Chapter 28: How Drama Works

As we did in “How Fiction Works,” let’s begin with an example, this time the opening of Arthur Miller’s 1949 play, Death of a Salesman. The passage we examine represents only about 5 percent of the whole play, but it lays the groundwork for much of what is to come and illustrates a number of important general points about how drama works. Turn now to page 702 and read carefully as far as the italicized sentence on page 707 that begins “On willy’s last line . . .” Then return to this page and continue reading.

After the play’s title and list of characters, we encounter the stage directions, which clearly set drama apart from other literary genres. Most fiction, for example, is written entirely in the past tense (“It was a dark and stormy night . . .”), but the stage directions of a play are in the present tense (“A melody is heard . . .”)—a hint of the immediacy of drama, even drama on the page rather than on stage. In general, stage directions are aimed primarily at people putting on the play. Descriptions of the set, fairly elaborate in this case, can help someone design and build that set. Physical descriptions of characters (Willy is “past sixty years of age, dressed quietly”) can help in the selection of actors, in the design of their costumes, and in the acting. Psychological descriptions of characters (“Linda . . . has developed an iron repression of her exceptions to Willy’s behavior”) can help actors conceptualize their roles, speak their lines, and hold and move their faces and their bodies.

But stage directions are also essential to readers of a play. It is often tempting to skim through or skip over stage directions, especially if they are long, and get right to the dialogue, to “the play itself.” But if, instead, we read stage directions carefully, and try to visualize what an actual performance of the play might look like, we will come much closer to the experience of seeing such a performance and perhaps even capture some of its excitement.

A close look at the opening of Death of a Salesman should suggest how important stage directions can be for readers. The directions begin with stark contrast: the flute music, “telling of grass and trees and the horizon,” against the “towering, angular shapes” of the apartment buildings with their “angry glow of orange.” The “small, fragile-seeming home” is surrounded by “a solid 
vault of apartment houses.” This creates a sense of entrapment, of external, rather ominous forces closing in on a peaceful but vulnerable center, much as Willy Loman’s dream and life, we learn later, are the victims of forces beyond his control.

The set described seems to suggest a home rather than reproduce one realistically on stage. There is some furniture, but no fixtures; the setting is largely transparent; walls can be walked through. Willy’s “imaginings” of the past are to be acted out at the front of the stage, with actors stepping freely through walls; but to portray the “present,” actors will treat the wall-lines as solid walls and enter and exit only through a door. The stage directions suggest—and the play bears this out—that Willy will live much of his life in his imagination and that stage action will flow smoothly between imaginary scenes and scenes of present “reality.” What is done quite easily in fiction—movement back and forth between actual experience and what takes place only in a character’s mind—can be more difficult in drama, and Miller has created a rather complex scheme for doing the job.

Seeing the play in performance we would quickly get used to the idea that walls are not always walls and that the same actors can represent both the present and the past, both external reality and the world inside Willy’s head. Reading the play is both more difficult and easier than seeing it. Visualizing what is on the page takes effort, but our imagination, if aroused, is even more flexible than Miller’s set.

The stage directions in a play represent the writer’s only real chance to speak directly to readers. The rest of the play consists simply of what characters say, in other words, of dialogue. Though stage directions contain narrative elements (“She is taking off his shoes”), basically there is no narrator in drama. The story is not told, the plot is not related by one controlling voice, as in fiction. The story, in a sense, seems to tell itself. We watch and listen to what characters are doing and saying if we see a play; we read what seems like a transcript of what characters are doing and saying if we read a play.

In fiction, a narrator may prepare us for the main action by quickly summarizing events that have led up to it and by relating the personal histories of its main characters. But in drama, we generally have only the characters’ own words. (Miller helps us a little with his description in the opening stage directions of Linda and Willy’s relationship, but this is very brief and, of course, in performance, would not be spoken.) The action of Death of a Salesman begins in the middle of things—Willy has just dragged himself into the house—but we quickly learn a great deal about him and his family. The dialogue, especially in early scenes, not only moves the action forward, but also provides us with important information about the characters.

We learn, among other things, that Willy is having trouble with his job. He’s getting tired and finding it difficult to keep his mind on the present. His boss, son of the man he once worked for, is younger and doesn’t appreciate him. Willy 
is concerned that one of his sons, Biff, a young man of great promise back in high school, is now a farm hand, a failure in his father’s eyes. More than concerned, he’s angry, and yet he also loves Biff and is proud of him. Deeply conflicted in
his feelings toward Biff, Willy refers to him as “a lazy bum” and then, a moment later, insists that “there’s one thing about Biff—he’s not lazy.” We suspect Willy has been counting on his son’s life somehow to compensate for his own, and though we haven’t yet met Biff, we can imagine that the pressure of Willy’s expectations has taken its toll on him.

Willy is frustrated, rude, and irritable; he snaps repeatedly at Linda, his wife. When she buys American cheese, instead of the usual Swiss, he takes it as a personal affront, an attack on his authority and dignity. Linda worries about him and seems to do everything in her power to calm and comfort him, downplaying his problems (“Maybe it’s your glasses”), offering suggestions and criticism only gently, suffering his rudeness “with infinite patience.” Unlike Willy, she’s not concerned about her son’s income and status so much as about his feelings; she just wants Biff and Willy to get along with each other.

Willy cares very much about money and status, yet has little of either, and seems ashamed of his son. He is trapped, as is Linda, and escapes into “reminiscences,” which is just what the staging dramatizes—the sense of external forces closing like a trap, and the contrast between a difficult present and memories of an idealized past. So by the time that Willy complains, near the end of the scene, of being “boxed . . . in” by the apartments around him, the full significance of his words should be clear, as should the irony of his talk of living in “the greatest country in the world.”

In a short scene, which lasts perhaps ten minutes on stage, we’ve learned a great deal (much more, indeed, than has been spelled out here), not only about several characters in the play, but about some of the conflicts that will drive the plot: conflict between Willy and Biff, conflict between reminiscence and present reality, conflict between Willy and his world. So even though the title of the play has more or less already told us what ultimately happens to Willy, we arrive at the transition to the next scene (“Biff and Happy raise themselves up in their beds”) eager to learn what happens next and rather well informed about the people it will happen to.

DRAMA ON STAGE AND ON THE PAGE

A good way to begin a more general discussion of how drama works is to pursue further the difference between seeing and reading a play. Perhaps the most striking thing about a play performed on stage is the presence of live actors. Lines spoken aloud have an impact that words on the page do not; this is why we often read aloud, whether to others or to ourselves, passages that we find especially moving or meaningful. Anger, or despair, or delight in an actor’s voice can communicate emotion to us in a way that words on a page cannot. And actors can move as well as speak. In many of Shakespeare’s plays, heroes and villains flash their swords and daggers; in Lorraine Hansberry’s A Raisin in the Sun (p. 781), Mama slaps her adult daughter Beneatha “powerfully across the face”; in Ibsen’s A Doll’s House (p. 492), Helmer’s “little bird,” his wife Nora, performs a frenzied tarantella. Even from the back row, live theater can be impressive.

A set described in written stage directions is usually described only once, but a set on stage stands continuously before us, constantly shaping our responses. (The Youngers’ oppressively cramped and rundown apartment in A Raisin in the Sun is a good example.) In plays from other cultures and historical periods, a set (as well as props and costumes) can help draw us in to that place and time. The use of space itself, even on the barest stage, can also affect us in important ways. We may notice, when reading, that stage directions place two lovers physically far apart as they discuss their problems, but it is quite another thing to see half the width of the stage gaping between them for the duration of the scene, making tangible the emotional distance they are feeling. Visual impact is essential to drama on stage.

The presence of an audience also makes drama seen different from drama read. Dramatic performance is a communal art; its roots are in religion and ritual. To a large extent, members of the audience experience a play not as separate individuals, but as a community, even if a community of strangers. Anyone who has seen a funny movie alone in a theater, or nearly alone, has no doubt felt the emptiness of the surrounding seats, the absence of a community of viewers. The kind of collective response we experience when we see a play is what we miss when we read a play.

Live drama also excites an audience because each performance is, in some sense, unique, its success uncertain. Will the actors remember all their lines? Will this be an exceptional performance? Will the audience, through its response, perhaps even inspire the actors to their best performance ever? The effect of the audience may be more obvious, say, at a rock concert; an audience may communicate its pleasure or displeasure to the actors more conspicuously at a comic than at a tragic play; but even when the audience’s response is subtle, it does influence the actors’ performance and helps shape the theatrical event. When we read a play, on the other hand, our response is ours alone.

The point, of course, is not that we shouldn’t bother to read drama, but that we need to keep the nature of live drama in mind as we do read. When possible, we ought to read plays—or at least key scenes, or lines—aloud, preferably with others but alone if necessary, so we can feel the sound of a human voice speaking lines meant to be spoken. And if we have the chance, and the money, we ought to see live performances of plays we are reading.

But there are certain advantages to reading rather than seeing a play. If we care, for example, about the playwright’s intentions, the printed text is usually a more objective guide than any performance. A performance, after all, is an interpretation, and even the most elaborately detailed stage directions cannot fully spell out how a playwright envisions the play on stage. The stage directions of Death of a Salesman say nothing, for example, about Willy Loman’s height, and the play would be different if he were 5'2" than if he were a foot taller. A director cannot avoid interpreting; even casting Willy Loman as a man of average height would represent one interpretation rather than another. Occasionally a playwright directs his or her own play, and such a rare production is usually paid special attention. But short of that, the play in print probably represents the closest we can come to the original voice of its author.

Reading can also provide a good first approach to a difficult play. The rich language, dense with meaning, of poet Sylvia Plath’s radio play “Three Women” (p. 178) or of Shakespeare’s Othello (p. 397) can take time to assimilate, and in the case of Othello, most of us need the help of footnotes to understand an English very different from today’s. But even with plays that do not seem difficult at first glance, plays in which the language is conversational—A Raisin in the Sun, or Death of a Salesman, or Alice Childress’s “Florence” (p. 1318), for example—reading allows us to stop the action and think over what’s been happening, something impossible to do in a theater. Though reading a play may afford us a less intense emotional experience than seeing that play performed, it may offer a fuller intellectual experience; we may feel less, but we are more likely to understand what we feel.

The fact that most plays are written to be performed shapes the texts we read in ways that may not be obvious. Theater audiences need to be kept awake and interested; if they find a play dull, it may close quickly, a serious blow to the playwright, who may then find it difficult to get future plays produced. So plays generally have strong plots and often rely rather heavily on suspense. Fiction, by contrast, can easily digress from the main line of action to develop a mood or dwell on the subtleties of a character’s psyche. But in most drama, plot is central, and events must keep unfolding in order to move that plot forward.

Playwrights face other constraints when constructing their plots that writers of fiction do not face. Plot in drama is generally linear; since audiences see events on stage one after another, they tend to assume that these events take place in that same order. Flashbacks, common in fiction, are more difficult to manage in drama—thus the complicated stage directions at the start in Death of a Salesman. Since sets can be expensive and take some effort to change (though modern technology has made this easier), plays that use realistic sets usually do not take place, for example, on mountain tops or at sea, and tend to avoid frequent changes of location. For similar reasons of practicality, realistic plays usually avoid scenes that directly involve animals or small children. In fiction, the stroke of a pen can put thirty people in a room, talking and eating hors d’oeuvres. But in drama, the limited size of the stage, and of the budget (not to mention the trouble an audience might have understanding an individual character speaking against the chatter of the others), makes this quite difficult. None of the many constraints that performance puts on playwriting are absolute, of course, but they help to explain why playwrights so often write scenes of two or three or four characters in a room together talking.

CHANGING STAGE CONVENTIONS

In different historical periods, playwrights have faced different constraints within which they had to work. Or, to put it in positive terms, they have found different technical devices available to them for creating dramatic reality. If a dramatic technique or device—the soliloquy, for example, in which a character, alone on stage, speaks his or her private thoughts aloud to the audience—is widely used in a particular period and has become accepted and readily understood by audiences, we call it a convention. Theatrical conventions have changed over the years and what may have seemed to audiences in one period like a perfectly clear and reasonable way of depicting reality on the stage might well have seemed artificial and perhaps even confusing to audiences in another. Though we may feel uncomfortable with dramatic conventions that differ significantly from those of our own time, in order to understand and appreciate what we read, we should know something about them.

Classical Greek theater, in particular the fifth-century b.c. theater of Sophocles’ Antigone (p. 1285), was very different from the theater of today. Plays were performed outdoors, in a large semicircular amphitheater, before an audience of tens of thousands. Actors stood in front of a painted scene building, wearing oversized masks that made them visible to a large audience and functioned as megaphones to project their voices. In the orchestra, a circular area between the actors and the audience, stood the chorus, fifteen men who, between scenes, danced solemnly and chanted commentary on the main action. Key events, such as Antigone’s burial of her brother and, later, her own death, often took place offstage and were reported by messengers. The time a play covered was, by convention, usually less than a day, often only a few hours; plots were constructed around a short period of intense action, the prelude to which audiences already knew or learned about indirectly.

The Elizabethan theater, for which Shakespeare wrote, used a roofed stage that projected into an audience of perhaps two thousand. Nearly surrounding the stage and stacked up in balconies and galleries in a rather compact building, the members of the audience were all physically quite close to the actors, so that conventions such as the aside (in which a character speaks directly to the audience, unheard by the other actors on stage), as well as the soliloquy, seemed quite natural. There were few props and no scenery. For the most part, characters on stage created a sense of place through their words, as in Othello, when Montano, Governor of Cyprus, opens a scene by asking a man standing on a small upper stage, “What from the cape can you discern at sea?” The absence of scenery allowed for rapid shifting of scene from place to place. Together with rather free manipulation of time—minutes or weeks could elapse between scenes, and even years between acts—this created great flexibility and made possible considerable complexity of plot.

The realistic theater, which began in the nineteenth century in Europe, attempted to reproduce as faithfully as possible the reality of daily life as it might appear to an observer. The box set of the realistic stage consisted of a rectangular room with one wall missing so that the audience could see in. The room was fully furnished, as the opening stage directions of Ibsen’s A Doll’s House suggest, and every effort was made, down to the smallest detail, to make the room appear like an actual room. In line with the desired illusion that the members of the audience were invisible observers of real life, characters never addressed the audience in soliloquies or asides and spoke in what seemed to be the language of everyday life, not in the poetry of Sophocles’ or Shakespeare’s noble personages. Events were linked together with discernibly credible causality, for plots, like sets and characters, had, above all, to maintain the appearance of reality.

Theater since Ibsen has been characterized primarily by the variety of its conventions. Some plays, like A Raisin in the Sun, staged with all the attention to physical detail of a work by Ibsen, have tried to imitate surface reality directly; others, like “Krapp’s Last Tape” (p. 189), performed on bare or almost bare stages, have called upon the audience to imagine physical settings; and still others, like Death of a Salesman, taking a middle course, have used props and sets as much to suggest as to construct the physical environment of the play’s action. Most twentieth-century plays use actors in a realistic way. But in Bertolt Brecht’s Mother Courage and Her Children (p. 1020), for example, a number of techniques—songs, text projected onto the stage area, self-consciously theatrical acting—are used in order to break down the illusion of reality so that the audience will not become absorbed in events on stage but will instead think critically about them. Twentieth-century playwrights tend to draw on whatever conventions suit their dramatic purposes.

It is tempting to view theatrical conventions we are accustomed to, particularly realistic conventions, as somehow less artificial, more natural than those we are not used to, such as the soliloquies and asides in Othello or the Chorus in Antigone. But how natural is it, after all, for a group of actors in a boxlike room on a stage to hold private conversations and pretend not to be aware that the audience is watching? One might very well argue that Shakespearean actors, who openly acknowledge the presence of the audience by addressing it in asides and soliloquies, are behaving more naturally than actors in realistic drama. While different conventions have different implications—they shape what a playwright can and cannot do, and how it is to be done—all conventions are artificial. Those we are accustomed to tend to be transparent; we do not even notice them most of the time. But unfamiliar conventions can easily seem artificial, even foolish. We will get the most out of the drama we read if we ask ourselves the same question about all conventions: How does the playwright use them to shape the meaning of the play?

PLOT and CHARACTER

An essential element in plays, whatever their conventions, is plot. The plot of a play, like the plot of a work of fiction, is a sequence of events arranged in a meaningful pattern. The plot of many plays follows a traditional pattern: exposition, in which characters, relationships, setting are introduced; then rising action, in which matters begin getting complicated, conflict develops; then climax, a turning point or moment of decision, when dramatic intensity peaks; then falling action, in which the consequences of the climactic events unfold; and, finally, denouement, in which action comes to a meaningful end. This pattern is fol-lowed more closely in Antigone and Othello than, say, in “Krapp’s Last Tape” or Mother Courage and Her Children; we often might want to look for this pattern to help us understand how plays are structured, but we should not insist on finding it.

Many plays are best understood in terms of multiple plots. In Sylvia Plath’s “Three Women,” for example, three voices narrate three different experiences: giving birth to a much-wanted child, having a miscarriage, and delivering an unwanted baby to be given up for adoption. The three narratives, which intercut one another, represent three independent events, three separate plots, but they create meaning through their juxtaposition. Plays often employ a subplot, a second plot that, though connected, is also clearly subordinated to the main plot. In A Doll’s House, for example, Mrs. Linden’s developing relationship with Krogstad, as well as her past history, provides a number of important contrasts to Nora’s stifling marriage to Helmer and helps shape the statement the play is making about marriage and women’s roles.

Events that have occurred before the moment at which the play’s action begins can also serve as a sort of second plot that complicates the meaning of the main plot. The past events that Willy Loman’s onstage reminiscences gradually reveal in Death of a Salesman provide an often painful contrast with the events unfolding in the present and help us understand their significance. The hero of “Krapp’s Last Tape” replays tape-recorded journal entries he made as a younger man, so that past and present plot are interwoven in meaningful ways. In Susan Glaspell’s “Trifles” (p. 549), past events prove especially significant. These past events are neither acted on stage nor narrated on tape; they are merely described by various characters and revealed through objects left behind; but they make themselves felt very strongly in the present. The bold action Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters take at the end of the play is very much inspired by the boldness of Minnie Foster in the story they have pieced together of her actions in the past. Of course, plotting can get much more complicated than this, but the point to emphasize again is that plot consists not simply of events but of their meaningful arrangement. A step toward understanding that meaning can be to ask how a play would be different if the same events were arranged differently for an audience, that is, fashioned into a different plot.

It is difficult to imagine plot in drama without character, and in much drama, as in much fiction, what happens to characters grows out of what kind of people they are. It is not uncommon in fiction, particularly in long works of fiction that trace the entire life of a central character, for plot to shape character significantly; the central figure, from childhood on perhaps, goes through a number of formative experiences that help determine what kind of person he or she becomes. But drama usually begins in the middle of things; characters have already become more or less what they are, and their interactions, perhaps with external events as well as with each other, set a plot in motion. A character’s nature may be gradually revealed over the course of a play, but it is unlikely to change fundamentally.

Characters in drama, like characters in fiction, can be major characters (most central to the plot, fully developed, complex) or minor characters (on the periphery, sketchily drawn, rather one-dimensional); original characters (generally, they are major not minor characters) or stock characters (that is, easily recognized “types”); and protagonist (the main character, the hero) or antagonist (opponent to the protagonist). Categorization is not always easy, though; critics still debate, for example, whether Antigone or Creon is the protagonist of Sophocles’ Antigone, and it is hard to pin the label “protagonist” on any single character in A Raisin in the Sun.

Though stage directions and the list of characters (the dramatis personae) at the start of a play may sometimes describe characters for a reader directly, most characterization in drama—far more so than in fiction—is indirect. Character in drama can be revealed through what characters say, through what they do, through what others say to and about them, and, sometimes, through what they say to audiences in soliloquies and asides. As readers, we need to compare and carefully evaluate all sorts of revelations of character, including such clues as physical appearance and even name (Krapp, or Loman, or Mother Courage, for example).

A NOTE ON TRAGEDY AND COMEDY

Tragedy is defined by character as well as by plot. Generally, tragedy involves a hero or protagonist of great social importance, such as a king or prince, who, often because of a flaw such as excessive pride, makes a decision and acts in a way that ultimately brings about his or her death. The hero usually dies after gaining new understanding that comes too late to alter the hero’s fate. Othello, out of naiveté and perhaps pride, among other things, allows himself to be deceived by Iago, and his belief that Desdemona has betrayed him drives him to murder her; and then, after he has come to understand the truth, to kill himself. In Antigone, the matter is more complicated, for while Antigone may be flawed by zealousness and does die, Creon is flawed as well but, unlike Antigone, comes to a new understanding before the end. Which character we view as protagonist (and thus as tragically flawed) may have less to do with the structure of the play itself than with where our individual sympathies lie, whether with the ruler Creon or with the rebel Antigone. In Death of a Salesman, Arthur Miller tries to make what he called “the common man” the subject of tragedy. “I don’t say he’s a great man,” Willy’s wife Linda says at one point, “. . . but he’s a human being, and a terrible thing is happening to him. So attention must be paid.” But whether Willy Loman achieves the stature we tend to associate with tragedy, or whether he is more pathetic than tragic, is certainly open to question.

Comedy, generally, differs from tragedy in that its hero is more likely to be a young lover than an old noble; it ends in a marriage or other joyful event, not death; its overall mood is playful, not somber; and it appeals to our intellect more than to our emotions. Though many plays fit one of these definitions quite well, most modern plays squirm uncomfortably if we try to force them into the comic or the tragic mold. In A Doll’s House, for example, though Nora eventually comes to a new understanding of herself and her world, the play does not end with her death, as in tragedy, but, in a sense, with her rebirth. On the other hand, though the play’s ending is basically a positive one, the concluding event is not marriage, as in comedy, but the end of a marriage.

While Othello and other tragedies make use of comic relief, humorous interludes that provide escape from and also an intensifying contrast to the overall mood of tragedy, modern plays sometimes mix comic elements much more 
thoroughly with the material of tragedy. Mother Courage, for example, continues her wisecracking as she loses her children to war. And Krapp, old, alone, compulsively eating bananas and playing his tapes, is at once funny and pathetic, a combination not uncommon in the Theater of the Absurd. Absurdist plays, like those of Samuel Beckett, portray human existence as meaningless, hopeless, irrational and the individual as ultimately isolated and alienated. Yet these plays are often grotesquely funny, their humor in stark contrast to the horror of their underlying message. Though the mood, the hero, and the structure of many recent plays may be difficult to categorize as simply tragic or comic, tragic and comic elements are central to most drama; and the concepts of tragedy and comedy can often provide a useful starting point for the analysis of a play.

DRAMA AND SOCIAL CRITICISM

Plays often picture human suffering in various forms, but they differ considerably in what they suggest about the causes and the necessity of such suffering. Tragedy has traditionally portrayed suffering as part of the nature of things. Though the action of a flawed protagonist may precipitate disaster, we come to believe that such disaster is inevitable. Modern readers may look to the psychology of Creon or Antigone for explanations, but for Sophocles’ original audiences, fate (that is, the gods) played an essential role in bringing catastrophe. As the daughter of Oedipus, Antigone shares his curse, for, as the Chorus explains, “Where once the anger of heaven has struck, that house is shaken / For ever.” And while Shakespeare’s Iago may be acting without help from the gods, once he has set his powerful traps, Othello’s fate seems almost inescapable; the structure and feel of The Tragedy of Othello, The Moor of Venice are also of inevitability.

Nora’s suffering in A Doll’s House comes across as far from inevitable, its ultimate cause not cosmic but social. Nora does not die at the end of the play, but rather, through her own action, alters the course of her life in a positive way. This is drama of social criticism, its message that the status of women in society should and can be improved. A Raisin in the Sun also calls for social change. Walter Lee Younger, and others in his family, may feel hopelessly trapped, but their suffering is not inevitable. The play offers hope that individuals can transform themselves and their lives, though such transformation has the potential to carry them only so far, and the play expands from family drama to social criticism, a demand for racial justice. Like A Doll’s House, it is a far cry from Antigone, which, however we view it, is not a plea for stricter child-rearing, or better training of kings.

Twentieth-century drama of social criticism has worked in various ways to suggest that change is necessary and possible. The traditionally realistic “Florence,” for example, presents a black woman’s encounter with a white woman that dramatizes the subtlety and pervasiveness of racism and the protagonist’s newfound determination to resist it; there’s never a hint of tragic inevitability (as there is meant to be in the silly novel about race that the white woman’s brother has written). Though in some ways departing from the realistic theater, Death of a Salesman, too, can be read as social criticism; the play may end with the death of its protagonist, but it need not be understood as tragedy of inevitability. For Willy is the victim of the flawed society that produced him. He has swallowed whole an American dream that could never deliver what it promised and he suffers for his misplaced faith in a business world that discards him when he proves unprofitable. “Business is business,” Howard explains coldly as he fires Willy.

And in a quite radical departure, Bertolt Brecht, writing what he called “epic theater,” sought to make drama more effective as social criticism by destroying the illusion of reality that it usually worked to create. The audience’s absorption into the world of a play, its identification with characters on stage, Brecht believed, deadened their critical faculties. Through the overtly theatrical techniques he employed (no doubt more effective for theater audiences than for readers), he strove to create what he called an “alienation effect,” in order to keep audiences distanced from events on stage, so that, for example, rather than see the world through Mother Courage’s eyes, they would see her and her world through critical eyes. They would observe the ugly behavior she is forced into, and her suffering, and be compelled to ask themselves how the world might be made different.

In Trouble in Mind, a play Alice Childress wrote several years after “Florence,” African American protagonist Wiletta Mayer insists, even at the risk of losing her job, that the script of a play she is acting in be revised because 
she believes the play is telling a lie about her people. Her actions dramatize quite effectively the importance of the social interpretation of drama. A play always embodies a perspective on the social order, be it critical or uncritical, consistent 
or perhaps contradictory; and though we may disagree about what that perspective is, trying to understand it is an essential part of reading and interpreting drama.

A NOTE ON FILM AND TELEVISION

Film is frequently studied along with literature and can usefully be compared with drama, though it also shares certain characteristics with fiction, poetry, and even nonfiction. Like drama in performance, film creates an image to be seen and heard by an audience, though generally what is seen plays the more important role in film and what is heard (in particular, the dialogue) plays the more important role in drama. Like drama, film—however “real” it may seem—also relies on conventions, such as the use of music (romantic, ominous, lighthearted, and so on) to help create a mood even when no conceivable source for that music exists within the world of the film. Unlike drama, though, film does not have to choose between variety and surface realism in settings; film can shift rapidly and repeatedly to new physical locations, thus combining, in a sense, the flexibility of the Elizabethan stage with the faithful reproduction of appearances of the realistic stage.

Film shares with fiction rather than with drama the ability to embody point of view, for the camera, in some ways like the narrator in a work of fiction, continuously controls what we see and how we see it. A scene, for example, of a Civil War battle shot from a distance (a long shot) might lead us to concentrate on the question of which side is winning, while a close-up of the face of one soldier in that battle might instead emphasize fear and suffering, that is, the human cost of war. And a zoom shot that began at a distance and gradually moved in to focus on one face might make a point about the relationship between these two aspects of war.

Camera angle as well as distance can shape a viewer’s response to a film. A scene of a political leader delivering an impassioned speech, for example, if shot fairly close and from a low angle (so that the viewer looked up at the politician) might create an image, perhaps a menacing one, of great personal power. On the other hand, a scene of a person sitting alone in a room, if shot from a high angle (looking down) might create an image of weakness and vulnerability. Film can also shape a viewer’s response through cutting, that is, through instantaneous changes from one perspective or scene to another (made by attaching together pieces of film shot separately). In a scene, for example, of a disagreement over a raise between a manager and a low-paid employee, a quick cut to a shot of the manager’s diamond pinky ring might help us take sides. Similarly, repeated cutting back and forth (or crosscutting) between a husband watching television and a wife scrubbing pots and pans would make an unmistakable point.

There is obviously a great deal more to say about the wide variety of techniques available to filmmakers (and most introductory film books explore the technical side of filmmaking in detail), but it is also worth noting that in general making films is business, usually big business. A Hollywood film costs millions of dollars to produce and millions more to advertise, so artistic considerations easily give way to commercial ones. The romantic image of the artist aflame with a vision and beholden only to his or her muse bears little resemblance to the work of a Hollywood filmmaker hoping to sell a film to a mass audience. Consequently, some of the best as well as the most innovative American films today come from “independent” filmmakers, working with small budgets and outside Hollywood.

Television uses many of the same techniques as film, though we find, for example, fewer long shots and more close-ups on television because of the smaller size of the screen. Like film, television is shaped significantly by commercial considerations; network executives, and thus everyone else involved, watch the ratings very closely. Creators of television series face numerous external constraints. Each episode of a series will be the same length and must be divided into segments of more or less prescribed length; the segments end at moments of excitement or suspense so that viewers will keep watching despite commercial interruption. Major characters in a series cannot die, no matter how much danger they find themselves in, if they are to appear again the following week; and writers have to come up with twenty-six episodes a year. So it is not surprising that many series—even those that begin with great promise—settle quickly into tired formulas.

From time to time plays are produced for television. As with film versions of plays, some of these consist simply of a stage performance recorded on videotape or film, and they offer a convenient way of seeing a play. Others move the play off the stage, outdoors if a scene calls for it; they keep the original dialogue but use the camera as expressively as in any film or television show. In plays made for television by independent video artists and in other productions that depart from the weekly routine, we can sometimes glimpse the still largely untapped potential of the medium.
