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Evaluating a Play

The critic should describe, and not prescribe.

—Eug`éne Ionesco

To evaluate a play is to decide whether the play is any good or not and, if it is good, how good it is in relation to other plays of its kind. In the theater, evaluation is usually thought to be the task of the play reviewer (or, with nobler connotations, “drama critic”), ordinarily a person who sees a new play on its first night and who then tells us, in print or over the air, what the play is about, how well it is done, and whether or not we ought to go to see it. Enthroned in an excellent free seat, the drama critic apparently plies a glamorous trade. What fun it must be to whittle a nasty epigram, for example, to be able to observe, as did a critic of a faltering production of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, that “the Siberian wolf hound was weakly supported.”

Unless you find a job with a large city newspaper or radio station, write for a college paper, or broadcast on a campus FM station, the opportunities to be a drama critic today are probably few and strictly limited. Much more significant, for most of us, is the task of evaluating for our own satisfaction. We see a play, a film, or a television program, and then we make up our minds about it; we often have to decide whether to recommend it to someone else.

To evaluate new drama isn’t easy. (For this discussion, let us define drama broadly as including not only plays but also anything that actors perform in the movies or on television, for most of us see more movies and television programs than plays.) By the time we see a production of any kind, at least a part of the process of evaluation has already been accomplished for us. To produce a new play, even in an amateur theater, or to produce a new drama for the movies or for television is complicated and involves large sums of money and the efforts of many people. Sifted from a mountain of submitted scripts, already subjected to long scrutiny and evaluation, a new play or film, whether or not it is of deep interest, arrives with a built-in air of professional competence. It is probably seldom that a dull play written by the producer’s relative or friend finds enough financial backers to reach the stage; only on the fictitious Broadway of Mel Brooks’s film and hit play The Producers could there be a musical comedy as awful as Springtime for Hitler. Nor do most college and civic theaters afford us much opportunity to see thoroughly inept plays. Usually they give us new productions of Oedipus the King or Pygmalion or else (if they are less adventurous) new versions of whatever succeeded on Broadway in the  recent past.

And so new plays—the few that we do see—are usually, like television drama, somebody’s safe investment. More often than not, our powers of evaluation confront only slick, pleasant, and efficient mediocrity. We owe it to ourselves to discriminate. Life is too short and theater tickets too expensive to spend either on the agreeably second-rate. There are too many marvelous plays we might miss.

Writing An Evaluation of a Play

Judging a Play

Reviewing a dramatic work—evaluating how well-crafted the script is, or how effective the production—is both a daunting task and a completely natural one. When a friend asks if the action blockbuster you’ve just seen is worth the price of admission, chances are you have an opinion one way or another. That opinion is a good place to begin while writing any evaluation—be it an academic paper or a review for your campus newspaper. Still, subjective opinion is not enough.

To write an informed, useful evaluation, consider how the play itself asks to be judged. Does it belong to a particular type of drama? It might be a farce, a comedy of manners, or a melodrama (a piece in which suspense and physical action are the prime ingredients). Remember that theaters, such as the classic Greek theater of Sophocles, impose conventions. Do not condemn Oedipus the King for the reason one spectator gave: “That damned chorus keeps sticking their noses in!” Do not complain that Hamlet utters soliloquies. So, you might ask, what aspects of a play are up for critique?


•
You might profitably judge how well a play fulfills its own conventions, asking yourself whether or not it delivers on the expectations it sets up.


•
You might consider whether the play’s main characters are fully rounded and believable. Ask also whether or not their actions follow naturally from their personalities. In a satisfying play, the resolution arises from the nature of the characters, and not through some deus ex machina or nick-of-time arrival of the Marines.


•
Another primary consideration would be whether or not the play strikes you as sentimental. In other words, does the work try to evoke from the audience a greater emotional response than its events call for? Be careful, though, not to confuse sentimentality with sentiment. If a play’s action  and character development evoke strong emotion in you, that is one sign of  success. 


•
Consider, as well, the play’s theme. How readily can you apply it to the human world beyond the play? Is it trivial, or does it seem to touch a universal chord?


•
If there are symbols, ask how well they belong to their surrounding worlds. Do they serve to reveal meaning, or are they merely decorative? In Tennessee Williams’s The Glass Menagerie, Laura’s collection of figurines is much more than simply ornamental.

Two final tips for judging a play:


•
Be careful to distinguish a production from the play itself. It is important to maintain the distinction between direction, acting, setting, and other  elements of production from the script.


•
And, most important, don’t be afraid to state your own honest reaction (balanced, of course, by the careful considerations previously listed). We cannot truthfully judge a work of art without somehow involving our own reaction—simple or complicated—to the experience of it.

Checklist

Evaluating a Play


¸
What type of play are you watching?


¸
What are the conventions of that type of play?


¸
How well does the play fulfill those conventions?


¸
Are the play’s main characters fully realized?


¸
Do their actions follow from their personalities, or do the actions seem  imposed upon them?


¸
Do any symbols stand out? If so, do they reveal meaning?


¸
Is the play sentimental?


¸
Does it evoke honest emotion in the viewer?


¸
What is the play’s theme? Is it of universal importance?

Writing Assignment on Evaluation

Many of the plays in this book are available in performance on tape or DVD. Choose one to watch. Pretend you are a critic attending the world premiere, and write a review. Be sure to state your criteria for judgment clearly. For tips on writing a review, see “Reviewing a Play” on page 2132.

More Topics for Writing


1.
Read and evaluate a work from “Plays for Further Reading” or “New Voices in American Drama.” Begin with your own personal response to the text, but be sure to temper it with the considerations listed above.


2.
Attend a performance of a play you haven’t read and write a critical review of it. Be sure to consider both the play itself and the production. For advice on reviewing and a sample review, see page 2132.


3.
Evaluate the skill with which Arthur Miller portrays character in Death of a Salesman. Focus on one particular character. What telling details are presented about that person? How is he or she characterized by dialogue? Does your character change over the course of the play? How does his or her personality contribute to the plot?


4.
Read a modern or contemporary play not found in this book. In an essay of 500 to 750 words, evaluate it. You might choose your subject from this list of interesting plays:




The Zoo Story by Edward Albee




Waiting for Godot by Samuel Beckett




“Master Harold” and the Boys by Athol Fugard




Six Degrees of Separation by John Guare




Hedda Gabler, The Master Builder, or Peer Gynt by Henrik Ibsen




The Bald Soprano or The Chairs by Eugene Ionesco




Words, Words, Words by David Ives




American Buffalo by David Mamet




Joe Egg by Peter Nichols




’Night Mother by Marsha Norman




Long Day’s Journey into Night by Eugene O’Neill




Topdog/Underdog by Suzan-Lori Parks




The Birthday Party or The Caretaker by Harold Pinter




Roosters by Milcha Sanchez-Scott




No Exit by Jean-Paul Sartre




for colored girls who have considered suicide / when the rainbow is enuf


 
        by Ntozake Shange




Major Barbara or Pygmalion by George Bernard Shaw




Buried Child or True West by Sam Shepard




Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead by Tom Stoppard




How I Learned to Drive by Paula Vogel




The Heidi Chronicles by Wendy Wasserstein




The Piano Lesson by August Wilson 
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