says, “A woman
so situated may easily find herself in a false position in the eyes of
the world. For that matter, it does a man no good either.” Mr. Werle
is controlled by a fear of scandal. It could ruin his position in busi-
ness and society. More evidence of this veiled type of social control
occurs when Hjalmar confesses that he “kept the window blinds
down” when his father was in prison. Euphemisms and other kinds
of hints in The Wild Duck show the existence of powerful social
standards concerning marriage, sex, alcohol, drugs, mental health,
politics, business affairs, and even relations between labor and man-
agement. The reward for conforming to these standards is economic
success and social acceptance; the penalty for violation is malicious
gossip, public scandal, social ostracism, and even prison.

Social standards frequently construct a harsh and unforgiving
world. The old saying that sticks and stones can break our bones but
words can never hurt us is not true in plays. Words, above all epithets
and slurs, are used to condemn violations of prevailing social stan-
dards, and they have the power to inflict serious damage. They can
cause shame, embarrassment, and guilt and they tend to work very
effectively in plays. Notice this harsh exchange of epithets between
Roy Cohn, a Jewish lawyer, and Belize, a black homosexual hospi-
tal worker, from Angels in America. The topic is Belize's demand for
access to Roy’s unauthorized supply of the then scarce and expensive
AIDS drug AZT.
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BELIZE. You expect pity?

ROY. (a beat, then) I expect you to hand over
those keys and move your nigger ass out of
my room.

BELIZE. What did you say?

ROY. Move your nigger cunt spade faggot lackey
ass out of my room.

BELIZE. (Overlapping starting on ‘“spade”)
Shit-for-brains filthy-mouthed selfish moth-
erfucking cowardly cocksucking cloven-
hoofed pig.

ROY. (Overlapping) Mongrel. Dingo. Slave. Ape.

BELIZE. Kike.

ROY. Now you’re talking!

BELIZE. Greedy kike.

ROY. Now you can have a bottle. But only one.

These offensive epithets emphasize the outsider status of Cohn as
a Jew and Belize as a black and a homosexual. They are intended
to offend and insult. In this episode the words hurt so much that
they almost transcend offensiveness by calling attention to the fact
that both characters share a hidden bond, the regrettable bond of
exclusion from mainstream society. On a similar note, why is Baron
Tuzenbach considered an outsider in Three Sisters?

Economics

Economics is concerned with the large-scale monetary system the
characters live under and the smaller scale financial transactions in
which they may be engaged. It may seem that the study of econom-
ics is far from our stated principle of fixing on the play itself, but
economics is more important in script analysis than it first appears.
Among the study plays, Tartuffe, The School for Scandal, The Wild
Duck, The Hairy Ape, Mother Courage, Death of a Salesman, A Raisin in
the Sun, Three Sisters, The Piano Lesson, American Buffalo, and Angels in
America all share a deep concern with money. Sometimes economic
issues appear where we least expect them, for example in the plays
of Anton Chekhov. In The Cherry Orchard, it is important to identify
information about real estate development, mortgages, banking, bor-
rowing and lending, agricultural marketing, and the daily financial
affairs of a large country estate, not to mention the economic impact
of the law passed in 1861 freeing the serfs. Andrey’s unauthorized
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mortgage of the Prozorov estate is a significant financial issue in
Three Sisters. Gaining or losing money (for the most part losing it)
has been and continues to be one of the favorite plot resources for
dramatists.

According to economists, there are four principal financial
systems. Mercantilism is colonialism with national control of
manufacturing and exports. In a laissez-faire economic system,
business is permitted to follow the unwritten “natural laws” of
economics. Private property, profit, and credit form the basis of
capitalism. Socialism calls for public ownership of manufactur-
ing, public services, and natural resources. These four economic
systems seldom exist in isolation, but usually operate in various
combinations.

Capitalism is a system that many of us are familiar with and one
we often encounter in the plays we read. Since capitalism is based
on individual freedom and free enterprise, it can be rewarding for
successful entrepreneurs, but it can be very hard on those with lim-
ited financial talent, influence, or resources. In Death of a Salesman,
Willy Loman struggles to live within a capitalist system dominated
by powerful, unfeeling business interests. His economic concerns
consist of meeting the regular payments for his refrigerator, auto-
mobile, life insurance, and home. Willy’s personal economics are so
important to him that they are elevated to almost symbolic status
in the play. In the kitchen of Joe Meilziner’'s famous scenic design,
for example, the Hastings refrigerator (always breaking down) is the
lone appliance.

Mercantilism is the economic system in The School for Scandal. The
important economic issues are the loans made to Charles Surface
based on his credit from the family’s colonial imports, the auc-
tion of his family home and its furnishings, and the sizable finan-
cial resources controlled by Sir Oliver Surface. International trading,
which plays a major role in mercantilism, influences the timing of
Charles’s loans and the well-timed arrival of Sir Oliver. In Machinal,
the First Man’s revolutionary adventures in Mexico indicate deeply
held socialist principles, principles which also filter through the
dehumanizing capitalist environment of the play by implication.
Economics can be an important issue in script analysis, but a word
of caution. Because economics is an issue close to each of us, special
care should be taken against projecting personal economic convic-
tions or experiences into a play. As with the other analytical con-
cepts, readers should search for conditions that are actually present
in the play.
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Politics and Law

The term politics and law refers to governmental institutions and
activities, including the rules of conduct or legislation established by
political and legal authorities. Political and legal conditions rely for
their enforcement on the mutual consent of the governed (the char-
acters). Consequently, their importance in plays is identified through
the respect or disregard that the governed characters show for politi-
cal and legal matters. In Oedipus Rex, the public oath Oedipus
undertakes to track down the murderer of Laius is an example of an
important political condition. For him and the population of Thebes,
this oath has the force of law. Moreover, the absolute political author-
ity of Oedipus is understood and accepted by everyone without ques-
tion. There is no need for him to explain or justify himself.

Politics is at work in the pact made between King Hamlet and King
Fortinbras that Horatio discloses in 1,1 of Hamlet. Horatio informs
his companions that this pact has serious political consequences for
Denmark and Norway. First, Denmark has gained political control
of Norway; second, young Fortinbras of Norway has raised a military
challenge against Claudius to regain his country’s independence; and
third, Claudius has responded by placing Denmark on military alert.
Danish weapons makers are working around the clock to prepare for
an impending war. The feeling of war is in the air, and everyone is
frightened and tense.

Politics plays a significant role in Angels in America, too. Roy Cohn
is a successful lawyer and political power broker. His desire to influ-
ence political decisions at the highest level forms the basis of his
relationship with Joe Pitt. Louis Ironson, Prior’s faithless compan-
ion, is a political liberal who is very much interested in current poli-
tics. Joe Pitt and his family are political conservatives who admire
and respect the conservative political values that were on the rise
in America in 1986. Angels in America consists in large part of dra-
matic illustrations of the complex dynamics formed by the mixture
of these opposing political ideologies.

Learning and the Arts

According to philosophers, learning and the arts are among humani-
ty’s highest forms of social activity. Every society has its knowledge-
workers and artists, or at least it has people who spend a large part
of their time dealing with intellectual life and the arts. The life of the
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mind — sometimes referred to as “the greater good” — is protected
in most societies because in significant ways it helps to shape the
course of life in general. Although there may be no specialized pro-
fessional roles for learning or art, learning and the arts play a sub-
stantial role in creating culture in its broader sense, too. Intellectuals
and artists often try to influence political action and advocate social
change, for example.

Learning itself is not reserved for scholars and artists. It may
appear in nonprofessional ways, besides. At one limit of the learn-
ing spectrum are characters with formal schooling and refined artis-
tic taste. Hamlet, for example, is most at home in Wittenberg, which
is an isolated intellectual and artistic environment. He is the prod-
uct of a humanistic education that taught him to appreciate poetry,
philosophy, and theatre. He prefers the life of the mind to the life
of action exemplified by Claudius, Fortinbras, and Laertes. He is out
of place in practical and warlike Denmark. At the other end of this
spectrum are uneducated characters or those who may even con-
demn the life of the mind. The characters in American Buffalo are not
formally educated, but they do display a deep respect for criminal,
“street” wisdom. In fact, it is Don’s blind respect for the street wis-
dom he sees in Teach that leads to his disenchantment at the end.
In A Raisin in the Sun, Walter Lee Younger has been denied ordinary
learning opportunities. As a result, he is scornful of the educational
dreams of his sister, Beneatha, as well as those of her college friend,
George Murchison. In Death of a Salesman, Willy Loman preaches
against formal schooling. He encourages the cultivation of a winning
personality because he believes this is what has made him a success-
ful salesman. School is for losers, he says.

On the other hand, formal education does not always go hand-in-
hand with wisdom either. Gregers Werle is the most educated char-
acter in The Wild Duck, yet he is helpless in carrying out even the
simplest of chores such as lighting a stove. He also lacks the kind of
humane wisdom possessed by Gina, the uneducated former house-
maid and wife of Hjalmar who is one of the targets of his idealis-
tic scheming. Humane wisdom, without the advantages of a formal
education, also characterizes Mama Younger in A Raisin in the Sun
as well as Boy Willie in The Piano Lesson. Anfisa, the former serf and
now household servant in Three Sisters, is perhaps the wisest and
most well-adjusted character in the play. It is the educated charac-
ters in that play that cannot understand what is happening to them.
Likewise with Hamlet.
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Spirituality

In its narrowest sense, spirituality entails the formal religious fea-
tures in a play. More broadly, spirituality includes any beliefs in
divine, spiritual, or supernatural powers that are obeyed, worshiped,
or respected. It can be identified through the presence of religious
organizations, ceremonies, and traditions, and in spiritual values
espoused by the characters.

Spirituality as such does not figure in American Buffalo, A Lie of
the Mind, or Death of a Salesman. Spirituality plays a small but strate-
gic role in The Wild Duck through the character of Reverend Molvik,
in Mother Courage through the Chaplain, and in Happy Days through
Winnie's repeated prayers. Spirituality is very important in A Raisin in
the Sun, The Piano Lesson, and Angels in America. Oedipus Rex contains
many religious references, including prayers by the Chorus. Hamlet
also includes important spiritual conditions, particularly references
to religious ceremonies, traditions, and beliefs. Because Ophelia
committed suicide, her funeral was unsanctioned by the established
Church. Tartuffe is about the duplicity of certain religious groups that
were influential in Moliere’s time.

Sometimes characters may be guided by spiritual considerations
that remain hidden or unspoken. It is worth noting as well that the
absence of spirituality (or of any given circumstance for that matter)
can be as significant as its presence. Like “the dog that didn't bark”
from a well-known Sherlock Holmes mystery, absence can become an
important issue in certain situations. There is no mention of spiritual-
ity in Three Sisters, American Buffalo, or Death of a Salesman, for exam-
ple. What changes might the introduction of spiritual values induce in
these plays? Readers should be on the alert for any evidence or absence
of spirituality in characters’ actions as well as in their words.

The World of the Play

The cumulative effect of all the given circumstances creates the world
of the play. The characters reveal this world through their behavior
more than their words. They show whether the reality they inhabit is
a world that is a heaven, a purgatory, or a hell; whether it is good or
bad, welcoming or unwelcoming, amusing or frightening, benign or
dangerous, lovable or hateful.

At the beginning of this chapter, there was a statement that with-
out living through and theatricalizing the given circumstances, the

SCRIPT ANALYSIS FOR ACTORS, DIRECTORS, AND DESIGNERS



play and its characters would exist in an abstract world without
any connection to real life. How many times has an audience expe-
rienced the feeling of looking into such a psychological, social, or
environmental void while watching a play? This occurs when pro-
ductions devote insufficient attention to understanding and illus-
trating the given circumstances that govern the world of the play. To
create that world it is necessary to identify the given circumstances
and understand which ones exert the most influence over the charac-
ters and their environment.

In Oedipus Rex, spiritual forces control the characters. Their world
is a fearful place dominated by unpredictable and unforgiving gods
who do not hesitate to send plagues and famines to punish those
who disregard them. The world of Hamlet also is inhospitable. As
punishment for his sins, King Hamlet has been condemned to wan-
der among the living, and to suffer the fires of purgatory among
the dead, until his murder is avenged and the criminal is brought
to justice. For his part, young Hamlet is compelled by his world to
undertake a violent and bloody revenge that he is morally unable to
perform. Since strong political forces are at work in the play too, the
reader will have to determine whether the world of Hamlet is pre-
dominantly a spiritual or political one. The world of Tartuffe, on the
other hand, is obviously controlled by religion and politics working
in concert. Orgon suffers at the hands of Tartuffe throughout most of
the play, but at the end the King uses his political power to set every-
thing right again. The characters in The Piano Lesson live in a harsh
economic, social, and political world, but also one whose harshness
can be made less severe by a sympathetic spirituality.

The dramatic worlds of many modern plays are dominated by
social considerations that can be as cruel and unforgiving as could
be the gods of old. The world of the play is dissimilar in each of the
two parts of Angels in America. A rough and unfeeling form of justice
governs the world of part one, while a humane form of forgiveness
governs part two. In The Wild Duck, a petty financial crime leads
to the social ruin of the Ekdal family. In Death of a Salesman, Willy
Loman is the victim of a world dominated by unfeeling, profit-hungry
commercial interests. The coarse and impulsive ideology of petty
crooks controls the special world of American Buffalo. Outmoded,
distorted, and forgotten ideals control the world of Happy Days and
A Lie of the Mind.

Studying the world of the play also offers an opportunity to acquire
an initial sense of the characters and environment. As observed
before, the world of the play is formed by the given circumstances
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that control the characters and their environment. Accordingly, the
characters’ relationship to their world reveals their individual distinc-
tiveness, just as it suggests the distinctiveness of the mise-en-scene.
Different characters in a play will exhibit different responses to
their world. In fact, their responses toward the given circumstances,
toward their world, actually delineate their identity. Every character
in Tartuffe, for example, has a distinguishing response to the religious
values that define their world, and their individual responses in turn
determine their behavior. To Orgon religion means extravagant pub-
lic devoutness. He admires Tartuffe for this characteristic, which he
interprets as saintliness. He hopes that Tartuffe will teach him how
to achieve peace of mind and how to stop worrying about what
he views as his family’s irreligious behavior. According to Orgon,
Tartuffe must take the family under control and teach them how to
behave faithfully. The other characters express their own points of
view toward religion. For Madame Pernelle, it means social status
and respectability; Elmire views religion as a private affair of con-
science; Dorine considers it a refuge for gossips; for Cleante religion
is “pious flummery” (flattery); Marianne sees religion as a tiresome
family duty; and for Tartuffe religion is a con game and a means to
easy wealth. It is only the King who seems to believe that religion
equates with virtuous conduct! Thus each character expresses a dif-
ferent response to the spiritual-political ideals that control the spe-
cial world of this play.

Given Circumstances in Nonrealistic Plays

Given circumstances in nonrealistic plays identify the who, what,
where, when, why, and how of the play’s world much as they do in
realistic and classic plays. The difference is in their purpose. Standard
plays (those written with the intention that all the parts fit plausibly
together and everything is readily understood) are about particu-
lar people, places, and events; that is why their given circumstances
are driven by plot and character (the human focus of the play).
Nonrealistic plays are about generalized people, places, and events;
hence their given circumstances are driven by theme (the intellec-
tual focus of the play). The essentials of plot and character are not
neglected, of course, but they are treated in a different way and func-
tion in a different way than they do in standard plays. Later chapters
will explain more about this issue. The point here is that since real-
istic plausibility is not the main concern in nonrealistic plays, play-
wrights are free to create any imaginable sort of given circumstances
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they wish, as long as they manage vividly to harmonize the given cir-
cumstances with the theme. The examples below represent the wide
range of theme-driven given circumstances found in the nonrealistic
study plays.

Timelessness

Time in nonrealistic plays is free from the constraints of clock or cal-
endar, emphasizing timelessness instead of a particular time. Nor is
time always arranged in sequential order as it is in most standard
plays. In Angels in America, dream-like and hallucinatory episodes
(illustrating the inner life of certain characters) exist outside of nor-
mal time and interrupt the sequential flow of the action on a regu-
lar basis. Happy Days and Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead take
place completely outside of normal time; their world is timeless. Top
Girls begins with a timeless episode in which present-day characters
interact with historical and legendary characters, and continues with
later scenes in which time in Marlene’s outer life jumps back and
forth from past to present, further suggesting timelessness. Acts 1, 2,
and 3 in Fefu and Her Friends are sequential; however, timelessness is
suggested when each of the four scenes of act 2 are performed four
times at once in four different locales, suggesting their timelessness.
In addition, Julia experiences timeless, dream-like visions (her inner
life) and is even able to transport herself through time and space.
Mother Courage employs a so-called epic approach to the passage of
time, meaning that each scene is autonomous and does not neces-
sarily connect to the next sequentially, but is instead a timeless facet
of the main subject, in the manner of a mosaic or montage (a pat-
tern of meaning).

Unlocalized Place

In nonrealistic plays place is treated in a generalized manner to draw
attention away from the particular toward the universal. Details of
place are often suggested but not always clarified, and the places are
frequently unlocalized, meaning that no specific place is intended.
An unlocalized patch of scorched earth identifies the locale of
Happy Days. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead occurs in no iden-
tifiable place at all. Even the so-called ship in act 2 is unlocalized,
and Stoppard parodies the conventions of a specific realistic locale
to emphasize the fact. The setting for Fefu and Her Friends appears
to be a specific place (Fefu's home), but upon closer inspection its
“tasteful mixture of styles” is a generalization without particulars, a
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locale too simple and clean, and with an atmosphere of something
gone wrong (like an Edward Hopper painting). Mother Courage takes
place in empty, unlocalized or generic locales (a result of war’s deso-
lation), which could be anywhere or anytime. Machinal and Angels
in America take place in generic urban locales: an office, a hall, a cor-
ridor, a hotel, an apartment, a park, a bedroom, a restaurant. Their
settings could be (and sometimes have been) made realistically spe-
cific, but this approach would undoubtedly compromise the wider
meaning of these plays.

Myth
Nonrealistic plays regularly make use of mythic awareness in the given
circumstances (see information about myth in the Introduction).
Recall that myth means a traditional story that describes the psychol-
ogy, customs, or ideals of a society. In this manner, myth works to
introduce a large-scale, collective sense of awareness into a play.

Note the examples of mythic associations found in some of the
nonrealistic study plays. The definitions are from The New Dictionary
of Cultural Literacy.

Machinal makes use of myths about society and politics.

The Organization Man: someone who subordinates his personal
goals and wishes to the demands of the organization for
which he works.

Liberation Movement: freedom movements that arise in certain
nations to expel dictatorial powers, often by means of guer-
rilla warfare.

Mother Courage makes use of myths about society and economics.

Survival of the Fittest: the idea that social progress results from
conflicts in which the fittest or best adapted individuals or
entire societies would prevail.

Capitalism: an economic and political system characterized by a
free market for goods and services and private control of pro-
duction and consumption.

Invisible Hand: belief that individuals seeking their economic
self-interest actually benefit society more than they would if
they tried to benefit society directly.

A Lie of the Mind makes use of myths about society.

Prodigal Son: a wandering son returns home for forgiveness after
an errant life.
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The Frontier: new and untested opportunities.

Mark of Cain (from the Bible): — an individual’s or humankind’s
sinful nature.

Pioneer Mentality: the attainment of a livelihood for oneself and
for one’s family, hard labor, and solid material achievement
as the true marks of patriotic spirit.

Top Girls makes use of myths about economics and society.

The Free Market: the production and exchange of goods and ser-
vices without interference from the government.

Feminism: women should have the same economic, social, and
political rights as men.

Survival of the Fittest: as above.

Fefu and Her Friends makes use of myths about society as well as

learning and the arts.

Middle Class: desire for social respectability and material wealth
and emphasis on the family and education.

Intelligentsia: intellectuals who form a vanguard or elite.

WASP: white Anglo-Saxon Protestant — a member of what many
consider to be the most privileged and influential group in
American society.

Angels in America makes use of myths about spirituality and politics.

Democracy: a system of government in which power is vested in
the people.

Annunciation: announcement made by the angel Gabriel to Mary,
the mother of Jesus, that she was going to bear a son; Gabriel
also revealed the sacred laws of the Koran to Muhammad.

Liberalism: a viewpoint or ideology associated with free political
institutions and religious toleration, as well as support for a
strong role of government in regulating capitalism and con-
structing a social support system.

Conservatism: a general preference for the existing order of soci-
ety, and an opposition to efforts to bring about sharp change.

The Birthday Party makes use of myths about politics and law.

Power Elite: a small, loosely knit group of people who tend to
dominate policymaking, includes bureaucratic, corporate,
intellectual, military, and government elites who control the
principal institutions and whose opinions and actions influ-
ence the decisions of the policymakers.
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Power Corrupts: an observation that a person’s sense of morality
lessens as his/her power increases.

Happy Days makes use of myths about society, spirituality, and
learning and the arts.

“The Waste Land” (from a poem by T.S. Eliot): — the fragmented
and sterile nature of the modern world.

Shangri-La: an ideal refuge from the troubles of the world.

“The Inferno” (from The Divine Comedy): — a hot and terrible
place or condition.

It should be emphasized that we are not promoting arbitrary
“myth hunting” here. Myth in nonrealistic plays serves the very spe-
cific purpose of illustrating aspects of theme, which Chapter 7 will
study in more detail.

Theme World

We said earlier that each play creates its own closed system, its own
world. It follows from this that nonrealistic plays create their own
worlds too, although the given circumstances governing their worlds
are determined more by thematic issues than by plot or character. In
other words, the given circumstances in nonrealistic plays create liter-
ally a theme world. “Theme park” is a term used to describe an amuse-
ment park that is designed to carry a theme throughout the park,
and theme world describes a world that is designed to carry a theme
throughout the play. For example, the given circumstances of Machinal
are controlled by economics and social standards, working together to
create a theme world of mechanized conformity. The theme world of
Mother Courage is controlled by the dehumanizing economics of war
capitalism. Happy Days is controlled by distorted social standards, cre-
ating a theme world of absurd dreams. The Birthday Party is a politi-
cal theme world controlled by a nameless, menacing power. In Fefu
and Her Friends middle-class intellect and culture coproduce a theme
world of true feelings dangerously suppressed. Top Girls illustrates
a socioeconomic theme world of self-centered ambition. The myth-
centered given circumstances in A Lie of the Mind produce a theme
world of distorted, irrational ideals. Learning and social standards gov-
ern the given circumstances of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead,
producing a theme world of irrational uncertainty. And the theme
world of Angels in America is controlled by politics, law, and social
standards, forming the picture of a broken-down civilization. These
examples are for teaching purposes, of course, and not intended to
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be authoritative. The lesson is that given circumstances in nonrealistic
plays should be closely analyzed for what they reveal about the theme.
Any clash with standard realistic expectations needs to be theatrical-
ized to illustrate theme.

Summary

This chapter contained a review of the given circumstances that read-
ers should try to identify in the study of plays. We also attempted
to discover the dramatic potentials within each given circumstance.
It is not too much of an exaggeration to say that after the given cir-
cumstances are accurately and thoroughly identified, the rest of the
play will begin to fall into place more or less by itself. Of course, not
all the given circumstances will be equally useful on every occasion.
But as in most situations, over time readers will develop their own
instincts for what is most useful and when. Because these instincts
are among the unteachable skills of play analysis, this text cannot
equip students with them. It can do no more than point the way.

Questions

1. Time. In what year and season does the action occur? Can the
passage of time during the play be determined? The time
between the scenes and acts? The hour of day for each scene?
Each act? What features of time suggest the mise-en-scene? How
could the mise-en-scene contribute to the effectiveness of these
features?

2. Place. In what country, region, or city does the action occur? Are
any geographical features described? In what specific locale does
the action occur? What is the specific location for each scene,
including the ground plan and other architectural features if
possible? What features of place suggest the mise-en-scene? How
could the mise-en-scene contribute to the effectiveness of these
features?

3. Society. What are the family relationships? What are the friend-
ships and love relationships? What occupational groups are
depicted? What social ranks are represented? What are the social
standards, the behavior expectations? Are they spoken about or
implied? Are they enforced openly or indirectly? What social
group controls the social standards? What are the rewards for
conformity? What are the penalties for violating social stan-
dards? What features of society suggest the mise-en-scene? How
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could the mise-en-scene contribute to the effectiveness of these
features?

Economics. What is the general economic system in the play? Any
specific examples of business activities or transactions? Does
money exercise any control over the characters? Who controls
the economic circumstances? How do they exert control? What
are the rewards for economic success? The penalties for violating
the economic standards? What features of economics suggest the
mise-en-scene? How could the mise-en-scene contribute to the
effectiveness of these features?

Politics and Law. What is the system of government that serves as
the background for the play? Any specific examples of political or
legal activities, actions, or ceremonies? Do politics or law exercise
any control over the characters? Who controls the political and
legal circumstances in the play? How do they exert control? What
are the rewards for political and legal obedience? The penalties for
violating the political and legal standards? What features of politics
and law suggest the mise-en-scene? How could the mise-en-scene
contribute to the effectiveness of these features?

Learning and the Arts. What is the general level of culture and
artistic taste in the characters? Any examples of intellectual or
creative activities? Any characters more or less educated or cre-
ative than others? Does intellect or culture exercise any control
over the characters? Who controls the intellectual and artistic cir-
cumstances in the play? How do they exert their control? What
are the rewards for intellectual and creative activity? What are the
penalties for violating intellectual and artistic standards? What
features of learning and the arts suggest the mise-en-scene? How
could the mise-en-scene contribute to the effectiveness of these
features?

Spirituality. What is the accepted code of religious or spiritual
belief? Any examples of religious or spiritual activities or cere-
monies? Does spirituality exercise any control over the charac-
ters? Who controls the spiritual circumstances in the play? How
do they exert control? What are the rewards for spiritual con-
formity? What are the penalties for violating the spiritual stan-
dards? What features of spirituality suggest the mise-en-scene?
How could the mise-en-scene contribute to the effectiveness of
these features?

The World of the Play. Describe the special world of the play, the
closed system, the distinctive universe created by the collective
given circumstances. How does the world of the play influence
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the conduct and attitude of characters in the play? What are the
different points of view expressed by the characters toward their
world? How does the world of the play suggest the mise-en-scene?
How could the mise-en-scene contribute to the effective illustra-
tion of the world of the play?

After Action Analysis. Search for the play’s seed/theme at work in
the given circumstances. How does the seed/theme relate to the
given circumstances? Why did the playwright choose these spe-
cific given circumstances from the whole range of other possi-
bilities to illustrate the seed/theme? In what way would the use
of different given circumstances change the seed/theme, and vice
versa? In what way does connecting the seed/theme with the
given circumstances and mise-en-scene contribute to the effec-
tiveness of the play?
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CHAPTER 3

Background Story

Now that we have studied the present, we can turn our attention to
the past. The lives of the characters begin long before they appear
on stage, and their pasts are indispensable for understanding their
present lives. Every dramatic story has a past, but the conventional
time and space features of the theatre require special writing skill to
illustrate all of it through dialogue in action. Playwrights employ a
unique kind of narration to reveal the past while the stage action con-
tinues to advance. The common term for this dramatic convention is
exposition, but sometimes it is also referred to as previous action or
antecedent action. The word exposition comes from the Latin root
exposito, meaning to put forward or to expose, and it has proven use-
ful because exposition is a way of exposing the unseen parts of a play.

Unfortunately, the abstract term exposition often calls up an
unthinking response. According to scholars, exposition tells the spec-
tators what they need to know about the past to understand what
they are going to see. As such, it is considered a literary disadvan-
tage because it seems to interfere with the forward progress of the
play. It involves a certain amount of dullness, but skillful dramatists
are able to handle it without unduly holding up the action. But this
way of thinking about the past carries unpleasant overtones. It leads
to the impression that the past is a clumsy literary requirement that
obstructs the flow of the plot. The clumsiness increases when schol-
ars talk about protactic characters, such as the Chorus in classical
Greek tragedies or certain servants in modern plays, introduced, it is
said, purposely to disclose exposition.

Actors, directors, and designers cannot not let the matter rest
here because what exposition means to us is vital for a full-scale



understanding of a play. We should attempt to understand the past
in a way that makes it dramatically compelling, not a clumsy literary
obstacle to overcome. To do this requires several important adjust-
ments to a reader’s way of thinking about a play. First, the notion
that what has already happened is somehow dull and undramatic
must be set aside. After all, for the characters themselves, it is just the
opposite. To them the past is not dull and unexciting, but rather their
own lives — everything good and bad that has happened to them.
Second, the past should be understood as an integral part of the play,
not a clumsy encumbrance. It helps in understanding the characters
that are themselves talking about the past, it creates moods, gener-
ates conflicts, and strongly influences the environment and mise-en-
scene. And to repeat what was said in the Introduction, drama is not
a graceless, second-class form of literature. It is an independent art
with its own purpose and principles, including its own special way of
dealing with the past. Third, to be reminded of the dramatic poten-
tials and potencies of the past, replace the static term exposition
with the more energetic term background story. For actors, directors,
and designers background story in no way interferes with the flow of
the action. On the contrary, it propels the action forward in explo-
sive surges and with an increasing sense of urgency. While we are on
the subject, the term backstory has been used often to refer to what
we are calling here background story. Backstory is actually a film and
television term referring to a behind-the-scenes look at the making
of motion pictures and televisions shows. For example, actors, direc-
tors, producers, and other film and television figures provide infor-
mative inner-circle backstories about the events that affected each
production and their lives. This distinction deserves to be preserved.

Background story involves everything that happened before the
beginning of the play, before the curtain goes up. Time and again it
is crucial to know what went on prior to the stage action. In Oedipus
Rex the fate of Jocasta’s infant son is an example. Did Jocasta bind
the infant’s feet and turn him over to a household servant with
orders to abandon him? Where did the Corinthian Messenger obtain
the infant he gave to King Polybus and Queen Merope? He claims to
have obtained the infant from one of Laius’ herdsmen. But why did
the herdsman give the baby to him in the first place? Did the infant
belong to the herdsman? If not, who gave it to him and why? Is the
shepherd the same herdsman who gave the infant to the Corinthian
Messenger? If the answer is yes, why is he unwilling to acknowledge
it? All these questions and many more about the background story
are decisive in the plot of Oedipus Rex.
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The past becomes even more complicated when it is employed as
Ibsen did, for example, in The Wild Duck. In the excerpt from act 1
that follows, Gregers Werle has returned home after a long absence.
He has a sharp disagreement with his father about the fate of the
Ekdal family, whose patriarch, the elderly Lieutenant Ekdal, used to
be a business partner and close friend. But we should guard against
hasty value judgments about the past. The real truth should not
always depend on the recollections of Gregers, his father, or on those
of any other single character. By the way, it is a good idea to get into
the habit of underlining or highlighting the background story as we
do here to distinguish it from the onstage action.

GREGERS. How has that family been allowed to
go so miserably to the wall?

WERLE. You mean the Ekdals, I suppose?

GREGERS. Yes, I mean the Ekdals. Lieutenant
Ekdal who was once so closely associated
with you?

WERLE. Much too closely; I have felt that to
my cost for many a year. It is thanks to
him that T — yes I — have had a kind of
slur cast upon my reputation.

GREGERS. (softly) Are you sure that he alone
was to blame?
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WERLE. Who else do you suppose?
GREGERS. You and he acted together in that
affair of the forests —

WERLE. But was it not Ekdal that drew the map
of the tracts we had bought — that fraudu-
lent map! It was he who felled all the
timber illegally on government ground.

In fact, the whole management was in his

hands. I was quite in the dark as to what

Lieutenant Ekdal was doing.

GREGERS. Lieutenant Ekdal himself seems to
have been very much in the dark about what
he was doing.

WERLE. That may be. But the fact is that he
was found guilty and I was acquitted.
GREGERS. Yes, I know that nothing was proved

against you.
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Since the views of the past presented by these two characters are
incompatible or at least incomplete, readers are obliged to form their
own accounts. This requires understanding what happened and why
in a very detailed way. It also means knowing whose version of the
past is more accurate and how much of it is reliable. In the excerpt
here, the characters disagree about the reasons for the decline of the
Ekdal family. Gregers blames his father for it, while Mr. Werle seems
to lay the blame on Lieutenant Ekdal, Werle’s former business part-
ner. Later in the play, Lieutenant Ekdal offers still another version to
his son, Hjalmar, and to his daughter-in-law, Gina. Whose version
is authentic? Who benefits from each version? In such cases, readers
should examine each version of the background story skeptically, as
trial lawyers examine a witness in court.

Technique

Let's first study the basic techniques that playwrights use to disclose
background story and later consider some ways of identifying it. By
approaching the topic in this way, it should be easier to understand
the workings of background story in plays as a whole.

Background story tends to appear in three ways: in extended pas-
sages near the beginning of a play, in fragments distributed through-
out the action, or buried beneath the onstage action. There is no
advantage in craftsmanship or plausibility in any single method. The
choice depends on the author’s goals and the practical requirements
of the play. Playwriting fashions also play a part. All these methods
have been used in a wide assortment of plays, can be used simulta-
neously, and are capable of revealing the past without interrupting
the flow of the action or disturbing the play’s plausibility.

Historical Technique

In classic plays (those written before the emergence of realism), the
background story tends to appear in extended passages near the begin-
ning. Note how this operates in Hamlet. In the last chapter we studied
1,1 for its political content. Horatio’s speech to Marcellus consists of
29 lines explaining the reasons behind Denmark’s preparations for
war. In the next scene, Claudius has a speech of 34 lines expressing
his gratitude to the court for their support during the recent transfer
of power. He also explains his strategy for dealing with the political
threat posed by Fortinbras. More background story is disclosed at the
end of the scene. In a famous soliloquy of 50 lines, Hamlet reveals his
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feelings about his father’s recent death and his mother’s hasty remar-
riage. In 1,3 Laertes says farewell to Ophelia in a speech of 34 lines,
meanwhile warning her not to be misled by Hamlet's fondness for
her. Besides being a warning to Ophelia, this is also background story.
In 1,4 the Ghost appears again, and then in a discourse of 50 lines in
1,5 he discloses the circumstances of his murder. At this point of the
play, the characters have revealed most of the background story in five
speeches totaling about 200 lines. In a similar manner, the opening
scenes in Oedipus Rex, Tartuffe, and The School for Scandal reveal almost
the entire background story in those classic plays, too.

The technique of placing the background story at the beginning
has advantages and disadvantages. On one hand, it focuses atten-
tion because it collects all the essential facts of the background story
together near the beginning in the play. This permits the dramatist
to devote the remainder of the play to the development of onstage
(present) action, which is a considerable writing and performance
benefit. On the other hand, extended narration can be a burden on
actors and audiences because it is essential to express all the impor-
tant background information in jam-packed speeches, while at the
same time maintaining emotional honesty and logical consistency.
Audiences must digest most of the background story at one time and
note who the important characters are and what they did. And they
must bear it in mind throughout all the action that follows.

Modern Technique

In the early part of the nineteenth century another way of disclos-
ing background story began to appear. It was a time when the sci-
entific spirit was beginning to influence the world at large, even as
in the theatre it influenced a new playwriting style, the well-made
play. The chief architect of this style was the French author Eugene
Scribe, who managed to introduce some of the thinking and prac-
tices of science into the craft of playwriting. In place of the rather
free and imaginative treatment of background story found in classic
plays, Scribe began to employ the then novel scientific principles of
cause and effect, as he said, to make the “accidental seem necessary.”
Time, place, and action were to operate according to “realistic” (sci-
entific) rules. Scribe’s well-made plays contained scandalous secrets
in the background story and then disclosed them as the action pro-
gressed. His plays also included meticulously coordinated patterns of
action and deception, a climactic scene in which the unknown parts
of the background story are revealed to opposing characters, and a
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plausible resolution in which a new balance is established among
the opposing forces. Scribe’s formulaic methods assured box office
success. He wrote over 400 of these well-made plays and his work
was a major influence on the development of modern drama world-
wide. Much of playwriting today is still of the well-made variety, par-
ticularly in film and television.

In well-made plays some of the background story continued to
appear at the beginning as it had in classic plays, but now most of it was
divided into smaller portions, shared among a larger number of charac-
ters, and disclosed in bits and pieces throughout later scenes. This was
done to achieve realistic plausibility, that is, to achieve the illusion of
authenticity. Scholars call this way of treating background story the ret-
rospective method because the onstage action moves forward in time
while the past moves backward in time. The key to its effective use was
to avoid revealing the most important facts of the background story
until as late as possible in the action, at the point when its disclosure
was most dramatically effective. Although the absence of traditional
long speeches of background story seems to provide well-made plays
with a more credible sense of everyday reality, its initial use by play-
wrights was somewhat awkward by later standards. A typical well-made
play, for example, employed an opening scene in which two minor
characters, typically servants, performed household duties while gossip-
ing about their employer’s past. This type of opening was so widespread
in nineteenth-century plays that it came to be called the below-stairs
scene because it almost always involved servants, whose living quarters
in those times were located downstairs.

An interesting point about the retrospective method is that it was
the rediscovery of a historical model that had remained by and large
unused for almost 2,400 years. Few dramatists ever handled it better
than Sophocles did in Oedipus Rex, whose plot is a murder mystery
told retrospectively. A “detective” (Oedipus) searches for a murderer
by inquiring into the past, and step-by-step discovers that the criminal
turns out to be himself. In spite of its very early date of composition,
Oedipus Rex remains an excellent example of retrospective technique.

Henrik Ibsen learned to understand the well-made play and its
retrospective style while he was managing director at a theatre in
Norway. He produced many of Scribe’s plays there and drew from
this experience in writing his earliest realistic plays. Scribe was a skill-
ful craftsman, but Ibsen was also an artist and he brought an artistic
sensibility to his writing. For example, in the opening of Ibsen’s play
The Wild Duck, the old family servant, Petersen, and a hired servant,
Jensen, gossip about the prominent members of society present at
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the dinner party in another room. This is a representative below-
stairs scene, but Ibsen added a special refinement. Unlike Scribe and
other writers of well-made plays, Ibsen seldom treated his second-
ary characters as simple functionaries to disclose background story.
Pettersen and Jensen are distinctive personalities in their own right
and each has his own special motives for gossiping about the dubi-
ous “pillars of society” present at the dinner party in the adjoining
room. Thus, Ibsen’s background story is artistic as well as dramatic,
in the sense that it reveals as much about the present (the self-serv-
ing hypocrisy of Petersen, Jensen, and the townspeople) as it does
about the past.

Like any true artist, Ibsen was always testing and refining his meth-
ods. In his later plays, he withheld much of the important background
story from earlier scenes, distributing it instead in fragments through-
out the play. As time went on, Ibsen and other early modern drama-
tists (namely, Anton Chekhov, August Strindberg, and George Bernard
Shaw) became extremely proficient at this method. They learned
how to distribute the background story in ever subtler bits and pieces
throughout their plays, and they knew where and how to place the
information so that its disclosure would be almost inconspicuous yet
as dramatic as possible. In their best works, no single piece of back-
ground story is revealed until it is of maximum service to the action —
in other words, until it has maximum influence on the characters. The
past unfolds one small fact at a time with inspired shrewdness for dra-
matic tempos and rhythms.

Minimalist Technique

In an increasing number of contemporary plays the background
story seems inadequate to motivate the onstage behavior of the char-
acters. In these plays, the background story is so altered, reduced, or
concealed that it is almost impossible to perceive without very close
reading, and a feeling of uncertainty and elusiveness often goes along
with it. As in, did it really happen, or do the characters only imagine
that it happened, or is someone being untruthful? American Buffalo
is a prime example. Who was the mysterious coin collector who
purchased the five-cent American buffalo coin from Don? Who is
Fletch, the pivotal character everyone knows and respects but whom
we never see? What happened between Teach and Gracie and Ruthie
to make him so angry with them? How did Don come to respect Teach
so devotedly, a respect that leads to disaster for him and Bob? How
did Don come to own the junk shop? The answers to these questions
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and more are central to the play, and they can be found in the play,
but it takes a great deal of careful reading to find them because they
are suggested but seldom spoken about. Also required is a firm belief
in the importance of the background story to the characters.

Use of such minimalist background story is a radical extension of
the modern retrospective method. The main difference lies in reduc-
ing the quantity of background story to a bare minimum and then
disclosing what remains through intricate, complicated hints in pref-
erence to, but without getting rid of, candid narration. Minimalist
background story requires patient and imaginative analysis (includ-
ing pattern awareness) to unearth every last ounce of information.
It also requires close attention to tempo, rhythm, and mood in per-
formance to illuminate every veiled hint and casual allusion these
plays depend on for their effects. What cannot be spoken needs to be
illustrated through the subtle interplay of vocal pauses, facial expres-
sions, physical gestures and postures, and mise-en-scene.

Identification

Background story takes on several forms: events, character descrip-
tions, and feelings. Which is most important depends on the nature
of the play, the characters, and the situations in the play.

Events

A background story event is something significant that happened in the
past, something vital to the play and involving a conflict of some
kind. Past events of this type are important because they provide the
source material for onstage conflicts. Here are some background pas-
sages that contain significant events.

Two crucial background story events are disclosed in Mama
Younger's statement to her son, Walter, in A Raisin in the Sun, “Son —
do you know your wife is expecting another baby?” The significant
events for Walter are (1) Ruth is pregnant and (2) he did not even
know about it.

Another example is Hjalmar Ekdal’s confession in The Wild
Duck that his father, Old Ekdal, “considered” suicide when he was
sentenced to prison. Hjalmar tells his friend, Gregers Werle, “When
the sentence of imprisonment was passed — he had the pistol in
his hand.” In the narrow-minded provincial society of this play, Old
Ekdal’s misdeed ruined him and fated his family to social isolation.

In Oedipus Rex, when Oedipus asks who found him as an infant,
the Corinthian Messenger discloses a significant event, “It was
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another shepherd that gave you to me.” At this moment Oedipus
finds out that he is not the son of Polybus and Merope as he
thought, which leads him to the discovery that he murdered his
father and married his mother.

In Mother Courage, the Recruiter discloses a significant background
story event when he says to the Sergeant, “The General wants me
to recruit four platoons by the twelfth.” The significant fact that the
General will have him shot if he does not enlist 90 new men by the
end of the week explains why the Recruiter does not show much
sympathy for reluctant recruits later in the play.

Sally says to her mother, Lorraine, in A Lie of the Mind, “Right then
I knew what Jake had in mind.” “What?” asks Lorraine. “Jake had
decided to kill him.” What is significant here is the cold, hard reality
of Jake's violent temperament, regardless of that fact that his mother
thinks in a different way about him.

Background stories are composed of dramatic events like these.
Yet no character’s account of past events should always be taken at
face value. It is not that characters sometimes lie; they tell their own
versions of the truth as they see it. Even a lie told as a truth, how-
ever, can be revealing if it is studied with care. In Hjalmar Ekdal’s
scene discussed above, his inadvertent use of the word “considered”
instead of “attempted” when he speaks about his father’s experience
is revealing. For one thing, a considered suicide, with its suggestions
of self-dramatization, is different from an attempted suicide. And
even though the considered event itself was real enough, it is not as
important as the selfish use Hjalmar makes of it at this moment in
the play. It does not show Hjalmar’s sympathy for his father as much
as it shows the personal embarrassment he felt about his father’s dis-
grace. This example illustrates how background story can reveal sig-
nificant information that may be otherwise overlooked in a play.

Character Descriptions

Discussing the events of the past often leads to character descriptions
of those who performed them. This element of the background story
is as important to designers as it is to actors and directors.

In Tartuffe, Orgon offers this description of his daughter’s suitor:
“I had promised you to Valere, but apart from the fact that he's
said to be a bit of a gambler, I suspect him of being a free thinker.”
Orgon heard from someone that Valere was a gambler, and Orgon
already suspected Valere’s liberal opinions from previous encounters
with him.
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In Hamlet, Horatio reveals to Hamlet his memory of deceased
King Hamlet's character: “I saw him once; he was a goodly king.” It
is significant that Hamlet’s father was known to be a wise and prin-
cipled person, in contrast to his brother, Claudius. Or at least these
two characters think so.

Joseph Surface receives this admiring character description from
Sir Peter Teazle in The School for Scandal: “Joseph is indeed what a
youth should be — everyone in the world speaks well of him.”
Teazle’s description turns out to be false.

Speaking to Gregers Werle in The Wild Duck, Dr. Relling says of
Lieutenant Ekdal: “The old lieutenant has been an ass all his days.”
Relling’s description turns out to be true.

Willy Loman recalls his brother Ben in Death of a Salesman: “There
was the only man I ever met who knew all the answers.” Later on
we learn that Ben is in fact a huckster and Willie has merely been
deceived by his impressive boasting.

Mama Younger in A Raisin in the Sun remembers her deceased hus-
band: “God knows there was plenty wrong with Walter Younger —
hard-headed, mean, kind of wild with women — plenty wrong with
him. But he sure loved his children.” Walter Younger's decency is
contrasted with the dishonesty of his son, Walter Jr., who plans to
expropriate his father’s life insurance money.

Doaker speaks about his niece, Berniece, to Boy Willie in The
Piano Lesson: “She still got [her husband] Crawley on her mind. He
been dead three years but she still holding on to him. She need to go
out here and let one of those fellows grab a whole handful of what-
ever she got. She act like it done got precious.” Berniece is in danger
of becoming a professional widow.

Feelings
Characters reveal their past feelings in a variety of ways.

In The Wild Duck, when Hjalmar Ekdal’s father went to prison
for fraud, it was also an embarrassing time for Hjalmar: “I kept the
blinds drawn down over both my windows. When I peeped out I saw
the sun shining as if nothing had happened. I could not understand
it. I saw people going along the street, laughing and talking about
indifferent things. I could not understand it. It seemed to me that
the whole of existence must be at a standstill — as if under an
eclipse.” To which Gregers Werle adds, “I felt that too, when my
mother died.” Hjalmar and Gregers share a moment of sentimental
self-dramatization.
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In Death of a Salesman, Willy Loman tells Linda how he often feels
lonely when traveling on the road: “I get so lonely — in particular
when business is bad and there’s nobody to talk to. I get the feeling
that I'll never sell anything again.” His loneliness on the road leads
him to seek the comfort of other women.

When the Young Woman in Machinal asks, “But Ma — didn’t you
love Pa? her Mother replies, “I suppose I did — I don’t know — I've
forgotten — what difference does it make — now?” The absence of
real human feeling between her mother and father surprises and sad-
dens the Young Woman.

The emotional frustrations of Walter Younger Jr's past express
themselves through sense impressions in A Raisin in the Sun:
“Sometimes it’s like I can see the future stretched out in front of me —
just plain as day. The future, Mama. Hanging over there at the edge
of my days. Just waiting for me — a big, looming blank space — full
of nothing.” Walter has the emotional feelings of a poet.

Lorraine’s repressed feelings about her husband’s disappearance
are the subject of these remarks to her daughter, Beth, in A Lie of the
Mind:

LORRAINE. Wonder? Did I ever wonder? You know
a man your whole life. You grow up with
him. You’re almost raised together. You go
to school on the same bus together. You
go through tornadoes together in the same
basement. You go through a war together.
You have babies together. And then one day
he just up and disappears into thin air.
Did I ever wonder? Yeah. You bet your sweet
life I wondered. But you know where all
that wondering got me? Nowhere. Absolutely
nowhere. Because here I am. Alone. Just the
same as though he’d never even existed.

Lorraine’s tangled and conflicting feelings are typical of the back-
ground story in Sam Shepard's plays.

These examples show that past feelings expressed through the
background story are also valuable for beginning to understand the
characters engaged in present action on stage.

Background Story at Work

To learn how past events, character descriptions, and feelings work
together in longer passages of dialogue, we will consider examples of
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classic, modern, and minimalist technique. Past events, feelings, and
character descriptions are underlined.

Historical Technique

Hamlet belongs to that group of plays in which the background
story appears in long passages early in the play. The murder of King
Hamlet is the single most significant background story event. In
1,5 the Ghost discloses the circumstances surrounding this event in
several lengthy speeches. Background story in this scene is a seam-
less merging of past events, feelings, and character descriptions. The
Ghost begins by disclosing the physical pain he has suffered in pur-
gatory since his death.

GHOST. I am thy father’s spirit,
Doom’d for a certain term to walk the
night,
And for the day confin’d to fast in fires,

Till the foul crimes done in my days of

nature
Are burnt and purg’d away.

In the next 11 lines he explains that he is prohibited from telling
Hamlet what purgatory is really like, nevertheless he describes how
Hamlet would feel if he knew what his father has been suffering.

GHOST. But that I am forbid
To tell the secrets my prison-house,

I could a tale unfold whose lightest word

Would harrow up thy soul, freeze thy young

blood,

Make thy two eyes, like stars, start from
their spheres,

Thy knotted and combined locks to part,
And each particular hair to stand on end,

Like quills upon the fretful porpentine.

But this eternal blazon must not be
To ears of flesh and blood.

Now the Ghost discloses that he was murdered, which is the piv-
otal event of the background story. He adds the feeling that blood
ties and incest made the crime even worse.

GHOST. List, List, O, List!
If thou didst ever thy dear father love—
HAMLET. O God!
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GHOST. Revenge his foul and most unnatural
murder.

HAMLET. Murder!

GHOST. Murder most foul, as in the best it is;
But this most foul, strange, and unnatural.

A few lines later, the Ghost picks up the thread of the background
story events once again.

GHOST. Now, Hamlet, hear;

‘Tis given out that, sleeping in my

orchard

A serpent stung me; so the whole ear of
Denmark

Is by a forged process of my death
Rankly abused; but know, thou noble youth,
The serpent that did sting thy father’s
life
Now wears his crown.
HAMLET. O my prophetic soul!
82 My uncle!

The Ghost adds a character description of Claudius, condemn-
ing the incestuous relationship with Gertrude and the murder of his
own brother.

GHOST. Ay, that incestuous, that adulterate
beast,
Wwith wicked witchcraft of his wits, with
traitorous gifts —
O wicked wit and gifts that have the power
So to seduce — won to his shameful lust

The will of my most seeming virtuous
queen.

Now follows 11 lines contrasting King Hamlet’s idealistic love of
Gertrude with Claudius’s cynical lust.

GHOST. O Hamlet, what a falling off was there,
From me, whose love was of that dignity
That it went hand in hand even with the vow

I made to her in marriage; and to decline

Upon a wretch whose natural gifts were poor

To those of mine!
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The next 16 lines are a vivid account of the murder itself.

GHOST. But soft! Methinks I scent the morning
air.
Brief let me be. Sleeping within my orchard,

My custom always of the aftermnoon,
Upon my secure hour thy uncle stole,

With juice of cursed hebona in a vial,

And in the porches of mine ears did pour

The leprous distillment; whose effect

Holds such an enmity with blood of man

That swift as quicksilver it courses
through

The natural gates and alleys of the body:
And with a sudden vigour it doth posset

And curd, like eager droppings into milk,
The thin and wholesome blood. So did it

mine;
And a most instant tetter bark’d about,
Most 1lazar-like, with vile and loathsome

crust, 83
All my smooth body.

Seven lines of religious feelings develop from these.

GHOST. Thus was I, sleeping, by a brother’s
hand
Of 1life, of crown, of gqueen, at once
dispatch’d;
Cut off even in the blossom of my sin,
Unhousl’d [no Holy Communion], disap-
pointed, unanel’d [no final rites];
No reck’ning made [no confession], but

sent to my account
With all my imperfections on my head.
O, Horrible! Horrible! most horrible!

The Ghost concludes the scene by challenging Hamlet to revenge
his murder. The background story in this scene has been disclosed
by a single character in a few long speeches composed of an artful
blend of events, feelings, and character descriptions.

Modern Technique
In A Raisin in the Sun, several different characters disclose the past
retrospectively and in small fragments. This scene between Walter
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Jr. and his wife, Ruth, also occurs near the beginning of the play. It
centers on Walter’s scheme for buying a liquor store with his bud-
dies Bobo and Willie. Their project will require $10,000 from his
father’s life insurance. In this argument between Walter and Ruth,
background story events, character descriptions, and feelings mix
together. The passage requires attentive reading to unravel this com-
plicated mixture and grasp its significance in the action to come.
Underlining identifies the background story references.

WALTER. You want to know what I was thinking
‘bout in the bathroom this morning?

RUTH. No.

WALTER. How come you always got to be so pleasant?

RUTH. What is there to be pleasant ‘bout?

WALTER. You want to know what I was thinking

‘bout in the bathroom or not?

RUTH. I know what you was thinking ‘bout.

WALTER. (ignoring her)‘Bout what me an’ Willy
Harris was talking about last night.

RUTH. (immediately — a refrain) Willy Harris
is a good-for-nothing loud mouth.

WALTER. Anybody who talks to me has got to be a
good-for-nothing loud mouth, ain’t he? And

84

what you know about who is just a good-

for-nothing 1loud mouth? Charlie Atkins

was just a “good-for-nothing loud-mouth”
too, wasn’t he? When he wanted me to go

into the dry-cleaning business with him.

And now — he’s grossing a hundred thousand
dollars a year. A hundred thousand dollars

a year! You still call him a loud mouth?

RUTH. (bitterly) Oh, Walter Lee.

(She folds her head on her arms over the
table.)

WALTER. (rising and coming over to her and
standing over her) You tired, ain’t you?
Tired of everything. Me, the boy, the way
we live — this beat up hole — everything.
Ain’t you? So tired — moaning and groaning
all the time, but you wouldn’t do nothing
to help, would you? You couldn’t be on my

side that long for nothing could you?
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RUTH. Walter, please leave me alone.

WALTER. A man needs for a woman to back him
up...

RUTH. Walter—

WALTER. Mama would listen to you. You know
she listen to you more than she do me and

Bennie. She think more of you, too. All

you have to do is just sit down with her
when you drinking your coffee one morn-
ing and talking ‘bout things like you do —
(He sits down beside her and demonstrates
graphically what he thinks her methods and
tone should be.) —you just sip your cof-
fee, see, and say easy like that you been
thinking ‘bout that deal Walter Lee is so
interested in, ‘bout the store, and all,
and sip some more coffee, 1like what you
saying ain’t really that important to you
— and the next thing you know, she be lis-
tening good and asking you questions and
when I come home — I can tell her the 85
details. This ain’t no fly-by-night propo-

sition, baby. I mean we got it figured out,

me and Willy and Bobo.

RUTH. (with a frown) Bobo?

WALTER. Yeah. You see, this 1little liquor store
we got in mind cost seventy-five thousand and

we figured the initial investment on the place

be ‘bout thirty thousand, see. That be ten

thousand each. Course, there’s a couple of

hundred you got to pay so’s you don’t spend

the rest of your 1life just waitin’ for them

clowns to let your license get approved—
RUTH. You mean graft?

WALTER. (frowning impatiently) Don’t call it
that. See there, that just goes to show
you what women understand about the world.
Baby, don’t nothing happen in this world

‘less you pay somebody off!

RUTH. Walter, leave me alone! (She raises her
head and stares at him vigorously — then
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says, more quietly.) Eat your eggs, they
gonna be cold.

WALTER. (straightening up from her and looking
off) That’s it. There you are. Man say to
his woman: I got me a dream. His woman
say: eat your eggs. (sadly, but gaining
in power) Man say: I got to take hold of
this here world, baby! And a woman will
say: Eat your eggs and go to work. (pas-
sionately now) Man say: I got to change my
life. I’'m choking to death, baby! And his
woman say— (in utter anguish as he brings
his fists down on his thighs) —Your eggs is
getting cold!

RUTH. (softly) Walter, that ain’t none of our

money.

WALTER. (not listening at all or even looking
at her) This morning, I was lookin’ in the
mirror and thinking about it...I’m thirty-
five years old; I been married eleven years
and I got a boy who sleeps in the living
room— (very, very quietly) and all I got
to give him is stories about how rich peo-
ple live...

RUTH. Eat your eggs, Walter.

WALTER. Damn my eggs...damn all the eggs that

ever was!

RUTH. Then go to work.

WALTER. (looking at her) See — I’m trying to
talk to you ‘bout myself — (shaking his

head with the repetition) —and all you can
say is eat them eggs and go to work.
RUTH. (wearily) Honey, you never say anything

new. I 1listen to you every day, every

night, and every morning, and you never
say nothing new. (shrugging) So you would

rather be Mr. Arnold than be his chauf-
feur. So — I would rather be living in

Buckingham Palace.
WALTER. That’s just what is wrong with the

colored women in this world...Don’t under-

stand about building their men up and
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making ‘em feel like they somebody. Like
they can do something.

RUTH. (dryly, but to hurt) There are colored
men who do things.

WALTER. No thanks to the colored woman.

RUTH. Well, being a colored woman, I guess I
can’t help myself none.

A fine piece of realistic writing and an excellent example of mod-
ernist background story, this passage, and indeed Hansberry’s entire
play, will reward careful study.

Minimalist Technique

A smaller amount of background story is found in A Lie of the Mind
compared to the examples above. Only two previous events could
be considered significant in the sense understood here: Jake's abuse
of his wife, Beth; and the death of Jake's father. In 1,1 and 1,3 Jake
discloses the entire story about Beth through several long speeches
in the standard historical manner. After those two scenes, her life
and character are clear to us. But the story of Jake’s father is dis-
closed in minimalist fashion. Only a minimal amount of concrete
information is disclosed about him. We do not even learn his name.
Moreover, the disclosures are revealed guardedly — through hints,
curtailed anecdotes, indirect references, discarded objects, “character
transformations,” etc. The father’s life and character are an enigma,
and yet his spirit exerts a strange power over his family.

In 1,7 Jake seems to have forgotten all about his father until he
finds himself back at the family home in his childhood bedroom.
He is traumatized by guilt from abusing his wife, and his mother,
Lorraine, tries to nurse him out of his depression. All of a sudden
Jake stops and stares at the dusty models of World War II airplanes
hanging from the ceiling above his bed. References to his father
begin to emerge, but they are vague and incomplete. Again, back-
ground story is underlined.

JAKE. I can’t stay here.
LORRAINE. Why not? You never shoulda’ left in
the first place. This was the first room you

ever had to yourself.

JAKE. Where were we before?
LORRAINE. You mean, before here?
JAKE. Yeah. Where were we before?
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LORRAINE. You-name-it-U.S.A. Those were the

days we chased your Daddy from one airbase

to the next. Always tryin’ to catch up with

the next “Secret Mission.” Some secret. He

was always cookin’ up some weird code on

the phone. Tryin’ to make a big drama outa’

things. Thought it was romantic I guess.
Worst of all was I fell for it. (JAKE wan-
ders around the space, trying to recognize
it.)

JAKE. What code?

LORRAINE. Oh, I can’t remember them now. There
was lots of ‘em. It was so many years ago.

He’d make ‘em all up.

JAKE. Why’d he use a code?

LORRAINE. He said it was because they didn’t
want him to reveal his location.

JAKE. Did you believe him?

LORRAINE. Yeah. Why shouldn’t I of?

JAKE. Maybe he was lyin’.

LORRAINE. Why would he do that?

JAKE. So you wouldn’t know what he was up to.
That’s why.

LORRAINE. That was back when we were in love.

JAKE. Oh.

LORRAINE. That was back before things went to
pieces.

JAKE. (Still moving around the space.) But we
finally tracked him down, huh?

LORRAINE. Yeah. ‘Course we tracked him down.
Turned out to not be worth the trip, but
we found him all right.

JAKE. Where?

LORRAINE. Different places. You were pretty
little then.

JAKE. Little.

LORRAINE. Just a spit of a thing. I used to
pack you to sleep in a dresser drawer. You
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were that tiny.
JAKE. You didn’t close the drawer. Did vya’?
LORRAINE. No. ‘Course not.
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What attracts attention in this passage is Lorraine’s reluctance
to delve into any particulars about her husband, Jake’s father. Jake
presses her for more information, but she redirects his questions
away from his father and back to her own relationship with Jake.
Their hesitant behavior is evidence of the father’s lingering influ-
ence on his wife and son. The form of Jake’s curiosity about him is
also intriguing. What is the specific nature of his emotional response
here? Has he forgotten his childhood? And if so, why? Did he love
his father and does he miss him now? Why does Jake tell his sister
later on that he has made a determined effort not to be like their
father? The minimalist treatment of the father in the background
story raises more questions about the present than it answers about
the past, which is the purpose of this technique.

Background Story in Nonrealistic Plays

Nonrealistic plays tend to have short and simple character histories
and are more likely to reveal information about the world of the
play, its closed system, than about plot or character. The actual pro-
cess of disclosure may be in long speeches, bits and pieces, uncertain
and elusive hints, or any combination of these. Whatever the case
may be, background story in nonrealistic plays tends to be limited
and perform a different function than it does in realistic plays. We
will explain more about this below, but first some examples.

The background story in Machinal contains only a handful of ref-
erences to Helen's earlier life at home with her family. It was a time
when she believed her mother and father were in love. The Young
Man, with whom she has a brief affair, discloses a little about his
involvement in the Mexican Revolution, which started in 1910 and
was the first of the major armed struggles for freedom in the twen-
tieth century. Though not eventful in the usual way, the background
story nevertheless establishes that Helen lives in a loveless world,
and that a lover of hers is among those who are fighting for freedom
in that world. That Helen is a stranger in this strange land we learn
first and foremost from her onstage actions.

In Mother Courage (and other plays of his) Brecht makes a point of
neutralizing the influence of background story by disclosing it with
explanatory placards at the beginning of each scene. His intention is
to do away with background story as a motivating factor and concen-
trate instead on what is happening to the characters in the present. He
wants to focus the audience’s attentions on the characters’ concrete
present choices rather than the insubstantial influence of the past.
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Winnie chatters about a few background story events in Happy
Days. The dances, friendships, love affairs, visits from strangers,
deaths, etc., she talks about in her one-sided conversations with
Willie are not so much significant background story events as signs
that life for them has been an endless series of broken dreams
extending back into time without end.

The key events in the background story of The Birthday Party con-
sist of Stanley’s ruined career as a pianist, his retreat to a seaside
boarding house run by Meg and Petey, and a vague prior relation-
ship he had with Goldberg and McCann, which for some reason
causes them to track him down and take him away to someplace
unpleasant. Once again, the background story is not as important as
the cruel power that Goldberg and McCann exercise in the present
over Stanley as well as Petey, Meg, and Lulu.

In Fefu and Her Friends a group of women gather to plan a chil-
dren’s education project. According to the playwright, the play was
set in 1935 because that era was “pre-Freud.” In other words, it was
a time when the past did not play a crucial role in one’s self-image
and people tended to accept each other at face value without always
interpreting each other or themselves in light of the past. The normal
questions of realism (who these characters are, how they became
what they are, etc.) are less important than how the characters come
to terms with what is happening to them on stage in the present.

The opening scene in Top Girls could be considered a scene of
background story, in that it illustrates the choices made by a selec-
tion of free-thinking female characters from art and history. All
are women who overcame major obstacles to achieve distinction.
Excepting that in each case when they had an opportunity to choose
genuine emancipation, they opted for power instead. This pattern
establishes the perspective for us to observe Marlene as she follows
the same path throughout the present action of the play.

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead is one of those plays with
almost a complete absence of background story. We know as little about
the two title characters here as we do about Shakespeare’s original mod-
els. The play’s meaning revolves around the uncertainty of the present,
not the certainty of the past. In fact, it is Guildenstern’s notions about
the past that restrain him from seeing the present as it is.

Angels in America is in many ways a summary example of nonre-
alism on the question of background story. Its subject is “beautiful
systems dying, old fixed orders spiraling apart” (1,3). Established
principles of democracy, politics, law, religion, family, friendship —
all are depicted in a state of collapse. At first glance, the background
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story appears to be conventional in terms of its quantity and manner
of disclosure. In contrast to conventional practice, however, the focus
is not on what happened in the past, but on the fact that the old
world — the world of progress, justice, and benevolent Providence —
is coming to an end. The question to ask is how the characters come
to terms with their reality at this point in time. Will Joe Pitt and
Louis Ironson choose to be passive bystanders (victims) of history or
active builders of the future?

The tendency shown here is toward more onstage action and less
background story, toward more action and less narration. Changes
in form like this do not happen by themselves or in a social vacuum.
They are a product of the deep feelings of individual artists confront-
ing the general trends of a particular period of time. Then again, a
textbook on script analysis is not the place to spend too much time
thinking about the influence of history on dramatic form. We can
only observe how the issue is treated by playwrights in their work.
It is enough to say that in their search for a way to express a pres-
ent-day view of the world, certain playwrights began to test realism’s
emphasis on background story. Initially, as we stated earlier, they
began to minimize and conceal the background story as much as
possible. When this path became exhausted, they began to turn away
from realism to nonrealism, and by doing so they also changed the
accepted (realistic) wisdom that emphasized background story so
much in first place.

Summary

We have been reviewing the topic of background story, noting how it is
treated, and studying the adjustments playwrights have made to accom-
modate particular technical needs and cultural shifts. We have seen that,
since the background story is crowded with significant information, it is
essential to know as much about it as possible, sometimes in exhaust-
ing detail. Another important part of learning about background story
is the understanding that for theatre artists it involves much more than
the dry theoretical term exposition. Most readers who have followed
the discussion so far should see that background story in plays is as dra-
matic as onstage action. Often it is more so.

Questions

1. Technique. Is the background story disclosed in long speeches?
In short statements? In subtle hints and veiled allusions? How
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reliable are the characters who disclose the background story? Is
the background story disclosed near the beginning of the play?
Throughout the entire play? Any disclosed near the end of the
play? How much background story is there compared to onstage
action? Where does the action of the play begin in relation to the
background story? In relation to the end of the action?
Identification. What specific events are disclosed in the back-
ground story? How long ago did they occur? What is the original
chronology of events? In what order are the events disclosed
in the play? Besides events, are there any character descriptions
in the background story? Any feelings or sensory impressions?
In what ways are they interrelated with the events in the back-
ground story? Write a complete report of each character’s back-
ground story. Provide a complete report of the background story
as told by all the characters.

Mise-en-scene. What does the background story suggest about the
mise-en-scene? How could the mise-en-scene contribute to the
effectiveness of the background story?

After Action Analysis. Search for the play’s seed/theme in the back-
ground story. How does the seed/theme influence the events,
character descriptions, and feelings in the background story? In
what way does associating the seed/theme with the background
story contribute to the effectiveness of the play?
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CHAPTER 4

External and
Internal Action

The word plot comes from two sources: the Old French word complot,
meaning a secret scheme, and from the English word plat, meaning a
plan or map. It has an added sense of its parts being packed together.
Plot has parallel meanings related to secret intrigues or conspiracies and
to suspense. Aristotle believed that plot was the first principle and the
soul of drama. He described it as the imitation of the dramatic action
(action performed with a significant goal in mind) and the arrangement
of the incidents. He also said that the most effective plots have a begin-
ning, middle, and end and represent single complete dramatic action.

Critics continue to debate Aristotle’s statements about plot, but that
is not of concern at this moment. Most audiences — including actors,
directors, and designers — expect some kind of plot, even if it is not
apparent why they do. In essence, plot means the story line, the sense
that things are moving, that the play is getting somewhere, and that
events are moving forward. In this basic sense, plot serves to sustain
interest in how everything does or does not come together in the end.
It evokes the questions “What happened?” “What is happening?” and
“What is going to happen?”

It is not necessary at this time to define plot more than this, but
someone who tried would be obliged to deal with at least four fun-
damental features: (1) external action, (2) internal action, (3) pro-
gressions, and (4) structure. A plot could be weak or lacking in one
of these features, but there would be a sense that something was
missing or strange. A play with such a feeling seldom accomplishes
what is expected, at least from a conventional point of view. External
and internal action will be the organizing principles of this chapter.
Chapter 5 will deal with the progress and structure of the plot.
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External Action

The first responsibility of plot is to provide the external action needed
to carry out the story in concrete terms. This is plot on its most basic
level, the level of what the characters are physically doing on stage.
Stanislavsky and his followers refer to this property of the plot as
the “first plan.” They are interested in the way external action can
be used to stimulate the actor’s imagination. They maintain that for
an actor the life of a play should start with basic physical actions
and then proceed to deal with internal, or psychological, actions —
unconscious creativity by means of conscious physical action. The
external action is also a major source of information about the envi-
ronment and mise-en-scene.

Once again when reading for personal study, it is perfectly accept-
able to supplement the dialogue with the stage directions for infor-
mation about external action. In most cases, stage directions are
more or less an accurate record of the original production. If analy-
sis is intended for a new performance, however, great care should
be exercised when using the stage directions as an authority for
anything, including the mise-en-scene. Formalist analysis relies on
the dialogue as much as possible. And even when there is no obvi-
ous external action in the dialogue, as a rule it can be discovered
by deduction without consulting other people’s suggestions. Most of
the interpretive external action created by professional directors, or
the mise-en-scene created by professional designers, does not come
from the stage directions anyway, but rather from information found
in the dialogue itself.

Entrances and Exits

Entrances and exits in drama are equivalent to attack and release
in music: they start and stop the stage action. The questions they
answer are who is or was or will be on stage and by what means. In
film and television, there is little need for writing entrances or exits
in the dialogue because the camera follows the characters wherever
they go. In a play, however, all the characters must come to the stage
to perform their actions before a stationary audience. Thus, stage
action always starts with an entrance and concludes with an exit
(or a curtain or blackout, which is essentially the same thing). The
“French Scene” is a feature closely linked with entrances and exits
and will be treated in the next chapter.

Entrances and exits differ from one another in their characters
and situations, but they all share the same general features. Reading

SCRIPT ANALYSIS FOR ACTORS, DIRECTORS, AND DESIGNERS



the dialogue in the literal sense is helpful to illustrate this precept,
but dialogue is not always interpreted in a literal sense, of course, for
performance. The following simple example from Oedipus Rex shows
Sophocles presenting an important entrance. Notice the use of rep-
etition for dramatic reinforcement.

CHORUS. He is coming. Creon is coming.

Shakespeare infuses emotion into the following two examples from
Hamlet. The entrance is Horatio’s warning to Hamlet of the appear-
ance of the Ghost; the exit is the Ghost's disappearance.

HORATIO. Look, my lord, it comes!

GHOST. Adieu, adieu, adieu! Remember me.

Moliere includes both emotion and mise-en-scene in this exit from
Tartuffe.

ORGON. I’'m so incensed...I shall have to go
outside to recover myself.

Ibsen’s talent for innuendo may be seen at work in the follow-
ing entrance from The Wild Duck. Here Gina Ekdal reproaches
her father-in-law for his tardiness, but she is also hinting that he
has been drinking again. In the second example, Ibsen has con-
cluded a family dispute with an exit that also involves informa-
tion about character motivation. The third passage shows Ibsen
using an exit to provoke a feeling of suspense, for what's going
to happen next.

GINA. How late you are today, Grandfather!

*

GREGERS. When I 1look back upon your past I
seem to see a battlefield with shattered
lives on every hand.

WERLE. I begin to think that the chasm that
divides us is too wide.

GREGERS. (bowing with self-command) So I have
observed, and therefore I take my hat
and go.

WERLE. You are going? Out of the house?
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GREGERS. Yes. For at last I seemy mission in life.
WERLE. What mission?
GREGERS. You would only laugh if I told you.

*

GREGERS. Put on your hat and coat, Hjalmar; I
want you to come for a long walk with me.

In this exit from A Raisin in the Sun, Mama Younger expresses her
approval of Beneatha's new boyfriend, who has just departed.

MAMA. Lord, that’s a pretty thing just went
out of here!

Chekhov seldom wrote entrances or exits directly in the dialogue
of his plays. Characters entering and exiting unannounced is one of
the features that contributes to an apparent sense of aimlessness in
his dramas. Examples of traditional entrances and exits, however,
are not lacking. This passage from Three Sisters begins with an unan-
nounced entrance by Andrey Prozorov (ahn-DRAY PRO-zuh-rof)
and Dr. Chebutykin (cheh-boo-TEE-kin) and ends with a statement
about their exit. A few moments before this, both characters hurried
off stage to avoid an embarrassing situation; now they plan to escape
to the club for an evening of cards. In this short on-the-way scene (a
scene wherein the characters pass from one locale to another), the
characters reveal meaningful information about themselves.

(ANDREY and CHEBUTIKIN come in quietly.)

CHEBUTYKIN. I never got around to marry-
ing because my life has just passed like
lightning, and besides I was madly in
love with your mother and she was married
already.

ANDREY. One shouldn’t get married, indeed one
shouldn’t. It’s a bore.

CHEBUTYKIN. Yes, yves, that’s a point of view,
but there is such a thing as loneliness.
You can argue about it as much as you
like, but loneliness is a terrible thing.
Though actually of course it doesn’t
matter.

ANDREY. Let’s hurry up and get out of here.

CHEBUTYKIN. What’s the rush? There’s plenty of
time.
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ANDREY. I’'m afraid my wife might stop me.

CHEBUTYKIN. Oh, I see.

ANDREY. I won’t play cards tonight; I’1ll just
sit and watch. I feel a bit unwell. I get
so out of breath, is there anything I can
do for it, Doctor?

CHEBUTYKIN. Why ask me? I don’t know, dear
boy. I don’t remember.

ANDREY. Let’s go out through the kitchen.

The distinctive terseness of David Mamet’s dialogue is seen at work
in this entrance from American Buffalo.

TEACH. (appears at the doorway and enters the
store) Good morning.
BOB. Morning, Teach.

A short time later Bob is sent out for coffee, an English muffin, and
plain yogurt. Notice Don’s immediate defense of Bob after he leaves,
which is a sign of his special concern for Bob. As for Teach, a few
moments before this he warned Bob not to say anything to Ruthie
about last night’s card game, in which he lost money to her. Yet
now he denies it had any importance for him. It is a sign of further
impulsive behavior from him still to come.

DON. And plain if they got it.
BOB. I will. (Exits.)

DON. He wouldn’t say anything.
TEACH. What the fuck do I care...

Entrances and exits deserve careful study. Who is coming and going
and who is here are some of the most basic parts of the plot. Arrivals
and departures significantly affect the course of action and obviously
the mise-en-scene. Moreover, as seen in the passage from Three Sisters
and American Buffalo, the surrounding dia