Drama Drama is life with the dull bits left out.


—Alfred Hitchcock

Unlike a short story or a novel, a play is a work of storytelling in which actors represent the characters. In another essential, a play differs from a work of fiction: it is addressed not to readers but to spectators.

To be part of an audience in a theater is an experience far different from reading a story in solitude. Expectant as the house lights dim and the curtain rises, we become members of a community. The responses of people around us affect our own responses. We, too, contribute to the community’s response whenever we laugh, sigh, applaud, murmur in surprise, or catch our breath in excitement. In contrast, when we watch a movie by ourselves in our living room—say, a slapstick comedy—we probably laugh less often than if we were watching the same film in a theater, surrounded by a roaring crowd. Of course, no one is spilling popcorn down the backs of our necks. Each kind of theatrical experience, to be sure, has its advantages.

A theater of live actors has another advantage: a sensitive give-and-take between actors and audience. Such rapport, of course, depends on the actors being skilled and the audience being perceptive. Although professional actors may try to give a first-rate performance on all occasions, it is natural for them to feel more keenly inspired by a lively, appreciative audience than by a dull, lethargic one. No doubt a large turnout of spectators also helps draw the best from performers on stage: the Othello you get may be somewhat less inspired if there are more people in the cast than the audience. At any rate, as veteran playgoers well know, something unique and wonderful can happen when good actors and a good audience respond to each other.

In another sense, a play is more than actors and audience. Like a short story or a poem, a play is a work of art made of words. The playwright devoted thought and care and skill to the selection and arrangement of language. Watching a play, of course, we do not notice the playwright standing between us and the characters.11 If the play is absorbing, it flows before our eyes. In a silent reading, the usual play consists mainly of dialogue,22 exchanges of speech, punctuated by stage directions. In performance, though, stage directions vanish. And although the thoughtful efforts of perhaps a hundred people—actors, director, producer, stage designer, costumer, makeup artist, technicians—may have gone into a production, a successful play makes us forget its artifice. We may even forget that the play is literature, for its gestures, facial expressions, bodily stances, lighting, and special effects are as much a part of it as the playwright’s written words. Even though words are not all there is to a living play, they are its bones. And the whole play, the finished production, is the total of whatever takes place on stage.

The sense of immediacy we derive from drama is suggested by the root of the word. Drama means “action” or “deed” (from the Greek dran, “to do”). We use drama as a synonym for plays, but the word has several meanings. Sometimes it refers to one play (“a stirring drama”); or to the work of a playwright, or dramatist (“Ibsen’s drama”); or perhaps to a body of plays written in a particular time or place (“Elizabethan drama,” “French drama of the seventeenth century”). In yet another familiar sense, drama often means events that elicit high excitement: “A real-life drama,” a news story might begin, “was enacted today before lunchtime crowds in downtown Manhattan as firefighters battled to free two children trapped on the sixteenth floor of a burning building.” In this sense, whatever is “dramatic” implies suspense, tension, or conflict. Plays, as we shall see, frequently contain such “dramatic” chains of events; and yet, if we expect all plays to be crackling with suspense or conflict, we may be disappointed. “Good drama,” said critic George Jean Nathan, “is anything that interests an intelligently emotional group of persons assembled together in an illuminated hall.”

In partaking of the nature of ritual—something to be repeated in front of an audience on a special occasion—drama is akin to a festival (whether a religious festival or a rock festival) or a church service. Twice in the history of Europe, drama has sprung forth as a part of worship: when, in ancient Greece, plays were performed on feast days; and when, in the Christian church of the Middle Ages, a play was introduced as an adjunct to the Easter mass with the enactment of the meeting between the three Marys and the angel at Jesus’ empty tomb. Evidently, something in drama remains constant over the years—something as old, perhaps, as the deepest desires and highest aspirations of humanity. 35

Reading a Play

I regard the theatre as the greatest of all art forms,

the most immediate way in which a human being can share

with another the sense of what it is to be a human being.

—Oscar Wilde

Most plays are written not to be read in books but to be performed. Finding plays in a literature anthology, the student may well ask: Isn’t there something wrong with the idea of reading plays on the printed page? Isn’t that a perversion of their nature?

True, plays are meant to be seen on stage, but equally true, reading a play may  afford advantages. One is that it is better to know some masterpieces by reading them than never to know them at all. Even if you live in a large city with many theaters, even if you attend a college with many theatrical productions, to succeed in your lifetime in witnessing, say, all the plays of Shakespeare might well be impossible. In print, they are as near to hand as a book on a shelf, ready to be enacted (if you like) on the stage of the mind.

After all, a play is literature before it comes alive in a theater, and it might be argued that when we read an unfamiliar play, we meet it in the same form in which it first appears to its actors and its director. If a play is rich and complex or if it dates from the remote past and contains difficulties of language and allusion, to read it on the page enables us to study it at our leisure and return to the parts that demand greater scrutiny.

Let us admit, by the way, that some plays, whatever the intentions of their authors, are destined to be read more often than they are acted. Such a play is sometimes called a closet drama—closet meaning “a small, private room.” Percy Bysshe Shelley’s neo-Shakespearean tragedy The Cenci (1819) has seldom escaped from its closet, even though Shelley tried without luck to have it performed on the London stage. Perhaps too rich in talk to please an audience or too sparse in opportunities for actors to use their bodies, such works nevertheless may lead long, respectable lives on their own, solely as literature.

But even if a play may be seen in a theater, sometimes to read it in print may be our way of knowing it as the author wrote it in its entirety. Far from regarding Shakespeare’s words as holy writ, producers of Hamlet, King Lear, Othello, and other masterpieces often leave out whole speeches and scenes, or shorten them. Besides, the nature of the play, as far as you can tell from a stage production, may depend on decisions of the director. Shall Othello dress as a Renaissance Moor or as a modern general? Every actor who plays Iago in Othello makes his own interpretation of this knotty character. Some see Iago as a figure of pure evil; others, as a madman; still others, as a suffering human being consumed by hatred, jealousy, and pride. What do you think Shakespeare meant? You can always read the play and decide for yourself. If every stage production of a play is a fresh interpretation, so, too, is every reader’s reading of it.

Some readers, when silently reading a play to themselves, try to visualize a stage, imagining the characters in costume and under lights. If such a reader is an actor or a director and is reading the play with an eye toward staging it, then he or she may try to imagine every detail of a possible production, even shades of makeup and the loudness of sound effects. But the nonprofessional reader, who regards the play as literature, need not attempt such exhaustive imagining. Although some readers find it enjoyable to imagine the play taking place on a stage, others prefer to imagine the people and events that the play brings vividly to mind. Sympathetically following the tangled life of Nora in A Doll’s House by Henrik Ibsen, we forget that we are reading printed stage directions and instead find ourselves in the presence of human conflict. Thus regarded, a play becomes a form of storytelling, and the playwright’s instructions to the actors and the director become a conventional mode of narrative that we accept much as we accept the methods of a novel or short story. If we read A Doll’s House caring more about Nora’s fate than the imagined appearance of an actress portraying her, we speed through an ordinary passage such as this (from a scene in which Nora’s husband hears the approach of an unwanted caller, Dr. Rank):

Helmer (with quiet irritation): Oh, what does he want now? (Aloud.) Hold on.

(Goes and opens the door.) Oh, how nice that you didn’t just pass us by!

We read the passage, if the story absorbs us, as though we were reading a novel whose author, employing the conventional devices for recording speech in fiction, might have written:

“Oh, what does he want now?” said Helmer under his breath, in annoyance. Aloud, he called, “Hold on.” Then he walked to the door and opened it and greeted Rank with all the cheer he could muster—“Oh, how nice that you didn’t just pass us by!”

Such is the power of an excellent play to make us ignore the playwright’s artistry that it becomes a window through which the reader’s gaze, given focus, encompasses more than language and typography and beholds a scene of imagined life.

Most plays, whether seen in a theater or in print, employ some conventions: customary methods of presenting an action, usual and recognizable devices that an audience is willing to accept. In reading a great play from the past, such as Oedipus the King or Othello, it will help if we know some of the conventions of the classical Greek theater or the Elizabethan theater. When in Oedipus the King we encounter a character called the Chorus, it may be useful to be aware that this is a group of citizens who stand to one side of the action, conversing with the principal character and commenting. In Othello, when the sinister Iago, left on stage alone, begins to speak (at the end of Act I, Scene 3), we recognize the conventional device of a soliloquy, a dramatic monologue in which we seem to overhear the character’s inmost thoughts uttered aloud. Like conventions in poetry, such familiar methods of staging a narrative afford us a happy shock of recognition. Often, as in these examples, they are ways of making clear to us exactly what the playwright would have us know.

A Play in Its Elements

When we read a play on the printed page and find ourselves swept forward by the  motion of its story, we need not wonder how—and from what ingredients—the  playwright put it together. Still, to analyze the structure of a play is one way to understand and appreciate a playwright’s art. Analysis is complicated, however, because in an excellent play the elements (including plot, theme, and characters) do not stand in isolation. Often, deeds clearly follow from the kinds of people the characters are, and from those deeds it is left to the reader to infer the theme of the play—the general point or truth about human beings that may be drawn from it. Perhaps the most meaningful way to study the elements of a play (and certainly the most enjoyable) is to consider a play in its entirety.

Here is a short, famous one-act play worth reading for the boldness of its  elements—and for its own sake. Trifles tells the story of a murder. As you will discover, the “trifles” mentioned in its title are not of trifling stature. In reading the play, you will probably find yourself imagining what you might see on stage if you were in a theater. You may also care to imagine what took place in the lives of the characters before the curtain rose. All this imagining may sound like a tall order, but don’t worry. Just read the play for enjoyment the first time through, and then we will consider what makes it effective.

Susan Glaspell
Trifles
1916

Susan Glaspell (1882–1948) grew up in her native Davenport, Iowa, daughter of a grain dealer. After four years at Drake University and a reporting job in Des Moines, she settled in New York’s Greenwich Village. In 1915, with her husband, George Cram Cook, a theatrical director, she founded the Provincetown Players, the first influential noncommercial theater troupe in America. Summers, in a makeshift playhouse on a Cape Cod pier, the Players staged the earliest plays of Eugene O’Neill and works by John Reed, Edna St. Vincent Millay, and Glaspell herself. (Later transplanting the company to New York, Glaspell and Cook renamed it the Playwrights’ Theater.) Glaspell wrote several still-remembered plays, among them a pioneering work of feminist drama, The Verge (1921), and the Pulitzer Prize-winning Alison’s House (1930), about the family of a reclusive poet like Emily Dickinson who, after her death, squabble over the right to publish her poems. First widely known for her fiction with an Iowa background, Glaspell wrote ten novels, including Fidelity (1915) and The Morning Is Near Us (1939). Shortly after writing the play Trifles, she rewrote it as a short story, “A Jury of Her Peers.”

Characters

George Henderson, county attorney

Henry Peters, sheriff

Lewis Hale, a neighboring farmer

Mrs. Peters
Mrs. Hale
scene: The kitchen in the now abandoned farmhouse of John Wright, a gloomy kitchen, and left without having been put in order—unwashed pans under the sink, a loaf of bread outside the breadbox, a dish towel on the table—other signs of incompleted work. At the rear the outer door opens and the Sheriff comes in followed by the County Attorney and Hale. The Sheriff and Hale are men in middle life, the County Attorney is a young man; all are much bundled up and go at once to the stove. They are followed by two women—the Sheriff’s wife first; she is a slight wiry woman, a thin nervous face. Mrs. Hale is larger and would ordinarily be called more comfortable looking, but she is disturbed now and looks fearfully about as she enters. The women have come in slowly, and stand close together near the door.

County Attorney: [Rubbing his hands.] This feels good. Come up to the fire, ladies.

Mrs. Peters: [After taking a step forward.] I’m not—cold.

Sheriff: [Unbuttoning his overcoat and stepping away from the stove as if to mark the beginning of official business.] Now, Mr. Hale, before we move things about, you explain to Mr. Henderson just what you saw when you came here yesterday morning.

County Attorney: By the way, has anything been moved? Are things just as you left them yesterday?

Sheriff: [Looking about.] It’s just the same. When it dropped below zero last night I thought I’d better send Frank out this morning to make a fire for us—no use getting pneumonia with a big case on, but I told him not to touch anything except the stove—and you know Frank.

County Attorney: Somebody should have been left here yesterday.

Sheriff: Oh—yesterday. When I had to send Frank to Morris Center for that man who went crazy—I want you to know I had my hands full yesterday, I knew you could get back from Omaha by today and as long as I went over everything here myself—

County Attorney: Well, Mr. Hale, tell just what happened when you came here yesterday morning.

Hale: Harry and I had started to town with a load of potatoes. We came along the road from my place and as I got here I said, “I’m going to see if I can’t get John Wright to go in with me on a party telephone.” I spoke to Wright about it once before and he put me off, saying folks talked too much anyway, and all he asked was peace and quiet—I guess you know about how much he talked himself; but I thought maybe if I went to the house and talked about it before his wife, though I said to Harry that I didn’t know as what his wife wanted made much difference to John—

County Attorney: Let’s talk about that later, Mr. Hale. I do want to talk about that, but tell now just what happened when you got to the house.

Hale: I didn’t hear or see anything; I knocked at the door, and still it was all quiet inside. I knew they must be up, it was past eight o’clock. So I knocked again, and I thought I heard somebody say, “Come in.” I wasn’t sure, I’m not sure yet, but I opened the door—this door [Indicating the door by which the two women are still standing] and there in that rocker—[Pointing to it] sat Mrs. Wright.

[They all look at the rocker.]
County Attorney: What—was she doing?

Hale: She was rockin’ back and forth. She had her apron in her hand and was kind of—pleating it.

County Attorney: And how did she—look?

Hale: Well, she looked queer.

County Attorney: How do you mean—queer?

Hale: Well, as if she didn’t know what she was going to do next. And kind of done up.

County Attorney: How did she seem to feel about your coming?

Hale: Why, I don’t think she minded—one way or other. She didn’t pay much attention. I said, “How do, Mrs. Wright, it’s cold, ain’t it?” And she said, “Is it?”—and went on kind of pleating at her apron. Well, I was surprised; she didn’t ask me to come up to the stove, or to set down, but just sat there, not even looking at me, so I said, “I want to see John.” And then she—laughed. I guess you would call it a laugh. I thought of Harry and the team outside, so I said a little sharp: “Can’t I see John?” “No,” she says, kind o’ dull like. “Ain’t he home?” says I. “Yes,” says she, “he’s home.” “Then why can’t I see him?” I asked her, out of patience. “’Cause he’s dead,” says she. “Dead?” says I. She just nodded her head, not getting a bit excited, but rockin’ back and forth. “Why—where is he?” says I, not knowing what to say. She just pointed upstairs—like that [Himself pointing to the room above.] I got up, with the idea of going up there. I walked from there to here—then I says, “Why, what did he die of?” “He died of a rope round his neck,” says she, and just went on pleatin’ at her apron. Well, I went out and called Harry. I thought I might—need help. We went upstairs and there he was lyin’—

County Attorney: I think I’d rather have you go into that upstairs, where you can point it all out. Just go on now with the rest of the story.

Hale: Well, my first thought was to get that rope off. It looked . . . [Stops, his face twitches] . . . but Harry, he went up to him, and he said, “No, he’s dead all right, and we’d better not touch anything.” So we went back down stairs. She was still sitting that same way. “Has anybody been notified?” I asked. “No,” says she, unconcerned. “Who did this, Mrs. Wright?” said Harry. He said it businesslike—and she stopped pleatin’ of her apron. “I don’t know,” she says. “You don’t know?” says Harry. “No,” says she. “Weren’t you sleepin’ in the bed with him?” says Harry. “Yes,” says she, “but I was on the inside.” “Somebody slipped a rope round his neck and strangled him and you didn’t wake up?” says Harry. “I didn’t wake up,” she said after him. We must ’a looked as if we didn’t see how that could be, for after a minute she said, “I sleep sound.” Harry was going to ask her more questions but I said maybe we ought to let her tell her story first to the coroner, or the sheriff, so Harry went fast as he could to Rivers’ place, where there’s a telephone.

County Attorney: And what did Mrs. Wright do when she knew that you had gone for the coroner?

Hale: She moved from that chair to this one over here [Pointing to a small chair in the corner] and just sat there with her hands held together and looking down. I got a feeling that I ought to make some conversation, so I said I had come in to see if John wanted to put in a telephone, and at that she started to laugh, and then she stopped and looked at me—scared. [The County Attorney, who has had his notebook out, makes a note.] I dunno, maybe it wasn’t scared. I wouldn’t like to say it was. Soon Harry got back, and then Dr. Lloyd came, and you, Mr. Peters, and so I guess that’s all I know that you don’t.

County Attorney: [Looking around.] I guess we’ll go upstairs first—and then out to the barn and around there. [To the Sheriff] You’re convinced that there was nothing important here—nothing that would point to any motive.

Sheriff: Nothing here but kitchen things.

[The County Attorney, after again looking around the kitchen, opens the door of a cupboard closet. He gets up on a chair and looks on a shelf. Pulls his hand away, sticky.]
County Attorney: Here’s a nice mess.

[The women draw nearer.]
Mrs. Peters: [To the other woman.] Oh, her fruit; it did freeze. [To the County  Attorney] She worried about that when it turned so cold. She said the fire’d go out and her jars would break.

Sheriff: Well, can you beat the women! Held for murder and worryin’ about her preserves.

County Attorney: I guess before we’re through she may have something more serious than preserves to worry about.

Hale: Well, women are used to worrying over trifles.

[The two women move a little closer together.]
County Attorney: [With the gallantry of a young politician.] And yet, for all their worries, what would we do without the ladies? [The women do not unbend. He goes to the sink, takes a dipperful of water from the pail and pouring it into a basin, washes his hands. Starts to wipe them on the roller towel, turns it for a cleaner place.] Dirty towels! [Kicks his foot against the pans under the sink.] Not much of a housekeeper, would you say, ladies?

Mrs. Hale: [Stiffly.] There’s a great deal of work to be done on a farm.

County Attorney: To be sure. And yet [With a little bow to her] I know there are some Dickson County farmhouses which do not have such roller towels.

[He gives it a pull to expose its full length again.]
Mrs. Hale: Those towels get dirty awful quick. Men’s hands aren’t always as clean as they might be.

County Attorney: Ah, loyal to your sex, I see. But you and Mrs. Wright were neighbors. I suppose you were friends, too.

Mrs. Hale: [Shaking her head.] I’ve not seen much of her of late years. I’ve not been in this house—it’s more than a year.

County Attorney: And why was that? You didn’t like her?

Mrs. Hale: I liked her all well enough. Farmers’ wives have their hands full,  Mr. Henderson. And then—

County Attorney: Yes—?

Mrs. Hale: [Looking about.] It never seemed a very cheerful place.

County Attorney: No—it’s not cheerful. I shouldn’t say she had the homemaking instinct.

Mrs. Hale: Well, I don’t know as Wright had, either.

County Attorney: You mean that they didn’t get on very well?

Mrs. Hale: No, I don’t mean anything. But I don’t think a place’d be any cheerfuller for John Wright’s being in it.

County Attorney: I’d like to talk more of that a little later. I want to get the lay of things upstairs now.

[He goes to the left, where three steps lead to a stair door.]
Sheriff: I suppose anything Mrs. Peters does’ll be all right. She was to take in some clothes for her, you know, and a few little things. We left in such a hurry yesterday.

County Attorney: Yes, but I would like to see what you take, Mrs. Peters, and keep an eye out for anything that might be of use to us.

Mrs. Peters: Yes, Mr. Henderson.

[The women listen to the men’s steps on the stairs, then look about the kitchen.]
Mrs. Hale: I’d hate to have men coming into my kitchen, snooping around and criticizing.

[She arranges the pans under sink which the County Attorney had shoved out of place.]
Mrs. Peters: Of course it’s no more than their duty.

Mrs. Hale: Duty’s all right, but I guess that deputy sheriff that came out to make the fire might have got a little of this on. [Gives the roller towel a pull.] Wish I’d thought of that sooner. Seems mean to talk about her for not having things slicked up when she had to come away in such a hurry.

Mrs. Peters: [Who has gone to a small table in the left rear corner of the room, and lifted one end of a towel that covers a pan.] She had bread set.

[Stands still.]
Mrs. Hale: [Eyes fixed on a loaf of bread beside the breadbox, which is on a low shelf at the other side of the room. Moves slowly toward it.] She was going to put this in there. [Picks up loaf, then abruptly drops it. In a manner of returning to familiar things.] It’s a shame about her fruit. I wonder if it’s all gone. [Gets up on the chair and looks.] I think there’s some here that’s all right, Mrs. Peters. Yes—here; [Holding it toward the window] this is cherries, too. [Looking again.] I declare I believe that’s the only one. [Gets down, bottle in her hand. Goes to the sink and wipes it off on the outside.] She’ll feel awful bad after all her hard work in the hot weather. I remember the afternoon I put up my cherries last summer.

[She puts the bottle on the big kitchen table, center of the room. With a sigh, is about to sit down in the rocking-chair. Before she is seated realizes what chair it is; with a slow look at it, steps back. The chair which she has touched rocks back and forth.]
Mrs. Peters: Well, I must get those things from the front room closet. [She goes to the door at the right, but after looking into the other room, steps back.] You coming with me, Mrs. Hale? You could help me carry them.

[They go in the other room; reappear, Mrs. Peters carrying a dress and skirt,  Mrs. Hale following with a pair of shoes.]
Mrs. Peters: My, it’s cold in there.

[She puts the clothes on the big table, and hurries to the stove.]
Mrs. Hale: [Examining her skirt.] Wright was close. I think maybe that’s why she kept so much to herself. She didn’t even belong to the Ladies Aid. I suppose she felt she couldn’t do her part, and then you don’t enjoy things when you feel shabby. She used to wear pretty clothes and be lively, when she was Minnie Foster, one of the town girls singing in the choir. But that—oh, that was thirty years ago. This all you was to take in?

Mrs. Peters: She said she wanted an apron. Funny thing to want, for there isn’t much to get you dirty in jail, goodness knows. But I suppose just to make her feel more natural. She said they was in the top drawer in this cupboard. Yes, here. And then her little shawl that always hung behind the door. [Opens stair door and looks.] Yes, here it is.

[Quickly shuts door leading upstairs.]
Mrs. Hale: [Abruptly moving toward her.] Mrs. Peters?

Mrs. Peters: Yes, Mrs. Hale?

Mrs. Hale: Do you think she did it?

Mrs. Peters: [In a frightened voice.] Oh, I don’t know.

Mrs. Hale: Well, I don’t think she did. Asking for an apron and her little shawl. Worrying about her fruit.

Mrs. Peters: [Starts to speak, glances up, where footsteps are heard in the room above. In a low voice.] Mr. Peters says it looks bad for her. Mr. Henderson is awful sarcastic in a speech and he’ll make fun of her sayin’ she didn’t wake up.

Mrs. Hale: Well, I guess John Wright didn’t wake when they was slipping that rope under his neck.

Mrs. Peters: No, it’s strange. It must have been done awful crafty and still. They say it was such a—funny way to kill a man, rigging it all up like that.

Mrs. Hale: That’s just what Mr. Hale said. There was a gun in the house. He says that’s what he can’t understand.

Mrs. Peters: Mr. Henderson said coming out that what was needed for the case was a motive; something to show anger, or—sudden feeling.

Mrs. Hale: [Who is standing by the table.] Well, I don’t see any signs of anger around here. [She puts her hand on the dish towel which lies on the table, stands looking down at table, one half of which is clean, the other half messy.] It’s wiped to here. [Makes a move as if to finish work, then turns and looks at loaf of bread outside the breadbox. Drops towel. In that voice of coming back to familiar things.] Wonder how they are finding things upstairs. I hope she had it a little more red-up° there. You know, it seems kind of sneaking. Locking her up in town and then coming out here and trying to get her own house to turn against her!

Mrs. Peters: But Mrs. Hale, the law is the law.

Mrs. Hale: I s’pose ’tis. [Unbuttoning her coat.] Better loosen up your things, Mrs. Peters. You won’t feel them when you go out.

[Mrs. Peters takes off her fur tippet, goes to hang it on hook at back of room, stands looking at the under part of the small corner table.]
Mrs. Peters: She was piecing a quilt.

[She brings the large sewing basket and they look at the bright pieces.]
Mrs. Hale: It’s a log cabin pattern. Pretty, isn’t it? I wonder if she was goin’ to quilt it or just knot it?

[Footsteps have been heard coming down the stairs. The Sheriff enters followed by Hale and the County Attorney.]
Sheriff: They wonder if she was going to quilt it or just knot it!

[The men laugh; the women look abashed.]
County Attorney: [Rubbing his hands over the stove.] Frank’s fire didn’t do much up there, did it? Well, let’s go out to the barn and get that cleared up.

[The men go outside.]
Mrs. Hale: [Resentfully.] I don’t know as there’s anything so strange, our takin’ up our time with little things while we’re waiting for them to get the evidence. [She sits down at the big table smoothing out a block with decision.] I don’t see as it’s anything to laugh about.

Mrs. Peters: [Apologetically.] Of course they’ve got awful important things on their minds.

[Pulls up a chair and joins Mrs. Hale at the table.]
Mrs. Hale: [Examining another block.] Mrs. Peters, look at this one. Here, this is the one she was working on, and look at the sewing! All the rest of it has been so nice and even. And look at this! It’s all over the place! Why, it looks as if she didn’t know what she was about!

[After she has said this they look at each, then start to glance back at the door. After an instant Mrs. Hale has pulled at a knot and ripped the sewing.]
Mrs. Peters: Oh, what are you doing, Mrs. Hale?

Mrs. Hale: [Mildly.] Just pulling out a stitch or two that’s not sewed very good. [Threading a needle.] Bad sewing always made me fidgety.

Mrs. Peters: [Nervously.] I don’t think we ought to touch things.

Mrs. Hale: I’ll just finish up this end. [Suddenly stopping and leaning forward.] Mrs. Peters?

Mrs. Peters: Yes, Mrs. Hale?

Mrs. Hale: What do you suppose she was so nervous about?

Mrs. Peters: Oh—I don’t know. I don’t know as she was nervous. I sometimes sew awful queer when I’m just tired. [Mrs. Hale starts to say something, looks at Mrs. Peters, then goes on sewing.] Well, I must get these things wrapped up. They may be through sooner than we think. [Putting apron and other things together.] I wonder where I can find a piece of paper, and string.

Mrs. Hale: In that cupboard, maybe.

Mrs. Peters: [Looking in cupboard.] Why, here’s a birdcage. [Holds it up.] Did she have a bird, Mrs. Hale?

Mrs. Hale: Why, I don’t know whether she did or not—I’ve not been here for so long. There was a man around last year selling canaries cheap, but I don’t know as she took one; maybe she did. She used to sing real pretty herself.

Mrs. Peters: [Glancing around.] Seems funny to think of a bird here. But she must have had one, or why would she have a cage? I wonder what happened to it.

Mrs. Hale: I s’pose maybe the cat got it.

Mrs. Peters: No, she didn’t have a cat. She’s got that feeling some people have about cats—being afraid of them. My cat got in her room and she was real upset and asked me to take it out.

Mrs. Hale: My sister Bessie was like that. Queer, ain’t it?

Mrs. Peters: [Examining the cage.] Why, look at this door. It’s broke. One hinge is pulled apart.

Mrs. Hale: [Looking too.] Looks as if someone must have been rough with it.

Mrs. Peters: Why, yes.

[She brings the cage forward and puts it on the table.]
Mrs. Hale: I wish if they’re going to find any evidence they’d be about it. I don’t like this place.

Mrs. Peters: But I’m awful glad you came with me, Mrs. Hale. It would be lonesome for me sitting here alone.

Mrs. Hale: It would, wouldn’t it? [Dropping her sewing.] But I tell you what I do wish, Mrs. Peters. I wish I had come over sometimes when she was here. I—[Looking around the room.]—wish I had.

Mrs. Peters: But of course you were awful busy, Mrs. Hale—your house and your children.

Mrs. Hale: I could’ve come. I stayed away because it weren’t cheerful—and that’s why I ought to have come. I—I’ve never liked this place. Maybe because it’s down in a hollow and you don’t see the road. I dunno what it is but it’s a lonesome place and always was. I wish I had come over to see Minnie Foster sometimes. I can see now—

[Shakes her head.]
Mrs. Peters: Well, you mustn’t reproach yourself, Mrs. Hale. Somehow we just don’t see how it is with other folks until—something comes up.

Mrs. Hale: Not having children makes less work—but it makes a quiet house, and Wright out to work all day, and no company when he did come in. Did you know John Wright, Mrs. Peters?

Mrs. Peters: Not to know him; I’ve seen him in town. They say he was a good man.

Mrs. Hale: Yes—good; he didn’t drink, and kept his word as well as most, I guess, and paid his debts. But he was a hard man, Mrs. Peters. Just to pass the time of day with him—[Shivers.] Like a raw wind that gets to the bone. [Pauses, her eye falling on the cage.] I should think she would’a wanted a bird. But what do you suppose went with it?

Mrs. Peters: I don’t know, unless it got sick and died.

[She reaches over and swings the broken door, swings it again. Both women watch it.]
Mrs. Hale: You weren’t raised round here, were you? [Mrs. Peters shakes her head.] You didn’t know—her?

Mrs. Peters: Not till they brought her yesterday.

Mrs. Hale: She—come to think of it, she was kind of like a bird herself—real sweet and pretty, but kind of timid and—fluttery. How—she—did—change. [Silence; then as if struck by a happy thought and relieved to get back to everyday things.] Tell you what, Mrs. Peters, why don’t you take the quilt in with you? It might take up her mind.

Mrs. Peters: Why, I think that’s a real nice idea, Mrs. Hale. There couldn’t possibly be any objection to it, could there? Now, just what would I take? I wonder if her patches are in here—and her things.

[They look in the sewing basket.]
Mrs. Hale: Here’s some red. I expect this has got sewing things in it. [Brings out a fancy box.] What a pretty box. Looks like something somebody would give you. Maybe her scissors are in here. [Opens box. Suddenly puts her hand to her nose.] Why—[Mrs. Peters bends nearer, then turns her face away.] There’s something wrapped up in this piece of silk.

Mrs. Peters: Why, this isn’t her scissors.

Mrs. Hale: [Lifting the silk.] Oh, Mrs. Peters—it’s—

[Mrs. Peters bends closer.]
Mrs. Peters: It’s the bird.

Mrs. Hale: [Jumping up.] But, Mrs. Peters—look at it! Its neck! Look at its neck! It’s all—other side too.
Mrs. Peters: Somebody—wrung—its—neck.

[Their eyes meet. A look of growing comprehension, of horror. Steps are heard outside. Mrs. Hale slips box under quilt pieces, and sinks into her chair. Enter Sheriff and County Attorney. Mrs. Peters rises.]
County Attorney: [As one turning from serious things to little pleasantries.] Well, ladies, have you decided whether she was going to quilt it or knot it?

Mrs. Peters: We think she was going to—knot it.

County Attorney: Well, that’s interesting, I’m sure. [Seeing the birdcage.] Has the bird flown?

Mrs. Hale: [Putting more quilt pieces over the box.] We think the—cat got it.

County Attorney: [Preoccupied.] Is there a cat?

[Mrs. Hale glances in a quick covert way at Mrs. Peters.]
Mrs. Peters: Well, not now. They’re superstitious, you know. They leave.

County Attorney: [To Sheriff Peters, continuing an interrupted conversation.] No sign at all of anyone having come from the outside. Their own rope. Now let’s go up again and go over it piece by piece. [They start upstairs.] It would have to have been someone who knew just the—

[Mrs. Peters sits down. The two women sit there not looking at one another, but as if peering into something and at the same time holding back. When they talk now it is in the manner of feeling their way over strange ground, as if afraid of what they are saying, but as if they cannot help saying it.]
Mrs. Hale: She liked the bird. She was going to bury it in that pretty box.

Mrs. Peters: [In a whisper.] When I was a girl—my kitten—there was a boy took a hatchet, and before my eyes—and before I could get there—[Covers her face an instant.] If they hadn’t held me back I would have—[Catches herself, looks upstairs where steps are heard, falters weakly]—hurt him.

Mrs. Hale: [With a slow look around her.] I wonder how it would seem never to have had any children around. [Pause.] No, Wright wouldn’t like the bird—a thing that sang. She used to sing. He killed that, too.

Mrs. Peters: [Moving uneasily.] We don’t know who killed the bird.

Mrs. Hale: I knew John Wright.

Mrs. Peters: It was an awful thing was done in this house that night, Mrs. Hale. Killing a man while he slept, slipping a rope around his neck that choked the life out of him.

Mrs. Hale: His neck. Choked the life out of him.

[Her hand goes out and rests on the birdcage.]
Mrs. Peters: [With rising voice.] We don’t know who killed him. We don’t know.
Mrs. Hale: [Her own feeling not interrupted.] If there’d been years and years of nothing, then a bird to sing to you, it would be awful—still, after the bird was still.

Mrs. Peters: [Something within her speaking.] I know what stillness is. When we homesteaded in Dakota, and my first baby died—after he was two years old, and me with no other then—

Mrs. Hale: [Moving.] How soon do you suppose they’ll be through looking for the evidence?

Mrs. Peters: I know what stillness is. [Pulling herself back.] The law has got to punish crime, Mrs. Hale.

Mrs. Hale: [Not as if answering that.] I wish you’d seen Minnie Foster when she wore a white dress with blue ribbons and stood up there in the choir and sang. [A look around the room.] Oh, I wish I’d come over here once in a while! That was a crime! That was a crime! Who’s going to punish that?

Mrs. Peters: [Looking upstairs.] We mustn’t—take on.

Mrs. Hale: I might have known she needed help! I know how things can be—for women. I tell you, it’s queer, Mrs. Peters. We live close together and we live far apart. We all go through the same things—it’s all just a different kind of the same thing. [Brushes her eyes; noticing the bottle of fruit, reaches out for it.] If I was you I wouldn’t tell her her fruit was gone. Tell her it ain’t. Tell her it’s all right. Take this in to prove it to her. She—she may never know whether it was broke or not.

Mrs. Peters: [Takes the bottle, looks about for something to wrap it in; takes petticoat from the clothes brought from the other room, very nervously begins winding this around the bottle. In a false voice.] My, it’s a good thing the men couldn’t hear us. Wouldn’t they just laugh! Getting all stirred up over a little thing like a—dead canary. As if that could have anything to do with—with—wouldn’t they laugh!
[The men are heard coming down stairs.]
Mrs. Hale: [Under her breath.] Maybe they would—maybe they wouldn’t.

County Attorney: No, Peters, it’s all perfectly clear except a reason for doing it. But you know juries when it comes to women. If there was some  definite thing. Something to show—something to make a story about—a thing that would connect up with this strange way of doing it—

[The women’s eyes meet for an instant. Enter Hale from outer door.]
Hale: Well, I’ve got the team around. Pretty cold out there.

County Attorney: I’m going to stay here a while by myself. [To the Sheriff.] You can send Frank out for me, can’t you? I want to go over everything. I’m not satisfied that we can’t do better.

Sheriff: Do you want to see what Mrs. Peters is going to take in?

[The County Attorney goes to the table, picks up the apron, laughs.]
County Attorney: Oh, I guess they’re not very dangerous things the ladies have picked out. [Moves a few things about, disturbing the quilt pieces which cover the box. Steps back.] No, Mrs. Peters doesn’t need supervising. For that matter, a sheriff’s wife is married to the law. Ever think of it that way, Mrs. Peters?

Mrs. Peters: Not—just that way.

Sheriff: [Chuckling.] Married to the law. [Moves toward the other room.] I just want you to come in here a minute, George. We ought to take a look at these windows.

County Attorney: [Scoffingly.] Oh, windows!

Sheriff: We’ll be right out, Mr. Hale.

[Hale goes outside. The Sheriff follows the County Attorney into the other room. Then Mrs. Hale rises, hands tight together, looking intensely at Mrs. Peters, whose eyes make a slow turn, finally meeting Mrs. Hale’s. A moment Mrs. Hale holds her, then her own eyes point the way to where the box is concealed. Suddenly Mrs. Peters throws back quilt pieces and tries to put the box in the bag she is wearing. It is too big. She opens box, starts to take bird out, cannot touch it, goes to pieces, stands there helpless. Sound of a knob turning in the other room. Mrs. Hale snatches the box and puts it in the pocket of her big coat. Enter County Attorney and Sheriff.]
County Attorney: [Facetiously.] Well, Henry, at least we found out that she was not going to quilt it. She was going to—what is it you call it, ladies?

Mrs. Hale: [Her hand against her pocket.] We call it—knot it, Mr. Henderson.

CURTAIN

Questions


1.
What attitudes toward women do the Sheriff and the County Attorney express? How do Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters react to these sentiments?


2.
Why does the County Attorney care so much about discovering a motive for the killing?


3.
What does Glaspell show us about the position of women in this early twentieth-century community?


4.
What do we learn about the married life of the Wrights? By what means is this knowledge revealed to us?


5.
What is the setting of this play, and how does it help us to understand Mrs. Wright’s deed?


6.
What do you infer from the wildly stitched block in Minnie’s quilt? Why does Mrs. Hale rip out the crazy stitches?


7.
What is so suggestive in the ruined birdcage and the dead canary wrapped in silk? What do these objects have to do with Minnie Foster Wright? What similarity do you notice between the way the canary died and John Wright’s own death?


8.
What thoughts and memories confirm Mrs. Peters and Mrs. Hale in their decision to help Minnie beat the murder rap?


9.
In what places does Mrs. Peters show that she is trying to be a loyal, law-abiding sheriff’s wife? How do she and Mrs. Hale differ in background and temperament?


10.
What ironies does the play contain? Comment on Mrs. Hale’s closing speech: “We call it—knot it, Mr. Henderson.” Why is that little hesitation before “knot it” such a meaningful pause?


11.
Point out some moments in the play when the playwright conveys much to the audience without needing dialogue.


12.
How would you sum up the play’s major theme?


13.
How does this play, first produced in 1916, show its age? In what ways does it seem still  remarkably new?


14.
“Trifles is a lousy mystery. All the action took place before the curtain went up. Almost in the beginning, on the third page, we find out ‘who done it.’ So there isn’t really much reason for us to sit through the rest of the play.” Discuss this view.

Some plays endure, perhaps because (among other reasons) actors take pleasure in performing them. Trifles is such a play, a showcase for the skills of its two principals. While the men importantly bumble about, trying to discover a motive, Mrs.  Peters and Mrs. Hale solve the case right under their dull noses. The two players in these leading roles face a challenging task: to show both characters growing onstage before us. Discovering a secret that binds them, the two must realize painful truths in their own lives, become aware of all they have in common with Minnie Wright, and gradually resolve to side with the accused against the men. That Trifles has enjoyed a revival of attention may reflect its evident feminist views, its convincing portrait of two women forced reluctantly to arrive at a moral judgment and to make a defiant move.

Some critics say that the essence of drama is conflict. Evidently, Glaspell’s play is rich in this essential, even though its most violent conflict—the war between John and Minnie Wright—takes place earlier, off scene. Right away, when the menfolk barge through the door into the warm room, letting the women trail in  after them; right away, when the sheriff makes fun of Minnie for worrying about “trifles” and the county attorney (that slick politician) starts crudely trying to flatter the “ladies,” we sense a conflict between officious, self-important men and the women they expect to wait on them. What is the play’s theme? Surely the title points to it: women, who men say worry over trifles, can find in those little things large meanings.

Like a carefully constructed traditional short story, Trifles has a plot, a term sometimes taken to mean whatever happens in a story, but more exactly referring to the unique arrangement of events that the author has made. (For more about plot in a story, see Chapter 1.) If Glaspell had elected to tell the story of John and Minnie Wright in chronological order, the sequence in which events took place in time, she might have written a much longer play, opening perhaps with a scene of Minnie’s buying her canary and John’s cold complaint, “That damned bird keeps twittering all day long!” She might have included scenes showing John strangling the canary and swearing when it beaks him; the Wrights in their loveless bed while Minnie knots her noose; and farmer Hale’s entrance after the murder, with Minnie rocking. Only at the end would she have shown us what happened after the crime. That arrangement of events would have made for a quite different play than the short, tight one Glaspell wrote. By telling of events in retrospect, by having the women detectives piece together what happened, Glaspell leads us to focus not only on the murder but, more importantly, on the developing bond between the two women and their growing compassion for the accused.

If Trifles may be said to have a protagonist, a leading character—a word we usually save for the primary figure of a larger and more eventful play such as Othello or Death of a Salesman—then you would call the two women dual protagonists. They act in unison to make the plot unfold. Or you could argue that Mrs. Hale—because she destroys the wild stitching in the quilt; because she finds the dead canary; because she invents a cat to catch the bird (thus deceiving the county attorney); and because in the end when Mrs. Peters helplessly “goes to pieces” it is she who takes the initiative and seizes the evidence—deserves to be called the protagonist. More than anyone else in the play, you could claim, the more decisive Mrs. Hale makes things happen.

A vital part in most plays is an exposition, the part in which we first meet the characters, learn what happened before the curtain rose, and find out what is happening now. For a one-act play, Trifles has a fairly long exposition, extending from the opening of the kitchen door through the end of farmer Hale’s story. Clearly, this substantial exposition is necessary to set the situation and to fill in the facts of the crime. By comparison, Shakespeare’s far longer Tragedy of Richard III begins  almost abruptly, with its protagonist, a duke who yearns to be king, summing up history in an opening speech and revealing his evil character: “And therefore, since I cannot prove a lover . . . I am determined to prove a villain.” But Glaspell, too, knows her craft. In the exposition, we are given a foreshadowing (or hint of what is to come) in Hale’s dry remark, “I didn’t know as what his wife wanted made much difference to John.” The remark announces the play’s theme that men often ignore women’s feelings, and it hints at Minnie Wright’s motive, later to be revealed. The county attorney, failing to pick up a valuable clue, tables the discussion. (Still another foreshadowing occurs in Mrs. Hale’s ripping out the wild, panicky stitches in Minnie’s quilt. In the end, Mrs. Hale will make a similar final move to conceal the evidence.)

With the county attorney’s speech to the sheriff, “You’re convinced that there was nothing important here—nothing that would point to any motive,” we begin to understand what he seeks. As he will make even clearer later, the attorney needs a motive in order to convict the accused wife of murder in the first degree. Will Minnie’s motive in killing her husband be discovered? Through the first two-thirds of Trifles, this is the play’s dramatic question. Whether or not we state such a question in our minds (and it is doubtful that we do), our interest quickens as we sense that here is a problem to be solved, an uncertainty to be dissipated. When Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters find the dead canary with the twisted neck, the question is answered. We know that Minnie killed John to repay him for his act of gross cruelty. The playwright, however, now raises a new dramatic question. Having discovered Minnie’s motive, will the women reveal it to the lawmen? Alternatively (if you care to phrase the new question differently), what will they do with the incriminating evidence? We keep reading, or stay clamped to our theater seats, because we want that question answered. We share the women’s secret now, and we want to see what they will do with it.

Tightly packed, the one-act Trifles contains but one plot: the story of how two women discover evidence that might hang another woman and then hide it. Some plays, usually longer ones, may be more complicated. They may contain a double plot (or subplot), a secondary arrangement of incidents, involving not the protagonist but someone less important. In Henrik Ibsen’s A Doll’s House, the main plot involves a woman and her husband; they are joined by a second couple, whose fortunes we also follow with interest and whose futures pose another dramatic question.

Step by step, Trifles builds to a climax: a moment, usually coming late in a play, when tension reaches its greatest height. At such a moment, we sense that the play’s dramatic question (or its final dramatic question, if the writer has posed more than one) is about to be answered. In Trifles this climax occurs when Mrs. Peters finds herself torn between her desire to save Minnie and her duty to the law. “It was an awful thing was done in this house that night,” she reminds herself in one speech, suggesting that Minnie deserves to be punished; then in the next speech she insists, “We don’t know who killed him. We don’t know.” Shortly after that, in one speech she voices two warring attitudes. Remembering the loss of her first child, she sympathizes with Minnie: “I know what stillness is.” But in her next breath she recalls once more her duty to be a loyal sheriff’s wife: “The law has got to punish crime, Mrs. Hale.” For a moment, she is placed in conflict with Mrs. Hale, who knew Minnie personally. The two now stand on the edge of a fateful brink. Which way will they decide?33
From this moment of climax, the play, like its protagonist (or if you like, protagonists), will make a final move. Mrs. Peters takes her stand. Mrs. Hale, too, decides. She owes Minnie something to make up for her own “crime”—her failure to visit the desperate woman. The plot now charges ahead to its outcome or resolution, also called the conclusion or dénouement (French for “untying of a knot”). The two women act: they scoop up the damaging evidence. Seconds before the very end, Glaspell heightens the suspense, our enjoyable anxiety, by making Mrs. Peters fumble with the incriminating box as the sheriff and the county attorney draw near. Mrs. Hale’s swift grab for the evidence saves the day and presumably saves Minnie’s life. The sound of the doorknob turning in the next room, as the lawmen return, is a small but effective bit of stage business—any nonverbal action that engages the attention of an audience. Earlier, when Mrs. Hale almost sits down in Minnie’s place, the empty chair that ominously starts rocking is another brilliant piece of stage business. Not only does it give us something interesting to watch, but it also gives us something to think about.

Some critics maintain that events in a plot can be arranged in the outline of a pyramid.44 In this view, a play begins with a rising action, that part of the story (including the exposition) in which events start moving toward a climax. After the climax, the story tapers off in a falling action, that is, the subsequent events, including a resolution. In a tragedy, this falling action usually is recognizable: the protagonist’s fortunes proceed downhill to an inexorable end.

Some plays indeed have demonstrable pyramids. In Trifles, we might claim that in the first two-thirds of the play a rising action builds in intensity. It proceeds through each main incident: the finding of the crazily stitched quilt, Mrs. Hale’s ripping out the evidence, the discovery of the bird cage, then the bird itself, and Mrs. Hale’s concealing it. At the climax, the peak of the pyramid, the two women seem about to clash as Mrs. Peters wavers uncertainly. The action then falls to a swift resolution. If you outlined that pyramid on paper, however, it would look lopsided—a long rise and a short, steep fall. The pyramid metaphor seems more meaningfully to fit longer plays, among them some classic tragedies. Try it on Oedipus the King or, for an even neater fit, on Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar—an unusual play in that its climax, the assassination of Caesar, occurs exactly in the middle (Act III, Scene i), right where a good pyramid’s point ought to be. Nevertheless, in most other plays, it is hard to find a symmetrical pyramid. (For a demonstration of another, quite different way to outline Trifles, see “Writing a Card Report.”)

Because its action occurs all at one time and in one place, Trifles happens to observe the unities, certain principles of good drama laid down by Italian literary critics in the sixteenth century. Interpreting the theories of Aristotle as binding laws, these critics set down three basic principles: a good play, they maintained, should display unity of action, unity of time, and unity of place. In practical terms, this theory maintained that a play must represent a single series of interrelated actions that take place within twenty-four hours in a single location. Furthermore, they insisted, to have true unity of action, a play had to be entirely serious or entirely funny. Mixing tragic and comic elements was not allowed. That Glaspell consciously strove to obey those critics is doubtful, and certainly many great plays, such as Shakespeare’s Othello, defy such arbitrary rules. Still, it is at least arguable that some of the power of Trifles (or Sophocles’ Oedipus the King) comes from the intensity of the playwright’s concentration on what happens in one place, in one short expanse of time.

Brief though it is, Trifles has main elements you will find in much longer, more complicated plays. It even has symbols, things that hint at large meanings—for example, the broken bird cage and the dead canary, both suggesting the music and the joy that John Wright stifled in Minnie and the terrible stillness that followed his killing the one thing she loved. Perhaps the lone remaining jar of cherries, too, radiates suggestions: it is the one bright, cheerful thing poor Minnie has to show for a whole summer of toil. Symbols in drama may be as big as a house—the home in Ibsen’s A Doll’s House, for instance—or they may appear to be trifles. In Glaspell’s rich art, such trifles aren’t trifling at all.55
Writing Effectively

Writers on Writing

Susan Glaspell
Creating Trifles
1927
We went to the theater, and for the most part we came away wishing we had gone somewhere else. Those were the days when Broadway flourished almost unchallenged. Plays, like magazine stories, were patterned. They might be pretty good within themselves, seldom did they open out to—where it surprised or thrilled your spirit to follow. They didn’t ask much of you, those plays. Having paid for your seat, the thing was all done for you, and your mind came out where it went in, only tireder. An audience, Jig° said, had imagination. What was this “Broadway,” which could make a thing as interesting as life into a thing as dull as a Broadway play?

There was a meeting at the Liberal Club—Eddie Goodman, Phil Moeller, Ida Rauh, the Boni brothers, exciting talk about starting a theater.

• • •

He [Jig] wrote a letter to the people who had seen the plays, asking if they cared to become associate members of the Provincetown Players. The purpose was to give American playwrights of sincere purpose a chance to work out their ideas in freedom, to give all who worked with the plays their opportunity as artists. Were they interested in this? One dollar for the three remaining bills.

The response paid for seats and stage, and for sets. A production need not cost a lot of money, Jig would say. The most expensive set at the Wharf Theater° cost thirteen dollars. There were sets at the Provincetown Playhouse which cost little more. . . .

“Now, Susan,” he [Jig] said to me, briskly, “I have announced a play of yours for the next bill.”

“But I have no play!”

“Then you will have to sit down to-morrow and begin one.”

I protested. I did not know how to write a play. I had never “studied it.”

“Nonsense,” said Jig. “You’ve got a stage, haven’t you?”

So I went out on the wharf, sat alone on one of our wooden benches without a back, and looked a long time at that bare little stage. After a time the stage became a kitchen—a kitchen there all by itself. I saw just where the stove was, the table, and the steps going upstairs. Then the door at the back opened, and people all bundled up came in—two or three men, I wasn’t sure which, but sure enough about the two women, who hung back, reluctant to enter that kitchen. When I was a newspaper reporter out in Iowa, I was sent down-state to do a murder trial, and I never forgot going into the kitchen of a woman locked up in town. I had meant to do it as a short story, but the stage took it for its own, so I hurried in from the wharf to write down what I had seen. Whenever I got stuck, I would run across the street to the old wharf, sit in that leaning little theater under which the sea sounded, until the play was ready to continue. Sometimes things written in my room would not form on the stage, and I must go home and cross them out. “What playwrights need is a stage,” said Jig, “their own stage.”

Ten days after the director said he had announced my play, there was a reading at Mary Heaton Vorse’s. I was late to the meeting, home revising the play. But when I got there the crowd liked “Trifles,” and voted to put it in rehearsal next day.

From The Road to the Temple
Writing About Conflict

Conflict Resolution

A good play almost always presents a conflict. Conflict creates suspense and keeps an audience from meandering out to the lobby water fountain. Without it, a play would be static and, most likely, dull. When a character intensely desires something but some obstacle—perhaps another character—stands in the way, the result is dramatic tension. The central action of the play generally grows out of how these two opposing forces deal with—and ultimately resolve—conflict.

To better understand a play, begin by identifying the central dramatic conflict. If you can determine which character is the play’s protagonist, what that character wants, and who or what opposes the protagonist, you will have a sense of the plot’s overall design. Identify the play’s three or four main characters and what each character wants most at the beginning of the play. A single compelling motive might not be clear to you right away, but it will be helpful to take note of all of the protagonist’s longings. Keep in mind that sometimes what a character wants most is to avoid something unpleasant or dangerous; also remember that what stands in the protagonist’s way might even be some aspect of his or her personality.

By determining which character is the play’s protagonist, or hero, what he or she wants, and what or who opposes that ambition, you will have defined the play’s central conflict. As for the other main characters and their desires, these may turn out to constitute a double plot or subplot, often present in longer plays and films.

Checklist

Analyzing Conflict


¸
List the play’s three or four main characters.


¸
Jot down what each character wants most at the play’s beginning. If the main motive isn’t clear yet, list more than one motive per character.


¸
Which of these characters is the protagonist?


¸
What stands in the way of the protagonist achieving his or her goal?


¸
How do the other characters’ motivations fit into the central conflict? Identify any double plots or subplots.


¸
What are the play’s main events? How does each relate to the protagonist’s struggle?


¸
Where do you find the play’s climax, or crisis?


¸
How is the conflict resolved?


¸
Does the protagonist achieve his or her goal?


¸
What qualities in the protagonist’s character bring about the play’s outcome?


¸
How does success or failure affect the protagonist?


¸
How are the other main characters’ conflicts resolved?

Writing Assignment on Conflict

Select any short play, and write a brief essay identifying the protagonist, central conflict, and dramatic question.

Here is a paper by Tara Mazzucca, a student of Beverly Schneller at Millersville University, that examines and compares the protagonists and dramatic questions of two short plays by Susan Glaspell.

sample student paper
Mazzucca 1

Tara Mazzucca

Professor Schneller

English 102

29 April 2006

Outside Trifles
Susan Glaspell was one of America’s first feminist playwrights. A founder of the non-commercial Provincetown Players, she used this experimental company to present plays that realistically explored the lives of women. I would like to examine and compare two of Glaspell’s early one-act plays, Trifles (1916) and The Outside (1917). I will discuss how they present women who are forced to survive in a world where men make most of the  rules.

Both plays focus on female protagonists, and both realistically present the emotional hardships these women endure in their daily lives. Both plays have contemporary settings; they take place in the early twentieth century. Both plays present women who are isolated from society--Mrs. Wright in Trifles and the two protagonists of The Outside. And in both plays a pair of female characters work together to solve the central dramatic  question.

In Trifles Glaspell ironically places two wives, one married to a farmer and the other to the sheriff, at the scene of a mysterious murder case. The play takes place entirely in familiar territory for women in the early 1900s--a kitchen. The kitchen becomes a symbol for the game of hot and cold that the characters unwittingly play. In the kitchen where it is hot, the women find all the clues necessary to solve the case. Meanwhile the men search the rest of the cold house and find nothing to suggest a motive for the crime.

The two wives soon recognize the story behind the murder by observing small details in the house. They see
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clues in what the men pass over as mere trifles. When the women mention the ruined fruit preserves in the kitchen, Mr. Hale dismisses the potential importance of housekeeping details and comments, “Well, women are used

to worrying over trifles” (1228). The two women, however, understand that small things can affect a person deeply.

The two women also recognize the importance of singing in Mrs. Wright’s life. Singing was something she was known for when she was younger, only to have it taken away from her when she married John Wright. Doing housework alone all day in silence, Mrs. Wright became a different person. The stress of loneliness and depression finally got to Mrs. Wright. She bought a canary for company and enjoyment. She loved the singing bird, but her husband killed it. In desperation the woman decided to live without her husband.

Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters instinctively understand Mrs. Wright’s worries. Their perspective gives them an advantage over their male counterparts. The women must work together, because if they did not, each would break under the pressure of the cold treatment they receive from their husbands--break like the glass jars of canned fruit Mrs. Wright stores away in her cabinet.

The plot of The Outside is relatively simple. The widowed Mrs. Patrick lives in a remote building that was once a life-saving station. Mrs. Patrick employs another widow, Allie Mayo, to help her with housekeeping. They lead lives of almost total isolation. One day three life-savers bring in the body of a drowned sailor and attempt unsuccessfully to revive him. Mrs. Patrick is furious that they have used her house as a rescue station and demands that they leave. Her behavior so upsets the usually silent Allie that the servant confronts Mrs. Patrick with a passionate speech about the futility of renouncing life.

Allie also keeps to herself from grief. As a girl, she was talkative, but after her young husband vanished
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at sea, she resolved never to say an unnecessary word. Now twenty years later, she is notorious for her silence. The two women share a common grief of having lost the  husbands they loved. Losing a husband changed each woman. Allie chose silence. Mrs. Patrick left society.

When the men bring the drowned young man into the former life-saving station, the incident upsets Mrs. Patrick, and she explodes with anger. This incident disturbs Allie in a different way. She realizes how isolated they have become. She knows that if they do not change, they will die without anyone caring. Deeply disturbed, Allie breaks her silence and argues with her employer. Mrs. Patrick initially resists Allie’s remarks because she still has not come to terms with life without her husband. Allie resembles Mrs. Wright in Trifles. Both women keep quiet for years and do what they’re told, until they reach a breaking point. A critical event forces each of them to take dramatic action. Allie violently argues with her employer; Mrs. Wright decides to murder her husband.

Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters resemble Mrs. Patrick from The Outside. Throughout the play Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters try to understand why Mrs. Wright killed her husband. In the end, they recognize that their lives have much in common with that of the murderer. Their actions show their confusion about their own values. They do things that hinder the sheriff’s investigation to protect an oppressed woman. First, Mrs. Hale rips out Mrs. Wright’s erratic stitching so the men will not notice her nervous condition. Second, Mrs. Peters, who is--ironically--the sheriff’s wife, hides the strangled bird from her husband and the other men. The women see a new side of Mrs. Wright’s marriage and sympathize with her pathetic situation. By the end of The Outside Mrs. Patrick also sees a new side of Allie. Allie’s outburst forces Mrs. Patrick to consider changing her life and reconsider her ideas.
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Mrs. Patrick of The Outside and Mrs. Wright of Trifles are also alike because they are now isolated from the world they used to enjoy. One stopped living because of a harsh husband, the other because of a dead husband. Mrs. Hale and Allie also resemble one another because they both waited too late to understand the depression of their neighbor or living companion. In Trifles, Mrs. Hale

decides to help her neighbor even though it means protecting a criminal. Allie speaks truthfully even though it might jeopardize her job. In the end, the actions Allie and Mrs. Hale take are helpful. The men never find a motive for the murder. Mrs. Patrick finally considers changing her way of life in The Outside. In  the end each woman has found something new inside  of her.

Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters both realize the secret they must keep to protect Mrs. Wright. They also realize the injustices women go through to be accepted in society. Mrs. Hale says:

I might have known she needed help! I know how things can be--for women. I tell you, it’s queer, Mrs. Peters. We live close together and we live far apart. We all go through the same things--it’s all just a different kind of the same thing.(1235)

In The Outside, the women don’t feel socially oppressed by men, but they cannot define their lives except in relation to their husbands. When they become widows, they lose their reason to live. Allie realizes that their grief has gone too far. She finds her voice to say that life must be lived. Mrs. Patrick listens enough to feel uncertainty about her life of loneliness and isolation. Each play deals with death and its effects on the survivors.

A major difference between the two plays is found in the way the central female characters treat one another.
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In Trifles the women work together to solve the mystery, but in The Outside the women clash and refuse to  help one another. Glaspell did not have only one idealized image of female behavior. She realized that different women behave differently. Each play presents different ways women in the early twentieth century used to survive in a man’s world. Trapped in the trifles of everyday life, many women felt as if they were living on the outside of the world.
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More Topics for Writing


1.
Write a brief essay on the role gender differences play in Susan Glaspell’s Trifles.

2.
Write an analysis of the exposition—how the scene is set, characters introduced, and background information communicated—in Trifles.

3.
Describe the significance of setting in Trifles.

4.
Imagine you are a lawyer hired to defend Minnie Wright. Present your closing argument to the jury.


5.
Watch any hour-long television drama. Write about the main conflict that drives the story. What motivates the protagonist? What stands in his or her way? How do each of the drama’s main events relate to the protagonist’s struggle? How is the conflict resolved? Is the show’s outcome connected to the protagonist’s character, or do events just happen to him or her? Do you believe the script is well written? Why or why not? 
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Reading a Play
Trifles
MLL          
Reading a Play
Trifles
Reading a Play
Trifles
Reading a Play
Trifles
red-up: (slang) readied up, ready to be seen.
Reading a Play
Trifles
Reading a Play
2000 production of Trifles, by Echo Theatre of Dallas
Trifles
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Writing Effectively
Susan Glaspell
Jig: the nickname of George Cram Cook (1873–1924), Glaspell’s husband, who was the central founder and director of the Provincetown Players, perhaps the most influential theater company in the history of American drama.  Wharf Theater: the makeshift theater that Cook created from an old fish-house at the end of a Provincetown wharf.
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Thesis
Comparison of plays
Key details from Trifles
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More details
Examination of thesis from first play
Key details from The Outside
Reading a Play
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Comparison continued
Writing Effectively
Topic sentence—comparison
Topic sentence/textual analysis
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Contrast
Reading a Play
Conclusion
Restatement of thesis
Arthur Miller, New York, 1987
1 The word playwright, by the way, invites misspelling. Notice that it is not playwrite. The suffix -wright (from Old English) means “one who makes”—such as a boatwright, a worker in a trade.


2 Not all plays employ dialogue. There is also pantomime—generally, a play without words (sometimes also called a dumb show). Originally, in ancient Rome, a pantomime meant an actor who single-handedly played all the parts. An eminent modern pantomime (or mime) was French stage and screen actor Marcel Marceau.


3 You will sometimes hear climax used in a different sense to mean any crisis—that is, a moment of tension when one or another outcome is possible. What crisis means will be easy to remember if you think of a crisis in medicine: the turning point in a disease when it becomes clear that a patient will either die or recover. In talking about plays, you will probably find both crisis and climax useful. You can say that a play has more than one crisis, perhaps several. In such a play, the last and most decisive crisis is the climax. A play has only one climax.


4 The metaphor of a play as a pyramid was invented by German critic Gustav Freytag, in his Techniques of the Drama, 1904, reprint ed. (New York: Arno, 1968).


5 Plays can also contain symbolic characters (generally flat ones such as a prophet who croaks, “Beware the ides of March”), symbolic settings, and symbolic gestures. For more about symbolism, see Chapters 7 and 24.





