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INTRODUCTION

America is at the moment, in possession of a highly unpop-
ular theater. For twenty-five years the taste for legitimate
drama has steadily waned. Each successive year finds fewer
theaters in operation, fewer plays produced, fewer successes
among those that are produced.

In 1929 there were seventy-five playhouses in operation in
New York City. Now there are thirty-one.

In 1929 managers were able to get 224 productions on the
boards. Nowadays they are lucky to hit seventy.

Only eight or nine years ago a producer figured that the
chances of failure were four to one. Now he must expect that
they will be about seven to one.

The average professional actor's salary is now $790 a year.

The most alarming thing about the contemporary American
theater is the absolute regularity of its march toward extinc-
tion. Thefiguresjust quoted would not be half so frightening
if they represented a sudden, sharp break with a normal pros-
perity. Nineteen twenty-nine, for instance, was a disastrous
financia year in every way, and if the number of playhouses
and productions had been diced in half immediately after the
stock-market crash and then remained stable at the lesser fig-
ure, there would be cause for dismay—»but not for despair.
Stability at any level would be encouraging, and the theater
might seem simply to be biding its time in quiet confidence
of an eventual upturn.

It didn't happen that way. Instead of staggering with the
general economy, and then dowly sharing in its recovery, the
theater has undergone a continued, season-by-season process
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Introduction

of attrition. There has been no single fatal blow, only a casual
and apparently irreversble dwindling away.

Nothing—not the gradual recovery of the dollar during the
1930S not the war boom of the 1940%, not the fantastically
easy money of the early 1950S—has halted the shrinkage. The
general economy may go wherever it likes, the theater goes
right on down.

There is nothing to indicate that the decline will not con-
tinue. Since the theater seems to profit not at al from the
customer's fattened pocketbook, since it is clearly following
a course of its own against the grain of the universal economy,
there is no reason to suppose that we will not go on closing
theaters and curtailing production at the same annual rate
that has prevailed for twenty-five years. Should this happen—
what is there to say that it won't?—we may expect to find the
New York stage confined to two theaters and seven annual
productions within another twenty years. Any time thereafter
the theater as we know it may cease to function entirely.

You don't believe this. Neither do |. But where does our
courage come from? From the mere pious repetition of the
thought that "the theater cannot die'?

The road is just about dead. Most of us have some personal
memory of it when it was dive. My own earliest recollection—
| was about nine, and beginning to be dazzled by the theatri-
cd advertisements—is of spreading open the Sunday pages of
the Chicago Tribune on the living-room floor and studiously
memorizing the names of the playhouses: the Apollo, the Gar-
rick, the Four Cohans, the lllinois, the Studebaker, the Sd-
wyn, the Harris, the Grand, the Great Northern, the Erlanger.
There may have been twenty theaters in regular operation.
Today Chicago is lucky when it has four open.

During my high-school days, in a community of 70,000 |
was able to see every successful play of the twenties in stock.
Stock no longer operates in that community.

Graduating from college, | went to work in a city boasting
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Introduction

four playhouses. During an eight-year period | watched one of
them turn into a parking lot, one into a warehouse, two into
motion-picture theaters.

Few mal/or American cities now require more than a single
legitimate theater; not many of these offer more than a frag-
mentary season. Most smaller communities have abandoned
al thought of keeping a building available for those three or
four discouraged companies that might straggle through during
the winter months. Managers cannot hope to send out rea
sonably good plays, featuring fairly well-known people, and
turn a profit. Even hits have been known to lose their New
York earnings in vain flings at the road.

The iceberg inches its way into New York. New York is
after dl, only another community of increasingly disaffected
playgoers—larger, but in the long run no less vulnerable, than
Chicago, &. Louis, or Cleveland.

That's the condition of the contemporary theater as a work-
ing professional might look at it. How does the audience look
atit?

There is no longer any such thing as habitual theatergoing.
The audience neither plans to attend the theater two or three
times a month nor does it drop in casudly at a Broadway
show. An occasiona production receives such an overwhelm-
ing accolade in the New York press, thus becoming a suitable
subject for cocktail conversation, that socia pressure drives a
large number of people into seeing it; the play that does not
generate this sort of socia pressure might better never have
been born. Drama is not thought tolerable as a steady diet;
it is something that must be endured now and then in the
interests of intellectual upkeep.

There are exactly enough habitual theatergoers left in New
York City to fill a single theater for a Sngle evening. Opening
nights are crowded. Second nights—unless the newspapers
have put the pressure on—are empty. | spent ayear as a second-
night regular, reviewing plays for a magazine; it was the lone-
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somest year of my life, | quickly grew used to the fact that
there is no audience for a play which has not been made so-
cidly unavoidable. | never quite adjusted myself to a more
startling fact: that not even theater people are interested in
theater. At these desolate second nights | saw no producers
studying the work to find out what was wrong with it. | saw
no playwrights analyzing the failure of a fellow craftsman. |
saw no directors. | saw no actors. | saw twenty-five or thirty
magazine reviewers, present under duress, and that was it. On
one occasion a saddened management scurried down the aides
to ask the reviewers to bundle together in the center of the
house so that the actors might be encouraged to go on.

Nobody—but nobody—is willing to subject himself to any
contemporary theatrical experience he can get out of. A rival
medium has but to rear its head to draw off yet another por-
tion of that public which had once been regarded as the thea-
ter's. The invention of the motion picture saw hordes of
happily released playgoers fly in enchantment to something
that pleased them more. Radio found people curling up com-
fortably at home, yearning not at all for the excitement of a
theatrical night out. Television is a splendid excuse for mak-
ing the breach permanent. No one has yet devised an enter-
tainment form poor enough, dull enough, or monotonous
enough to send anyone back to the apparently poorer, duller,
and more monotonous theater.

For one reason or another, the contemporary American can-
not be persuaded that the legitimate drama is a tolerable form
of entertainment. All sorts of persuasions are repeatedly tried.
The newspaper reviewers, for instance, flirt with perjury in
the nightly effort to make the theater seem gay. One recent
Broadway seeson was, by common consent, the worst in the
memory of man. The plays which went to make up this season
were described in the daily press as "stunning,” "magnificent,”
"exuberant,” "digtinguished,” "exhilarating,” "enormoudy en-

4



Introduction

joyable" "enchanting,” "extraordinary,” and "filled with wit,
talent, and splendor.” The playgoer remained skeptical.

Hurt and unable to imagine that it is in any way lacking in
what advertisers call "persona daintiness,” the theater likes
to pictureitsef as the victim of economic forces, and so works
very hard to lure the reluctant customer through lowered
prices. A New Y ork organization known as City Center offers
popular stars at very low prices, and is normally unable to play
twelve days to capacity or to scrape through a season without
asubstantial loss. A survey by the show-business weekly, Vari-
ety, indicates that it is the cheapest seats in the balcony which
have gone begging in recent years.

In short, the fun-loving American finds the theater infinitely
resistible—and at any price. He vaguely acknowledges its su-
periority over the media he actually patronizes. He apologizes
profusely for hisinability to keep up with it. He makes a point
of knowing who Tennessee Williams is by carefully studying
the theatrical columns of Time; anything he misses will be
supplied by his wife, who will have been briefed on the shows
she hasn't seen by a womanV club lecturer who is paid to see
them. Caught up in a theatrical conversation, he will expand
handsomely on a performance he will never forget, probably
a performance of Lightnin'.

A rat catcher came to my house yesterday, to catch rats.
Discovering that | was a newspaper reviewer, he snapped his
fingers in an "of course" gesture and went on to say how long
he had read me and, in particular, how completely he had
agreed with my review of Oklahoma!. | have been on a news-
paper for four years. Oklahoma! opened twelve years earlier.
It was, of course, the last show he had seen and conversation
had perforce to radiate from that point. Nor are the rat catch-
ers of the world the only socid group to have seceded from
the theater. In the course of lecturing to groups deeply comt
mitted to cultural activity of al sorts, | am everlastingly in-
vited to dwell on the merits of The Barretts of Wimpole
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Street, and in another five years | confidently expect to be
asked what | think of Harvey. Even the intellectual avant-
garde continues to busy itsdf with the dashing experimenta-
tion of ee cummings him (1921). A Presdent of the
United States, confronted with a dramatic group which had
strayed into the White House, beamed merrily and made the
strangers at home with a glowing account of the finest "play”
he had ever seen—Mrs. Miniver.

The average American, from President to rat catcher, knows
that the theater exists, though he is not quite sure why. Buzz-
ing about on the fringes of his consciousness is a peculiar
activity supported by speciaists, worthy of encouragement if
the encouragement can be given in absentia, apparently val-
uable in some dim educative, intellectual, or historical way,
like Williamsburg, Virginia, or Shaker furniture, or the novels
of Thackeray. The notion that, when he is looking for a good
time, he might deliberately choose playgoing over poker, golf,
movies, detective stories, or bourbon on the rocks does not
serioudly enter his head.

He has been to the theater—once or twice. He has been go-
ing with a girl and isn't quite certain how else they are going
to pass the earlier hours of the evening. He has been invited
to a dinner party which must, dinner being over, be carried
out of the house—somewhere, anywhere—so that the maid
can go home. He has come in from out of town, is lonesome
and of high moral character, and has finally spent the evening
at a show he can talk about when he goes back out of town.

The problem that faces the contemporary American theater
is this. once the customer has been there, it doesn't occur to
him to go back. The vist will have had a certain ritualistic
vaue; but it will not have brightened the man's life, caught
his fancy, stirred his soul, or fired a brand-new passion. If the
visitor never sees another legitimate play so long as he lives
he will feel no sense of loss.

| don't think this is an economic problem, a competitive
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problem, or a sociologica problem. | think it is a playwriting
problem. | don't think the fault isin our stars; | think it is on
our stage.

It is very difficult, though, to convince either a professional
or aplaygoer that thisis 0. The professional prefers to assume
that the drama is first-rate but that the audience is feeble-
minded. The audience, half suspecting that it is feeble-minded,
obligingly agrees that the drama is first-rate and stays away
from it.

All of us, whenever we make note that the American theater
is unpopular, indulge in a crafty mental reservation. We are
willing to acknowledge that the theater is unpopular in the
sense that people don't go to it. We are not willing to admit
that it is unpopular in the sense that people don't like it.

Y et we shall never solve the problem of shrinkage unless we
first solve the problem of affection. I'd like to put this book
to the task of asking what there is about the contemporary
theater that leaves audiences indifferent to it, what happens
on our stages that flatly bores the good folk out front.

There is no point in pretending that this is not going to be
an argumentative book, or that overemphasis isn't going to
crop up pretty frequently in the chapters that follow. The face
of our theater is so familiar to us that we shall never see its
features without blowing them up a bit, one by one. And it
does seem to me that we had better do some arguing—quick.






PART ONE

The Way Things Are






1. Young Blood

-/F OST YOUNG PLAYWRIGHTS nowadays want to learn "how

to" write a play. This seems to me to be a mistake.

"How to" write a play is apparently the easiest thing in the
world to learn. As nearly as | canfigure—fromthe number of
manuscripts that are copyrighted every year, from the some-
what smaller but still quite large number of manuscripts that
are actually circulated by theatrical agencies, and from the
very much smaller but nevertheless quite imposing number
of "first plays' that are offered on Broadway each year—virtu-
aly every American who has learned to put carbon paper in
a typewriter right side up has aso learned "how to" put a play
together.

We have made it remarkably easy. We have placed at every-
man's disposal a number of reasonably trustworthy playwriting
manuals, textbooks that tell a man, a woman, or an indefatig-
able grandmother (half the grandmothers | know are writing
sx plays, the other half are writing alegories about world
peace) how to get characters on and off stage without having
one of them say "tennis, anyone?', how to dip a piece of vital
exposition into an apparently innocuous telephone conversa
tion, how to get the second-act curtain down without having
used up al of the material for Act Three, and how to spell
out the commoner stage didects (North Carolina, upper and
lower Bronx, and Eugene O'Neill Irish).

We have amost made it possble for the well-rounded
youngster to pick up this sort of information without inter-
rupting his college education. A good many universities offer
courses in playwriting and a good many of these courses are
good ones. Here the serious-minded student will apply himself
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The Way Things Are

to the structural subtleties of 1bsen's An Enemy of the Peaple,
ferreting out the play's underlying thess, examining the pos-
tion of each character in relation to the thesis, and reveling
in the masterly showmanship with which Ibsen fused an un-
folding purpose and a stinging theatrical excitement.

He will examine the symbolism of O'Neill (the horizon, the
jungle, the illusion-ridden saoon run by Harry Hope), the
muted tension of Chekhov ("The fact is Constantin has shot
himself . . ."), the delicate balance between robust humor
and grinding tragedy that O'Casey sustains throughout Juno
and the Paycock. Nor will he confine himself to the modern
masters. He will give due attention to the effective mechanics
of Three Men on a Horse, learning how to place the key word
in a calculated gag in just the right rhythmic position to make
the line explode. (Y ou mustn't swallow your kicker by writing
"Temptation is the one thing | can't ress"; you must swing
around and write, with Oscar Wilde, "I can resst anything
except temptation.")

Moss Hart was recently heard to announce that playwriting
courses were a waste of time, that valid theatrical know-how
can be acquired only in the theater. This isn't quite true. Any
tyro can be taught, let's say, that he must make his audience
ask questions. He quickly sees the inadvisability of marching
a couple of characters on stage, having one explain to the
other that he is in possession of a letter he doesn't want his
wife to discover, and having him subsequently stash the letter
away in a convenient bookcase. Better to bring the man on
aone, let him glance apprehensively at the letter, tuck it
nervoudly into its hiding place, and then play a short scene in
which he makes no reference whatever to the matter. By the
time he does get around to explaining himself, the audience
will have spent a few moments wondering what he is up to.
It will be demanding the exposition, rather than sullenly re-
ssting it. The ABC's can be communicated somewhere short
of Broadway.

12



Young Blood

In fact, when the modern novice is through doing his home-
work, he will know quite a bit about the indispensable me-
chanics of his trade. He may talk a rather grandiose game of
"organic structure,” but he will at least redlize that he has got
to wrap up the evening in a big scene somewhere and that—
if the scene isn't going to seem wildly irrelevant—he has got
to begin preparing for it from the rise of his first curtain. He
may make finicky distinctions between direct and indirect
characterization, but he does know the difference between
having a man announce his temperament in the manner of
lago and having the audience deduce his temperament from
certain revealing things he does. He will know how to blend
scenes smoothly, how to conced information suspensefully,
how to introduce coincidences casualy, how to imply larger
values in a limited domestic situation ("It's not just you,
Mother. It's not just me. It's al of us—all of us together.").
He will, in fact, be quite a glib young man.

Structural gaucherie is relatively rare on our stage. In two
recent seasons on Broadway, twenty-six "first" plays were pro-
duced—thefledgling efforts of our most promising youngsters.
If twenty-three of them failed, it was not for want of technical
dexterity. There wasn't a transparently clumsy piece of play-
building among them.

There was the carefully articulated labor play. Scene: the
Dockyards. Act One: the heroine decries any sort of violence,
makes her lover swear he will never resort to force. Act Two:
the lover, attacked, meets force with force, and is scornfully
denounced by the girl, who will henceforth have none of him.
Act Three: the girl's pacific attitude results in the death of
her father and the severe mauling of her lover, whereupon
she clasps her lover's bloody head to her breast, recognizes
that evil must be fought, and faces up to the sorry chdlenge
of the modern world. Curtain line: "If this goes on, night after
night, what will we dl be?' The play moved forward with an
aways professional fluidity.

13
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There was the psychopath play. Scene: Central Park. Act
One: a detective explains to his fiancee that she oughtn't to
come into the park aone; there have been stranglings recently;
near by a mild-mannered young man sits on a bench with his
doting mother. Act Two: the fiancee kegps coming into the
park, begins to feel sorry for the lonesome young man, isin a
nice position to be strangled as the curtain comes down. Act
Three: the fiancee is rescued in the nick of time, whereupon
she is not so much grateful as incensed. She now speaks, in
ringing accents, the thesis of the play: neurotics aren't crim-
inals; they're sick. Don't put them in jail; put them in hos-
pitals. There were no real flaws in the author's management
of his scenes.

There were two environmental studies. One found the
younger generation, in a south-side Chicago tenement, looking
in horror on the disintegration of the older generation, and
vowing violently to escape the same fate. Sample environ-
mental detail: the young hero, who is of a rather poetic turn
of mind, announces that he is going to puke, and attempts to
do so into a large basin. (He does not succeed.) The other
detailed the efforts of an ineffectual jeweler, living above his
al but bankrupt shop, to bind his frustrated wife, his wayward
daughter, and his drunken son into some sort of family unit.
In Act Three, everybody left home. Neither play betrayed in-
eptitude at the surface; each was well enough made to win
production.

Then there were the three or four rewrites of An Enemy of
the People. In one a druggist discovered that he was manu-
facturing a harmful medication, that his businesslike board
wanted him to go right on manufacturing it, and that, if he
were going to be a man of integrity in a corrupt society, he
would have to stand alone. In another a televison executive
discovered that he had harbored a friend suspected of Com-
munist sympathies, that his employers wanted him to disavow
his friendship, and that, if he were going to be a man of in-
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tegrity in a panicky society, he would have to stand aone.
In yet another a political ghost writer discovered that his em-
ployer was guilty of slandering an opponent, that he was ex-
pected to write a speech confirming the slander, and that, if
he were going to be a man of integrity in a venal society, he
would have to stand with his arm around his girl, defiant. This
last was a comedy, and perhaps doesn't count. One of these
rewrites was a model of mechanical deftness; the others re-
veded a comfortable acquaintance with the standard practices
of the stage.

All of this is the work of our most promising newcomers,
eager young men and women who are talented enough to have
earned the interest of theatrical agents, the devotion of the-
atrical producers, and the money of theatrical backers. It is
not crude work. On the contrary, it is noticeably dick work,
rich in "know-how." It is, however, dead at the heart.

Why is so much competence so lifeless when we look at it?

| think there are severa reasons for our out-of-hand rejec-
tion of work that is almost aways proficient and often ener-
getic. One of them is that the particular models that are being
analyzed, assimilated, and imitated by the young are them-
selves unbearably tired and ripe for the junk heap. The best
new brains are feeding on dead tissue.

2. The Tired Modd

0 DRAMATIC FORM, good or bad, has enduring vitality.

*N The great Greek theater, with its godlike heroes, its

gpare structure, and its lyric chorus, wore out its inspiration
in less than eighty years. The Elizabethan theater, with its
riotously complex structure and its bustling poetic realism,
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spent its energies in less than fifty-five. The best-known period
of French drama, embracing al of the professional work of
Corneille, Moliere, and Racine, lasted forty-two.

These are the major dramatic impulses, the most fecund
and the most dynamic we have had. Minor impulses have oc-
casonaly dragged themselves on for a little longer, possibly
out of sheer inertia. it took nearly seventy years to kill off
sentimental comedy in eighteenth-century England. Plautus
and Terence, however, can account for no more than forty
years between them, and England's Restoration Comedy was
through in twenty-five.

The point here is that the time comes when every dramatic
gyle, and hence every useful model, disintegrates and disap-
pears. Though the theater itself has gone on for quite a long
time, no one manifestation of it—no one set of conventions,
no one notion of what constitutes suitable subject matter for
the stage—has ever outlived the oldest man in the audience.

Dramatic activity operates in lively short-term cycles. Each
brief cycle takes its peculiar shape, and its impetus as well,
from whatever is most urgent in the society around it. A so-
ciety that is enthusiastically bent on swallowing the whole
known world, and is fairly romantic about its ability to do o,
is apt to produce something pretty much like the Elizabethan
theater—or perhaps the German theater of Goethe and Schil-
ler. A society that prides itself on its capacity for leading a
thoroughly rational emotional life is quite likely to find itself
admiring the compact, Q.E.D. couplets of Racine—or, in an-
other art form and in another age, the poetry of Pope. A 0-
ciety that is intensely hardheaded by day ("there is no
friendship in business') and piously generous by night ("give
me simplicity of mind, friendship, good nature, and honor")
is bound to turn up the genteel hypocrisies of the eighteenth-
century comedy of Stede. A society that is dedicated to the
scientific method is certain to write even its plays in prose.
And so on.
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As each age mirrors its own temper, there will be a period
of discovery, a period of polished reflection, and a period of
waning light. Greece begins to find its own most accurate
image in the groping but powerful work of Aeschylus, Eng-
land begins to hear its own roaring voice in the thunders of
Marlowe. One or another young playwright detects what is in
the wind. Fumbling a bit, he gradually—or perhaps, with a
lucky strike, suddenly—hits upon the sort of dramatic ma
chinery that will best give back to his society the radiations
it is sending out.

Naturally the society responds to its own image, to this
figurative—sometimes quite literal—demonstration of its own
drives. The form becomes popular and is imitated. Shake-
speare, and a dozen lesser men, steal Marlowe's thunder.
Sophocles listens to Aeschylus and improves on the orchestra-
tion. Imitation, with some pruning here and some seeding
there, brings the cycle to maturity. For a time it thrives glori-
oudly.

Times change, visions ater, ambitions die. (An ambition
can die of either failure or success.) The socid impulse shifts
its course, sheds one skin and tries another. The theater, like
al institutional structures, lags a little behind and now enters
either a ritualistic period of placid echoes or a somewhat more
excitable but markedly decadent period of bitter disillusion.
Fletcher follows Shakespeare with graceful but empty gestures;
Webgter, trying harder, follows him with feverish thrashings
that suggest nothing so much as death throes. After Moliere,
the French comic theater relaxes into lazy repetition; after
Sophocles, Euripides al but burns the Attic house down in
the violence of his attempt to restore a dying dynamic. This
last period of either gentle or frenzied rehash continues until
people stop going to the theater (which they frequently have
done), or until the next socid impulse is detected and suc-
cessfully mirrored.

When the next impulse does acquire a theatrical shape, it
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is apt to be wholly unrecognizable to an old-timer. After
Euripides, the next Greek mirror to take on a shine is the
homely, hearthbound mirror of Menander. After Webdter,
the next English cycle to wear an air of authority is the dandi-
fied artifice of the amoral, witty, and bewigged Restoration.

The life span of any one of these discovery-maturity-decline
cycles would average out, in a generous estimate, at about sixty
years. Our own cycle is now seventy-five years old.

It dates from the appearance, in 1877, of Ibsen's Pillars of
Society. Before this time Ibsen had been putting himself
through the conventional gestures of an earlier and exhausted
form, the romantic historical play in verse. He had floundered
through a few interesting experiments, one of which (Peer
Gynt) had been an attempt to fuse the verse romance with
the oncoming vein of socia criticism.

With Pillars of Society the new form jelled. The age had
discovered a set of theatrical conventions, an arrangement of
dramatic attitudes, that it was willing to accept as its own
image. Ibsen quickly developed and exploited the style. An
Enemy of the People, still the leading contender among con-
temporary models, was written in 1882. The American theater
began to investigate the possibilities of this curious new
dramaturgy amost immediately; Modjeska was playing A
Dall's House here in 1883. True, the Ibsen format did not
wholly dominate American creative and critical thinking until
some time after the turn of the century. But no matter how
late we date it as a specifically American phenomenon, we
have still got a form that is pushing sixty.

There has been no substantial ateration of the shape of
our drama since Pillars of Society. There have been certain
brief and unassimilated cross-influences, such as the influence
of Strindberg on O'Nelll. There have been continuing modi-
fications via Chekhov. But in every important respect the
revelation of 1877 remains the routine, largely unquestioned
playmaking of today.
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Pillars of Society is a prose play. It is written in four acts
(we have trimmed this to three). It takes place in a single
setting. The setting is domestic: an upper-middle-class living
room. The furnishings are carefully redistic: sofa right, table
left, pictures on the walls, "a small table on which two pots
of flowers are standing.” The speech is idiomatic, the gestures
lifelike, the stage business familiar: "On atable lie great piles
of linen garments and other articles of clothing, some half
finished and some merely cut out.”

The characters are plausibly fashioned so as to seem to be
going about their own business while they are, in fact, consci-
entiously articulating various socia points of view:

"Oh, it was you knocking?'

"Mr. Bernick sent for me"

"He did; but he cannot see you. He has deputed me to
tell you-"

"Deputed you? All the same, | would much rather——"

"—deputed me to tell you what he wanted to say to you.
You must give up these Saturday lectures of yours to the
men."

"Indeed? | supposed | might use my own time—"

"You must not use your own time in making the men use-
less in working hours. Last Saturday you were talking to them
of the harm that would be done to the workmen by our new
machines and the new working methods at the yard. What
makes you do that?"

"l do it for the good of the community."

"That's curious, because Mr. Bernick says it is disorganiz-
ingthecommunity.”

"My community is not Mr. Bernick's" "

These are the first words of the new dispensation. With
minor changes in idiom, they are still the most familiar words
on our stage today.

The action of the play has to do with a businessman who
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Is sending faulty ships to sea As the evening approaches its
climax, there is some possibility that his own son may be on
one of those ships.

(Arthur Miller's success of 1947, All My Sons, has to do
with a businessman who has been sending out faulty airplane
parts. As the evening approaches its climax, there is some
possibility that his own son has gone down in an airplane
equipped with one of those parts.)

RFillars of Society is two things. a literal milieu study, and
a liberal mora document. The fusion of these two points of
technique—a photographic surface, a socialy significant con-
tent—became the pattern for the drama of the first half of
the twentieth century. The pattern perfectly reflected the
principal passions of the age in which it appeared.

There was, on the one hand, the passion for the scientific
method as such, the conviction that al truth could be ar-
rived at by the precise measurement of things actually ob-
served; hence photographic backgrounds and stenographic
speech.

On the other hand stood the two newest and most exciting
intellectual structures to be born of this method, the social
and political sciences; hence the sociological and political con-
tent of the narrative.

Time was when the audience—or at least a certain segment
of the audience—stood up and cheered these innovations in
style and content.

The first time an actor shuffled dowly across the stage, sat
at a table, stirred his chocolate and sipped it quietly while he
read a newspaper, the house went wild. The vision—an ac-
curate duplication of familiar life—was exhilarating. For the
moment, a man sipping his chocolate was more exciting than
a man battling brigands. A shuffle was more astonishing than
a stride.

In the course of more than half a century, however, we have
fairly thoroughly explored the posshilities of chocolate-Sp-
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ping. Our actors have learned to shuffle; al of them can do it.
Over the years a good many tables have been set, meals con-
sumed, newspapers read, shades drawn, lights switched on and
off, cocktails mixed, doorbells answered, bookshelves dusted,
flowerpots watered, telegrams received, pianos strummed,
coats removed, brief cases opened, cigarettes lighted, parcels
delivered, and sofa cushions fluffed. It may be that every in-
conseguential thing that can be done in aliving room has been
done in a living room—and done eight times a week for forty
weeks for fifty years.

The first time a playwright used his characters to illustrate
the immediate issues of the day a thrill ran through the
theater. Here was no idlefiction, but a pertinent and responsi-
ble coming-to-grips with things that really mattered. From a
deepy daliance with conventional romance the drama had
plunged wholeheartedly into the thick of the modern battle.
The stage became a forum in which the most progressive argu-
ments could be acted out, a storm center in which honest
and angry men could call a corrupt society to task, a laboratory
in which environments could be examined and measured. The
playgoer was surprised and stimulated to find himself debating
war, workmen's wages, women's rights, slums, syphilis, and
political malfeasance. He was no longer required to check his
most urgent concerns with his hat and coat at the door; he
could bring them into the auditorium with him, hold them
up for study under a new and very bright light. The theater
was participating, and—to the most thoughtful minds of the
time—it seemed the more vital for it.

As of 1955 the theater continues—at its most significant
level—to participate. It gives attention, as the newspaper head-
lines dictate, to the refugee problem, to the police state, to
the Congressiona witch hunt, to racism, fascism, and com-
munism. On a somewhat quieter, less engaged, level, it pur-
sues the dispassionate study of milieu.

It does not, however, stir the blood or startle the intelligence
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in quite the same way that it did. Though the topic for the
day has frequently changed, the playmaking pattern—and even
the point of view which informs it—has become safely pre-
dictable.

Act One: the infected socid area is explored; the hero comes
In contact with it.

Act Two: the hero hesitates to deal with the infection, be-
cause of his job, his wife, his socia indifference, or his innate
cowardice.

Act Three: the hero is forced to ded with the infection,
which he does successfully (converting his opponent and
marching toward a more hopeful future with a child on each
arm), or unsuccessfully (suffering death or social dishonor,
but at an enormous gain in personal integrity).

Win or lose, he makes a speech:

"And we—we have a long earnest day of work ahead of us;
| most of al. But let it come; only keep close round me, you
true, loyal women. | have learnt this, too, in these last few
days; it isyou women that are the pillars of society."

"You have learnt a poor sort of wisdom, then, brother-in-
law. No, my friend. The spirit of truth and the spirit of
freedom—they are the pillars of society.”

The playwright doesn't live who hasn't rewritten this
Speech.
Maxwell Anderson, in The Eve of . Mark:

All right, boys. You go out and make things over your way.
... We old folks, well stay here—and milk the cows and run
the baler. . . . Make a new world, boyst God knows we need
it!

Sidney Kingdey, in Men in White:

There isn't aman in medicine who hasn't said what you've
said and meant it for aminute—all of us, George. And you're
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right. We are groping. We are guessing. But, at least our
guesses today are closer than they were twenty years ago. And
twenty years from now, they'll be still closer. . . . That's what
we're here for. Mm . . . theré's so much to be done. And so
little time in which to do it. ...

Elmer Rice, in Judgment Day;

Why . . . Why should | be careful? Could caution save
me now, even if | were cowardly enough to think only of
my own safety? No! A man who may never be heard again
must not be careful. He must be bold—he must speak while
he can. Shall | waste my precious time discussing evidence?
There is no evidence—only a fantastic collection of lies. . . .
We have dl understood it perfectly. Not one of us here has
been taken in for an instant . . . the people have not been
taken in, ether. The trick has been performed but it has
deceived no one. The tide is rising higher, the voices of the
people grow louder. . . .

Lillian Hellman, in Watch on the Rhine:

Well. He stole bread. The world is out of shape, we said,
when there are hungry men. And until it gets in shape, men
will aways steal and lie and—Xill. But for whatever reason
it is done, and whoever does it—you understand me—it is al
bad. 1 want you to remember that. Whoever does it, it is bad.
But you will live to see the day when it will not have to be.
All over the world, in every place and every town, there are
men who are going to make sure it will not have to be. . . .

James Gow and Arnaud d'Usseau, in Tomorrow the World:

. . . Every time anybody tells you anything, you've got to
ak why! In our country were not afraid of questions.
We want people to ask questions. Lee says you can be turned
into a human being. Pat seems to think o, too. Perhaps
they're right. But get this straight, Emil. What happens is
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really up to you. You can be a decent member of society if
you want to. ...

Arthur Laurents, in Home of the Brave

| was crazy . . . yelling | was different. 1 am different!
Hell, you're different! Everybody's different—but so what?
Its OK. because underneath, we're—hell, were al guys!
Were al—O Christ! | can't say it, but am | making any
sense?

The most earnest exhortation, repeated often enough, be-
comes as pat as atelevison commercial. After awhile, because
| know everything the man is going to say and even the tone
of voice in which he is going to say it, | will very likely did
him out. This does not necessarily indicate alack of sympathy,
or a disagreement about socid aims, on my part. On the con-
trary, it is possible that | have reached a state of almost total
agreement with the contemporary playwright, that we have
achieved a meeting of minds so absolute as to induce a kind
of conversational paralysis. | can anticipate every argument,
every illustration, every conclusion he is prepared to offer
(I am confident that he is not going to come out in favor of
lynching), and, if | am ever going to be honest about it, |
must admit that the good fellow bores me. He is on the sde
of the angels, so am |. He is going to develop his argument
along certain lines; | know them. He is going to complete his
charge to the jury in a burst of warm rhetoric; | can recite it
inmy seep. | am al for him, you understand. But we are such
old hands at this game, the playwright and |, that, hearing
he has brought off yet another new "chalenge” | can send
a check to my favorite charity and stay home in perfect com-
placence.

| have seen this man's play, perhaps a thousand times. And,
however much | may admire its integrity, its candor, and its
passionate purposefulness, | do not really want to see it again.
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The meaning is familiar; the method is transparent. A play
that | can anticipate in every mechanical and editorial detail
Is a play which no longer shocks, surprises, or delights me.

A few years ago my wife was having her hair done by a
gentleman barber who had exhibited some interest in the
theater. A new Lillian Hellman play, Montserrat, was due to
open the following Monday, and my wife asked if he were
going. He didn't say he wasn't. He smply lifted his eyes
heavenward, raised one shoulder, and murmured in weary
pain, "Insurrections in Bolivia?'

A short descriptive phrase in the advance publicity had
made it perfectly clear to him that his presence was not re-
quired.

The Ibsen-inspired theater has entered its ritualistic, or
hardened-arteries, phase. This is in part due to the noticeable
fraying of a once fashionable form, the rusting of much-used
machinery. It is aso due to a shift in the socid view, to a
subtle alteration in man's image of himself, his problems, and
the possible means by which those problems may be solved.

The forward-looking man of 1880, of 1910, of 1925, and
even of 1940 believed, let us say, that munitions makers were
the cause of war. Forward-looking playwrights wrote a good
many forward-looking plays on the subject; Robert E. Sher-
wood earned a Pulitzer Prize for one as late as 1936. These
plays said in effect: take the profit out of munitions and you
will be through with warfare forever. This was a simple prob-
lem in the science of economics; if you took the laws of a
science seriously enough, and applied them literally enough,
you could solve the problem handily.

It is doubtful that many men continue to believe in the
proposition, or to place full confidence in the method which
gave us the proposition.

In 1884 Ibsen opened a glorious new world to womankind
by sending Nora Helmer beyond her own front door. In 1951
Samson Raphaelson wrote a play called Hilda Crane in which
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Nora, under the name of Hilda, came back looking for some
of the things she had left behind her. The structure of the
play remained expert Ibsen; the body of belief on which it
rested had changed beyond recognition.

It is too early to know what fresh inquiries and fresh beliefs
will dominate, and come to characterize, the next movement
of twentieth-century thought. What is clear, however, is that
some subterranean movement is under way. In an atomic age
it is no longer possible to concelve of science as taking care of
everything; somebody is going to have to take care of science.
There is no sure way of putting it, but | suppose we might
say that the social focus is turning away from the perfectible
machine and turning toward the imperfectible man. The next
accent is likely to be less mechanistic, more humanistic, less
concerned with evolving a sociological dide rule and more
concerned with seeking some understanding of the complex,
cantankerous persona soul. Should this be the case, we are
likely to abandon, in the theater as in life, our reliance on
the photographic negative, the tape-recorder, and the environ-
mental statistic; we are also likely to cease posing and solving
our dramatic contests in the manner of sociological, economic,
or political equations.

At the moment American playmaking continues to make
the passionless gestures of a vision that has not so much been
discredited as superseded. We do not redly regret our age-
long belief in "perfection through the socia sciences'; the
sciences have given us too much for that, and they will cer-
tainly give us more. But we have begun, | think, to assign these
sciences a somewhat different and more limited value, we
have begun to look for a larger format that will embrace them
without alowing them to define absolutely the whole range
of human—and, sooner or later, artistic—activity. This under-
ground burrowing is, fairly patently, under way. The theater
stands perfectly still.

What was wholly vaid for a vison of sixty years ago is
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tediously out of touch today. It should come as no surprise
that youthful, earnest, and accomplished work studiously
modeled on so aged a form should display an internal ennui.

Weariness finally defeats the best of forms, and our theater
was bound, sooner or later, to lose champions. But weariness
Is not the only cause of the theater's current decline. Our par-
ticular form came equipped with a built-in decline; its cham-
pions were always few. The very model we are tired of was
designed to be unpopular in the first place.

3. The Day the Shopgirl
Got Her Notice

E HAVE, with the best will in the world, consciously

¢¥ and deliberately created for ourselves an unpopular

theater. We knew what we were doing every step of the way,
and we did it because we wanted to do it

| am going to have a hard time turning George Bernard
Shaw into avillain, but | shall have to begin somewhere and
Shaw was helpfully articulate.

Along about 189%6 Shaw glanced at the London theater
around him. It was, commercially speaking, a flourishing insti-
tution. Large theaters were regularly filled with shopgirls,
clerks, jacks-of-al-trades. There was a habit of theatergoing,
and it was a commonplace habit. There were no extraordinary
cost problems, critical problems, or competitive problems.
The drama on which so much affection was lavished was com-
monplace, too: melodrama not much past the blood-and-
thunder stage, fancy-dress intrigues in fashionable drawing
rooms, gay, pointless, and ephemeral comedies. Perhaps very
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little can be said for the intellectual content of that theater.
One thing can be said for it: it was popular.

Shaw did not like it. In al of this buzzing, thronging, super-
ficially dazzling activity, he complained, therewas not asingle
play he could take William Morris to see.

"We have no theater for men like Morris: indeed, we have
no theater for quite ordinary cultivated people. | am a person
of fairly catholic interests. it is my privilege to enjoy the ac-
quaintance of a few representative people in various vortices
of culture. | know some of the most active-minded and intel-
ligent of the workers in socid and political reform . . . they
don't go to the theater.. .. Nobody goes to the theater except
the people who aso go to Madame Tussaud's. ... It has no
share in the leadership of thought: it does not even reflect its
current. . . . And yet you ask me why Morris did not go to
the theater . . . you could not induce him to spend his eve-
nings at a modern theater."

Shaw wanted a theater he could bring William Morris into,
regularly. With al of the wit, invective, and critical ingenuity
at his command, he set about creating one.

Ibsen had just come over the British horizon, and the imi-
tation of Ibsen seemed to Shaw imperative. In essay after
essay, and in an influential little book caled The Quintessence
of Ibsenism, the fire-eating Irishman rammed the fire-eating
Norwegian down the nation's throat. Ibsen was not only su-
perior to Madame Tussaud's waxworks;, he was superior to
Shakespeare's waxworks. Shaw wanted a revolution, fought
for a revolution, and, looking back a little later, he told us
how successful his revolution had been:

"Until then [the nineties] Shakespear had been conven-
tionally ranked as a giant among psychologists and philoso-
phers. Ibsen dwarfed him so absurdly in those aspects that
it became impossible for a moment to take him [Shakespear]
serioudy as an intellectual force."
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Ibsen's was the superior intellect; hence Ibsen's was the
superior art.

The early twentieth-century theater listened carefully to
these broadsides and, having considered the matter, lined up
with Shaw. The shape of the theater must be changed. It
would be difficult, this business of shattering one kind of
taste and imposing another, but it would be done. After a
considerable struggle it has been done. We are a last in pos-
session of a theater for William Morris. This is an entertain-
ment to which the self-respecting intellectua can devote
himself without demeaning himself, a form of activity in
which the serious aesthete and the responsible thinker can
engage without loss of caste. That the new state of affairs
represents a gain, in certain respects, over the old is perfectly
clear: the modern dramais more literate and more responsible
than the drama of 1896.

It has, and always did have, one drawback: William Morris
does not constitute much of an audience.

There was never any secret about this. The men and women
who shaped the modern theater knew it. The new drama was
meant to appeal to a cultivated, aert, "advanced,” and there-
fore necessarily limited segment of the sociad whole. The
shopgirl was no longer to be catered to. If the new aesthetic
vision were to become a redlity, the garish and sentimental
popular theater would have to be killed off. The jack-of-all-
trades who liked his action livid and his prose fairly purple
would, in the new order of things, have to put up or shut up.
The noisy lowbrow with his bag of peanuts would have to go
along with his betters or, if he chose, get out.

Actors, managers, and playwrights saw in the new revela-
tion a chance—even a challenge—to improve themselves. From
being the gaudy darlings of a kind of adoring underworld they
were offered seats at the intellectua banquet table. Play-
wrights ceased thinking of exciting new stage effects and
began to train themselves in the socid sciences. The matinee
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idol, with his carefully nurtured persona glamour, disappeared
and was replaced by the intensely honest, politically active,
socidly integrated artist. Nor were these efforts at self-eleva
tion mere fashionable gestures, born of snobbery, sham, or a
highbrow hankering to be in the swim. They were sincere,
courageous, and back-breaking attempts to do something that
seemed, under the urgent proddings of the best minds of the
time, desirable and necessary.

The cresative people of the theater prepared to do battle—
with their audiences. They knew that the battle would be
costly, but they were willing to make serious sacrifices. They
would have to divest themselves of the enchanting trickery
and calculated charm which had won them the sentimental
devotion of uncritical hearts. They would have to forego
flowers across the footlights, queues in the aley, and enrap-
tured faces in the train windows at whistle stops. They would
have to absorb staggering financial losses. They would have
to risk involvement with the police, who were suspicious of
plays about dtrikes, syphilis, and the new psychology. They
would have to accustom themselves to outraged customers
stomping up the aides, to the hostility of the daily press, to
resentment, rancor, and even riot. But they were enduring,
in an honorable cause, no more than their prophet and
principal playwright had endured before them. Ibsen, alienated
from his countrymen, storming about Europe looking for
companies enlightened enough to produce his plays, fashion-
ing his next piece in ironic thrust at the fools who had pro-
tested his last—Ibsen, the "angry,” hounded, and everlastingly
rebellious man, was their model.

No one pretended that 1bsen was a "popular” dramatist.
By temperament and intention he could not have been. The
history of his introduction to America is, by and large, the
long, sad story of the "specid" matinee. It was not possible
to play Ibsen at a profit; to keep going, stars and managers
scheduled the popular old warhorses, and a liberal sprinkling
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of Shakespeare, throughout the body of the week; on Sundays
they might pour the profits into an afternoon performance of
Ghosts for the enlightened.

| suppose every revolutionary form may be said to have
hard going at first; usually there is a period of intense and
apparently unrewarding struggle, followed by a happier time
of acceptance and even triumph. In one sense the Ibsen battle
was carried forward to unmistakable triumph: it won the a-
legiance of an entire generation of dramatists and succeeded
in establishing the Ibsen mold as the "accepted’ mold of the
age. In another sense—in the sense of winning a vast com-
mercial audience for its special characteristics—it never suc-
ceeded at al.

Ibsen himself has at no time had a mass following in this
country, neither in his matinee beginnings nor in the heyday
of his convinced imitators. To this day a repertory company,
organizing itself around the usual Shakespeare, Shaw, and
Ibsen, tends to make a little money with Shaw, break even
with Shakespeare, and break its neck with The Wild Duck.
The audience resistance that greeted the first propagators of
the Ibsen form was not simply the normal resistance to the
new and strange; it was a natural and enduring response to a
dramaturgy that meant to engender resistance, that prided
itself on its capacity to irritate, to prod, to unsettle, to disturb.
The form itself has not changed over the years; neither has
the popular response. How little the intention, tone, and tex-
ture of the Ibsen format has atered is clear from Arthur
Miller's firm praise, in 1952, of such dramatists as are "rebels
insisting on thrusting their private view of the world on
others' and in his fiery rhetorical question: "Is it not honora-
ble to have powerful enemies?'

This was a theater that intended to make enemies, and did.
In part, it meant to make enemies of the stuffy, the pompous,
the recalcitrant, and the retrogressive; since a considerable
portion of the population may fairly be lumped under these
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combined headings, the posshle theater audience was nicely
decimated with thisfirst stroke. It also, as we have seen, meant
to make an enemy, or at least a mute and bewildered stranger,
of the shopgirl; the audience was ruthlessly decimated again.

Since the principal dramatist of the new order had not
been a popular dramatist, and since most twentieth-century
playwrights have chosen to work in a form which was by defi-
nition not a popular one, we should not be surprised that we
have finally created for ourselves an unpopular theater. If we
are caught, from time to time, glancing about us in considera-
ble dismay, wondering why so few people love us, it is only
because we have forgotten the premise on which our theater
was founded and the process by which it was brought into
being.

What is true of Ibsen is equally true of the second, only
dightly less influential, model of our time: Chekhov. In some
ways we feel a closer kinship with the tenuous Russian than
with the turbulent Norwegian. Each man reflects his age: the
scientific observation of environment, the socia criticism, the
sensitively recorded speech exist in both. But Chekhov is not
s0 badly, so embarrassingly, theatrical. There is less of the
residual showman in him: fewer hopped-up climaxes, fortu-
nate coincidences, sledgehammer symbols. There is something
closer to the placid, unresolved continuum of life itsdf in
these gentle, ironically perceptive plays. This is still the drama
of the significant photograph; but the lighting has been im-
proved.

After Ibsen, Chekhov is the most widely imitated play-
wright in the contemporary theater, "Chekhovitis' the
commonest complaint in the nation's playwriting courses. In
recent years the subtler and drier Chekhovian mind has been
gaining ground, earning greater allegiance among serious play-
wrights. Lillian Hellman began life as an Ibsenist: both the
theatricality and the (somewhat concealed) socia content of
The Little Foxes stem from the Norwegian school. With
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Watch on the Rhine Miss Hellman engineered a beginning
compromise: the political intention remains paramount and
in strong focus, but the characterization has taken on the more
delicate hues of twilight. With The Autumn Garden the
transition isfinally made: the socia kernel is aimost obscured,
the characterization is ruefully Chekhovian, the mood of the
play is the principal guide to its meaning. Whenever John
van Druten turns serious these days, he turns Chekhov- rather
than Ibsen-serious: | Am a Camera belongs to the breed.
Y ounger writers are growing up without having attempted the
bolder form: Carson McCullers, Truman Capote, William
Inge come to mind. The Chekhovian nerve is no longer a
nerve that must be located with difficulty; a good many be-
ginners find it native.

Chekhov has never been popular. A difficult "prestige"
dramatist in his own country, an "Arts theater" admiration
in London, he is amost without peer in his power to chill
American audiences. Occasional stars with trusted followings
have occasionally sandwiched his work between giddier, and
more reliable, ventures. In 1941 a supreme effort was made
to carry the day for this admired, imitated, and uncommercial
dramatist: Katharine Cornell, Judith Anderson, Ruth Gordon,
Dennis King, Edmund Gwenn, Tom Powers, and Alexander
Knox joined forces to produce The Three Sders. At least four
of these people were independent stars with independent fol-
lowings strong enough to push lesser plays to success. To-
gether, in Chekhov, they could do no more than eke out a
thinnish run in New York and a few disappointing weeks on
the road. When London's Old Vic, at the height of its powers
under the Laurence Olivier—Ralph Richardson regime, made
its first visit to New York in 1946, it suffered the familiar
repertory experience: modest success with Shakespeare, dis-
aster with Uncle Vanya, salvation with Sophocles Oedipus.

With our eyes open and our fists clenched, we have eected
to erect the modern theater on a foundation of unpopularity.
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We have dismissed one kind of audience, the mass audience;
we have sought out another, the intellectual "class' audience,
the audience in which William Morris might feel at home.
We now inhabit the house we planned: a house of advanced
thought, of socid inquiry, and of detached study. The house
is supported by contributions—currently large enough to con-
stitute a mild form of endowment—from an intellectual dite.
The support is strongest where specifically intellectual life is
most abundant, in New York City; it becomes weaker and
weaker as we move away from the centers of metropolitan
thought. The drama we have fostered seems to have nothing
whatever to say to the folk who live in communities of less
than 200,000.

Ironically, Shaw escaped the net he cast. In building this
new, responsible, and unpopular theater, Shaw behaved with
perfect integrity. He tried to do as he counseled others to do,
turning out his version of an Ibsen play with something like
Widowers Houses or Mrs. Warren's Profession, turning out
his approximation of a Chekhov play with Heartbreak House.
But neither vein was realy for him. His ebullient instincts
outran his advice, and—probably without wanting to, possbly
without knowing it—he somersaulted into the arena of pure
comedy. Max Beerbohm, then drama critic for The Saturday
Review, saw what was happening as early as 190L:

In his serious plays Mr. Shaw was not himself. He was
dill the youth groping his way to self-expression, and grop-
ing, as so many youths do, in the wrong direction, under the
wrong master. Hanging on to the coat-tails of even the
wrong master is healthy exercise for a youth; it strengthens
his muscles, and so forth. But such exercise must not be over-
done. Mr. Shaw has loosened his hold on Ibsen's coat-tails
not too soon. | admit that his serious plays were exceedingly
good pastiches of Ibsen, and that in time he could have writ-
ten serious plays to which one could have given higher praise
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than that. Nevertheless, he was not born to write serious
plays. He has too irresponsible a sense of humor. This sense
he never could have suppressed so utterly as to prevent it
from marring his plays; and, as it is his greatest gift, one does
not wish him to suppress it at all.

What we are left with is a joke amost too grisly to bear:
Shaw tumbling on, in infectious high spirits, to become the
most popular playwright of his time; the while he strenuously
taught the rest of us how to be thoroughly unpopular. Because
he was a unique personality, we could not follow his practice;
because he was a convincing advocate, we followed his pre-
cept. We still believe in the dogma he defined.

And, putting aside Shaw's own bubbling behavior, it is
gtill possible to respect and defend the view that the theater
ought to be unpopular, that it ought to be indifferent to com-
mercial considerations. The Ibsen-Chekhov enthusiasts de-
veloped a perfectly straightforward position: catering to the
lowest common denominator breeds a shallow, makeshift
theater; since the masses are sluggish of mind and devoid of
taste, the responsible playwright has no choice but to cut him-
sf loose from them; it is better to have a limited theater of
high intellectual standards than a vast theater of low ones.

Furthermore, we may wish to pursue this position for a
longer time than we have. We may be unwilling to surrender
the particular gains which have been made. We may continue
to believe, as Eric Bentley urges us to in In Search of Theater,
that a "minority art" is necessary. We may see no decent alter-
native to our present unpopular commitments.

These are candid attitudes. To complete their candor only
one thing is necessary: a wholehearted acceptance of the con-
sequences. If we are going to defend the uncommercial theater
of Ibsen and Chekhov, we must not be heard to complain
when we find ourselves in commercial difficulties. If we are
going to carry this theater with us into the indefinite future,
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we must be prepared to tighten our belts further, to face a
continuing shrinkage of theatrical operation.

In the course of constructing an unpopular theater, we have,
| think, been guilty of only one dishonesty. Having pushed
the shopgirl out of the theater—the movies didn't lure her
away; she was in the process of being dispossessed before the
movies came into being, and turned to them happily as a dog
would to an unexpectedly kindhearted stranger—we proceeded
to throw stones at her. Having announced that we didn't want
the mass mind in the theater, we took to calling it"'irresponsi-
ble/' "escapist,” and "twelve-year-old" when it went some-
where dse. It had, indeed, "escaped’ from us; but since we
had cut the bonds, greased the path, and issued the invitation
ourselves, we were in a poor position to resent the jolly de-
parture.

What we had secretly hoped, | suppose, was that although
our playwrights were under strict injunction to make no con-
cesson to the mass mind, the mass mind would come to us
anyway. It would, perhaps, educate itsdf to the William Mor-
ris level. Possibly it would simply recognize our unmistakable
virtue and, with furrowed brow and a sheeplike docility, tag
along as best it could. Perhaps it might be intimidated into
supporting what it was not expected to enjoy. Whatever the
unexpressed hope—it seems as though we must have hoped
something, considering our present resentment—the spectacle
of the dispossessed cheerfully supporting their eviction officers
has never been offered us for our serene and deeply gratified
contemplation. The "popular" audience has gone elsewhere
and stayed elsewhere.

We should remember that a theater may address itself to an
intellectual €elite, achieve a certain red vitality for that dite,
and permanently fail to make that vitaity felt on any larger
portion of the population. The Restoration theater, for in-
stance, shaped its plays for a given caste and succeeded in
producing a superior comic reflection of that caste. Its penalty
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was to play only to that caste, in its own time, and to go down
in history as a specid taste, lacking in universality and difficult
to revive. During the earlier Elizabethan period London had
been able to maintain six or seven theaters, not counting the
occasionally used indoor houses. During the Restoration a
more populous London could not keep two open. The theater
has been unpopular before, without motion pictures as com-
petition.

Legitimate theater was also unpopular in London during the
well-bred reign of the talented and articulate Sir Richard
Stecde. During the early eighteenth century Stede succeeded
not only in working out a new intellectual formulafor comedy
but in imposing it on the playwrights of his generation. Com-
edy was said to be a matter of sentiment, of noble posture,
not of humor. "Laughter's a distorted passon” became the
dogan of the age. Proper playwrights, bowing to legidation
from above and confident that they were about to improve
the stage, diminated dl traces of low farce from their pieces
eschewed the attractive joke, and went on to dramatize little
moral lessons in genteel conduct. (The comic dramatist was
expected to "sed the pitying tear from Beauty's ey€'; his
audience was expected to sigh "a socid sigh” in return.) The
form was imitated and became fixed; it endured for a good
fifty years. What did not endure during this period was the
audience. The good customers paid polite lip service to the
"nobler" ideals of the time, tipped their hats as they passed
the theater, and hurried on to the pantomimes, the musica
shows, and the coarse farces of the "illegitimate’ theaters on
the side streets. They crept off, in short, to the competition.
The situation is not entirely unlike our own.

Indeed, the degree to which our theater survives at all
nowadays is the degree to which it fails to live up to our
highest intentions for it. While Ibsen-inspired plays are failing
to the right of us, and Chekhov-inspired plays are failing to
the left of us, a kind of shameless underground—composed
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amost entirely of musical comedies, farces, and melodramas--
keeps the New York theater in business. Here are the long-run
plays—that is to say, the profitable and popular plays—of the
past ten years. Life With Father, Oklahoma.', South Pacific,
Harvey, Born Yesterday, The Voice of the Turtle, Arsenic and
Old Lace, Hellzapoppin, Angel Street. As we run over the
lifesavers of our generation, we are embarrassed to find Kiss
and Tel and The Bat high on the list. With so few people
going to the theater, we wish that fewer would go to these
particular things, more to the models we have fought for.
In our intellectual climate these are—with the possible excep-
tion of Born Yesterday—the "illegitimate’ enterprises. With
a dightly guilty look on their winning faces, they continue to
attract such patrons as have not abandoned the theater ato-
gether.

The contemporary British theater offers us a similar irony.
The "best" in Britain-the kind of theater that a new William
Morris might be willing to go to—survives by means of subsi-
dies from the government Arts Council. The theater that sup-
ports itself is a sort of secondary theater in which Agatha
Christie thrillers, patriotic tub-thumpers, and family farces
draw the good folk from the suburbs into town after dinner.
Characteristically, quite a few Englishmen decry this second-
level stage as a blot on the national honor; it is a blot, how-
ever, that winds up paying the bills.

These tolerated undergrounds apart, we are left with a
"serious’ theater that always meant to play to a limited audi-
ence, a theater for the enlightened few. Now, in its senility,
even the few are deserting it.

We must make no mistake about this desertion at the in-
tellectual level. Critic Eric Bentley, a contemporary apostle
of the minority theater, cannot contain his revulsion at the
theater we built for Shaw and Morris. It is in his view, a
theater of the "sub-inteligentsa™ That is to say, we have
accepted the responsibility fo§80reating an intellectua'’s the-
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ater and we have created a crude one. Somehow or other our
wholehearted imitation of the models Shaw set up for us—
Ibsen and Chekhov—has not produced satisfactory work.
Whatever intolerable sacrifices we may have made at his
behest, the true intellectual will now have none of us. With
his back still squarely turned on the popular theater, and with
a gesture of contempt for the sub-intellectual theater we have
laboriously exchanged for the popular, the theatrical aristocrat
moves onward and upward toward an ever more private "mi-
nority" playhouse. He is on his way to a subscription per-
formance at the Barbizon-Plaza. There he hopes at last—again
in the words of Eric Bentley—to find "the red thing,” the
genuine dramatic masterpiece.

| don't think he will find it there, any more than he has
found it in the antipopular theater of the last sixty years or
0. Minority theaters never have produced important work.
Every great play we have ever been lucky enough to feast our
eyes on has come out of a popular playhouse.

4. The Moneymakers

HE NOTION that the common customer might come back

to the theater if the theater took some pains to please
the common customer is, in our time, a revolutionary one.
It is, moreover, shocking. Are we to surrender our obvious
gains in literacy to return to Bertha, the Sewing-Machine Girl?
Bertha is a sort of macabre race-memory these days, a turn-
of-the-century masterpiece we'd dl like to live down. The plot,
"of which there isn't much," wrote a perfectly straight-faced
New York critic in 1906, took up the assorted abductions and
rescues of poor little Bertha Sloane and her blind sister, Jessie.
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In Act One, Bertha was chloroformed, tossed into a red auto-
mobile, hustled to an "uncharted cave in Central Park," and
thrown into a lake, the while a gentleman named Slinky Bill
crawled up to a second-story window where blind Jessie sat
singing to a bound-and-gagged hero. In Act Two, Bertha was
tossed onto a moving belt in a sweatshop, carried off to a New
Y ork mansion boasting at least one room designed to resemble
an Egyptian temple, and there made to watch Sister Jesse
being suffocated in the mechanical arms of an image of IS,
before the second-act curtain came down, Jessie had also been
deposited in a runaway motorboat on the Hudson River. In
Act Three, Jessi€'s room was set afire, a fireman bribed not
to answer the alarm, and Bertha herself arrived on the engines
to deal with the matter. There was a fourth act, too.

Can an art form flirt with the vulgar mind without sharing
that mind's vulgarity? In the nineteenth century Dion Bou-
cicault was a popular dramatist, and a dreadful one. Owen
Davis, in 1910, was not a great deal better. The motion pic-
ture, rather than the stage, has been popular in the twentieth
century; do we seriously want to ape its quality in order to
win its audience?

It is perfectly true, by the way, that a craftily popular the-
ater sometimes produces Bertha, the Sewing-Machine Girl
and nothing more. It is aso true that the same kind of theater,
consciously catering to the same kind of audience, has at other
times produced Macbeth, Oedipus, and Tartuffe.

This may be a good chapter to skip, since it is going to
contain nothing that is not known to anyone who has taken
ahigh-school course in Shakespeare. As our English instructors
used to point out, generally with a dryly conspiratoria air,
Shakespeare was a man with both eyes firmly fastened on the
box office; this was a Smple necessity, since the major portion
of his income came from his sharing directly in the day's re-
ceipts. Shakespeare's competition was the bear-baiting pit, and
he was always concerned to meet it: with murders, duels, bat-
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ties, wrestling matches, suicides, ghosts, witches, clowns, songs,
costume parades, explosions, thunderstorms, and plain and
fancy eye-gouging.

The plays of Shakespeare came out of a theater dedicated
to the proposition that the illiterate was not only welcome but
had to be wooed uninterruptedly throughout the performance,
at whatever sacrifice in taste. This dramatic pattern—busy,
bloodthirsty, unblushingly theatrical—had been set by Kyd,
Marlowe, and lesser men; Shakespeare made certain interesting
improvements on it, but he was careful not to destroy it.

Moliere learned to play the same currently unfashionable
game. He learned it, however, the hard way. Having chalenged
a sophisticated Paris on its own terms at the age of twenty-one,
and having gone to jail for his prompt financial failure, he
turned to the provinces to pick up the first principles of his
trade. By the time he had spent thirteen years figuring out
how to please a procession of unruly rustics, he discovered that
he was at last able to please Parisian audiences as well.

The plays of Sophocles came from a society which believed
in slavery and which believed also that every dave was entitled
to a seat in the theater. Because the conventions of Greek
drama seem so remote to us now, we hazily imagine Greek
performance to have been a sober and high-minded affair.
Actualy, the performance was garish, musicalized, and shat-
teringly robust; the audience was a noisy, basket-lunch crowd
on a holiday, never above stoning a playwright whose work
was not up to par.

No great play has ever come from what might be caled
a minority theater. All of the work we prize most highly
was born of the commercial or a least competitive hurly-
burly, and in the presence of a mass audience.

Minority theaters, theaters conscioudy and carefully fash-
ioned to appeal to the enlightened, have existed. One of the
most revealing is the Italian theater of the Renaissance. Here
a sharp line was drawn between the popular, or vulgar,
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theater and the literary theater of the intellectuals. What was
fit for the people was one thing; what was acceptable to men
of taste was another. The results: the literary drama of the
intellectuals was stillborn; the despised improvisation of the
common folk—the commedia dell'arte—quickly developed
the sort of vigor that was to keep it dive on its own dapstick
terms for two hundred years and to lead, by a process of
natural growth, to the ultimate literacy of Goldoni and
Moliere.

The contest between the majority-minority ideas existed
in Shakespeare's time. John Lyly, for instance, was a man of
undisputed talent. He preferred, however, not to soil himself
in the public playhouse, choosing to write and stage his work
in the purer air of the minority theaters of the court. While
his lowbrow friends went on to greatness, Lyly shriveled into
the literary-precious. By thetime Lyly, aged about forty, wrote
his last play, Shakespeare had completed Romeo and Juliet,
Richard 1, A Midsummer Night's Dream, and The Merchant
of Venice.

The contempt that we feel for the common mind, and that
we act upon in writing our plays, was felt, but fortunately less
widely acted upon, in the Elizabethan period. Sir Philip Sid-
ney, for instance, found the popular playhouse "observing
rules neither of honest civility nor of skilful poetry,” behaving
"with neither decency nor discretion.” As Marchette Chute
has recently reminded us in her Shakespeare of London, Sid-
ney "had one of the most intelligent and beautiful minds of
his generation." When he went to a public entertainment,
though, he behaved more or less in the manner that Shaw has
ascribed to William Morris: "dl he could find there was a
gross violation ... of common sense.”

Miss Chute has further reminded us of "the contempt that
most young university intellectuals felt for a popular profes-
sional writer like William Shakespeare. The plays written by
the students of Oxford and Cambridge, or by their teachers,
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were in every way superior to the crass London product. They
were quite untainted by commercialism, they appealed to edu-
cated gentlemen instead of London tinkers, and it was un-
deniable that they were beautifully staged. . . . The students
of Oxford and Cambridge were the future hope of the nation
and it was not fitting that their minds should become cor-
rupted by watching vulgar productions.”

Happily, Shakespeare was fond of money and tinkers, and
quite indifferent to this sort of criticism. And, like every other
effort to impose intellectual standing on the drama by main
force, the Oxford-Cambridge vision produced nothing we care
to keep. Even Moliere, when he wrote specifically for private
performance at the court, wrote less well than he did for the
mob.

The experience of the past is there for us to look at. Even
if we were to pursue this sort of inquiry into the present,
where ultimate values are less certain, we might find ourselves
startled and disconcerted by the obvious, by what everyone
knows and what everyone pretends not to know. Few arms
would have to be twisted to get agreement on the proposition
that Chaplin is the finest theatrical artist to have appeared in
our time. Yet, once again, the most distinguished artistry has
come from the most vulgar roots. Chaplin is not a product
of the responsible legitimate theater but of the irresponsible,
wholly commercial, film; his beginnings—and his enduring
essence—are not to be found in deliberate theory but in spon-
taneous slapstick; he is a creation not of the higher criticism
but of the mindless masses. Indeed, his eventual adoption by
the higher criticism has done him the only serious damage of
his career. It isin his last few films, as he has begun to cut
away his links with the common herd and to speak directly
to his newfound intellectual friends, that his artistry has fal-
tered.

These are al home truths, so familiar that repetition would
seem superfluous. Yet we have perfected a fascinating tech-
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nique for dealing with them: we have stored them tidily away
in one cranial compartment, swiftly performed a frontal lo-
botomy, and gone on believing in their opposites. Shakespeare
wrote for groundlings, yes; it would corrupt our work to do so.
Sophocles was forced to ded with the mass mind; artistry is
not possible under these conditions. Moliere perfected himself
by coming to grips with the common appetite; the common
appetite produces nothing better than Abie's Irish Rose. Chap-
lin is the best we know; the popular, pandering motion picture
is beneath discussion.

At such times as we are compelled to tangle with the facts
of theatrical history, we take refuge in the "in spite of" theory.
Shakespeare was great in spite of his concessions. Moliere was
great in spite of his low farce tricks. Chaplin is great in spite
of his medium. These men scored persona triumphs over
circumstances which were in themselves undesirable.

The truth, | suspect, is the other way round: these men
found greatness because of their communion with the uni-
versal audience; the presence of the uncultivated mass in the
theater is an indispensable prerequisite for drama of genuine
stature; greatness grows out of the very challenge.

The ided entertainment, no doubt, is one which pleases
both the shopgirl and William Morris. (This is not, by the
way, the view we hold today—we have dismissed any considera-
tion of the shopgirl's tastes; but it is a view on which we are
likely to get at least verbal agreement from the most inflexible
aesthete.)

The question is whether you achieve this al-level theater
by legidating downward from an intellectual bias, or by build-
ing upward from a mass instinct.

The historical evidence, if | read it rightly, is altogether in
favor of the latter. A "great" theater comes into existence by
first attending to the most primitive passions of its most primi-
tive patrons. By satisfying the race's admittedly childlike—
though not necessarily childish—yearning for violence,
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spectacle, and the broadest of broad comedy strokes, roots are
sunk deep into the universal consciousness. (An intellectual
will often be found prying into a popular success, a lowbrow
rarely exhibits any interest in invading the intellectual's sanc-
tuary.) It would seem that on this broad, firm, democratic
base nearly anything can be built. So long as the foundation
is secure, dl sorts of towering structures can be erected upon
it. Drama is by its nature a mass art; the presence of the mass
in the amphitheater is necessary not only to the financial
stability of so complex an undertaking, but aso, apparently,
to its artistic validity. The growth of drama is upward from
the drunken revel, the shoemaker's holiday, the vulgar farce-
not downward from the critical academy. Given time and en-
couragement, the commedia dell'arte does arrive at Moaliere.

The contrary hope—that a cultivated theater may be en-
visioned and enforced at the intellectual level and then filter
down into the popular mind—has no historical victories to
support it. When a "better" theater is sought and established
by an intellectual minority it tends to produce a body of
work which is literate but bloodless. It finds an understanding
audience in the privacy of the court, university, or art theater.
To the degree that it is able to invade the commercial theater,
it tends to bankrupt that theater. It speaks principally to men
of an intensely rational disposition, men who seem to have
exhausted the possibilities of simple pleasure and to have
moved on to a somewhat rarefied preoccupation with tech-
niques, theories, and theses. Its audience tends to cut off,
sharply, below an approximate 1.Q. of 130. The earth-bound
"twelve-year-olds’ do not dowly soak up the visitation from
on high. They scamper off—as in the Italian Renaissance or
In our own time—to their own devices, where they inconsid-
erately produce—in the commedia dell'arte or in the work of
Chaplin—something we al come to value much more highly.

In fairness to the uplift point of view, it must be acknowl-
edged that the popular theater does not always rise to incon-
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testable magnificence, that it frequently finds itself stalemated
at a cut-off point of its own. The popular theater has some-
times been frozen at the level of Scribe, of Boucicault, of
Bertha, the Sewing-Machine Girl. My own guess is that this
sort of aesthetic roadblock is the result not of the theater's
popularity but of a universal defect in the body politic: the
age itself subscribes to a limited vision, to one or another
obtuse but tenaciously held sentimentality that successfully
paralyzes the movement forward. The groundwork for Bertha
and Titus Andronicus, for Charley's Aunt and The Taming of
the Shrew, is pretty much the same. But the Elizabethan vi-
son was as realistic as the late Victorian was piously muddle-
headed. As Alfred North Whitehead has remarked in another
connection, "Tennyson was a great poet with a mediocre sub-
ject. His subject was Victorian England/'

However that may be, the aesthetically stalemated theater
that is genuinely popular seems to mein many ways preferable
to the more ambitious but deliberately unpopular theater of
the minority. The popular theater, whatever its vulgarities,
keeps the theatrical structure intact: it commands the loyalty
of alarge audience, it creates employment for actors, it offers
both an outlet and an income for practicing playwrights, it
maintains a body of playhouses on a profitable basis. In short,
it kegps the conditions for theater dive, just as a minority
theater must inevitably diminish, if not destroy, them. At
wordt, the popular theater holds the fort; at bed, it finds its
way to Hamlet.

It is the popular theater, too, that displays the greater ca-
pacity for assimilation. Shakespeare is easly able to absorb
the rarefied inventions of Lyly, play with them profitably in
such a tentative work as Love's Labour's Logt, and then throw
away whatever is too specid for his audiences. Lyly, working
in the polite seclusion of a fashionable boys school, is unable
to draw any vitality from the rude experiments across the
riverbank. His conceits are attractive, but they remain mere
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concelts; the author goes on imitating himself until his private
style becomes sterile from inbreeding. When growth takes
place, it takes place a the Globe.

One hesitates to develop an anti-intellectual position in an
agewhichisincreasingly—andonevery front—anti-intellectual .
But there are spheres in which the intellectual must be given
not only his freedom but a clear authority as well; and there
are spheres in which close communion with the common
mind is indispensable. We are al agreed that, in the long run,
we want something better than Bertha: characterization that
Is both complex and honest; language that is distinctive and
revealing; narrative that digs deeply into the truths of human
behavior. Our problem is one of approach. For a very long
time now we have tried legislating from the top down, with
depressing results. It may profit us—even aesthetically—to re-
verse gears and try for a vulgar popularity.
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PART TWO

How to Lose Friends by
|nfluencing People

If we are nervous about the aesthetic penalty we may have to
pay for a renewed flirtation with the popular audience, we had
best ask ourselves a very serious question. Has our dismissal
of the mass audience, and our indifference to its taste, actually
helped us produce work of a high aesthetic order?

It isacurious circumstance of our theatrical cycle that imita-
tion has never improved upon, or even lived up to, the first
experiments of its founders. To be honest about it, our play-
wrights of the past fifty years have not done as well with the
Ibsen and Chekhov forms as Ibsen and Chekhov did. Each
form seems to have reached its peak with its originator and
to have declined in subtlety and complexity ever since.

We should remind ourselves that Ibsen himself abandoned
the form he had invented long before he was through as a
playwright. By 1902 Max Beerbohm was lamenting the fact
that the Ibsen style was aready "old-fashioned." We have
gnce, both in our practice and our precept, denied that it was
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old-fashioned, and we have clung to it—but not to our partic-
ular profit.

Why was the form exhausted so soon, and why have our
continued experiments with it failed to produce the master-
works we hoped for?

| think there may have been an aesthetic defect in it—a de-
fect that led to Ibsen's own dissatisfaction with it, to the
audience's instinctive impatience with it, to its imitators fail-
ure to make anything more of it than was there in the first
place. The popular audience may not have been behaving
boorishly in refusing to support the tradition; it may have
been passing a sound and sensitive judgment.

Specificaly, the Ibsen tradition—with which we are going
to be concerned in the next couple of chapters—did subtle
damage to two things. to characterization, and to the thematic
organization of what we like to cdl a play.
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5. A Matter of Opinion

OWARD LINDSAY is credited with the thought that if you

are going to write a propaganda play, you had better not

let any of your characters know what the propaganda is.

Sounder advice never came from mortal man. If there is any-

thing to be added to the injunction, it is that things will be

better still when the playwright doesn't know what the prop-
agandais.

A good way to destroy a play is to force it to prove some-
thing. Forced it will always be. Life, caught in its complex
immediacy, doesn't present itself as a tidy equation.

A large part of modern drama—more than half of it, I'd
say—has been built like an equation. We have inherited not
the drama of action, of character, of kinetic intimacy with the
human condition, but the drama of ideas. This last is a ge-
neric term, and there is, of course, a sense in which everything
from Aristophanes to George Meredith can be lumped under
its banner. It has, however, been given a very precise and lim-
ited meaning during the past seventy years, when it might
with equal justice have been called the "drama of rational
formulation” or perhaps the "drama of the a priori concept.”
Even within the limited meaning the term has taken on, the
form has had its variants. For purposes of illustration, | guess
we can safely reduce these to three: the problem play, the
thesis play, and the propaganda play.

No one of these is easy to define nowadays; they are dl
quite closdly related and many a playwright has dipped im-
perceptibly from one to the other. But let's have a try at it.
The problem play simply states its problem; it plays fair with
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both sides; it drops its curtain short of any solution. In John
Galsworthy's Strife capital has its innings, labor has its in-
nings, the end of the play is neutral. Mr. Galsworthy wanted to
st down the phenomena of contemporary socid struggle
"without fear, favor, or prejudice,” with "a certain detach-
ment."

The thesis play takes a further step. It presents the polit-
ical, socia, or moral problem it has in mind and then argues
a solution to that problem, or at least a defined interpretation
of its meaning. Argument has been added. Ghosts and A Dall's
House are thesis plays. one argues that the inflexibility of the
traditional marriage bond is inhuman and, in certain circum-
stances, disastrous; the other argues that the traditional view
of woman's role in society—mother, homemaker, "doll"—is
false and unjust. In All My Sons Arthur Miller argues that
"business is business' is an immoral concept. In Watch on
the Rhine Lillian Hellman argues that we are al inextricably
involved in the political fate of our overseas neighbors and that
none of us, however innocent or however persecuted, can
evade personal responsibility. In Tomorrow the World James
Gow and Arnaud d'Usseau argue that an indoctrinated Nazi
may be reclaimed by society if he is sufficiently exposed to
the democratic way of life. In the thesis play a certain show
of fairness, of at least psychologica interest in the enemy, is
retained; the outcome of the play, however, conforms to—and
illustrates—the author's point of view.

The propaganda play takes a third and final step. It out-
lines a problem, argues the author's solution, and then strives
to incite the audience to immediate action. Where a thess
playwright is content to gain intellectual assent for his prop-
osition, the propagandist is satisfied with nothing short of
passionate commitment and practical co-operation. He wants
you to storm the barricades, whatever they may be, tomorrow.
In this form all fairness disappears; a black-and-white case is
made as boldly and as baldly as possible; the author eliminates
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anything that might inhibit your prompt response. George
Sklar's and Paul Peters Stevedore, John Wexley's They Shdll
Not Die, and Clifford Odets Waiting for Lefty are propa
ganda plays.

Each of these forms falsifies its human content in one way
or another.

The problem play sets up an opposition of impersona
forces. Here is Force A: it is Capital, or Militarism, or Tra
dition. Here is Force B: it is Labor, or Pacifism, or Revolt.
Force A must have a squad of dightly varied figures to illus-
trate it: bankers, idle old colonels, white-haired statesmen
with their omnipresent secretaries, demure gentlemen of the
cloth. Force B must have another squad: working men, moth-
ers who have lost sons in battle, eager young idedlists. The
forces take turns: the industrialist states his case, the man
who has lost an arm in the machinery states his. The events
of the play are dictated by the author's desire to clarify a socia
abstraction. The people of the play are handy types clustering
about one of two possible poles. These people are without
independence. Psychology is directed not toward the unique
personality but toward the cerebral generalization. The prob-
lem of the play is everywhere larger than the human forces
caught in it; they cannot move it, it moves them. And it moves
them, like chessmen on an evenly divided board, toward a
preordained stalemate. Small wonder that the problem play
has | eft us no memorable characters, no fascinating narratives.
It hangs on the wall like an industrial graph.

As the playwright moves toward the thesis and propaganda
plays, anxiety to make a given point, to reach a dogmatic con-
clusion, takes over. Instead of balancing his opposed socia
forces so perfectly that they will stalemate one another, he is
now out to win the game. As a result, his control over his in-
cidents and characters, his manipulation of these things in
accordance with an ideological master plan, must become in-
creasingly firm, indeed almost absolute.
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If, in a thesis play, | want to show that a woman who per-
mits herself to play the traditional "wife-doll" role is some-
thing less than a woman, and that she can become a true
woman only by storming out of her toy house, I must do two
things. | must first illustrate the "doll": wife, mother, charmer,
intellectual idiot. | must aso illustrate the "woman": knowl-
edgeable, dignified, articulate, strong. Suppose, though, that
in the course of performing my first task | do my work a little
too well: | create a character who is redly a doll, the very sort
of irresistible scatterbrain who needs to be cooped up and
cuddled forever in her bric-abrac world. What happens to
my last act? Where does this lovable incompetent acquire the
wisdom, how does she get up the nerve, to take to the freer
highways? Do | stick to my character and sacrifice my point,
or do | stick to my point and sacrifice my character? If 1 am
agood thesis playwright, determined to pursue my intellectual
predisposition, | make whatever character adjustments are
necessary, even violent ones. | may find it necessary to equip
my doll, quite suddenly, with a talent for rational debate and
afortitude of staggering proportions. Given a conflict between
a growing imaginative reaity and the mathematical proposi-
tion | originally had in mind, | must choose in favor of the
proposition. The point comes first. | must everywhere be pre-
pared to cut my human cloth to fit my ideological coat.

At the same time, of course, | am as careful as | can be to
camouflage what | am doing. | am not honestly prepared to
deal with men, because | am committed to an idea. But | must
work very hard to give the factors in my proposition the sem-
blance of reality. Though each figurehead has an intellectual
purpose, | must cautiously play down the purpose. | must dip
it in unobtrusively. | must distract attention from it steadily,
S0 that the audience will not catch me at my proselytizing:
my malleable mannikins must est, drink, make jokes, do the
thousand little things that genuine people do—all the while
that 1 keep them firmly submissive to my initial diagram. |
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am redly engaging in a kind of deight-of-hand: pretending to
write a play and actually defending an opinion. | am playing
a shadow game, and | must not be surprised if dl | get is
shadows.

My work may be skilfully done. In All My Sons the business-
man-father, Joe Kéller, is very nearly a person. He smokes a
pipe, speaks a trade lingo, cries a bit, lies plausibly, engages in
a certain amount of hearty backdapping, irritably defends
himself when his honesty is questioned. Seeing him in the
theater, you try to help the author: you push your belief in
Joe Keller because you want to be able to believe in what he
has done—profiteered on defective airplane parts during a war.
You tell yourself that you know men have done just this. But
you never quite believe that Joe Keller has done it, or at least
not because he wanted to; he has done it because Arthur Miller
wanted him to. Here is Joe speaking:

Listen, you gotta appreciate what was doin' in that shop
in the war. The both of you! It was a madhouse. Every half
hour the Major calin' for cylinder heads, they were whippin’
us with the telephone. The trucks were hauling them away
hot, damn near. | mean just try to see it human, see it hu-
man. All of a sudden a batch comes out with a crack. That
happens, that's the business. . . .

The thoughts are arranged with a plausible logic. The idiom
Is studiously unliterary. The man doesn't pronounce his filial
gs, he repeats himself, he inverts sentences, he uses a "life-
like" jargon. The key phrase about "business’ drops amost
imperceptibly from his lips. Yet there is still something of an
echo about him; he is not quite speaking from instinct or pas-
sion; he is taking his cues from the wings. Though he is meant
to be something of a hollow man, he is one degree hollower
than a truly convincing character dare be for al his energy,
and for dl his jargon, he cannot completely shake off the chill
ar of the automaton. I'm not sure that his creator has actually
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"seen it human”; | think he has seen it abstractly and then
labored valiantly to give it a humanizing veneer. If we can't
wholly get at Joe Keller, it is because Joe Keller is not un-
equivocally open for inspection.

One of the most fascinating struggles to watch in the con-
temporary theater is that between the upsurging artist and the
stubborn diaectician in the same man. lbsen was surely an
artist, but an artist who stumbled on a dialectical time and a
diaectical form. He had an instinct for character, and a pas-
sionate determination to make points. The two are in eternal
conflict. Nora nearly got away from him; but he hauled her
back. Mrs. Alving nearly got away from him; he hauled her
back, too—though not without a struggle. Hedda, | think, got
away from him. Hjalmar Ekdal got away from him. Increas-
ingly Ibsen found himself puzzled by his people; complexity
broke out like a rash. Where he needed a fool to make his
socid point, he found himself falling in love with the fool.
Where he needed a parasite to make his point, he found him-
sdf fascinated by the parasite. The more he allowed his people
dimension, the less did they fit into the pattern of his thought.
As the characters acquire roundness—a perverse, intractable,
baffling identity of their own—their precise socia meaning be-
comes ever more ambiguous. In the early Pillars of Society the
point is unmistakable; but the characters are not especially
interesting. In the later The Wild Duck the characters are fas-
cinating; but the ultimate point they are meant to make is
hopelessly obscure. You can dways clarify a thesis by over-
simplifying what is human. But the moment you begin to give
humanity its due you are bound to destroy the patness of your
proposition. (In the end, as we have said, Ibsen rejected the
whole sorry struggle and took his characters off to the mystical
mountains; the man who had perfected the redlistic thesis play
abandoned it in mid-career, leaving a subsequent generation
to work over its scraps.)

In Death of a Sdesman Arthur Miller entered the same bat-

5%



A Matter of Opinion

tlefield. Presumably Mr. Miller started out with a precise so-
ciad mora he wished to drive home. Mr. Miller has told us,
in effect, that this is his principa interest in the theater. It is
apparent enough that this moral had something to do with
the Tightness or wrongness of that American phenomenon,
salesmanship. But the play worked out oddly. | have talked
with people who regarded it as anti-American propaganda. |
have aso talked with people who regarded it as a disinterested
work of art. There were people who were outraged by it, there
were people who were degply moved by it, there was the man
who was heard to mutter, in the men's room during intermis-
sion, "Wdl, that New England territory never was any good,
anyhow." So far from leaving a single, didactic impression on
its audiences, Death of a Slesman seemed susceptible to vari-
ous, and seriously divergent, interpretations. There was agree-
ment on one thing, though: that the lonely, tormented
sdlesman Willy Loman was a believable, heartbreaking man.
Once more a character had taken on stature and independ-
ence; in the process he could not help but burst the tidy boun-
daries that may have been set for him. He is enough of a
person to make the play's meaning persona rather than socialy
prophetic. At the end of the evening, if we pause to work over
its "message” at dl, we find ourselves asking, "Is this the trag-
edy of an individual—is it Willy's own fault?' or "Is this a
socid tract—is Willy the helpless victim of forces outside him-
self?' We aren't sure. If Willy strikes us as being utterly
complete, containing within himself the seeds of his own
destruction, we tend to dismiss the peripheral socid implica
tions, to allow them a mild function as incidental, and some-
what ambiguous, background. If, on the other hand, we are
determined to ferret out the explicit socia meaning, we run
headlong into further trouble. If Willy is the product of an
impersonal force that is evil and destructive, why do we like
him so much? And why, as his friends stand over his grave,
do they find it in their hearts to praise both Willy and his
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calling? There is a sudden lyricism in their thought that this
man has spent his life "riding on a smile and a shoeshine";
we are inexplicably uplifted by it. We feel, somehow or other,
that Willy has been justified after al. The truth is, | guess,
that Willy has won the chess game; the author, no matter in
what contempt he holds Willy's philosophy, can no longer
desert the man. He may have all sorts of angry things he till
wishes to say; in effect, Willy has silenced him.

As with Ibsen, so with Miller. The earlier All My Sons had
been crystal-clear in its argument, unmemorable in its char-
acterization. Death of a Salesman finds its argument clouded,
and Willy unforgettable.

The thesis play breeds this conflict, at least in a man who
IS in any sense an artist. (A mere editorialist can rattle off
broadsides forever.) In the process of putting a humanizing
wash on his factors in an eguation, the artist has found his
Imaginative—as opposed to his severely rational—energies
aroused. Should he give them any free play, he is headed for
ideological trouble. In a still later play, The Crucible, Mr.
Miller reverted to type and accepted the ideologue's solution:
he thinned out his characters in order to make his meaning
unmistakable. John Proctor is an "honest" man. William Dan-
forth isa "blind" one. They confront each other, in a climactic
trial scene, not as troubled, troublesome, unpredictable people,
but as indestructible stone images at the door of a temple.
These two can never come to know each other's minds; the
author won't let them.

Given the thesis play, the problem will come up; a choice
will have to be made. The experience of dramatists from Ibsen
to Miller should convince us of one thing: it is better to make
a man than to make a point.

In the third and frankest of our familiar forms—the propa-
ganda play—all pretense at human complexity is dropped. The
equation is laid bare for all to see. A equals virtue. B equals
vice. "Do what | say" equals "health and happiness forever."
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The virtuous A does nothing that is not virtuous; the villain-
ous B does nothing that is not villainous; the author's vision
is as simple and as urgent as a blow to the stomach. The
propaganda play is a play in a hurry; it has no time for the
hesitant inflections of the human voice. It is possible to reread
Waiting for Lefty and still feel something of the author's pas-
son; it is not possible to see its characters as anything other
than purposeful cartoons. Placed side by side with the people
in the same author's Awake and Sing, these obliging mouth-
pieces have the approximate validity of those good folk in the
televison commercials who have just discovered a new brand
of coffee. (Odets is an artist, too; he has been engaged in a
prolonged struggle between superimposed meaning and sm-
ply observed life; his later tendency has been toward uncom-
mitted observation, though he is something of a lost soul in
an age that has not yet surrendered its hold on the socidly
significant drama and is therefore unable to give him con-
fident direction.)

The movement of the "drama of ideas'—problem play,
thesis play, propaganda play—is aways toward greater and
greater emphasis on the abstracted idea, the bare-bones equa-
tion. It may be asked why the bothersome human baggage
was not scuttled altogether, why—for absolute clarity—the
equation was not revealed in its nakedness. As a matter of
fact, it was. In the 19205, some thirty or forty years after the
drama of ideas had come into being, a form evolved which
did just this. It was caled Expressionism. In the work of such
men as Georg Kaiser and Ernst Toller—EImer Rice did an
American imitation caled The Adding Machine—the names
and faces of men disappeared. The figures who were shuttled
about on a kind of dramatic abacus were frankly labeled X,
Y, and Z; they inhabited a geometric world in which proposi-
tions could be demonstrated without human interference. The
hero of The Adding Machine is Mr. Zero. The principals in
Man and the Masses are The Woman, The Husband, The
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Masses, The Nameless, The State Official, Bankers, and First,
Second, Third, Fourth, Fifth and Sixth Shadows. Man has
acquired a capital "M" and ceased to exist.

Expressionism is sometimes regarded as an erratic offshoot
of our drama. It was, on the contrary, the logica dead end
toward which our drama had been moving. If we pulled back
from it rather quickly, it was, | think, in horror at how far we
had gone. The intellectual mathematics which underlay our
drama had been too candidly exposed, rendered altogether too
transparent. If we had to have this sort of thing, we preferred
it in diluted form, with a little flesh grafted onto it.

In general, we went back to the thesis play. The strictly
conceived problem play had fallen from favor; it was, no
doubt, too cool and too inconclusive for the normally ener-
getic theater. The propaganda play has more or less vanished
for other reasons, though not necessarily the right ones. the
angry desperation of the 19305 was mitigated by an economic
upturn; and a new desperation, born of political tensions in
the 19505, created a fear of outspokenness. The thesis play
stood roughly at the center of al these forms, offering an idea
but discreetly clothing it in human mannerisms, and it must
certainly have seemed the best compromise. It is the form
that is most with us today.

In fact, it is so much with us that the average young writer
at the present time cannot imagine himself writing a play
without first having hit on a thesis. The thesis is his play. It
IS his subject matter, it is what the play is about. It is, he will
tell you, his"theme."

Under the pressure of a good half century of argumentative
drama, "theme" and "thesis’ have come to mean one and the
same thing. But they don't. A thesis is "a position or proposi-
tion which a person advances and offers to maintain by argu-
ment." A theme is "a subject or topic of discourse," or, if we
may legitimately borrow from one of the other arts, "a melody
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constituting the basis of variation, development, or the like,
in a composition or movement."

Definitions are academic, and I'm sorry to be bringing up
Webster. But there are times when semantic confusion can
be damaging; in this instance, |1 think, an ingrained habit of
thought stands squarely in the way of the playwright's clearing
his head, or of his sensing the possibilities of another sort of
procedure.

Ask a playwright what his theme is and he will tel you:

"My theme is that al men of good will must join forces be-
fore it is too late”

"My theme is that political witch-hunting must be stopped
now or it will engulf our society.”

"My theme is that the pressures of modern life have de-
stroyed the family."

"My theme is that Hollywood cripples the credtive artist.”

"My theme is that materialism corrupts whatever finer as-
pirations a man may have."

"My theme is that mother-love may become ruinously pos-
essve”

"My theme is that children are people.”

| once heard a professor of playwriting announce to his class
that he hoped to write a play which had for its theme "the
meaninglessness of meaning,” a proposition even more ad-
vanced in the intellectual order of things than Pirandello's
"redity is illusion, illusion redlity."

Not one of these, of course, is a theme to be varied; al are
theses to be defended. Even where the subject matter suggests
possible thematic treatment—it is possible, after all, to write
plays about mothers, Hollywood, children, and even palitics-
it has been attitudinized into a dogmatic pronouncement.
"I am," the playwright says, "going to show you that such
and such is so; my people are going to prove it." He does not
simply say, "I am going to show you my people; | am going
to show you the things they do."
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Julius Caesar is a play about politics. It has a theme. Call it
"political activity" or "political ambition” or what you will.
The play is about a group of men engaged in a struggle for
power. There is the shrewd, unstable Cassius. There is the
pompous, weary, but not unattractive Caesar. There is the
reasonable, responsible Brutus. There is the loyal, passionate
Antony. Thereis the excitable Casca. Each enters the struggle
for his own reasons, pursues it in his own way, tries to judge
and to shape events out of his own understanding. The inter-
action of these minds is the entire substance of the play.

It has no thesis. So far from adopting or attempting to
promulgate an attitude toward this struggle, Shakespeare has
been nearly as detached in his treatment of it as the plot sum-
mary that appears in The Oxford Companion to English Lit-
erature:

Distrust of Caesar's ambition gives rise to a conspiracy
against him among Roman lovers of freedom, notably Cassius
and Casca; they win over to their cause Brutus, who reluc-
tantly joins them from a sense of duty to the republic.
Caesar is dain by the conspirators in the Senate-house. An-
tony, Caesar's friend, stirs the people to fury against the
conspirators by a skilful speech at Caesar's funeral. Octavius,
nephew of Julius Caesar, Antony, and Lepidus, united as
triumvirs, oppose the forces raised by Brutus and Cassius.
The quarrel and reconciliation of Brutus and Cassius, with
the news of the death of Portia, wife of Brutus, provide one
of the finest scenes in the play. Brutus and Cassius are de
feated at the battle of Philippi (42 B.C.), and kill them-
sves.

S0 be it. That's the way it was. We are not enlisted in the
cause of any one of the conspirators. We are not told that
Caesar was, in fact, evilly ambitious—only that Cassius and
Casca thought he was. We are not urged to take a moral stand
on Caesar's murder; we simply watch it as a terrifying image
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of actual human behavior. We are not asked to decide whether
Cassius was right and Brutus wrong in permitting Antony to
spesk over Caesar's body; we know only that Cassius opposed
it, that Brutus favored it, and that things worked out as Cas-
sius had anticipated. Because Cassius was "right" about a given
issue, we are not thereafter committed to Cassus. We are
not even committed to the most thoughtful, upright, and in-
tegrated of the play's characters, Brutus. Brutus is, more than
the others, an "honet” man. But he is no spokesman. His
course is not clearly the course to be taken by al honest men.
He too dies of the battle.

Nor is the play a paean of pessmism, cynical and bitter as
it counts its corpses. It does not say, in the over-al view:
"Power corrupts; absolute power corrupts absolutely.” It does
not say that ambition is bound to end in failure, that ambition
is to be avoided, that political activity is in itself irremediably
evil. If it does not say "Go into politics and behave as Cassius,
or as Brutus, does' neither does it say "Stay out of politics
atogether." Ideologically speaking, it says nothing. It ssmply
shows us certain kinds of men, equipped with certain kinds of
minds, engaging in a certain kind of activity. And we are fas-
cinated: by the resourcefulness of these minds, by the intri-
cacy of motive, by the interplay of temperaments, by the in-
genuity, the passion, the incredible complexity of living men.
The author has here given a theme "variation and develop-
ment," has orchestrated what is truly human; he has not gar-
landed it with excrescent and highly debatable advice.

A Streetcar Named Dedre has a theme. It is, let's say, self-
deception. (I don't propose this as an absolute; themes are,
amost by nature, difficult to define absolutely; they look to
human nature in the round and, like a turning crystal, give
off multiple reflections.) The Tennessee Williams play is in
any case, about a girl who deceives herself, or tries to deceive
herself, in order to evade a reality which threatens to crush her.

The play has no thess. We do not disapprove of Blanche
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du Bois for what she has done; we understand her too thor-
oughly for that. Nor do we approve of what she has done; we
See that it is destroying her. In her terrifying clash with the
"normal" animal, Stanley Kowalski, we do not assign her to
the "wrong" corner and him to the "right" one; we do not
even assign her to the "unrealistic" corner and him to the
"redidtic’ one. Labels are inadequate; the people are too com-
plex. Stanley is a redigt, dl right. He can see sham. But he
cannot see the sensitivity that is responsible for the sham. He
is clearheaded; but he is aso bullheaded. She is fake; but a-
most al of her aspirations are genuine. These two people are
in conflict, but they are not in mathematical conflict. We
watch them with horror, with apprehension, with anguish, and
—very often-—with open delight. As they grate on each other
like matches on a tinderbox, we see them do "right" things
and "wrong" things and sometimes both at once.

The play ends in a certain defined way. Blanche is at last
insane. But the ending is not offered as an equation. It does
not say, "Decelve yourself and you will destroy yourself." You
may take this thought from the play, if you wish. You may
aso take quite different thoughts from it. You may, for in-
stance, wonder what might have happened to Blanche had she
not been caught out by this particularly insensitive man. You
may wonder to what degree the boor has been responsible for
the destruction of the sengitive. You may feel that there was
much in Blanche that was worth saving, that the very things
which were most worth saving were the things which made
her intolerable. Your reaction may, indeed, be as complex as
the life you have been observing.

No two men have yet agreed on the precise "meaning" of
the character Hamlet. There isn't redly much more agree-
ment, among literary analysts, on the "meaning" of the play
Oedipus the King. But Hamlet is perfectly rea to us;, as we
watch Oedipus in the theater we intuitively accept its narra-
tive. If two masterworks have, after centuries, resisted our
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efforts to turn them into rational eguations, that is our hard
luck, not theirs. They do not exist as equations, but as vital,
impenetrable images.

It's an old story that Shakespeare so little intruded personal
bias and personal belief upon his materials that to this day we
cannot say with any certainty what his political, socid, or
religious beliefs may have been. We know the accuracy of his
eye and the honesty of his ear; the rest is silence.

It may seem that | am trying to make a virtue out of am-
biguity, even moral ambiguity. | am not; | am trying to make
a case for complexity. It is true that in many plays, perhaps
in most plays, there is a Brightness" or "wrongness' attached
to the actions performed. It is wrong for Macbeth to murder
his king; we know that. It is wrong for Othello to allow jedl-
ousy to possess him; we know that, too. But these are aso
things we knew quite clearly before we came; we do not re-
quire instruction from the playwright. As Chekhov once said,
"You scold me for my objectivity, calling it indifference to
good and evil, lack of ideas, and so on. When | describe horse-
thieves you would have me say 'Stealing horses is evil/ But
that was known long ago without me" Nor is the playwright
out to intensify our natural moral responses, and so improve
us. (Moralists sometimes like to justify drama in this light;
it is a left-handed and wholly irrelevant defense.) The play-
wright is not working at white heat to turn us ever more firmly
against murder. He is trying to put us in touch with murder,
with the reality of the act and with the strange reality of the
man immersed in the act: how he brings himself to it, how
he passes through the moment, how he feels and behaves when
the moment is over. He is trying to make us intimate with
murder as a thing that happens, not trying to revolt us with
murder as a thing that is forbidden. The play may follow from,
and even rest upon, a widespread moral assumption; but the
play is in what follows. A good play does not busy itsdf trying
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to enunciate moral values; it assumes them, and gets on with
its own work of accurate observation.

William Butler Yeats once pointed out that one of the
things dramatic action had to do was "burn up its author's
opinions." He pointed it out to Sean O'Casey, who had just
abandoned the earlier style of Juno and the Paycock and The
Plough and the Stars and begun to experiment with his later,
intensely didactic style. Juno has no thesis. A great deal of
sufferingis mixed with agreat dea of laughter; the people who
bring about the suffering are funny and endearing; irresponsi-
bility exists, but it is never attacked; the conclusion of the
play is no more than a tipsy ne'er-do-weirs assertion that "the
world's in a terrible state of chassis" The texture of the play
is thick and multicolored, patterned after the coherent con-
tradictions—the vices and virtues inseparably bound together
—of mulish mankind. In subsequent plays, however, O'Casey
not only took sides in the sociological, philosophical, and po-
litical arenas; he scrawled giant sogans in bright-colored chalk.
His talent for language did not desert him, but his love of the
actual went down before his prophetic apprehensions about
the future. To read the work of O'Casey in sequence is to
wish that Yeats, speaking to him in mid-career, had been more
persuasive.

What is intrinsically wrong with the thesis play is that it
puts the drawing board before the drama. It begins at the
wrong end of the creative scde. It begins with a firm, fast
premise, achieved in the intellectual solitude of the study,
and thereafter proceeds to make al life dance to a quite de-
batable tune.

This is not to say that the rational mind should play no part
in the shaping of a play. Obvioudly it must always play a very
large part indeed. The author observes this or that brilliant
facet of life; he catches a glimmering here, a fugitive gesture
there. Once caught, these must be nursed, coddled, carefully
pared, gently joined. The rational mind does the last-minute
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weaving, makes all sorts of judgments about what is, and what
IS not, to be retained. But it does its work as a scapel, not as
a die press. It shapes, but it does not stamp. It does not orig-
inate the process, killing the spirit before the spirit can be
born; it arrives late, and tidies up.

Though the terms "theme" and "thesis' are now used in-
terchangeably, there is an enormous difference between them.
In the one, the playwright—uncommitted to any a-priori view
—isforced to go out and observe; he must look to life for his
materials. He may know, in general, that he wishes to write
about jealousy; but he must first see what jealousy looks like.

In the other, the dramatic mansion is prefabricated. The
playwright comes equipped with an agreeable syllogism, com-
plete in al its parts. He clothes his major premise, and his
minor premise, in a semblance of human flesh; but they are
only premises after al, pointing to a planned conclusion.
What we cdl the drama of ideas is just that: a drama in which
the people are digits, adding up to the correct ideological sum.

Our drama of ideas is aso a drama in which only the drama-
tist is allowed to have any ideas. What is "correct” is de-
termined by the playwright. The audience sits in humble
tutelage, not so much loving the characters as being lectured
at by them, not so much enjoying the varied patterns of life
as submitting to their rigid organization by a puritan with
a dtick.

6. The Visitation from on High

A.ONG TIME AGO it was customary to introduce a new play

with a little rhymed prologue. One of the actors would

step before the curtain and, speaking for the author, beg the

indulgence of the audience. He would point out, winningly,
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that the author made no specia claims for his work; that he
knew he was completely dependent on the generosity of al
present; that it would be awfully nice if they could find it in
their hearts to overlook the appalling defects of the enterprise
and to applaud such small successes as might accidentally
turn up; that he had no true object but to please them; and
that, win or lose, he was their humble servant.

It is doubtful whether any author, at any time, felt quite
so humble. The man who made this pretty protestation, how-
ever, had quite a realistic sense of his role in the theater, and
of the audience's.

The practice of the prologue has been discontinued—rather
fortunately, | think. For the playwright who attempted one
today would be obliged—if he had any sort of candor in him—
to speak pretty much as follows:

"Now if you will al just sit up straight in your seats, be
perfectly quiet, and at least try to understand what | am say-
ing, | will brush you up on quite a few things you sadly need
to know. It is possible that you did not come here tonight for
instruction; in which case it is necessary for you to be lashed
into a sense of your responsibilities. It is possible that you have
come here in some rude quest of pleasure; in which case you
have come to the wrong place. | do not offer you pleasure; |
offer you a memory of pain. You have a moral obligation to
attend closdly, and to endure much, for the play is an excellent
one. It is excellent because, in the process of composing it, |
have given no thought to commercial considerations, | have
made no compromises with any of you; | have been stead-
fastly true to myself. | have worked long and hard on this play,
and | loveit. Since | am, as a person, both sensitive and well
informed, it would become the rest of you to love it, too.
Should you not like it, we can have little doubt in which of us
the defect lies. Furthermore, should you not like it, |1 shal not
hesitate to attack you in the press for the dunderheads you
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are, and | may even decide to withdraw my talents from the
theater that needs me so sordly.”

This sounds rough. Yet very little of it is invented.

The "memory of pain" phrase, for instance, comes from a
letter written to The Saturday Review by a young playwright
whosefirst production had just opened—and closed—on Broad-
way. George Tabori, noting that the reaction to his Flight into
Egypt had been one of uneasiness, explained as follows: "It
was my intention to create uneasiness. ... | did not want to
‘Please’ | wanted to irritate, disturb, and shock; to leave the
audience in a state of tension; to send them home unpurged,
with a memory of pain."

Here are portions of a letter from a talented young man
whose collaboration with another talented young man had just
opened—and closed—on Broadway:

"... weloved it. It has meant a very great deal to me; work-
ing on it has made me re-examine my own life. . . . We had a
fine time; one of the happiest times of my life. But al the
time, 1 know that each of us felt we were taking part in an
experience that was, for us, a religious one. . . . We wanted
to do something, and we did it in the very best way we could,
and we're proud of what we've done, and weld do it again. |
am sorry that what we thought we had (and think we have)
did not communicate itsdf across the footlights . . . because
I think that out of feelings like ours, and effort like this, good
things for the theater can come.”

Fragment of a letter from one of our most distinguished
playwrights, shortly after a failure:

"...weare s0 few, among so many. . . ."

One of the troubles with the modern theater is that the
playwright no longer has to die to reach Parnassus. He dtarts
out there.

In some strange way he has come to concelve of himself,
rather than the audience, as final arbiter. Since he is better in-
formed than the folk on the benches, he is obliged to become
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their instructor. Since they are, at heart, a sluggish crew, he
must become their prod, their irritant, their gadfly. And since
the theater is something of a temple—Maxwell Anderson is
fond of the phrase—he cannot very well avoid assuming the
mantle of high priest.

Instructor, gadfly, high priest—these are the roles that the
modern dramatist most frequently chooses to play. And be-
cause he is al of these things, because al truth is in him, he
need strive to please only himself.

This is a creative state of mind which has, consciously or
no, become quite commonplace. It is, | suppose, a state of
mind that merits a certain limited sympathy. The good drama-
tist is an exceptional human being. His powers of insight are
probably greater than those of any single spectator out front.
He docs deserve rather more respect than that originaly d-
lotted to Shakespeare, soiling himself in the bankside mud,
or to Moliere, who found it necessary to dip in the back way
when he was invited to lunch with the King. It is, in addition,
asking an awful lot of a talented man to pretend that he is
not so talented.

But a man who hopes to make something of a success in a
socid situation might profitably indulge in a bit of false mod-
esty, and be forgiven the deception. An attractive shyness, and
an apparent reluctance to pontificate, might go a long way
toward helping him win friends and—if this is what he wants
to do—influence people. Grace is every bit as winning as a
righteous aggressiveness. It might aso become the dramatist
to put off playing the elder statesman until the audience has
actually voted him the title, or at least until he is a little elder.

Quite apart from the need for a trace of false modesty—in
order to dispel that vague aura of the "word" being handed
down—the playwright may very well need some real modesty.
He has not troubled to conceal his sense of superiority to the
mass audience: it has the mental capacity of a twelve-year-old,
it isinterested only in noisy musicals and noisier farces, it must
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be instructed rather than served, it cannot be trusted to recog-
nize quality.

What if none of these things is true? None of them would
seem to be true. Shakespeare's twelve-year-olds admired not
only what was lowest but also what was highest in his work.
Far from insisting that he endlessly repeat the crude excite-
ments of Titus Andronicus or the rowdy horseplay of 'The
Taming of the Shrew, they stayed with him through Othello,
Lear, and The Tempest. If Shakespeare was at pains to solicit
their favor, they responded by conferring their favor on some
remarkably good plays; it cannot seriously be said that they
stood in the artist's way. Sophocles audiences seem to have
loved him very much. Moliere's were notoriously loyal, even
in the face of the displeasure of church and court. Nor did
they paralyze this artist at the rough-and-tumble level of his
roadside farces; they made a success of the intensely sophis-
ticated and theatrically difficult School for Wives. So far as
I know no genuine masterpiece has ever been rejected by the
common audience before which it was first performed. (I'm
skipping some politically rigged opening-night demonstrations
here; in spite of extraordinary pressures, good plays have d-
ways been quickly recognized.)

"Thereis alegend to the contrary that is hard to kill. AlImost
anyone you meet at a literary salon nowadays (cocktails, five
to seven) will tell you solemnly that al great artists have had
an unhappy time of it, that they have suffered at the hands
of the vulgar, that they have had to be rescued from oblivion
by astute critics and imposed upon the genera culture by gen-
erations of intellectuals. The public never knows what it is
getting—or, more likely, in this view, missing—until it is too
late; it must be told about it a long time later.

The legend, | think, derives from other, more privately con-
ceived art forms. A painter working in solitude may wait some
years for recognition; but he must aso wait some years for
smple circulation. Wheress the dramatist writes for an assem-
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bled populace and an immediate verdict, another kind of artist
may be at the mercy of the gradual manner in which he is
exhibited. Even here | doubt that the chain reaction is as dow
in igniting as garret romancers like to think; but what may be
partially true of one art form is not necessarily true of the so-
cially conceived theater. Response in the playhouse is closer
to spontaneous combustion. It aso seems to be incredibly
accurate. Since we have no known instance of the mass au-
dience brutally dismissing a first-rate play, it is time we aban-
doned the canard.

What history suggests to us is that the audience can rise to
any heights of which the playwright is capable, that it can go
anywhere he can take it. The working phrase here, though, is
"take it." In order to take the audience somewhere, the play-
wright must first embrace it. He must know it intimately, must
honor its intelligence, must welcome its partnership. He is
never going to manage the joint ascent unless he has shown
the audience clear affection and honest respect. It is not going
to trail after him on a lonely and privileged solo flight.

Humility is not only an attractive posture; it is—even in the
theater—a positive virtue. "Respect for the audience” is not
simply a gy, calculated conniving with a great beast's lowest
instincts; it is a due obeisance paid to a powerful and just uni-
versa intelligence.

In our concern over the artist's personal integrity, we have
wandered far from this sort of respect. Persond integrity is a
splendid thing. One is delighted with a dramatist who stead-
fastly refuses to throw in a dishonest line just because he is not
up to the moral effort of finding an honest one. One can have
only praise for the playwright who makes no compromise with
what he knows to be cheap, or serioudy fedls to be fase. In-
sincerity is, sure enough, a vice.

But its opposite, "sincerity/' is no automatic guarantee of
theatrical validity. Weve dl been to plays where we had no
trouble whatever in recognizing the author's sincerity—and
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where we had a great deal of trouble recognizing anything
else. The dramatist had been true to himself but not to any
objective world with which we were honestly familiar.

And I'm not speaking here of the radically experimental
play, the play of deliberate distortion. I'm speaking of the sort
of play in which a character clearly meant to be sympathetic
never engages our sympathies, in which a moral act meant to
elicit our support leaves us oddly indifferent, in which a mo-
tive or a deed seems unintelligible as human behavior. Though
the playwright has seen his characters doing these things, we
cannot. He may be an honorable man; but he is, in one way
or another, inhabiting a private world.

The danger in making the individual psyche—even the
gifted dramatist's—the last court of appeal, the sole deter-
minant of what is and what is not "true," is that the individ-
ual psyche may at any time cut its moorings; indeed, the more
it comes to rely exclusively on itself the more it tends to cut
those moorings.

To this hazard a decent respect for the audience mind may
stand as a corrective.

I'd say to the playwright:

Allow that the audience, too, has an intuitive capacity for
recognizing what is true. Allow that this truth exists not in
dramatist's mind alone, nor even in the audience's mind
alone, but, so to speak, in a third place outside both—in hu-
man _behavior itself. Conceive of this truth about human be-
havior as something objective, concrete—something that can
be caught, reflected, recognized. Think of it as public prop-
erty, not private income. Turn your integrity not inward upon
yourself but outward upon this shared redlity; work very hard
to make your image accurate. It is never enough to say "l
have written honestly, by my own lights" It is necessary to
sy "l have written accurately, by everyone's lights.”

Try to see what the audience sees—and is inarticulate about.
Your job is smply to articulate a common experience of life.
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And be assured that once you touch this common core,
once you stumble upon a truth that canbe universaly recog-
nized for what it is, the audience will know and applaud what
you have done. A prominent playwright recently lamented the
early closing of one of his shows with the thought that it had
been "too true" for his audience; its truth had been ugly, and
the audience had resolutely shut its mind to anything so un-
compromisingly honest. When you are in this frame of mind,
remind yourself that the audience has never exhibited any re-
luctance to deal with the injustices wrought upon Lear or
with the punishments visited upon Oedipus. In our own time,
it has not been unwilling to share the anguish of a Willy
Loman or a Blanche du Bois. The audience does not reject
an unpleasant truth because it seems unpleasant, but because
it seems untrue.

A good play is a meeting of minds, not the thundering im-
position of a superior mind upon a lesser one.

As far as that goes, the Ibsen-inspired dramatist has too
much on his mind to begin with.

7. Act Belore You Think

HE PLAYWRIGHT in our time has become athinker. It often
seems to me that the best thing a playwright can do is put
off thinking as long as possble.

Everybody tells the playwright that he must have a theme
before he can begin to write his play, and so, by heaven, he
promptly manufactures one.

| have known young writers to sit back and run through all
the available themes—pride, covetousness, lust, anger, jealousy
—with the intention of picking the one that appealed most.
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| have even known some to survive this deliberate bout with
the universals, fasten on alikely generality, and fashion a story
tofit.

To someone who has never tried to write a play this must
seem wholly absurd. To someone who has given over his life
to the business it may bring back memories: of the anguished
search for a subject, for a starting point, for anything to set
the creative machinery going. There are many times in a play-
wright's life when he is passionately intent upon writing a
play, and hopelessly without a play to write. It is reliably re-
ported of one of our brightest new dramatists that he never
can invent a subject; it must be assigned to him. Shakespeare
seems to have gone his entire life without having hit upon an
original plot. The dilemma is frequently real enough; if we
cannot always approve the playwright's procedure, we can at
least sympathize with his pain.

The writer who behaves in the desperately well-intentioned
manner outlined above is a little better off than the writer
who shapes his play to a thesis, but not much. The man with
a thesis has served notice on his materials: behave yourselves,
| have something in mind. The man who has plucked jealousy
out of the blue is somewhat less fettered; he may look around
him for samples of that jealousy at work, he may stumble
upon an actual one, and, if he does, heis free to follow it wher-
ever it leads him. But he has begun his work arbitrarily; he
has been cool and considered at the very time when his imag-
ination might have been given its freest and most spontaneous
play.

| sometimes think we do the dramatist a disservice in urg-
ing a premature clarity upon him. "Pin it down to a word/
we say, "or at least to a Ssmple sentence; you must know pre-
cisely where you are going before you dare write so much as
aline." Our intentions are good; clarity is, ultimately, a virtue.
And temperaments vary; some writers can work only in this
way. But in a time when formulas are rigid with age, when
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most of what we do is the result of habit rather than inspira-
tion, when fresh exploratory contact with the basic materials
of drama is imperative, | think we might be a bit more gen-
erous.

Suppose we say to the playwright: "Determining your
theme is not necessarily Step Number One in writing a play.
It may be, at the very earliest, Step Number Two. It may aso
be a step to be taken with extreme care, lest you freeze your
material before it has begun to send off shoots.”

| doubt that good drama, any more than good work in the
other arts, ever begins in generalities. More likely it begins in
a specific image, in something actually seen or actually heard.
There may have been a young couple, shoulder to shoulder
and grimly slent, on the subway. A maiden aunt, fingering
her necklace and defensively insisting that "dl the men were
killed in the war." A worn doctor, speaking rapidly and me-
chanically as though in constant dread that he might hear
what he is saying. An unsuccessful young husband, with a
vacant smile, spending al his time with his children. An ef-
fusive diner who has tipped heavily and is staring directly and
warmly into the waiter's face for a sign of appreciation. A
bandaged man, across from you on a train, talking on and on
about the blood he has lost. A snarl of drunken voices coming
from a slow-moving automobile on a Sunday morning in Man-
hattan. A habit of blinking the eyes for quick control. A laugh.
An embarrassed paleness. A radio suddenly snapped off.

This accidental brush with the texture and timbre of un-
classified life may not register at once. It may graze the writer
so gently that he overhears it, and forgets it. A long time later
it may return to consciousness, as something inexplicably re-
membered. But when it does come back it will come back
exactly—as though a tuning fork had just been touched, a
tingling reverberation, dive, dimensional, immediate and in-
timate.

Once more, I'd say to the playwright:
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Get it down while it's still alive—before you have thought
too much about it. Resist the temptation to analyze, to ab-
stract, to generdize, to codify. Never be in a hurry to cere-
brate. Cerebration is not your business. Imagination—the
seizing and reflecting of images—is.

The philosopher F. S. C. Northrup has pointed out, in The
Meeting of East and Wed, that an "aesthetic” truth and a
'‘theoretical” truth are different kinds of truth. They are, in
fact, opposites; each is an ultimate, "irreducible to the other."
The fact that you know the theoretical wave length for the
color blue does not help you to make a person born blind see
blueness. Conversely, seeing the sensed color blue does not
automatically lead you to any knowledge of its wave length.
Both are descriptions of the same phenomena, but the descrip-
tions are not interchangeable; worked out, they do not produce
the same effect.

If you are in the process of discovering a play, don't worry
too soon about its wave length. The critics will get that for
you later. (They will get it wrong, too.) Get the color.

W. H. Auden on the subject of the beginning artist:

" 'Why do you want to write poetry? If the young man
answers 'l have important things to say,' then he is not a poet.
If he answers 1 like hanging around words listening to what
they say,' then maybe he is going to be a poet.”

A play, like a poem, is something to be discovered. Auden
again:

"A poet writes The chestnut's comfortable root' and then
changes this to The chestnut's customary root." In this a-
teration there is no question of replacing one emotion by an-
other, or of strengthening an emotion, but of discovering what
the emotion is. The emotion is unchanged, but waiting to be
identified like a telephone number one cannot remember.
'8357. No, that's not it. 8557. 8457, no, it's on the tip of my
tongue, wait a minute, I've got it, 8657. That's it.' "

Wait a while. Let life do the talking. Listen to it. Let it
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move. You may be surprised—and quite possibly delighted—
a the odd and interesting way it does move. Hold that busy
brain of yours back; it wants only to label life, and is bound to
limit it. Work by touch as long as you can.

If you are going to write a play, be sure that you begin with
something concrete: a phrase you have heard, a gesture you
have seen, a face that has disturbed you. If you are working
from memory, tease the memory until it has brought detalil
back to you; don't transform the first vagrant echo into a
featureless formula. Detail, detail, and more detail is what
you are after. A summary can be made after you have gathered
the material. Gather it first. If the lifelike fragment seems to
have come out of the blue, seems unrelated to any actual ex-
perience you can recall, thank God and go fishing. Don't leap
at it analytically like a double-entry bookkeeper. It has actu-
aly been stored in an echo chamber you didn't know you had.
Don't start locking up. Leave the door open; there may be
more where that came from. If you are desperate and culling
the daily newspapers for possible inspiration, don't read the
editorial page. The editorial page is full of conclusions. Don't
read the front page, either. The front page is merely recent.
Read the two-inch items that turn up at the bottoms of pages
3, 4 and 5. These are here not because the people involved
are automatically newsworthy, or because the abstract issues
in which they are involved are the major issues of the day.
They are here because some otherwise unimportant people
did something inherently interesting. What took place is in-
teresting because it does not fit into our overly neat notions of
the sequence of human behavior. Truth stranger than fiction?
It is infinitely stranger than theory. If you are ransacking the
library in the hope of hitting on something—this is a perfectly
legitimate device, by the way; the response that one tempera-
ment has made to a given body of material may set off a quite
different response in another temperament—try not to steal
from the author's ultimate rationale of his work. Steal from
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the work. Don't borrow from the last chapter of War and
Peace. Borrow from the third, sixth, or twelfth.

Wherever your first fragmentary image comes from, look
to see that it has eyes, ears, nose, teeth, five fingers on each
hand, and an odd way of breathing. Arland Ussher speaks of
James Joyce as a kind of "scavenger" of the ready-to-hand
world. He had "an almost canine receptivity to al its sounds
and smells" This is a virtue that few of our dramatists possess.

| have no way of knowing how Tennessee Williams works,
but it seems to me that, more than any other contemporary
playwright, he works by touch. You feel, as you watch a Wil-
liams play, that the author has seen, somewhere, a shaken,
fastidious, unbearably pretentious young woman, that he has
not only listened to her but let her go on in her own intoler-
able, destructive, heartbreaking fashion, that he is determined
to spare her nothing and yet to honor her for exactly what
she is. You feel that Williams is willing to pursue an elusive
inflection forever, that he is loath to interrupt it for fear it
should cease to be heard.

Blanche du Bois greeting her sister in A Streetcar Named
Desre

Stella, oh, Stella, Siellal Stella for Star! Now, then, let me
look at you. But don't you look at me, Stela, no, no, no, not
till later, not till I've bathed and rested! And turn that over-
light off! Turn that off! | won't be looked at in this merciless
glare! Come back here now. Oh, my baby! Stellal Stella for
Star! | thought you would never come back to this horrible
placel What am | saying? | didn't mean to say that. | meant
to be nice about it and say—Oh, what a convenient location
and such—Ha-ahal—Precious lamb. Y ou haven't said aword
to me. . . . Wdl, now you talk. Open your pretty mouth
and talk while | look around for some liquor! | know you
must have some liquor on the placel Where could it be, |
wonder? Oh, | spy, | spy!
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Stanley Kowalski, rummaging through Blanche's belong-
ings, in the same play:

Look at these feathers and furs that she come here to
preen hersalf in! What's this here? A solid-gold dress, | be-
lievel And this onel What is these here? Fox-pieces! (He
blows on them.) Genuine fur fox-pieces, a half a mile long!
Where are your fox-pieces, Stella? Bushy snow-white ones,
no lesd Where are your white fox-pieces?

Tom Wingfield, in The Glass Menagerie, screaming an an-
swer to his blindly nagging mother:

I'm going to opium dens! Yes, opium dens, dens of vice
and criminals hang-outs, Mother. I've joined the Hogan
gang, I'm a hired assassin, | carry a tommy-gun in a violin
case! | run a string of cat-houses in the Valley! They cadl me
Killer, Killer Wingfield, I'm leading a double life, a simple,
honest warehouse worker by day, by night a dynamic czar
of the underworld, Mother. 1 go to gambling casinos, | spin
away fortunes on the roulette tables! | wear a patch over one
eye and a false mustache, sometimes | put on green whiskers.
On those occasions they cal me—El Diablo! Oh, | could tell
you things to make you deeplesst My enemies plan to dyna-
mite this place. They're going to blow us al sky-high some
night! I'll be glad, very happy, and so will you! You'll go up,
up on a broomstick, over Blue Mountain with seventeen
gentlemen calers! You ugly—babbling old—witch. . . .

The best of Williams' work is filled with lightning flashes
of things instantly recognized, with echoes that cannot be
pushed away, with figures that dip about the stage with the
unmanageable impulsiveness of loosed quicksilver. You fed,
too, that the method is fragmentary, that it comes in flashes
with little conscious control; that is why, | think, the Williams
endings are so often either inconclusive or, as in the case of
The Rose Tattoo, desperately patched together in the struggle
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to shape things up. | think it is better, though, to have touched
Amanda Wingfield in the inconclusive Glass Menagerie than
to have built Joe Keller for the perfectly conclusive All My
Sons. It is better to have given us two acts of that volatile
Serafina Delle Rosa who eludes control in The Rose Tattoo
than to have supplied us with the half-dozen deadheads who
populate, and perform most co-operatively, in tidier plays.

Give your people a sporting chance to get away from you.

After you have watched and listened for quite a long time,
after you have tried to get down exactly the look of the thing
you have seen and exactly the sound of the thing you have
heard, after you have let that origina image summon up al
the associate images of which it seems capable, then you may
want to rough out a theme.

Why? At this stage, largely as a reminder. You are not now
trying to put a clamp on your initial image; you are trying to
jot down a clue to it in case it should wander off somewhere
during the course of your later work.

A painter, seeing something, very often reaches for a scratch
pad—in romantic movies, he uses a tablecloth—to dash off a
hasty line. This is by no means his painting; it is only a detail;
it is not even complete as an outline; it may never be referred
to again. But there is always the chance that the precise curve,
crease, Or curious juxtaposition of shapes in a structure may
not be seen again, may be faultily recalled, or may, if seen
again, fail to produce in the artist the same astonishing illumi-
nation. He tries to make a quick memo of what has dazzled
him.

| think a dramatist's theme might well be such a line. a
rapid, responsive thrust at the heart of the work, a fragment
of radiant reality which opens outward in a dozen as yet unde-
termined directions, a kind of mnemonic device for dredging
up—again and again—that first essentia excitement. Only by
implication does it contain the final form of the work; that
will have to be found, gradualy uncovered; having a theme
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should not end, or circumscribe, the process—it should simply
st it in motion.

The painter, of course, is luckier than the dramatist. He
can draw an actual line. Since the dramatist works with words,
he is likely to jot down a word, a phrase, or a sentence.

When he does so, he should be careful about the word or
phrase he chooses. It ought not so much represent his con-
Sdered thought about his material, as some aspect of the
material itself. Corral a dozen young playwrights, ask them
what their themes are, and, if you are lucky enough not to get
a barrage of theses, you are still likely to get some rich, rolling
sonorities: "brotherhood,” "integrity,” "man's inhumanity to
man." We are quick with a "brotherhood" nowadays. In part,
we have been taught to write "significant" plays and so are
avid, dl too early in the game, to latch onto "significant"
words. We dso inherit, from the scientific bent of the past
hundred years, a habit of abstraction. We live in the time of
the "common man," the "family unit," the "ethnic group,"
and the "human factor.” We like to talk like this. We cannot
help it. We tend to think like this, too, even when we are
writing plays. But when, having seen a man instinctively
reach out to pull another man back from the edge of a sub-
way platform, we leap grandiosely to the concept "brother-
hood,” announce that "brotherhood" is the theme of the play
inspired by the incident, and begin to build our play back-
ward from our lofty pronouncement, we are in imminent
danger of producing a faintly pompous, if not distressingly
hollow, play. The vitality of drama is not in any key word
that can be deduced from it; it is in the crackling reality of
the origina image.

When you are working out a theme, stay close to the
image. Don't look for a word that simply includes your image:
"brotherhood" includes practically everything, and suggests
nothing. What if your theme is the image itself, the impulsive
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lunge you actually saw? Are you sure that you need anything
more?

In a play cdled Harriet, Helen Hayes made use of what
was, for me, an unforgettable gesture. As the placid, business-
like, devoted Harriet Beecher Stowe, Miss Hayes passed the
evening in grave but gentle tolerance of her incompetent hus-
band. Once, caught suddenly off balance, she let her hand fly
halfway to his face in clawlike savagery. The moment was
quickly over; there were no more moments like it. | have a-
ways supposed it to have been the invention of the director.
But there was, in that single graphic and aborted gesture,
more "play” than in the remaining two and one half hours
of dreary verbalization.

Such a gesture, supposing that you have seen one, might
be a more reliable index to the entire content, structure, and
"meaning” of your play than any amount of logical formula-
tion. It might do very well for a theme, containing, in a con-
crete fusion of muscle and will, al that will ever be essential
to your play—at the same time that it leaves al sorts of room
for expansion and variation.

You may need no more theme than a line of dialogue. I'm
not thinking now of the sort of line that consciously sum-
marizes the play and comes into being—if it ever does—rela-
tively late in the crestive process. I'm not thinking of George
Kelly's dialogue synopsis for Craig's Wife: "People who live
to themselves, Harriet, are generaly left to themsdves” (In
fact, it's a good idea to throw away this sort of line, once you
have thought of it; it's a lot like that joke in which a man on
the telephone keeps loudly addressing "Bill" and, when he is
finished, brightly announces that "That was Bill.")

The kind of dialogue fragment which might easily serve as
a theme is that which has lodged in your memory, its inflec-
tions intact, and which has just now summoned up the very
associations which have impelled you to write. Without hav-
ing the faintest notion of how Tennessee Williams worked
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out The Glass Menagerie, | would not find it difficult to be-
lieve that the whole structure of the play had grown from,
say, the remembered, monotonously repeated phrase "gentle-
men callers" Suppose that you have heard the phrase used,
in a certain odd and compelling tone of voice; it sticks in your
ear. Listened to, it brings the speaker to mind: she uses an
idiom that has vanished, uses it as though it were till in
vogue; she has, at one time or another, been very much pre-
occupied with the matter, it loomed large in her own back-
ground; sheisinsistently preoccupied with it now. Do | follow
the preoccupation that rings interminably in the phrase? Does
it lead me to a mother who puts a high value on "gentlemen
calers” to a daughter who is in need of "gentlemen calers"
to a son who is expected to provide "gentlemen calers” to,
a last, a "gentleman caler"?

The play may not have been written in this way. But the
dialogue fragment might easily have provoked every moment
of it.

A theme may be anything that helps the playwright to re-
member, and to nurture, his materials. It is a convenience, not
a moral obligation. The playwright is under no injunction to
explain his working processes; he is not bound to offer the
critics a convenient analysis of his work; he does not owe the
producer a ten-word caption that can be printed alongside
the Cast of Characters; his publisher does not demand a
dogan on the flyleaf of the book. The theme may, in fact,
remain the author's well-kept secret until doomsday, and no
one need ever be the worse for it. The play is expected to be
intelligible on its own terms, without textbook marginalia

For the playwright, and in due time, the theme may very
well become what we have always held it to be—an organizing
principle. Let's say that you have begun with a concrete
image. In the process of recording its lifelike pulsations, com-
panion images have been suggested to you. A remembered

84



Act Before You Think

phrase suggests another remembered phrase. A gesture sug-
gests a face. Phrase, face, and gesture come together and begin
to move of their own accord. You see them in relations you
had not previously imagined. After a while, whether by
progressive recall or by associative improvisation, you have a
good bit of material at hand. You have a dozen, or two dozen,
fragments, al of them related to an initial stimulus, all of
them somewhat different. There is now a danger that you
have accumulated, or may accumulate, more than you need;
some of the recall, some of the improvisation, may be irrele-
vant. A decision may be necessary. You look into your multi-
plying scraps for a clue. Which of them seems to have had
the greatest vitality, for you? Which has evoked the largest
number of companion images? Which has had the greatest
generative power? Which evokes most accurately the impulse
that set you off? Which, more than any other, seems to reach
out and embrace most of your remaining material?

In order to have some basis for selection among proliferating
images, and in order to keep a finger on the vital pulse of your
work, you may now settle upon a single word or phrase. But
notice what you have done. You have drawn your organizing
principle from the material itself, you have let your first frag-
ment lead you to your final form. You have not established
the principle, or premise, first and then contrived material to
fit.

By the time you have reduced the essence of your play to a
concept, you have aready gathered al that is truly important
to it. It has its own fertility, its own energy, now; you are
not so likely to kill it with calculation.

A writer's critical power should be held in reserve as long
as possible, so that his creative power will be able to act freely.
As Aristotle once said, 'The moving principle seems to be-
come stronger when the reasoning power is relaxed.” Beware
the theme too soon conceptuaized. It may anticipate the
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movement of life, and intercept it. The easy generalization
may act as a short circuit, cutting off observation, clear at-
tention, direct response to the peculiar universe around you.

Be swift to see and dow to identify.

Repeat, with Auden:

"How can | know what | think till | see what | say?'



PART THREE

How to Spoil a
Good Story

One of the unpopular traditions of OUT time has, with per-
fectly good intentions, transformed theme into thess, char-
acter into mouthpiece, playwright into high priest. If none of
these transformations has had much appeal for the onetime
theatergoing public, neither has it produced for us the en-
during art we sought. It has, rather, helped to circumvent art.

The other important—and equally unpopular—tradition of
our time has come to us with just as good, or even better,
intentions. It meant, in a sense, to correct some of the lbsen-
inspired defects, notably the defect in characterization. But
in going about its work, it attacked and laid waste still another
traditional popular value, the value of Story. It did not think
it could make its own peculiar improvements without first
sacrificing the attractions of narrative, and the sacrifice of
narrative, | believe, became an act of sabotage from within.
Once more the denia of a popular value ended in the denial
of a quite necessary aesthetic value.

For the next few chapters we shall be talking about the
plays we are gill writing in imitation, or semi-imitation, of
Chekhov.
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8. It'sa Very Small World

YOUNG STUDENT who keeps turning up a my office has

.\ agreat ideafor a play. It's about his aunt.

The little old lady has lived in a third-floor room for fifteen
years. Her family cannot remember when she last came out of
it. She has a rocker, and can be heard rocking herself to deep
right after lunch. She is an avid reader, and has a vast collec-
tion of magazines dating back to 1907. She will chat agreeably
enough when her sanctuary is invaded, but her eyes cloud over
whenever it is suggested that she take a day in the sun. The
children come up to see her on their birthdays, and she gives
them little homemade presents on which she has worked long
and hard. Ask her about her private life and you will get a
sharp glance that says you must go now. No one has ever
known her secret. No one will ever know. She lives, as | under-
stand it, on shredded wheat.

Now | have nothing against this student, and | have nothing
against his aunt. If, in talking to him, | occasionally feel a
pang of alarm, it is because | am morally certain he will write
that play; | am morally certain it will be produced; | am
morally certain it will fail; and | am morally certain that,
immediately it has failed, there will be a handful of angry
letters in The New York Times denouncing a barbarous pub-
lic for its inability to see beauty where beauty is. The play will
be ruefully remembered by twenty people for twenty years.
In time it will be revived at City Center, where it will fail
again. The tears of the twenty will be shed anew.

You can see the play. There will be a setting designed in
evocative browns by Boris Aronson. Perhaps Lillian Gish will
be persuaded to inhabit it. The performance will be a fragile,
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and strangely perceptive, one. The little old lady will putter
about doing odd and interesting things. The children will
come, and we will have a scene of gaiety broken by the young-
est's thoughtless suggestion that she come down to see his
bicycle. The oldest, glancing back, will shepherd the tumbling
crew away. There will be a significant pause, as the old lady
leafs a magazine, not seeing it. A knock on the door. Her
brother, the father of the family. They both know why he
has come, but neither will speak of it. He has come to make
amends, and to make one more effort to lure her from the
room. But he must circle the subjects, letting an inference
waft across the room as she wafts one back. His wife appears.
There is an ugly slence. They go. The old lady rocks.

As the play goes on, there will be one cruel effort to shock
the recluse into life. It will fail. Then the oldest daughter will
come quietly one twilight, seeking help. The mother and
father are driving her toward a certain way of life, their way
perhaps. The girl needs a champion. The old lady is sharp
with her, fighting down her own impulse to help. The girl
leaves, in tears. The old lady is terribly disturbed.

Eventually there is a scene in which the aunt, after a pro-
found inner struggle, bestirs herself. She will come down. She
dresses. She does dl the little feminine things she did fifteen
years ago. She steels herself. She walks, haltingly, to the door.
Her hand touches the knob. There is a breath of air from
the window, and the curtains stir dightly. There are sounds of
children’'s voices from the street below, perhaps the sudden
shrill sound of a mother caling them. The trembling hand
falters. The old lady does not go.

Sometime later, in the dusk, the door opens. The girl enters,
dowly. She has given in. She will lead the life that has been
planned for her. When it is ended, or nearly ended, she too
will be a recluse. These two stare at each other in understand-
ing. The old lady rocks. The girl leans against the window.
Curtain.
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It must be understood that al of this will be sensitively
done. When a saddened reader writes to the Times of the
sorry, sorry waste, the waste will have been red.

What might have made a small, noncommittal sketch for
The New Yorker, a fragment for The Partisan Review, or per-
haps the central image for a twenty-line poem has been wasted
on the theater. Talent is talent; but not al talent is theatrical
talent.

We are in the habit of making demands on the theater. We
say that it ought to be open to the penetrating mind; that it
ought to embrace the clear signs of inspiration; that it ought
to make room for any and every sort of literary value. We say,
further, that the audience ought to support such tenuous
work as may show flashes of such value; that it ought to sup-
port it in preference to specifically theatrical work that does
not possess such value.

We rarely suppose that the theater makes demands of its
own. Or, if we do, we suppose them to be casua ones. the
character revelation must be cast in the form of dialogue; some
alowance must be made for chairs and tables; our observation
of character must be sectioned into parts, so that a few cur-
tains may fall (though none need fall dramatically). Literary
value transposed to the theater is simply literary value enclosed
In quotation marks.

The theater is a somewhat ruder place than this. It is, and
we are appalled to discover the fact, quite a primitive place.
A great many seats have been lashed together in an outsized
building so that a great many people can come together for
a robust and companionable outsized experience. The audi-
ence is not confused about the kind of experience it is looking
for. When it wishes a private experience, it makes suitable
arrangements. Intending to pore quietly over a ddicately
wrought character sketch, it snaps on one light in the living
room, settles into the most comfortable armchair, murmurs
a slent prayer that the telephone won't ring, and shuts out
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al thought of company. When it comes to the theater, it
comes looking for company. It comes looking for noise—it
takes a loud play to fill a large building. It comes looking for
color—it takes bold hues to hit the top of the second balcony.
It comes looking for activity—it takes a lot of activity to
gpellbind this on-the-town and out-for-the-evening band. An
arena has been erected so that an event may take place.

Whatever is uneventful dies peacefully in the arena. What-
ever is soft or dow or small shivers and expires in this busy
barn.

Once upon a time there was a theatrical requirement known
as magnitude. When Aristotle tried to pin down the essentials
of tragedy, he described the form as "an imitation of an action
that is complete in itself, as a whole of some magnitude.”
And he quickly added, "for a whole may be of no magnitude
to speak of." When Aristotle spoke of Beauty, he cdled it a
"matter of Sze and order.” Finally, he ventured so far as to say
that "the longer the story, consistently with its being compre-
hensible as a whole, the finer it is by reason of its magnitude.”

In general, we distrust scale nowadays. Certainly we distrust
spectacle. We know that the audience yearns for extravagant
event; but we are inclined to think of the yearning as one of
the least attractive of the audience's characteristics. It is a
superficial desire for thrill; it is a primitive fondness for ex-
cessve color; it is a fairly shoddy form of escape, of sublima-
tion, of vicarious romantic experience. It constitutes an
unrealistic attitude toward life.

I'm not sure that we understand this passion for excitement
correctly. It may be a passion for reality, especialy that redlity
which cannot be grasped in any other way.

Extravagant things, violent things, events of notable mag-
nitude, do from time to time touch the outer edges of our
lives. | suppose most of us have known suicides. A good many
of us have married friends who do one another physica dam-
age. People do cut one another up in bars. Each of us has
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heard a screech of brakes and some sort of thump, and then
moved cautiously toward the crowd at the curbstone.

At this point, though, something happens to us. We are
drawn toward the scene of violence by an immediate, unques-
tioning impulse. But the closer we approach it the more in-
tense does a counter-impulse become. Having shouldered our
way to the edge of the spectacle, we are overcome by a pow-
erful urge to turn away. We are simultaneously fascinated and
repelled.

We are fascinated by something that is real. We are re-
pelled because it is real. Whatever charity we may have in us,
whatever sense of the ugly, whatever awareness that the vic-
tim is a man like ourselves, casts a veil over the event—over
our clear sight of the event. Because we are humane, we deny
ourselves a direct vision.

Should the disturbing event come closer, should it strike
with shattering force either family or friends, our vision of it,
our grasp of it, is hazier gtill. We are, quite literaly, blinded
by emotion; we cannot see the event for the intensity with
which we feel it. Yet there is something actual and meaning-
ful and perhaps majestic to be seen.

Our art forms are often concerned to show us with clarity
those events that are much too tremendous to be seen clearly
in life. Intense passion, at close range, involves us too much;
in the theater we may watch it without that direct involve-
ment which obscures its meaning. The larger the event, the
more likely are we to lose hold of it in life; and the more
necessary does it become for the theater to seize and to shape
it for us. If the greatest plays of the past are plays in which
characters tear out their own or one another's eyes, in which
characters kill or are killed, in which sons turn violently upon
their mothers or husbands upon their wives, it is not because
audiences once asked for cheap stimuli but because audiences
did ask to have their experience, their clear knowledge of life,
enlarged.
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The contemporary theater insists that a play, to be true,
must be small and casua. And there are small and casual
truths. They are, however, the truths we are best able to de-
duce for ourselves from the daily round. We pin them down
with a reasonable accuracy as we listen to the children at the
breakfast table, overhear our neighbors on the commuters
train, or watch our fellow workers at the office party. We make
some mistakes; but not too many. To have smal-sized truths
confirmed in the theater gives us a mild pleasure; we recog-
nize, we nod, we smile. But the experience cannot exhilarate
us, it has not added notably to our knowledge. We remain
grateful to the play that shows us more of the truth than we
dared to face by ourselves. We are dso excited by it.

The dramatist is, if he but knew it, a fortunate man. The
audience tells him very clearly what it expects of him. If he
pays some sort of attention to his audience, he is likely to
become quite popular. And in the process of becoming popu-
lar he will find himself plunged into the most passionate—
and potentially the most profound—materials a violent
universe affords. He need only be honest to the bitter end.

In the contemporary theater we are extremely honest about
trivia, and extremely indifferent to any activity more pro-
nounced than the rustling of a leaf, a dress, or a newspaper
over coffee. Indeed we are hostile to the idea of activity.

9. Anything Happen Next?

ONCE SPENT an extremely pleasant evening walking the
dreets of Washington, D.C., from the Willard Hotel to
the White House and back, in the company of Thornton
Wilder. Mr. Wilder is exceptionally good company. In fact,
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he is such good company and is therefore in such demand that
he rarely has time to finish writing a play.

What | remember most clearly from the conversation is
Mr. Wilder's insistence that the theater of story—the theater
of "what happens next?'—was in deep discredit, had outlasted
its usefulness.

The author was in part explaining his latest play, The Skin
of Our Teeth, which had just begun its Broadway run to con-
siderable critical acclaim. Mr. Wilder is one of the most gen-
uinely observant men now not working for the theater, and
The Skin of Our Teeth is in nearly every respect a fascinating
play.

As the season wore on, though, it picked up an odd repu-
tation. Taxicab drivers, who normally head for the theatrical
district around eleven o'clock, took to lining up at the Mans-
field a great deal earlier. The Skin of Our Teeth became
known as the hit with the largest number of people leaving
after the second act. The play was the talk of the town; but
alot of the talk was shrill with outrage. The production did
not get its expected run in New York, and was a sudden
failure on the road.

The usual explanation for this strange state of affairs has
always been centered on the liberties Mr. Wilder likes to take
with dramatic convention: the bold leaps in time, the practice
of addressing the audience directly, and so on. The audience,
it was suggested, stubbornly resists this sort of innovation. But
Mr. Wilder had already done most of these things in Our
Town, without enraging anybody.

It later occurred to me that perhaps the red reason for the
curious reception given The Skin of Our Teeth lay in the fact
that nothing happened next. The play was built circuitously:
the same thing happened over and over again. In Act One the
human family survived physical disaster; in Act Two the same
human family survived domestic disaster; in Act Three it sur-
vived military disaster. Each act was joyously illuminating; but
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each act was complete in itself, built to a recurring pattern,
no one of them requiring the others to fulfill its meaning.

Mr. Wilder was, of course, quite right about one thing.
"What happens next?' has, as a compelling principle, been
thoroughly discredited in our generation. We no longer be-
lieve in the importance, and certainly not in the primacy, of
narrative. Story is something we make halfhearted concession
to; action is a quality suitable for Western films; plot is no
more than a monstrous artifice, abhorrent to men of taste;
situation is the province of hacks.

Arthur Hopkins said it all:

"Plays of the future will be more concerned with character
than event. Thisis in line with other art forms as well as with
scientific research which is seeking the essence of being rather
than dwelling on details of its manifestations. . . . Certainly
there is a greater and richer variety of expression in character
revelation than in the atered application of long used situa-
tions. Someone once took the trouble to enumerate the basic
situations available to the dramatist. | doubt if anyone would
attempt to catalogue the number of character facets that are
employable. It would be like counting fingerprints. That the
inner man is a richer field than his outer manifestations is
evident in much classc literature. One of Hamlet's soliloquies
unfolds a more exciting panorama than dl of the frantic
killings in the last scene.”

We are repeatedly told that character is primary. If not
character, mood. If not mood—mood sometimes sounds a bit
romantic—then the objective study of environment. These are
not only the dramatist's sources, the wellsprings for his cre-
ation: they are the actual ends toward which he is working;
they fulfill, in themselves, the requirements of drama.

If one half, or something better than one half, of our drama
has been dedicated to the illustration of intellectual opinion,
the remainder has been devoted to the dispassionate examina
tion of character, mood, and milieu—to plays in which these
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things are the predominant, when they are not the exclusve,
content. We are now in the realm of Carson McCullers The
Member of the Wedding, Truman Capote's The Grass Harp,
John van Druten's | Am a Camera, Paul Osborn's Morning's
at Seven, Jane Bowless In the Summer House, William Inge's
Picnic.

We have come to this second strain, | think, in two ways.
In part it stems from our rebellion against the souped-up nar-
ratives of nineteenth-century melodrama. The theater that
preceded ours had made action everything, character nothing.
Horrified by the garish hues and cardboard humans of this
"insincere” theater, we have hastened to invert the process, to
make character everything, action nothing.

| suspect that we were further—though perhaps subcon-
sciously—distressed by our experience of Ibsen. Ibsen gave us
our social format, our impulse toward the drama of purpose.
But he gave it to us in a sham narrative context, a context
that seemed to be telling us a story while it was really telling
us off. An orphanage might burn down for a second-act cli-
max, but we were to understand that it wasn't an orphanage
burning down; it was a corrupt way of life. A wife might dance
a tarantella in the living room to keep her husband from
answering the postman's ring, but the dance wasn't really a
dance; it was part of a diagram. We sensed the uneasy rela
tionship between the concrete thing that was being acted out
and the abstract intention that made it impersonal; in time
we began to titter at the juxtaposition. The idea and the
illustration were self-conscious in each other's presence: too
pat when they fitted, too puzzling when they didn't. We felt
that something was wrong. Either the thesis was out of place,
or the story was. An age committed to thesis made a natural
deduction: the story was the interloper. Story now had a
second strike on it.

At the same time that we were making wry grimaces at
Bertha, the Sewing-Machine Girl and worrying over the un-
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resolved element in Ibsen, Chekhov flickered faintly on the
horizon.

More than any other available model, Chekhov has appealed
to whatever is "sengtive" in the contemporary playwright.
Here is humble, patient, perceptive, even poetic work; and its
focus is character. Such action as it contains is known by its
absence, like a day that is clearly remembered because no mail
came. In The Three Sigters the principal characters wish to
go to Moscow; they do not go. In Uncle Vanya an old man
brings himself to the point of firing a gun at the nonentity on
whom he has wasted his life; he misses. In The Cherry Or-
chard a charming incompetent makes inadequate gestures
toward salvaging a way of life; the way of life vanishes. In
The Sea Gull the members of a family grapple, in John
Gassner's phrase, with "their inability to realize themselves in
a static environment.”

To any writer it must always have been clear that the value
of Chekhov is not in what is done. It is not even in what is
not done, though this is admittedly more important to the
Chekhovian scheme. The value is in the many-sided character
revelation—now an impulse, now an inhibition, now a mo-
ment of exhilaration, now a moment of despair—that takes
place in the narrative void. In one sense it is the very existence
of the void that makes so much revelation possible: because
the people are suspended, they may be examined with in-
finite patience. The void itself comes to seem degrable; it
alows more time for portraiture.

To the writer who had no specia urge toward ideologi-
ca billposting, the Chekhovian vison must have come as a
godsend. The form was free from argument and open to
artistry. Remembered moods might be explored indefinitely.
Attractive characters might be examined under a dozen dif-
ferent lights, turned dowly and gently before the connois-
seur's eye. This was a drama of nuance, of overtone, fragile
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perhaps but filled with shimmering images. It was worth the
attention of a poet.

Let me say at once that the Chekhovian manner does seem
to me preferable, in a great many ways, to the Ibsen manner.
It takes its origins from life, it respects life, it imposes little
that is mechanical upon life. The man who uses it has un-
questioned creative freedom in certain directions. in the
direction of character, of atmosphere, of environmental evoca
tion. The movement of the form is toward the concrete and
three-dimensional, not toward the theoretical. The creative
processes that it employs seem to me—so far as they go-
wholly valid.

Yet the form is shatteringly unpopular. Chekhov, as we
have said, cannot be played here. The plays to which the
Chekhovian tradition has given birth—plays such as | Am a
Camera and The Member of the Wedding—sometimes earn
a relative popularity through the interest of their stars. But
we must pause to consider how relative that popularity is.

I Am a Camera, with an extraordinary performance by Julie
Harris in its principal role, was able to last out a season in
New York. It a no time played to capacity. It was not popu-
lar in the sense that A Streetcar Named Desire was popular:
855 performances. It was not, of course, popular in the sense
that a successful motion picture is popular. It was, a bed,
popular with that very small, very dedicated band of die-hards
who continue to attend the New York theater and whose sup-
port is not sufficient to maintain that theater.

It is not difficult for me to enjoy what is good in a play
like The Member of the Wedding, | know the sort of play
| am going to see. Seeing it, | recognize it for an excellent
example of its kind, the best that is available to us. Because |
am professionally concerned with the theater, and interested
in its survival on any terms, | find mysdlf liking it. But | can-
not, let's say, make my mother-in-law like it.

My mother-in-law, like most mothers-in-law, is not per-
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sonally concerned with the survival of the theater. She is
personally concerned with her personal satisfaction. (Sheis, |
must add, a born playgoer and no dolt.) When | took her to
The Member of the Wedding, by way of a dutiful treat, she
was willing to grant the virtues that had been pointed out to
her. Yes, the acting was interesting. Yes, the children were
very red. Yes, the stage pictures were lovely. But, after dll,
"there really wasn't very much to it, was there?'

She came away in vague dissatisfaction, as much irritated
with herself for failing to succumb to the play as she was
with the play for failing to make her succumb. All that quality,
and why don't | care?

In addition to trying to point out the merits of | Am a
Camera through the columns of the newspaper for which |
work, | urged a number of friends to see it. | never found
one who thanked me. Again the tentative, rather sorely tried
agreement: yes, it's well done; yes, it's literate; yes, | suppose
| should admire it. "But it didn't honestly hold me; | cer-
tainly wouldn't go back; | couldn't in conscience tell a friend
he'd enjoy it." These were non-professionals, and intelligent
non-professionals: people who read fairly widely, listen to a
certain amount of music, go to a selected number of movies.
They are, quite simply, the audience that has disappeared from
the theater and cannot, even after a couple of honest tries, be
lured back.

Both The Member of the Wedding and | Am a Camera
displayed unmistakable values, and pretty much the same
ones. Characterization in both cases was sensitive and com-
plex. Each created a sustained atmosphere. The language of
the one was gently poetic, of the other ruefully perceptive.
These plays lacked only one thing that the more popular A
Streetcar Named Desire might be said to possess a strong
clash, a vigorous narrative.
~ What has crippled the drama descended from Chekhov is
its calculated inertia
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We have made ennui almost a point of honor. The ennui
originates, naturally enough, in our model. Chekhov was
specifically concerned, as he clearly announced, with "disap-
pointment, apathy, nervous limpness and exhaustion." What
we forget is that these speciad characteristics were derived
from, and intended to mirror, a given time, place, and state
of mind: the moribund Russia of the nineteenth century.
Russia itsef has long since thrown off Russian inertia; only
we continue to cling to it.

We have supposed that the creative method and the con-
tent to which it was first applied were inseparable. Chekhov
comes to us all of a piece; ergo, we must keep al of the pieces.
That the method itself is open to new uses, to dramatic ex-
tension, seems to me clear from the career of Tennessee Wil-
liams. The Glass Menagerie is quasi-Chekhovian in both
method and content: the play ends in universa frustration.
The later A Streetcar Named Desire retains the method but
moves on to a more virile content: the play ends in the brutal
triumph of one of the contending forces.

This aspect of our heritage—the conception of the content
as stagnant—has, | think, been more or less unconsciously
assimilated. But however we have come to it, we have now
come to the simple belief that character is best pursued in
the absence of action. We have, therefore, been very careful
to minimize the activity that takes place on stage, to hustle
unavoidable activity into the wings, to apologize profusely for
the faintest intrusion of vulgar event. If a little boy must die
in The Member of the Wedding, he must die during the in-
termission. To play the death scene on stage would expose us
to a charge of theatricality.

We are now embarrassed by the dramatic gesture. We do
not wish to be thought capable of so gross and unliterary a
lapse. Since event is suspect, our plays must be cautiously un-

eventful.
We make our chaste intention clear at the beginni.um
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evening. Our plays—of the Chekhovian tradition—open in a
timeless twilight, announcing at the outset that nothing will
change. Characters move in longing, recoil in inhibition, freeze
into paralysis. They dart at the universe in feeble exploration,
make fainthearted protest, resign themselves to final frustra-
tion. The curtain falls on the twilight we knew at the first, on
a world in which the promise of action has never existed, a
world of perpetually suspended animation.

Arthur Laurents' The Time of the Cuckoo presents us with
an American spinster on European holiday. The girl is given
a fleeting chance at illicit romance. She is aching for the ex-
perience. She is hopelessly bound, though, by the conditions
of her upbringing. She cannot act. She goes home.

Elmer Rice's The Grand Tour presents us with an Ameri-
can spinster on European holiday. The girl is given a fleeting
chanceat illicit romance. Sheis aching for the experience. She
is hopelessly bound, though, by the conditions of her up-
bringing. She cannot act. She goes home.

Lillian Hellman's The Autumn Garden presents us with a
spinster who runs a boardinghouse. To that house come any
number of former friends, al of them exhausted by the tor-
menting emptiness of their lives. One of the guests is a one-
time suitor, now edgily married elsewhere. There are faint
stirrings of old fires. Each member of the party, though, is, in
the end, a prisoner of himself. None can act. The gathering
disperses.

William Inge's Picnic presents us with a Kansas back yard
full of women—a spinster, a woman whose husband has
deserted her, an adolescent crying for maturity, another young-
ster who is ready for life but hasn't come across it yet. All
sense that they exist in a vacuum; they sit on the back porch
and wait for fulfillment. A muscular lout passes by. Fires
arefleetingly stirred. In the origina ending, the male went his
errant and inconsequential way. The women returned to a
timeless waiting in the fading sun.
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The Dorothy Parker—Arnaud D'Usseau Ladies of the Cor-
ridor presents us with a hotel full of women, older women.
Most are widows; al are aching with loneliness. For one, a
man conies briefly near. Because this forlorn soul is a prisoner
of her lifelong habits, she succeeds in driving him away. Life
goes on in the hotel—as before.

Terence Rattigan's The Degp Blue Sea presents us with a
middle-aged woman who has broken with her husband in
order to attach herself to a much younger man. She is unable
to conquer her possessive emotional habits, and succeeds in
driving the man away. She tries suicide, twice; she fails, twice.
At the end she stands in an empty room, without husband or
lover.

Robert Anderson's AH Summer Long presents us with a
mother who would like her family to be happy together but
is too ineffectual to do anything about it; a father who would
like to be on good terms with his sons but is too ineffectual
to do anything about it; a daughter who tries to bring on an
abortion in order to preserve her figure, but fails; an older son
who loves to play basketball but who is unfortunately crip-
pled; and a younger son who would like to preserve the family
homestead, on a riverbank, from the steady erosion that is
undermining its foundations. The house is washed away.

Truman Capote's The Grass Harp presents us with two
spinster sisters, one of whom can no longer bear an arid and
unloving existence. This sister takes flight in a memory of
childhood: she goes to live in a tree. A man comes by; fires
are fleetingly stirred. The other sister persuades her to return
home. At curtain the two are ascending the familiar stairs
again, companion shadows in the dusk.

Horton Foote's A Trip to Bountiful presents us with an
old woman whose barren life is passed in a blesk city apart-
ment. Outside the neon lights blink fitfully. Inside an intolera-
ble daughter-in-law shrills away. The old lady, in despair, takes
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flight in a memory of childhood. She returns to her home in
Bountiful, Texas. It is a tangle of rotted timbers and matted
weeds; it no longer exists. She returns to the city apartment,
over the neon lights.

John van Druten's | Am a Camera presents us with an at-
tractive, desperately rattled young sophisticate who brandishes
her cigarette holder against a pointless and unpromising future.
There is a fleeting relationship with a pleasant young man;
it cannot come to anything. The young man tries to persuade
her to take hold of her life; she tries and fails. She is a
prisoner of her nerve ends. She cannot act. She goes away.

Carson McCullers The Member of the Wedding presents
us with an ugly duckling who longs to go on her brother's
wedding trip. She is not, of course, permitted to go.

Stand close to these plays and they seem remarkably varied
in style and background and feeling. Move back just a bit and
you can begin to detect their common ancestry, their com-
mon inspiration.

What binds them together is their commitment to stasis.
To observe life carefully, you must make it stand still. To
make life stand still, you must dea in the stillborn—in char-
acters who are unable to change themselves, their relation-
ships, or the world about them. You must, perforce, deal with
Chekhov's disappointed, apathetic, or nervously limp.

So far from redlizing the splendid variety of Arthur Hop-
kins' vision—an "uncountable” number of characters, as dif-
ferent from one another as "fingerprints'—we have reduced
the possibilities to a very few: to just such characters as are
incapable of creating, or coping with, a situation.

We have, in fact, restricted our character types to two: the
exhausted and the immature. Neither is likely to involve us
in serious activity.

Sometimes we become a shade nervous about our preoc-
cupation with impotence. We suspect, rather vaguely, that
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the audience may find us enervating. If the suspicion nags
long enough, we may make a slight concession: we may inter-
pose a delicate note of hope toward the end of the evening.
The old lady in A Trip to Bountiful announces that, though
Bountiful itself has disappeared, she has found renewal in the
soil and the air of the Gulf, and that she is now willing to
rejoin her terrifying relatives. The principal matron in Ladies
of the Corridor announces that she is no longer going to be
lonely because she has simply decided not to be. In produc-
tion, Picnic was provided with a last-minute event: one of the
girls went off after the boy.

Whenever this sort of suggestion is incorporated into a
play—the suggestion that something has happened, that some-
thing has changed—a difficulty crops up. No one believes in
the change. The "upbeat” ending invariably seems contrived.
The true Chekhovian takes comfort in this. "You se" he
cries, "what a price you must pay for flirting with audience
pleasure, with the desire for a 'plot!" And, in a way, he is
right. The character of the play—its essential immobility—has
long since been perceived by the audience. Stasis is inherent
in its very texture, a texture that ought not to be tampered
with, halfheartedly, at eleven o'clock. A true paraysis is not
S0 easly cured.

As for our preoccupation with the immature, Henry Pop-
kin, in a Commentary article for September 1953, advances
the notion that we are engaged in a mass flight into infantil-
ism, a flight prompted by the terrors of our time. | don't
know that we need be so hard on ourselves. The problem may
be merely a dramatic one. Once in a while the dramatist may
feel the urge to have some sort of event take place. (It gives
him a third act dightly different from his first, for one thing.)
Forbidden any indulgence in willful activity, he may look
around for a happening that cannot be helped. No one can
help growing up. There's nothing flagrantly theatrical about
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the process. It involves no decision, is pleasantly impercepti-
ble. A fleeting moment of lonely awareness and it's al over.
The girl may step out in her new frock, the boy in his new
manhood. No voice need be raised, no twilight violated.
Something has happened, but nothing deliberate has hap-
pened: an uncompromising compromise has been reached. In
any case, a good many awkward, baffled, tongue-tied young-
sters do grow up on our stages.

We leave these youngsters beating their wings hesitantly
against the thinnish night sky. In general, we don't pick them
up again until they are sufficiently exhausted to appear in
The Autumn Garden.

If our more sensitive playwrights scrupulously avoid en-
tanglement with what may be thought of as the active middle-
life, it is no simple oversight. We take a specid pride in the
tenuousness we have managed to achieve. It was not surprising
to find a star actress, in a recent newspaper interview, speak-
ing thus warmly of her incoming play:

"l thought [the producer] was so brave. Here was a script
with no murder, no crime, no great sex story, no rea psycho-
logical problem. It was just a drama of the human spirit, a
drama of human values."

The play closed in short order. | suspect that the interview
may have helped it on its way. Let us gracefully pass over the
implication that murder, crime, sex and psychology are lack-
ing in human value. There remained a curious promise to the
potential audience: the promise that nothing of any con-
ceivable interest would happen dl night. Mothers-in-law the
country over could be heard making other plans.
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E KNOW THAT the audience would thank us for liven-
¥ ing things up, for incorporating in our otherwise
tender and touching apostrophes to twilight a dash of the-
atrical suspense. We can read the box-office figures, too. It is
perfectly clear that the superficial excitements of Dia M for
Murder will outrun The Time of the Cuckoo every time. The
melodrama of Stalag 17 will bring more peopleinto their seats,
as well as to the edge of them, than | Am a Camera. The mo-
tion picture, telling repetitive and paper-thin stories, will-
even inthese dull days—continueto command alarger loyalty
than we dare hope for.

But we know also—or think we know—that any flirtation
with story value will automatically bind us to the superficial
content of Dia M for Murder or the latest M-G-M film. Ex-
citement may be desirable asa commercial come-on; it is never
desirable if we are serious about producing art.

The idea that interesting plotting interferes somehow with
the patient pursuit of truth has recent, and even current,
evidence to support it. The last kind of plotting we knew in
the theater—just before we threw narrative out and settled
for stasis—was plotting of ahighly artificial kind. It was caled
"well-made-play” plotting.

In this sorry school, a playwright might assemble four or
five or ten or twelve isolated Situations that in themselves
would provide "good scenes” He would then piece them to-
gether in so crafty a fashion that they would ssem to belong
to one another. But this skillful fellow was not really engaged
in imaginative development; he was up to his ears in con-
juring.
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A letter might be lost; a cloaked figure might be mistaken
for someone ese the juxtaposition of the lost letter and the
mistaken identity might lead to the severe embarrassment, or
to the felicitous triumph, of the principal characters. Unfor-
tunately, the juxtaposition could only be clever; it could not
be taken for an accurate imitation of action that had been
observed. A house had been put together out of odds and
ends, then painted to resemble solid brick.

The French dramatist Scribe was praised for this sort of
plotting, eventually identified by this sort of plotting. In turn,
we have—rather witlessly, | think—come to identify al plot
with Scribe,

Remembering Scribe, plot scares us.

Nor is the well-made-play wholly a thing of the past. When
a modern dramatist does turn his hand to story, he tends to
reach for the tool nearest at hand; unconsciously, he reaches
for Scribe. The formula may be disguised a bit in its twenti-
eth-century dress; but we sense that it is redly a formula—
that it brings something false into an otherwise honest theater
—and we remain distressed.

Robert Anderson's Tea and Sympathy, for instance, is, |
think, an up-to-date variation of the species. A young student
in a boys school is falsely accused of homosexuality. He at-
tempts to prove himself and, presumably since it is his first
such experience, fails. The failure causes him to doubt his own
virility. This sequence of events is leading to a "big" scene:
one in which the headmaster's wife, certain that the boy is
innocent, offers herself to him.

The play would seem to have been built backward from
the fina scene: the boy must be shown as innocent; the
woman must seem generous. (She could very quickly seem
otherwise.)

To meet these conditions, and to bring them into perfect
balance for the closing sequence, Mr. Anderson arranges the
following circumstances. The boy is accused of homosexuality
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because he has ignorantly accepted an invitation to swim in
the nude with a suspect instructor. His innocence is such that,
even when he is accused, he cannot understand what he is
being accused of. He has hitherto been accepted as more or
less normal by his fellow students, he has been a casual mem-
ber of their bull sessons, nothing has been made of the fact
that he has been assigned a female role in the school play.
Distressed by the accusations, the boy makes a hurried date
with the town tart; when this proves afiasco, he succumbs to
his new fears.

Each of these circumstances does pave the way for the boy's
participation in the key scene. But each of them—if my sense
of probability is not lulled to deep by Mr. Anderson's crafts-
manship—Ileaves me with an unanswered question about the
boy's character. He has horned in on college bull sessons,
why has he never heard of homosexuality? He is privy to school
gossip; why has he heard no word of the instructor's habits?
He is sendtive, intelligent, imaginative; why does not an in-
vitation to a nude swimming session at midnight stir any faint
chord of alarm in him? He knows enough about his friends'
sexua habits to be able to go to the telephone and cal the
one girl in town who is likely to co-operate in his experiment;
why has he never heard of the traditional experimental failure?
(In musica comedies starring Bobby Clark, this is a joke.)
And why, if he is seventeen, well-informed, and—the play-
wright insists—perfectly normal, has he had no active stirrings
of any sort, why is he so entirely passive throughout the play?
He must, of course, be thus passive to serve the fina situation;
but does he exist at al, aong the way, as a character | can
recognize? He may be necessary as a peg in a situation; isn't he
ambiguous as a person?

The boy's essentid ambiguity is shrewdly sustained in the
play. At one point in the action—after the accusation has been
established—we find him trying on feminine clothes for a role
in the school play. The scene is theatrically graphic—it makes
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a picture of the boy's problem. But the picture is irrelevant.
We have been given to understand that the boy is not effem-
inate, that his being cast as a girl is without speciad meaning.
At the same time that this irrelevance is insisted upon, we toy
with such implications as may be derived from seeing him in
skirts. An effect—a deliberately ambiguous effect-—has been
inserted for its usefulness in sustaining the situation. Mr. An-
derson is not above dallying with the principle of mistaken
identity.

Preparing the woman for the final scene poses a different
sort of problem. She must never seem to be taking advantage
of the boy; she must be both sensitive and honorable. How
make her seem sensitive? Give her an insensitive husband-
not because she is likely to have married such a man, but
because being married to such a man will set her own qualities
in bold relief. More than that. Make the husband particularly
intolerant of the boy, aggressively inclined to believe in the
accusation.

But the woman now has a husband, and she ought not be
unfaithful to him. How make her infidelity honorable? What
better than to have her discover in her husband an incipient
homosexuality, the very reverse of the boy's problem? Behind
the lad's passive facade lies an inherent virility. Behind the
husband's masculinefacadelies an inherent effeminacy. Honor
now compels the rejection of the husband and the rescue of
the boy.

All values have fallen into perfect balance. The play is air-
tight. But it redly is airtight. No character can breathe here.
The virile boy cannot behave as virile boys behave; he must
mark time until the plot is ready to make use of him. The
sensitive wife cannot marry as sensitive women marry; she
must swiftly explain away the oddness of her choice. And into
the same woman's life, a the same moment in time, come
two maes who counter each other precisely. Coincidence is
as surely at work here as in Scribe.
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Not so transparently, it is true. We are removed from Scribe
now, and can see through his deceptive graces to the ground
plan beneath. We are closer to Mr. Anderson; he makes use
of a casua diction that is close to us. We are introduced to
his immaculate balances in so easy and plausible and unsen-
sational a manner as to make it difficult for us to recognize
them as balances, or calculations. The New York production
of hisplay was, furthermore, so brilliantly served by the urgent
and lifelike stage direction of Elia Kazan that we were carried
from moment to moment with momentary assent. Even as we
watched it, though, and even as we admired its patent skill,
we were conscious of a faint reluctance in our responses, a
faint nagging at the bases of our skulls. The action was moving
forward with a fluid logic, but—wait a minute; was that last
passing gesture precisely true?

That well-made play plotting takes a certain toll of honesty,
accuracy, and unfettered observation is perfectly plain. It takes
a smaller tall, 1 think, than thesis plotting; the situation that
shapes the characters may in itself be lifelike; the thesis is pure
cerebration.

But is it story itself that has imprisoned these people and
limited them to a handful of convenient responses? Or is it
only one kind of storytelling, one particular set of outdated
mechanics?

The well-made play does its building backward, tooling
every tidy moment to fit a prearranged pattern of "big" scenes.
Surely there are other ways to build.

One rarely has the feeling that Shakespeare is building any-
thing backward. He must have had, as we know, a fairly decent
idea of where he was going; he generally worked with some-
one dses story, or some historian's chronicle, in mind. The
business of getting where he was going, however, remained
rough indeed—Ioose, flexible, open to impulse. The plays are
a riot of inventive plotting—but they contain very few neat
or "well-made"’ scenes.
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It has been said—correctly, | think—that Shakespeare so far
recognized story as primary that he never hesitated to sacrifice
character to it. But there are two ways of sacrificing character
to story. One is to manufacture story in tight detail—far in
advance of any other process—and then shape the characters
to fit. The other is to grasp the story in general terms, to set
the characters in motion with a certain gay independence,
and then—if by some mishap the characters take to the fields
and refuse to come home—to drop them from the play. The
second was, of course, Shakespeare's constant method. Mer-
cutio is wonderful, and he is given his head. Mercutio, won-
derful as he is, gets out of hand. Mercutio is run through.
(And his passing is made to help the plot.) The Fool in Lear
is a magnificent Fool. There comes a time when he can only
tag after the story. The story promptly forgets about him.

The results may be, from time to time, decidedly sloppy.
But the method does accomplish two things. the characters
are developed; and the story gets told. I'm not sure that, in our
heart of hearts, we ask anything more.

Moliere, being French, is thought of as being more rational,
and therefore better organized. And Moliere is neater in the
sense that he uses fewer characters, fewer subplots, fewer back-
grounds. But the manner in which he completes a tale while
encouraging his characters is remarkably similar. He begins a
play with some sort of situation in mind: a good-for-nothing
IS going to pose as a learned doctor; a hypocrite is going to use
his reputation for piety as a means of seducing his benefactor's
wife. Moliere knows—and so do we—approximately how it is
al going to come out. But between these two story points—
the beginning of an action and the end of it—he leaves a great
deal of elbowroom. The characters are committed to the Sit-
uation because it is the situation that concerns them. But
they are free to attack it in their own way, to dodge and feint
and boldly advance as only they would dodge and feint and
boldly advance. They are given narrative boundaries, but no
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explicit instructions. Sganarelle is free to mock doctors, and
to escape detection, in any enchanting way that occurs to him.
Tartuffe can be pious, and fraudulent, in a thousand different
ways, let's see which scenes he chooses to play.

These inspired and exuberant figures are anything but do-
cile. And sometimes, sure enough, they arrive at a point where
they've exhausted the story without having tidied it up. Loose
ends clutter the stage; the characters have been busy with es-
sentials. At such points Moalicire is cheerfully unconcerned.
There is always a "little box" that can be discovered upstairs,
the while the author shrugs and smiles. It will explain every-
thing. Or a message can come from the King, along-lost father
from somewhere, to solve what needs to be solved. The redly
important things have long since been taken care of; there
has been a story to give the piece its theatrical vigor, there
have been characters to tell it true.

We can, if we are patient purists, do better than this. No
one has ever cdled Oedipus a sloppy play. But no one can, in
conscience, call it a well-made play, either. It is perfectly con-
ceived; but it is not ever contrived. Messengers may arrive;
old shepherds may be persuaded to speak. But it is not Soph-
odes who has sent for them; it is Oedipus. The revelations
that stun Oedipus are not coincidental revelations, they are rev-
elations that Oedipus has longed for, sought out, commanded.
They are the revelations that this man's character—with its
pride, its intelligence, its resourcefulness, its determination-
must bring about. Oedipus initiates everything, is responsible
for everything. He needs no help from a cunning author.

It would be a mistake, though, to hold up the Oedipus as
a redly useful model. Let genius create the perfect play when
it can; let the rest of us see what our talents naturally produce.
The Oedipus is perfect. But recognize this about it, too: it is
unique. Not even in Sophocles own library do we find its like
again. The Antigone is looser, the Electra a great ded looser.
If we tend to think of the Greeks as having written excep-
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tionally compact plays, we had best subject ourselves to some
of the more curious improvisations of Euripides.

And the taste for tightness may come with experience, as a
fina refinement of rougher, freely robust processes. If so, well
and good; the dramatist is inching his way to an Oedipus.
Maturity is amost bound to bring an intensified control of
the materials at hand, a heightened organizational power—and
the dramatist who waits for maturity is apt to find himself
cultivating his own organizational pattern, a personal rather
than a borrowed or superimposed one. It is wise, | think, to
inch toward Oedipus, the taste for tightness developed too
early isamost certain to end in creative constraint.

Compactness is not the essence of plotting. Movement is.
The movement must have some generally defined direction.
But it need not advance on regulated sprockets, at the unalter-
able rhythm and on the controlled causeways of the assembly
line.

The best modern plays have been flexibly plotted. A Street-
car Named Desire has a plot. Blanche du Bois finds herself in
a situation and she deals with it by descending upon her sister
and by assuming intolerable airs. Her activity creates, in turn,
a situation for Stanley Kowalski. He deals with it by trying to
expose and destroy Blanche. As these people engage in fiercely
active contention, they force one another into crisis after
crisis. But the forcing is theirs, not the author's. Mr. Williams
does not so much guide the play as follow it. To follow it, he
must be prepared to make certain elisions of time and place,
to forego a certain neatness of pattern, to move amost as er-
ratically as his characters do. The play isin agood many scenes,
it has no rigid shape. When Blanche is ready to do something
we quickly move to her sde; when Stanley is ready to act we
move to his. The play tends to take its structure from the ac-
tivity of the characters; it does not set a structure and ask
them to inhabit it.

Death of a Sdesman is more restless gill. The play is
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plotted: Willy Loman does certain concrete things to cope
with the situation in which he finds himself; because his re-
sponses are stubborn and unintelligent ones, they destroy him.
But to catch Willy Loman in the act of making his character-
istic gestures, Mr. Miller takes enormous freedoms, leaping
backward and forward in time, snatching an essential moment
here and another there, accepting his character's deeds as a
structural determinant.

The best work of Williams and Miller indicates fairly clearly
that honesty need not be confined to character drawing, or to
atmospheric evocation. As a writer, | may be as honest about
my story, my situations, my unfolding plot as | am about the
first faint glimmerings that suggested the play to me. | don't
have to settle for the glimmerings, the poetic fragments, and
cal them the completed work; | can go on into active com-
plexity without the least loss of integrity.

| may start with a character, as Chaplin always did. Each
of Chaplin's early filmswas based on the same shambling, but
by no means smple, figure: the tramp. What can he do this
time? Is it reasonable to send him to the Klondike, seeking
gold? It is. Is it probable that he should crawl into an aban-
doned cabin for the night? It is. Is a snowslide unlikely in the
Klondike? Not at al. Next morning | find the cabin perched
over a gorge, and teetering giddily. 1 have arrived at a very
broad farce situation—one of maniacal magnitude—but |
haven't redly falsified anything anywhere. | haven't denied
the background; | have made the most of it. | haven't de-
stroyed the character; | have given it a spectacular opportunity
to reveal itself.

| know a man who cannot tolerate the thought that he has
made a mistake. Is he, in the long run, likely to make one? It
would be most improbable if he didn't. Confronted with one,
what will he do? If | know him, he will deny it and insist on
vindication. Granted my knowledge of the man, is the frantic
activity and final terror of Oedipus so very far away?
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Plotting may be as much a process of discovery as charac-
terization is a process of discovery. Good plays will still be
written the other way round, | am sure; but | am equally sure
that it is the hard way. It takes enormous patience to begin
with a situation and then make certain that characters enter
it honestly. In a time when dl situation is suspect, when the
only plotting we remember is well-made play plotting, when
we need to rediscover the relationship between character and
story experimentally, 1'd run the risk of a certain sloppiness.

And | would certainly try to get over the fear that pursuing
my people into active excitement must automatically involve
me in thinner portraiture. It doesn't work out like that.

11. Men at Work

E ARE ESPECIALLY interested in Hamlet these days. Of

«¥ all thefiguresout of the classic past, he seems closest

to us. It is very easy to make Hamlet over in our own image;

our actors have labored mightily to show how "modern” he is.
Hamlet, you see, doesn't want to do anything.

We are proud of Shakespeare for having so shrewdly antic-
ipated Chekhov. We are pleased with ourselves for being able
to read into an Elizabethan melodrama the latest fashions in
neurasthenia. We like to analyze Hamlet as a "man of in-
action," to see him, in the familiar commonplaces of The Ox-
ford Companion, as a man whose "melancholy, introspective,
and scrupulous nature makes him irresolute and dilatory.”
Here is someone we understand.

Of course, we're a little bit embarrassed, along with Arthur
Hopkins, by al those "frantic killings' in the last scene. In-
deed, we are embarrassed at other points. In the course of
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Hamlet, here are some of the things Hamlet does. he courage-
oudly pursues a terrifying ghost; he swears vengeance on his
sword; he sets into motion a detective-story investigation that
includes a re-enactment of the crime in the presence of the
criminal; he manufactures a disguise, by feigning madness, in
order to go on with his work unmolested; he casts off his
sweetheart, in part for the same purpose; he turns violently
upon his mother; he kills the spying Polonius; he escapes from
aguard that has been set over him; he fences with Laertes and
kills him; he stabs the king; he dies (on stage).

For an inhibited fellow, he's a fairly busy one.

There is some justice in singling out the soliloquies, as
Arthur Hopkins has, for special admiration. Any one of them,
as an isolated excerpt, is more poetic and—it's true—more
profound than the lines that accompany the killings.

But suppose you took away the killings. Suppose there
weren't going to be any, and everyone knew it from the begin-
ning. Suppose Hamlet were truly a paralyzed soul, consti-
tutionally incapable of any decisive act. Suppose he were
simply "irresolute” and his "irresolution” were to become the
entire character content of the play. Would anything happen
to the soliloquies?

| think they would cease to exist. The soliloquies are about
the killings. They spring into being out of a very urgent need
for violence, a need that cannot be ignored. They exist because
the killings are contemplated and because the killings are cer-
tainly coming.

More than this, it is the threat and the fear and the inevi-
tability of the killings that prompt Hamlet to the precise
definition, and complete revelation, of his character. The solil-
oquies do not record the torment of an impotently introspec-
tive man. They record the torment of an active man compelled
to perform an act that is loathsome to him. The scar on Ham-
let's psyche is not something he was born with, something he
is now imprisoned by. It is a new scar, one that is being freshly
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carved during every moment of the play, and with a perfectly
real knife.

Hamlet does not wish to act but he must act. (This, by the
way, is what is known as a situation.) Action may be unde-
grable, but action is necessary. Something is bound to happen
next, and the certainty that thisis so not only moves the play;
it shapes the man.

Hamlet is by no means alone in acting. Macheth, a hesitant
man in his own way, is embroiled in murder most foul and
murder most multiple. Falstaff may be something of a philos-
opher, but he is a philosopher on a battlefield. Othello's in-
trospection rises from a snarl of intrigue.

We are pretty well agreed that a great deal happens in King
Lear. ('Too much," we say, in characteristic despair.) Lear
chops up his kingdom. He drives from his sight the one daugh-
ter who loves him. He banishes Kent. He is driven into a
thunderstorm, where he goes spectacularly mad. Edmund tells
lies to sunder a father and son. The son turns up in the storm
disguised as a lunatic. The father has his eyes put out. An old
fool dies. A villain is stabbed in a struggle. Edmund pursues
two illicit love affairs. An army from France comes crashing
across the countryside. Goneril poisons Regan and kills herself.
A battle is fought on stage. Cordelia is hanged. Edmund is
dain. Lear dies.

Lear is drenched with plot, all but swamped in plot. That
any sort of characterization should emerge from this maze-
that the busy playwright should have a moment left for per-
sonal portraiture—is beyond belief.

Yet there they are, the whole parade of them: Lear, Ed-
mund, Edgar, Gloucester, Kent, Regan, Goneril, Cordelia, the
Fool. If few plays have ever attempted this degree of narrative
complexity, few have ever given hirth to quite so many mem-
orable people.

But Shakespeare was a genius, we say, and Shakespeare was
an exception. He may have catered to the simple-minded de-
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mand for excitement; he may have overstuffed his plays in his
anxiety to give pleasure; he was simply extraordinarily for-
tunate in having a peculiar and towering talent that enabled
him to make these unsuitable compromises and still get on
with his more important work.

It may be true, as Donald Clive Stuart has remarked, that
Shakespeare's "point of departure was a story," that "he sac-
rificed the study of character to the presentation of his story,"
that he "would have agreed with Aristotle that the action is
the most important element of a play, while character is sec-
ondary."

But Shakespeare was lucky, we go on saying, luckier than
most men. His gift for portraiture survived his bent for pan-
dering. His results are unrelated to his method. If you will
gently separate his people from his plotting, you will have
something worth studying. There is no profit in the plotting
as such.

There is profit in Moliere, though. Here was a character
playwright—a man so steeped in personal values and so indif-
ferent to storytelling that he was finally accused of having
written an "actionless’ play.

This is the actionless play he wrote:

A lovely girl is kept under lock and key. She engages never-
theless in a secret romance with ayoung stranger. Sheis forced
to prepare herself for marriage to an old fool. The young man
unwittingly confides every detail of his romance to the old
fool, who is using an assumed name. The old fool pretends to
help the young man in his suit, while taking great care to
thwart him. The girl ingeniously continues to deceive the old
fool. The young man attempts to abduct the girl but fails,
whereupon he pretends to have been murdered. In the con-
fusion that follows, the boy and girl eope. The boy, till un-
aware of the old fool's identity, asks his help in secreting the
girl. The old fool retrieves the girl and draws up a marriage
contract. The boy's relatives—together with the girl's long-lost
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father—arrive and agree to the May-December marriage. At
the last moment it is discovered that the girl is promised to
another from infancy, and that her true betrothed is the boy.
The old fool is routed. Between times, a couple of comedy
servants deceive the old fool and even push him around physi-
caly.

Molicre's reasonable defense of his "actionless’ play was
that the piece was perfectly active, but that the action was
mainly psychological. And the psychological action is, of
course, there—dazzlingly so. But there'safair amount of vulgar
suspense in the brew, too.

Moliere's character plays rest squarely on the dippery de
ceptions, the outrageous mistakes, the thumpings and thrash-
ings and flights by night of traditional French farce. If
Shakespeare has, out of the street brawls and blood baths of
his kind of play, produced Juliet, Mercutio, Beatrice and the
various Richards, so has Moliere, out of plays that find the
characters hiding in closets and dodging under tables, pro-
duced Arnolphe, Harpagon, Tartuffe and M. Jourdain.

In fact, the moment we begin to dig into the plays that have
given us the characters we most admire, we suddenly bresk
open a beehive of activity. We admire Electra; and a murder-
ous girl she was. We love Hotspur; and remember his ruinous
temper. We are delighted by Sganarelle and Martine; and we
notice the stage direction, "He takes a stick and beats her."

The bustling, complicated, and sometimes absurd plotting
of the past does not seem ever to have inhibited character. It
would almost seem that there is some correlation between the
range of a play's activity and the size of its characterization.

Is this possible? | think so.

It takes a certain number of psychological responses to
enable a man to stir a cup of tea. It takes a good many more
to enable him to kill his father.

If my man is simply going to stir tea, or fall into a way of
life that has been thrust upon him, or fail to pass his entrance
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examinations at college, or marry the girl next door, or not
marry her because his mother doesn't want him to, | shal
need to know exactly enough about his responses to enable
him to do, or not do, these things. | may pin down these re-
sponses perfectly; | may find every nuance, every minute shade
of decision and indecision, every trait, every tic, every torment
that plausibly belongs to him. But | do not need to know him
beyond his capacity for action. | am not invited to explore re-
sources that are never going to be used. | am not compelled
to mine him for motives and powers and perceptions that are
beyond the limited behavior patterns | have set for him. To
do so, to alow him to grow indiscriminately, would be to en-
gage myself in a gross disproportion.

If, on the other hand, my man is going to kill his father,
or betray his brother, or cast off his daughters, or wantonly
destroy the woman he loves, | am going to have to know a
great dea more about him. | am going to have to go into the
human labyrinth, into that intricate chain of impulses that
has led him to so large and abhorrent and final a deed. | am
tracking down something far more complex, something darkly
buried in the subterranean recesses of the human personality,
and | must work in infinite depth. | have an enormous span
to cover: from the most secret wish to the most extravagant
act. And | must know every inch of it intimately. As Lessing
pointed out: "The poet findsin history a woman who murders
her husband and sons. . .. But history tells him no more than
the bare fact, and thisis as horrible as it is unusual. . . . What
therefore does the poet do? ... He ... will endeavor to de-
fine the passions of each character so accurately, will endeavor
to lead these passions through such gradua steps, that we
shall everywhere see nothing but the most natural and com-
mon course of events." The range of character response is now
very great; the character, supposing him to be thoroughly
known, becomes "great" accordingly.

If Oedipus is one of the titans of the stage, it is in large
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part because there is so much he must do. He must rescue the
country he governs from its present distress. He must contend
with the news that he is himself responsible for that distress.
He must defy the most powerful authority that could be pitted
against him—the divine voice of the oracle—and outrage its
most venerable representative, Tiresas. He must set into mo-
tion an investigation that may destroy him, must steel himself
to the blow that may fall, must fanatically whip up his pride
in order to keep himself from believing that the blow will fall,
and must meantime endure, fear, and desperately lean upon
that wife who may be his mother. He must stand, shattered,
when the unthinkable truth is known, must tear out his eyes
in expiation, must accept the suicide of Jocasta, must take
leave of his children, and must at the last reconcile himself
to the justice of aworld that has destroyed him.

Oedipus is never free of a "situation." Nor is he ever im-
potent in the face of one. As each arises, he acts. With each
action, his stature and complexity increase.

It does require the genius of a Sophocles to make so stag-
gering an array of improbable situations at al tenable. But
what part have the situations played in drawing out the genius
of Sophocles?

The degree to which situation itself may stir the fires of
creative characterization is clear from a commonplace practice
of the Greeks. the endless, taken-for-granted reworking of old
narratives. (We'd cal this "the atered application of long-
used situations" today, and dismiss the practice as profitless.)
Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides made use of the same
dories, yet the people who inhabit their plays are as distinc-
tive as Mr. Hopkins' fingerprints. It is as though Sophocles had
looked at Aeschylus handling of the Orestes-Electra confron-
tation and said "Yes, it could have happened that way. But
look. Electra might have felt differently. There are other states
of mind possble here" And as though Euripides had come
aong and said in turn "All very well. But | can show you a
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psychology for Electra you haven't yet thought of, a psychol-
ogy that will explain what she does more clearly ill." The
facts of human behavior become an interpretative chalenge;
but first you must have facts that are challenging. Surveying a
handful of Electras at a later date, we tend to cancel out the
common narrative and concentrate our interest and respect on
the character variations; but none of these variations would
have come into being if a given piece of behavior—an action—
hadn't needed explaining. So far from being the death of char-
acter, situation would seem very often to have been the source
of it.

In the modern theater we hold that character must be di-
vorced from situation, if character is ever to amount to any-
thing. The past indicates, at the very least, that no such
divorceis necessary.

| wonder if it is even possible.

It is possible, of course, in the technical sense—as many a
contemporary playwright has labored to prove. | can write a
play that is devoid of narrative, or deficient in narrative, and
dill attend to my characterization quite honorably. But can
| make such a play survive in that very particular art form
known as the theater?

The best test | know of is the twin-Oedipus test. Sophocles
wrote two plays about this titanic figure, one of which we
have—for dl practical theatrical purposes—forgotten. It's quite
an experience to take the Oedipus at Colonus off the library
shelf and set it beside that other Oedipus everyone remembers.

What is the difference between the two plays, both master-
works of one of the two or three master dramatists of al time?
Read them in succession. The characterization in both pieces
is fully formed, everywhere superb. The psychology of the
Colonus is actually more difficult of redlization than that of
the Oedipus, yet it is realized. The language is, if anything,
more exalted in the Colonus. (You are, by the way, likely to
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be staggered by the profundity and lyric power of this unfamil-
iar play.)

The Oedipus a Colonus is in complete possesson of al
the values we now prize most highly; yet we do not prize this
play enough to read it or to produce it. If it has failed to live
in our memories, and if it has failed to hold the stage as the
Oedipus continues to hold the stage, it is because of a single
lack: the lack of the breath-taking theatrical tension that de-
rives from the detective-story plotting of the Oedipus. There
is only one important difference between the two plays, a
difference in narrative strength, in narrative coherence. The
robust health of the play we cherish must derive from its sus-
penseful activity.

A comparative study of the successes and failures of theatri-
cd history would, | think, indicate that narrative strength is
required not only in thundering tragedy and flamboyant farce
but in the most fanciful and featherweight flightsof wit. There
is no wittier play in the English language than Congreve's The
Way of the World. In addition to its unsurpassed verbal grace,
it contains two of the most enchanting comic characters ever
to have been designed for the stage. Yet The Way of the
World does not play on the stage; it was a failure when first
presented and it has never been able to establish itself as part
of the permanent repertory. Again, it possesses the values we
hold to be supreme; but it lacks the one value necessary to
carry a play forward in the theater. Its narrative is a mere
makeshift, confusedly roughed in. Because it has neither in-
terest nor authority as narrative, it is too feeble to support the
undeniable brilliance of the play's language and characters.
For want of a plot, the play is lost to us.

Oscar Wilde's The Importance of Being Earnest is some-
thing less as literature, and a great ded less as a vehicle for
character, than The Way of the World. Written nearly two
hundred years later, it has aready outperformed the Congreve
showpiece and is likely to go down in history as its thestrical
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better. Its sturdiness lies, as Oscar Wilde knew, in its narra-
tive. There is a story to the effect that, at the play's first per-
formance, Wilde paced in agony backstage, refusing to take
comfort in the audience's delighted response to individual
lines. He was waiting. Not until the second act, and the ex-
plosion of laughter that went up at a development in the
play's action—Jack enters in mourning for his brother, who
happens to be alive and amorous in the next room—did Wilde
begin to take heart. He had to be certain that the audience was
following the plot, and finding the plot itself substantially
funny, before he would allow himself the hope of success. It
is easy enough for us to recal five or six of the play's best
quips and to imagine that its success was due to them; but no
play has ever survived on the strength of five quips, or five
characters, or five variations on a mood. These other values
must rest, apparently, on a strong theatrical foundation; the
narrative may be preposterous, but it must be ruggedly present.

It would seem that story and character are not the enemies
we sometimes suppose them to be. Situation and event have
not, of themselves, prevented character from flaring into life.
From situation-riddled plays have sprung the largest and most
lifelike people we know, larger and more lifelike than the
people we produce in our chastely conceived character plays.

It would seem, too, that the absence of situation and event
has prevented certain otherwise magnificently equipped plays
from enduring in the playhouse. The audience's thirst for
story may be a sound one; a simple-minded instinct may be
simple-mindedly right.

And, while we're at it, let's stop worrying about story as a
kind of sugar plum thrown to the kiddies, a pretty little con-
fection designed to conceal the truth about life. Life is the
damndest thing.
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WISH THAT MY LIFE were as free of situations as the charac-
ter playwright likes to tell me it is. | wouldn't mind spend-
ing a couple of years in the timeless twilight of The Member
of the Wedding; | think it would rest me. | have no real aver-
sion to sitting on a back porch more or less indefinitely, wait-
ing for a pretty girl to pass by.

My problem is that | can't get out of bed in the morning
without getting al fouled up by circumstance. | have, for in-
stance, four sons, each of whom is perfectly capable of pre-
senting me with a situation by ten o'clock in the morning.
| have a wife who is pretty good at it, too.

Let's take an example. When my oldest son was two, he
spent a great deal of his time in the back aley breaking milk
bottles. 1 am a philosopher at heart, and | was not content
with simply thrashing him and confining him to his room. |
had to know why he liked to break milk bottles. | still have
a certain amount of college psychology rattling around loose
in my head, and | kept remembering such phrases as "The
impulse to break things is essentially an impulse to create
new things' and "The child is delighted with the variety of
shapes that can be produced by breaking down a single shape.”
| went out into the aley to examine the variety of shapes that
my son had produced, telling myself that this was very good
creative training, that 1 was learning to see things with the
eyes of a child. It was while | was learning to see things with
the eyes of a child, and holding two interestingly jagged milk
bottles experimentally in my hand, that a policeman arrived,
sent by our neighbors to discover just who was making the
adley unfit for driving.
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| thought of it as a situation at the time. If it had been
Lou Cogtello playing with the milk bottles, and Bud Abbott
towering over in a policeman's uniform, the whole thing
might have been cheerfully dismissed as a gagman's contriv-
ance for a lowbrow two-regler. Unhappily, the policeman was
real. Unhappily, so was .

Not long ago my wife returned from a shopping spree with
something over two hundred dollars worth of costume jewelry
that she had certainly not bought. The pieces were bundled
cozily together in a neat little bag, the price tags still on them.
Possibly my wife had swept the treasure off the store counter,
along with her legitimate purchases, without noticing it. Pos
sibly someone had snatched the loot, become frightened, and
dumped it into our car. Possibly my wife has not told me the
whole truth to this day.

In any case, my experience with the police has taught me
caution, and the need for quick, citizenlike decisions. |
promptly called our loca station, explained that we were in
possession of valuables not belonging to us, and asked that an
officer be sent to retrieve them. In short order a modest, un-
assuming, very noncommittal plainclothesman arrived, hat in
hand.

Naturally, he asked questions. Naturally, we answered them
with many a merry jest about the light-fingered Kerrs—jests
designed to make him realize that we knew ourselves to be
under suspicion and that we were innocent enough parties to
be jolly about it al. He remained noncommittal.

In due time he put away his notebook, gathered up the
jewelry, and permitted himself to be ushered to the door amid
heartier and heartier jocularities. At this point, however, the
detective was unable to leave because someone had stolen his
hat.

We do have a four-year-old who is adept at this sort of
thing—he is unable to pass through a room without lining his
pockets, and we are utterly unable to catch him in the act—
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and after a twenty-minute search we were successful in reclaim-
ing the hat from beneath a panda in a second-floor closet. |
do not know what report the detective made to his superiors.
We were never offered a reward, though.

| sometimes have visions of a gag conference in which that
dick character who is traditionally known as Manny bounces
in, eyes ablaze, and bubbles over with: "Listen. This guy's a
dramatic critic, see? So his wife writes a play. He's got to re-
view the play. Take it from there."

| regret to say that something like this happened to me
recently. (I didn't like the show much, and that led to severa
situations.)

If I am fond of farce, it is because | have learned to believe
init.

We have a bad habit these days of regarding every arrange-
ment of circumstance as mechanical. It is mechanical to put
a man in an embarrassing comic situation. It is mechanical
to trap a hero in an ironic complex of events. | would be per-
forming a merely mechanical chore today if | were to invent
a scene in which a man who had arranged a murder prepared
to unveil the corpse before the paramour who had urged him
to the deed, only to discover that the hitherto conceaed
corpse was in fact the corpse of that paramour. | would be
obliged to apologize for such calculated nonsense, to use it—
if 1 used it at al—in the frankly light, sophisticated, and
ephemera context of a Dial M for Murder. But it was Soph-
ocles favorite scene.

The truth of the matter is that circumstance is with us. It
acts as a pressure on al our lives. It is not unrelated to char-
acter. Some of this pressure originates in character—the stub-
born character of other people. And al of it influences our
own character—shapes it, exposes it. Character is best reveaed
by the response it makes to circumstance.

Between the pressure of circumstance and the response of
character a tension exists.
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This tension—this opposition of forces so powerful that one
or another must give way—is the distinguishing mark of what
we have come to cal story. The story may be very smple.
Scheherazade will be beheaded if sne does not enchant her
husband. Robin Hood will be hanged if he does not defeat
Prince John. Jack will be eaten alive if he does not outwit the
Giant. Charlie Chaplin will starve to death if he does not
gted a small child's hot dog.

A story is the record of a pressure and a response. By driv-
ing story out of the contemporary theater, we have taken the
pressure off, we have made response unnecessary. As tension
has disappeared, so has character of any stature.

In practice, we are not confused about the necessity for
narrative tension. We are bored by a book, and we put it down,
when tension is not present. In the theater we st back, glance
at our watches, hope for an intermission, and remind ourselves
not to bother coming the next time.

But our boredom is not—as it is often said to be—the bore-
dom of a spoiled child peevishly demanding spectacular new
distractions. It is not the boredom of the foolish in the pres-
ence of the first-rate. It is the boredom of the experienced
adult who has found life itself to be more complex, colorful,
contrary and challenging than the pale and passive literary
artifice that is presently set before him.

We are dl involved in stories—in love stories (what will she
do if I try to make her jealous?), in father-and-son stories (did
he start the fire in the garage, or didn't he?), in success-and-
failure stories (do | dare to insist on more money?). No day
is free of decision, and no decision is free of danger.

Each of us finds himself standing—all too frequently—on
the threshold of action. The course that is best for me to
take is rarely crystal-clear. | must choose between uncertain-
ties. If | think my son is lying to me, | must punish him. If
| punish him for something he didn't do, | am damaging our
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relationship and possibly his character. If | do not punish him,
and heisin fact guilty, | am surely damaging his character.

| cannot evade acting. | must choose between alternatives
(I am caught in a situation), and whichever alternative |
choose is certain to have continuing effects (new situations).
Short of total exhaustion, | am not free to defer decisions
indefinitely; | do not inhabit a timeless cocoon. My lifeis a
jumble of stories in progress, and, though | cannot know in
advance the pattern each will finally assume, | am unavoid-
ably engaged in the shaping of many patterns during my every
waking moment.

"Story" has been variously defined. Perhaps the definition
most frequently quoted nowadays is the one E. M. Forster
has given us in his charming but audience-baiting Aspects of
the Novel. Mr. Forster is, in many ways, a representative
spokesman for our age: he regards the story-eager audience as
"cave men ... or their modern descendant the movie-public”;
he wishes that story weren't necessary because it is a "low
atavistic form"; holding these beliefs, he is eager to define
story in its minimum terms and, if possble, get the whole
thing over with. A story, he tells us, is "a narrative of events
arranged in their time sequence." Whenever one happening
is simply followed by another happening, whenever two state-
ments are connected by an and, a story exists. " The king died
and then the queen died' is a story."

My initial difficulty with this is an instinctive one. "The
king died and then the queen died" does not seem to me to
be a story, not even a bad one. It is not a story in the sense
in which | normally use the word. If a friend bustles up to me
with a bright look in his eye and says "l've got a great story
for you—Ilisten to what happened to me today!" and then fol-
lows through with "I went down to the office and the boss
wasn't there" | am not so apt to congratulate him on his nar-
rative powers as | am to terminate our acquaintance at the
earliest opportunity.
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Even if he expands his narrative, | am no better off. "I went
down to the office today and the boss wasn't there and | went
out to a bar and | got very drunk and | went back to the office
and the boss still wasn't there and | went home" does con-
tinue to pile up events in their time sequence but brings me
no nearer the story | had expected to hear.

That boss had better show up somewhere—quick—if | am
to endure this conversation further. Mr. Forster expects that
the and construction will lead the lowbrow listener to inquire
"and—then?" But | do not find myself saying "and—then?"
to this fellow. | find myself saying "Good Lord, | have an ap-
pointment and I'm five minutes late for it now."

| do not find that the simple and construction holds my
attention or satisfies that taste for story which | do possess.
There is a mental level a which the and construction is use-
ful, but in my own experience | find that it disappears abruptly
at the age of four. If | wish to entertain a three-year-old before
putting him to bed | will tell him "Once upon a time there
was a little boy and his name was Johnny Kerr and he lived
In awhite house and he had a mommy and a daddy and a twin
brother and when he got up in the morning he ate eggs and
toast and orange juice and cered.” | am entertaining him with
his own experience; at the age of three his experience is a pres-
sureless time sequence in which certain concrete familiarities
recur. | am deliberately not telling him a story because he is
unable to grasp any sort of complexity working against that
time-and-object sequence. At the age of four, however, he will
no longer be satisfied with an unreeling catalogue. He will
demand that a wolf be incorporated into the narrative. Some-
where outside that white house there is now a wolf to threaten
the white house and the twin brother and even the egg for
breakfast. The child's experience has atered; he is conscious
of instability, of possible alternatives to the way things are
now. (He is by the way, shiveringly pleased with al these
possihilities.) He is growing up.

131



How to Spoil a Good Story

He is now conscious of change—of the possibility of change,
of the threat of change, of the excitement of change. So long
as he lives he will never lose that consciousness. He will spend
the rest of his days wrestling with change, encouraging it or
resisting it, but he will never return to the security of what
IS changeless.

He will, as he grows older, fight very hard for certain kinds
of stability. But to gain the very stability he desires he will
first have to change a thousand things that stand in its way.
The moment he has completed his first thousand changes, and
achieved the particular stability he has been fighting for (in
his marriage, in his home, in his social life, in his job) heis
directly aware that his hard-won victory is in itself unstable.
There has never been, in fact, a moment when he could count
it firm. Pressures descend upon it immediately, avid to change
it, and he must now do daily battle to change the pressures
if heis to protect his uneasy and trembling triumph. The sur-
est condition of hislifeis that no condition is sure.

Because he has a passion for permanence, he will use cer-
tain of his art forms to reflect that passion, to pin permanence
down. He will, of course, have to use a form that is divorced
from time, free from the possibility of change. Painting is a
space art, divorced from time and free from change. Here he
may freeze the moment he wants to remember, the face that
will not change before he has loved it enough. (Neither the
moment nor the face need be sentimentally conceived; these
are truths, caught before time has atered them into other
truths.) Sculpture isa space art. Here form may be imprisoned
long enough to be known enough.

The moment out of time is perfectly red, and its redity
may be preserved. But so is the contest between time and the
moment real. To mirror this other reality we have developed
other art forms.

Drama is one of the time-and-space arts invented for the
purpose. Drama does not try to capture Macbeth, fully formed,
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in any one of his isolated postures. Nor does it present Mac-
beth as the sum total of a series of tableaux: one in which he
desires the kingship, one in which he shrinks from murder,
one in which he commits murder, one in which he regrets the
deed. Macbeth is known to us by his movement from one
state of mind to another. He is movement—he exists only as
something fluid, restless, passing, elusive. He does not add up;
he dips by. He does not stand still to the view; he changes
before our eyes.

Compare the method with that of a recent Chekhovian
dramatist. Jane Bowless In the Summer House presented us
with avariety of fascinating characters. awoman tyrannically
dominating her daughter because she is herself secretly terri-
fied of being dominated; a daughter rebelling violently because
she secretly longs to be dominated; another mother submitting
piteously to a daughter's tyranny because she knows that to
alter their relationship would be to expose it as worthless and
S0 leave her with no relationship at all.

In the five scenes of this play the characters were observed
in constantly altered circumstances. In Scene Two Mrs. East-
man-Cuevas was taking a stick to all about her; in Scene Five
she was clinging wretchedly to her daughter's gown. In Scene
Two Mrs. Constable was incapable of speaking above a whis-
per; in Scene Five she was roaring out drunken commands.
In Scene One young Molly Eastman-Cuevas was hiding shyly
in avine-covered summerhouse; in Scene Five she was turning
her back on her private world and courageously flying into a
difficult future.

By the end of the evening everyone and everything had
changed. But we had not been permitted to observe a single
change in progress. After four of the scenes there was a time
lapse of a month, after one of them a time lapse of ten months.
All movement, al change, took place during the lapses. When
it was time for us to meet these interesting people again, we
met them in a state of momentary rigidity—a new state each
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time, but a rigid one nonetheless. We were offered one il
life, then another, then another.

The play failed, | think, for this reason. Its incidental vir-
tues were extraordinary. The language was far more evocative
than what Broadway is accustomed to. The characterizations
were fresh, bold, patently truthful—in every way superior. In
production, each of the five moods was imaginatively sus-
tained.

The play simply refused to make use of, or even to take
cognizance of, the medium in which it was presented. It was
never shaped to move forward in time; it was shaped to stand
still, while time moved forward elsewhere. It might as well
have been cast in the form of a series of haunting water colors,
or—to be a little more reasonable about the matter—a series
of isolated character sketches in a literary quarterly.

Drama is what it is—human figures moving through large
spaces over longish periods of time—for the precise purpose
of mirroring, exploring, illuminating, and in general tipping
our hats to the fact of change. Change is both a terrifying
and an exhilarating condition of our lives; this is the tool we
have devised to honor it.

Because the change we choose to mirror is not simply an
involuntary change (not a vegetable or chemica change over
which we have little control) but a human change involving
the living intellect, the malleable emotions, the power of
choice and the exercise of will, we prefer to cal this change
an "action," But the two terms—change and action—are as
nearly synonymous as terms can be, as a glance at the diction-
ary definition of "action" will suggest: "The act or process
of producing an effect . . . the effecting of an dteration."

Put it this way: there can be neither change without action
nor action without change. (We are surely badgering the ob-
vious here, but the distressed state of modern drama stems
largely from its defiant denial of the obvious.)

And, to pursue the obvious just a little farther, there can
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be no change without conflict. | cannot change the landscap-
ing in front of my house without getting good stiff resistance
from the earth beneath me. | cannot change my wife's habits
without stiffer resistance still. 1 cannot be made to change
my clothes for visitors without physical and moral effort, and
nothing is tougher than getting me to change my mind. Na
ture insists on change and opposes change at the same time-
is dways in a state of conflict.

The notion that a play must incorporate a conflict is often
discredited nowadays as the audience-baiting showmanship of
crude and conscienceless melodramatists. Someone once dis-
covered, so the legend goes, that you could sell more tickets if
you threw in more fights—and hacks have made the most of
mayhem ever since. Shakespeare's wrestling matches, fencing
bouts, even his murders are sops to silence the mob in the pit,
and so on. Today's honest dramatist—even though it might
be to hisfinancial advantage—refuses to compromise with the
irrelevant.

But there is nothing irrelevant about conflict: it is the un-
varying condition of change. Once you have granted that a
play has anything to do with activity, you have already granted
its status as a contest. The concept of opposed forces meeting
and doing battle does not derive from the habitual panderings
of third-rate dramatists to thrill-drugged cretins; it derives
from that accurate observation of nature which is supposed to
be the good dramatist's business.

This trinity of old-fashioned terms—action, change, conflict
—has not come into being, then, as a haphazard accretion of
devices that were seen to work. It is a tight trinity of related—
in fact, inseparable—values, bound together not by logic aone
but by everyman's immediate experience.

Again, the old Aristotelian suggestion that a proper play
have a "beginning, middle, and end" is not the tidy, and some-
what insufferable, rule-of-thumb it is thought to be. We are
generaly outraged by its transparent patness. Why should |
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falsify life by coming to a conclusion? Why cannot | drop my
curtain on continuing life? Why must | force my observation
into an arbitrary shape—rising action, climactic action, falling
action? Must | redly reduce my materials to George Cohan's
"In the first act, get your man up a tree; in the second act,
throw stones at him; in the third act, get him down"?

Or we cry out with George Tabori:

"Almost everything in our culture is calculated to 'please
by pandering to current prejudices and myths, by giving the
audience an easy catharsis as if to say: It's al right. We have
given you some laughter, some suspense, some tears. You've
got a little involved, but it's dl over. The problems of the
play have been neatly solved: the protagonists are married or
crazy or dead. You may go home and forget about the whole
thing." This undoubtedly is the way to 'popular' success. | am
neither contemptuous nor envious of it, but the nature of my
play demanded a different approach. The stage need not be
reduced to a confession-box or the analyst's sofa. The problem
of the uprooted (or any other socia problem) will not be
solved by the audience, and the audience will obviously remain
indifferent or paralyzed if it feels that the problem has been
solved for them on the stage.”

But the notion of completeness—and the audience does de-
mand a kind of completeness—has virtually nothing to do with
the soothing resolution that is manufactured at the expense
of truth. Compl eteness—beginning, middle, and end—requires
only that that change which is essential to the nature of drama
should actually have taken place. The terms are merely de-
scriptive of such successive stages as are seen to occur in life
when any true change is under way.

There is a beginning stage in any change: a stage at which
motivating pressures are beginning to clamor for a response.
There is a middle stage: a stage at which the response is given
and the inevitable conflict joined. There is an end Stage: a
stage at which the contest between pressure and response has
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resulted in a different relationship between these two things,
anew state of affairs, a changed state of affairs.

The new state of affairs need in no sense be cheerfully com-
placent, neatly contrived, or craftily commercial. (All of the
principals may be dead; that is a new state of affairs.) It need
not bundle up the problems of the world in a miraculously
manageable package, nor need it even resolve al of the issues
that are deviling afew individual souls. All that is asked of the
dramatist is that he show the beginnings of some one partic-
ular change, that he trace it through its natural turmoil, and
that he bring the contending forces into a different—though
not necessarily a perfect—balance. Things were one way; now
they are another; we have seen them move.

It is scarcely necessary to illustrate the point. The pressures
that drive Hamlet into motion are the conduct of Gertrude,
the conduct of Claudius, and the appearance of the ghost.
From the time that Hamlet takes an oath to act we are em-
broiled in the strains and tensions of movement that is every-
where resisted (because the movement itsdf is repugnant to
Hamlet, some of the resistance comes from within himself).
At the end everything is changed: for Gertrude and Claudius,
and for Hamlet. In The School for Wives the pressures that
work upon M. Arnolphe are his genera fear that so young
and desirable a woman will be whisked away from him and
his particular fear that Horace will do the whisking. From the
time that he pretends to be assisting Horace in his suit in
order to gather such confidences as will enable him to thwart
that suit, we are immersed in the middle tug-and-pull. At the
end Arnolphe has lost his Agnes and Horace has won her. The
pressures that force Oedipus to act are the destitution of his
community and the suggestion that he himself is responsible
for that destitution. From the time that Oedipus furiously
rejects the suggestion and determines to get at the truth we
are again caught up in the central anguish of a change in prog-
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ress. At the end, what was said to be true is discovered to be
true; the discovery destroys Oedipus.

There are different kinds of changes. Aristotle, studying the
practice of Greek dramatists, laid emphasis upon two: rever-
sds and discoveries. ("The most powerful elements of attrac-
tion in Tragedy, the Reversas and Discoveries, are parts of
the Plot.") That is to say, there are changes of circumstance
(an uncle dies and leaves the hero a million dollars; Richard
is killed at Bosworth Field). And, though circumstance may
stand till, there are changes in our knowledge of it (Electra
discovers that her brother is alive; Willy Loman discovers
that he is not his image of himself; Oedipus discovers that
he has not escaped stain).

But the most laborious illustration may be of some use if
it helps convince us that certain traditional by-laws of drama-
such as the "beginning, middle, end" bugaboo—are neither
strait-jackets on the dramatist's invention nor commercial
conveniences designed to degrade it. Hamlet, The School for
Wives, and Oedipus are aike in charting a change through all
its important stages. In amost every other way they are no-
torioudly dissimilar: in tone, in structure, in the emotional
effect that the completed change has on us.

The so-cdlled rules of drama—there are precious few of them
—have not been handed down to us, then, in the interests of
"neatness.” They do not of themselves produce that peculiar
neatness that strikes us as false; Shakespeare never wrote a
"neat" play in his life. The few standard notions that have
echoed down the ages—action, change, conflict, completeness
—are only rough descriptions of the nature of amedium, rough
approximations of what an audience may expect from actors
acting in alarge space over an extended period of time.

For the dramatist, the door remains wide open; he may ex-
plore any terrain, in as personal a manner as he wishes. But
he does have to find the door. It is the door to an amphi-
theater, not one to an art galery, a concert hal, or a library
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in which literary quarterlies fill chaste and silent shelves. The
simplest and boldest prescriptions of the past—maost of them
indebted to Aristotle—discuss the location, and the shape, of
the door.

If we are going to get through it, and out into that theatri-
cal country which isal freedom, excitement, and exhilarating
momentum, we are probably going to have to do business
once more with the age-old concepts of activity and change.
And if we do decide that this is what the theater was intended
for, we are going to find ourselves telling stories. The wolf
(the witches, the ghost, the oracle, the truth) is hammering
at my door. | must do battle, or die. | do battle. The wolf is
routed; or | am.

| think, too, that we must get past the rather faint and
apologetic definitions of "story” that have become character-
istic of our time, that we must bring our understanding of
"gory" into line with our actual appetite for "story.” We are
not realy interested in and constructions. We are interested,
let's say, in if constructions. If Scheherazade does not enchant
her husband, she will be beheaded. If Macbeth wishes to be-
come king, he must murder Duncan. If Hamlet wishes to see
justice done, he must perpetrate a dozen injustices. If Clar-
ence Day's soul is to be saved, he must be firmly baptized.

Our ingtinct for story is aroused whenever we scent diffi-
culty—the hard choice, the crippling aternative, the threat
and the necessity of change. If | act in a certain way, what
happens next?

Above dl, our dramatists must rid themselves of the super-
stition that "story” is the irresponsible invention of profiteer-
ing mountebanks. Most of them, nowadays, are inclined to
lump "story" and "fairy tal€' into the same grandmotherly
handbag, and to toss away the handbag as trash.

But there is a sense in which the wildest fairy tale is truer
than some of the timeless, pressureless plays the modern the-
ater finds "honest.” A good fairy tale is dways a primitive and
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fantastic mirror of the way things are. It may be advisable to
try to bring the mirror more sharply into focus; it is never
advisable to break it.
That "if* of the fairy tale is an "if" that haunts al of us,
day and night. "What happens next?' is a permanent whisper
insde us.
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PART FOUR

Arthritis in the Joints

Between them, the two most respected models of our time
nipped steadily away at freedom of characterization, flexibil-
ity of theme, and the long-standing fascination of narrative.
These models—Ibsen and Chekhov—were in part unpopular
because they meant to be, because they pursued an intense
personal vison which was felt to be superior to the common
vison. They were also unpopular because their respective vis
ions, however honestly attained, were limited ones, employing
the theater at less than its capacity and offering the audience
less than it demanded.

If the audience has been shrinking over a period of time, so
has the stage been shrinking—in its activity, its excitement,
its size—over the same period of time. Ibsen and Chekhov
carved out niches for themselves at the edges of what had
once been cdled theater; their imitators shrank the whole
theater to the Sze of the niches. As a result, the theater has
for some years been removed from its own center, and from
the audience that lives at that center. The stage has had heart
trouble.
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It has dso suffered from a stiffness of the joints. This stiff-
ness is really older than Ibsen or Chekhov. It comes from cer-
tain practices—realistic practices we cal them—that had been
developing in the theater since the eighteenth and early nine-
teenth centuries, that were ssized upon by Ibsen and Chekhov
as eminently suitable to their new purposes, and that have by
now become the fixed habits of the unguestioning dramatist.

From the eighteenth century we have inherited a drama
that is stubbornly prosaic. From the nineteenth we have in-
herited one that is scientifically painstaking.

Both inheritances once had the appeal of novelty, of experi-
ment. But each had an enervating malaise within it, and each
has visited upon drama its own form of muscular atrophy.

If our theater has been unpopular at heart, it has aso been
irritating in its extremities—sluggish of foot and faltering in

its speech.
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13. The Sow, Boat to Nowhere

FAMILIAR NIGHTMARE is that agonizing one in which

you are desperately anxious to get somewhere but can
move only at a semi-parayzed pace. The mind darts ahead;
the body lags as though deep under water. | don't know what
precise waking experience is supposed to set this nightmare in
motion; but | can imagine its taking place after aimost any
visit to the contemporary theater.

Our theater might easily have been invented for the delecta-
tion of snails. We are accustomed to the slow-motion photog-
raphy of the realistic stage and so do not suspect that there is
anything unduly sluggish about it or that it in any way ac-
counts for our undisguised boredom. This is what the theater
should be—an imitation of life. And this is the way life goes.
What else should the playwright do?

Wél, here is Shakespeare setting a scene:

"But, soft! What light through yonder window breaks?'
And here is John van Druten:

"Olivel"

"Sdly! Darling!™

"Comein. How are you?'

"Couldn't be better. (Looisaround.) Sothisisit! It'svery
grand.”

"Do you think s0?"

"Very. How long have you had it?'

"Sx weeks."

(Inspecting; impressed): "Uml"

"Do you want to see it al?’

"Sure."
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"Well, this is the living room. It's sunken. Kitchen's in
here" (Opens door. They go through.)

"Darling, it's enormous! You could feed the whole army.
Do you have a maid?'

"Colored. Daily. When she comes. Which isn't very often.
| think she's got a complicated love life."

"Dont we al? (They return to living room.) How did
you find this?'

"It's Claire Henley's. Claire's on the road with the Lunts."

"l don't know how that girl gets the breaks she does. |
was sick about your show. Did you get my message, opening

night?"
"Yes | didn't know where to thank you. You were jump-
ing around s0."

"Darling, | know. Split weeks and one-night stands. It's
heaven to be through. How long did you run, actually?’

"Five days."

"Did you get any notices?'

"A couple of mentions. (Opening bedroom door): Here's
the bedroom."

(Going in): "Very saucy. (Flippantly): Luxe."

"What?"

"Luxe. French, darling. One of those untranslatable ex-
pressions. It means luxury. And beds like that!"

"Bathroom and dressing room in there."

"Dressing room! (She peeps in.)"

(Excusing it): "Wdl . . ."

"Darling, it's the cutest place | ever saw in all my life.
(Going to window): Where do you look out?'

"Onto the summer garden of the 'Bonne Chanson.' That
French restaurant next door."

"What's that like?'

"Lovely. But terribly expensive. You know, no menu. The
man just comes and suggests.”

"Put yourself right next door to temptation, eh? Or is it
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for the boy-friends when they come to take you out? (Act-
ing) : 'Where shall we eat? "Wherever you say.' 'How about
the place next door? 'Okay? (Back to her own voice): |
know. | once thought of taking an apartment over the Col-
ony, myself. What are you paying Claire for this?'

"A hundred and a quarter."

"Have you got another job?'

"No."

"No! And there's nothing in the offing, this late in the
season, for any of us”

"l know. But | still have a little money left over from
that radio serial | did. And it's when you're out of work you
need a place to live. When you're in work . . ."

"You live at Sardi's—if you can get in. Yes but dl the
same! What did you want to move for, anyway?'

"l was tired of a hotel room. And there were reasons”

"What?'

(Evasively): "Not now. Come and have a drink."

One might have thought that in Shakespeare's sceneryless
theater a great deal of time must be devoted to descriptive
dialogue, to "setting the stage." Logic would aso have sug-
gested that in our own thoroughly detailed theater the scenery
must speak for itself, be taken for granted, be dismissed in
favor of the action. But things don't seem to work out that
way.

My memory is by no means al that it used to be, and |
realy did expect, on looking into Shakespeare's Romeo and
Juliet, to find four or five introductory lines describing the
Capulet orchard. But there are no more. Romeo makes quick
mention of a window, and that's that. With the next line we
are hurried off into Romeo's passionate feeling for Juliet; the
emotional content of the scene is quick upon us.

By the time Mr. van Druten's heroine has hinted that
"there were reasons’ and then parried any prying questions
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with the offer of a drink we are verging on emotional content,
too. But weve been a long time verging; and we've till got
to make that drink.

Let's alow for the fact that Mr. van Druten, expert crafts-
man that he is, has subtly insinuated certain other values into
his scene-setting. When he has a girl speak of her maid's
"complicated love life" he is distantly preparing us for the
subject of the play. When he digs out the fact of a show's
failure, he is telling us something about the professional and
financial status of the girl, slipping in bits of information that
may conceivably prove useful. When he makes a joke about
"untranslatable expressons' he is amusing us by the way.
When he lets an actress invent an imaginary conversation with
aboy friend he is planning the arrival of an actual boy friend.
And so on.

But even when we have alowed for these underground
thrusts we are left with twenty-five lines directly concerned
with the arrangement of the apartment. Add five to ten lines
that have no purpose other than moving the characters
through the apartment ("Come in. How are you?') and you
have a ratio—between Shakespeare and van Druten—of ap-
proximately thirty to one. That is to say, Shakespeare moves
about thirty times as fast as van Druten.

Mr. van Druten, by the way, is entirely aware of this. In
his interesting Playwright at Work he remarks that "every play-
wright has his own speed, and mine is dower than | wish it
were."

Let me have Mr. van Druten take over for a moment here:

". . . There are dower writers still. George Kelly is one of
the dowest. When | saw Daisy Mayme on my first visit to
America, | was amazed at the time it took over aimost noth-
ing. ... | can remember thinking that | would not be able to
bear it, and then as the performance moved on, it had estab-
lished the tempo for the whole play. The characters became
endearing, because one knew them so well, and the whole
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ralletando speed of the play was essential to its mood. ... A
dightly similar mood, keyed to a sharper, though still gentle
mood of comedy, comes from Paul Osborn's enchanting
Morning's at Seven. Here the reluctant forty-year-old Homer,
hisfiancee, Myrtle, aged thirty-nine, and his mother are sitting
together in the back yard.

"l love your back yard, Mrs. Bolton. It looks cool. It's
simply heavenly/'

"Yes, we like it very much."

"All the trees and everything. | bet you sit out here al the
time."

"We sit out here a good deal of the time."

"Well, | should think you would. It's simply heavenly. |
don't know when I've seen a more attractive back yard."

"Yes we're very fond of it."

"Wdl, | should think so. It's so nice and wild, too. Like
being in a forest."

"I'm glad you like it."

"Wel, | certainly do. It's simply—heavenly, that's al there

is to it."
"W, it's nice of you to say s0."
"Wel, | mean it."

"Have mosquitoes sometimes?’

"Yes there are mosguitoes sometimes."

"How dreadful!”

"But | don't think that we've had quite so many this year
as usual. Have you noticed that, Homer?"

"Not so many. That's right."

"lsn't that interesting the way those things go? One year
you'll have a lot of mosquitoes and the next year not so
many mosquitoes. Or a lot of caterpillars one year and the
next year not so many caterpillars. | wonder why that is."

"l don't know why that is. Do you, Homer?"

"No, | don't know why that is"
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"It's very interesting, isn't it? Anyway | suppose the mos-
quitoes and the caterpillars and al those things have some
purpose. They wouldn't have been put there if they hadn't.”

"No, | don't suppose they would have."

"Don't suppose 0."

"It's all a part of some big plan. Some big—plan of some
kind."

"This is dow playwriting, too [we are still with Mr. van
Druten] but it is exquisite. The repeat of the word "heavenly’
is like a delicious chime. . . ."

Now it wouldn't be fair to use this scene as a symbol of
dl contemporary dramaturgy; Mr. van Druten has offered it
as an example of extreme lassitude. Nor would it be especialy
relevant to point out that the play was a failure; there have
been successes that moved at something near the same pace.
I think we must also acknowledge that the sequence has a cer-
tain charm; it is the drowsy charm of the mosquito, but a
charm nonetheless.

What may, perhaps, be said is that the passage stands as an
extreme example of a theatrical style that has no other ex-
treme. The play is remarkably dow; but we have no plays that
are remarkably fast. We have many playwrights who write a
bit faster than this. We have a few playwrights who write
two bits faster than this. We have no playwrights who write
thirty times—or twenty times, or even ten times—faster than
this.

It is not redly a question of every playwright having his
own rate of speed. It is much more a matter of a time in
history, and a style in structure, setting an over-al rate of
speed, and alowing for minute individual differences within
it.

The contemporary playwright is committed, pacewise, to
the second hand of the clock. The age in which he lives has
long since agreed to respect the scientifically measurable sur-
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face of life. If there is a door, it must be opened as doors are
opened. If there is a meeting, it must be made as meetings
are made, with a "How do you do?' and a "How have you
been?' and a "What have you been doing since | saw you
last?" What things take time must take just that time, and
no less. Should they take a shade less, they must never seem
to.

Shakespeare can write "Enter Romeo" and let Romeo be
challenged at once. He is under no obligation to say where
Romeo has been, how long it has taken him to get there, or,
for that matter, just where he is now. If an exciting scene
ensues, that is enough justification for his presence.

The realist must work otherwise.

A doorbell must ring. It must ring long enough for someone
in another part of the house to hear it, drop whatever he or
she is doing, and take a few steps before appearing in the
living room. Greater haste would seem implausible and sug-
gest contrivance. The maid, answering the door, must cross
the stage at normal speed; if she is a comedy maid, she may
cross it at subnormal speed. The door must be opened. Romeo
must identify himself, say who he has come for. The maid
must reply that Juliet may or may not be home and offer to
"go see” Romeo's coat must be taken—and hung up. Romeo
must be asked to step into the room. He must look around it
as he does. He must be asked to st down. He must sit down.
He must wait. He may, if he wishes, pass the time by lighting
a cigarette, leafing a magazine, or toying with articles on the
mantelpiece. He may, of course, adjust his tie before the mir-
ror. In time—reasonable time—footsteps will be heard on the
gairs. Juliet? Perhaps. More likely the maid. Miss Juliet will
be down in a moment, and wouldn't he care to make himself
adrink?

We are, in effect, eternally writing the scene before the
scene, asking that the drama wait while the milieu is inven-
toried. But our torpor is not ended with the arrival of Juliet,
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or with the arrival of that drink. Though the scene proper
may have begun, the drama itself may still not move faster
than the normal rhythm of the milieu.

Romeo must offer Juliet a cigarette, suggest that he make
her a drink. He must ask for her father, admire her dress,
inquire about a painting on the living-room wall. He must
make pleasant little jokes to show that he has nothing urgent
in view for the evening. Juliet must take time to make a tele-
phone call. Romeo will speak of his day at the office, Juliet
of the movie she has seen that afternoon. There will be sud-
den, brisk discussion of a mutual acquaintance, and light
laughter. Romeo will offer to go. Juliet will say that it isn't
at all late—yet. Romeo will st down again, thoughtfully pick-
ing at his socks. In and around the believable badinage will
scurry little meaningful glances between them. At last he will
take her hand. (The scene is over now, for that doorbell is
ringing again.)

Van Druten's Romeo and Juliet meet:

"Sdly, this is Bill Page. Sally Middleton.”

"How do you do?'

"How do you do?'

"May | take your things? (She takes his cap and bag and
puts them on desk.) Let me give you a drink."

"Thanks."

"Scotch?!

"Swell. (Looking around): Thisisvery pleasant. | haven't
been in an apartment like this for quite atime. . . ."

They are left aone for the evening:

"Did you get your number?"'
"Yes thanks. Wdl . . ."
"Won't you have another drink?"
"You're sureyou'rein no hurry?'
"None at al."
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"Wel, then, thanks. I'd like to."
"Help yourself, won't you?'

(Going to drink table): "Will you?
"l don't think so, thanks."

"Are you and Olive old friends? . . ."

They come back to her place after dinner:

"What a night! (Closes the door behind him.) Did you
get wet?'

"Running from next door? No. Come in and sit down,
won't you?'

(BILL shakes out his cap, and puts it down. He helps
SALLY off with her coat. She switches on the lamps.)

"Would you like a drink?'

"Not after al that brandy. | must have had five, waiting
for the rain to stop.”

(After a moment's pause, going to the radio): "Would
you like the news?'

"l don't think so. Unless you would."

"l don't think . . . really. (She starts to wander purposely.)
Have a candy?' (Offers box.)

"No, thanks. You don't have to entertain me, you know.
Relax. What are you fussing about?'

"Was | fussing? | didn't mean to. (Pause) That was a
lovely dinner. Thank you."

"You were right. It's a good place. . . ."

Enough of baiting Mr. van Druten, who has entertained us

rather more consistently than most of his contemporaries.
Nor need we look only into offhand comedy or the deliber-
ately deepy play of mood for examples of retarded movement.
Take a snatch out of an exceptionally good character-melo-
drama, William Inge's Come Back, Little Sheba:

"Therés till some beans left. Do you want them, Doc?'
"l had enough."
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"l hope you got enough to eat tonight, Daddy. | been so
busy cleaning | didn't have time to fix you much."

"l wasn't very hungry.”

"You know what? Mrs. Coffman said | could come over
and pick al the lilacs | wanted for my centerpiece tomor-
row. Isn't that nice? | don't think she poisoned Little Sheba,
do you?"

"l never did think so, Baby. Whered you get the new
curtains?'

"l went out and bought them this afternoon. Aren't they
pretty? Be careful of the woodwork, it's been varnished."

"How come, honey?'

"Bruce is comin'. | figured | had to do my spring house-
cleaning some time."

"You got al this done in one day? The house hasn't
looked like this in years."

"l can be a good housekeeper when | want to be, can't I,
Doc?'

"l never had any complaints. Where's Marie now?"

"l don't know, Doc. | haven't seen her since she left this
morning with Turk."

"Mari€e's too nice to be wasting her time with him."

"Daddy, Marie can take care of herself. Don't worry."

" 'Bout time for Fibber McGee and Mally."

"Daddy, I'm gonna run over to Mrs. Coffman's and see
if she's got any silver polish. I'll be right back. . . ."

The characterization is touching. Careful preparation is be-

ing made for a scene to come. Thisis, furthermore, a play that
will ultimately erupt into a violence unusual for our time. Its
rhythm, like the rhythm of al realism, is essentidly lazy.

Realism imposes a completeness of detail and a casuaness

of deportment that does not deny the possibility of drama but
that does postpone its appearance interminably. | may wish to
convey a certain piece of information to my audience. | must
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not, however, seem to be offering information. | must seem to
be respecting the random and inconsequential rhythms of
life, of alife that accomplishes nothing directly. | must force
my characters to pretend to be interested in everything ese
under the sun: the time of day, the shape of a shoe, the best
way to scramble eggs. Under no circumstances must they ex-
hibit interest in the information | wish to convey. This infor-
mation may, if | am clever, pop out accidentally. It may be
inferred, in bits and pieces between the stretches of polite
patter. After every fourth line I may inch my way forward,
offering one snatch of essential evidence for every four snatches
of plausible window-dressing. | am allowed to advance my,
story so long as | advance it surreptitiously, without cracking
the placid surface. | become a specialist in the hint that is
dropped in passing, the meaningful remark that is never no-
ticed, the implication that may be drawn from my silence on
a subject. The drama may be heard as an occasional echo;
only the idle foreground may be elaborately developed. If
drama is my business, it is a shady business, and | must let
it in the back door while everyone ese is at tea. My play, as
a result, moves with the caution of a man who is trying to
get up a flight of stairs without squeaking any of the floor-
boards. | am a dramatist on tiptoe.

My first obligation is to total redity. My story and my
characters together do not, of course, constitute total reality.
| must therefore suppress them until | have paid my respects
to whatever is real outside them, around them, or near them
—to whatever is irrelevantly real.

| want to take my characters into a bar, let's say, for some
dramatic purpose. | cannot simply take them there and let
them get on with the purpose. | must first prove that | have
been in a bar, that | know what bars look like, that | know
the kind of people who come into bars, and so forth. I must
write, with Eugene O'Neill:
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FIRST LONGSHOREMAN (as they range themsdlves at the
bar): Gimme a shock. Number Two. (He tosses a coin on
the bar.)

SECOND LONGSHOREMAN: Same here. (JOHNNY sdts two
glasses of barrel whisky before them.)

FIRST LONGSHOREMAN: Here's luck. (The other nods. They
gulp down their whisky.)

SECOND LONGSHOREMAN (Putting money on the bar): Give
us another.

FIRST LONGSHOREMAN: Gimme a scoop this time—Ilager and
porter. I'm dry.

SECOND LONGSHOREMAN: Same here. (JOHNNY draws the
lager and porter and sets the big, foaming schooners before
them. They drink down haf the contents and start to talk
together hurriedly in low tones. The door on the left is swung
open and LARRY enters. He is a boyish, red-cheeked, rather
good-looking young fellow of twenty or so.)

LARRY (nodding to JOHNNY—cheerily): Hello, boss.

JOHNNY: Hello, Larry. (With a glance at his watch): Just
on time. (LARRY goes to the right behind the bar, takes off
his coat, and puts on an apron.)

FIRST LONGSHOREMAN (abruptly): Let's drink up and get
back to it. (They finish ther drinks and go out left. The
POSTMAN entersasthey leave.)

O'Neill was, by contemporary standards, a rapid dramatist.

It should be noticed, though, that the First Longshoreman,
the Second Longshoreman, Larry, and Johnny are not partici-
pants in the play's action. They are participants in a life that
goes on apart from the play, that brushes shoulders with the
play most briefly and accidentally, that does not influence the
play. The time they take is strictly speaking, lost time. But
the contemporary dramatist is obliged to lose time. He dare
not pursue his people, or his events, from one room to an-
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other without pausing to do a picture study of the flora and
fauna.

Under these conditions, Shakespeare would have been in
serious trouble. It was Shakespeare's habit to move with his
people, perhaps to twenty or thirty places in a single play. If
he had felt the obligation to identify each background, to
smooth out each transition, to illustrate the life and times of
every passing extra, the first performance of King Lear would
undoubtedly still be in progress. There are a good many
Messengers in Shakespeare's plays, but they do not appear
except with messages. There are no scenes in which we study
three or four Messengers sitting around waiting for the next
cal to duty; we do not have to be convinced that there is
awaiting room for Messengers somewhere. It is probable that
Messengers do eat, drink and speak to one another; but they
do not do it on our time.

The problem of co-ordinating a naturalistic rhythm with a
dramatic rhythm has, nowadays, been solved by suppressing’
the dramatic rhythm, or, at best, by introducing”he dramatic
rhythm as a subtle counterpoint to the dominant naturalistic
bate.

We have been unwilling to trim, or to skip, time. We have
therefore trimmed, and in some cases skipped, the dramatic
action. Today we alow so much action as is compatible with
an hour or two in aliving room; should one of the characters
have something more vigorous in mind, he had best leave
the room to attend to it. (He may give us a careful accounting
of what he has done, and of the time it has taken him to do
it, in alater act.) Not only the pace of the play but the extent
of its activity is dictated by the physical room and by the
clock on its mantelpiece.

Julius Caesar covers, quite coherently and without a lapse
of tension, a period of two years.

The average contemporary play covers.

ACT ONE: An afternoon in early spring.
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ACT Two: Late that evening.

ACT THREE: Thenext morning.

Each act will be continuous in time, unless the dramatist
has been notoriously careless and sent one of his characters
off to accomplish something he cannot possibly accomplish in
time for the act curtain. In this case the dramatist will notify
us, in aline on the program, that "the curtain will be lowered
for one minute to denote a lapse of one hour." We have, in-
deed, become so scrupulous about the implausible passing of
time that the producers of The Seven Year Itch were impelled,
with malicious glee, to provide their program with the helpful
note that "the curtain will be lowered for thirty seconds to
denote a lapse of thirty seconds.”

Our minutes are all accounted for. And it rarely occurs to
us that, like most people who indulge in total recal, we are
bores. The knack we have for duplicating the dawdling that
goes on in the world fills us with pious satisfaction. We are
accurate. We do not cheat. We do not indulge in unrealistic
convention. Marlowe may have thought, in his primitive way,
that it was acceptable for Doctor Faustus to pass the whole
of his last hour on earth in a bare forty-eight lines. We do not
demand of our audiences such barbarous imaginative leaps.

Conventions are, in our view, the youthful indiscretions
of playwrights who knew no better. It is a pity that Richard
[11 should tell us so baldly what he is going to do, that lago
should be so outspoken about himself, that Lear should have
divided his kingdom before we have had time to seat ourselves
in the theater. We have, after a great deal of work, managed
to bring ourselves to a nearly conventionless theater, a theater
in which the surface of life and the surface of the stage are
virtually indistinguishable from each other. We do, of course,
have a few conventions: the suggestion that the audience can
se through one wall of an actual room is a convention; the
notion of a curtain falling over continuing action is another;
there are a few more. But they are the fewest posshle. We
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have bested convention, and thereby perfected the mir-
ror.

It never occurs to us that the conventions used by our
primitive forbears were very often ingeniously devised short
cuts—short cuts designed to get us past whatever was irrelevant
and inconsequential and on to everything that was vigorously
relevant and of serious consequence. A Greek chorus puzzles
us and seems an excrescent weight on the play; actualy it was
the fastest way then known to rough in an involved back-
ground, keep us in touch with extracurricular developments,
and outline for us the moral and philosophical profundities
that might be deduced from a difficult narrative. In a play like
Charles Morgan's The Burning Glass it takes us two and one
half hours simply to state a philosophical position: science has
made us so comfortable that we have become morally rotten.
A Greek chorus would have polished off the thought in three
minutes. We are not interested in this particular method now,
nor need we be; but we ought not to deny its virtues.

The Elizabethan soliloquy was, in part, a short cut. It was
the fastest way of getting to know a character, the fastest way
of sending him about his business. The conventional endings
of many of Moliere's plays were short cuts. The essentia con-
tent was exhausted, we had had all the important fun; why
nod ourselves to sleep over a casually convincing windup?

A short cut is helpful in several ways. It relieves the mo-
notony of familiar terrain ("Come in, how are you?' is famil-
lar terrain). And it takes you to the heart of the place you
want to be.

Speed is not its only virtue. Speed is, | think, a perfectly
desirable quality in a play; the audience is quick-witted (how
often the audience is ahead of us in the contemporary theater,
whispering the developments before they take place!) and it is
aways delighted to be transported swiftly from crisis to crisis.

But a much more substantial gain is ours for the hurrying.
The practice of eliding whatever is obvious or familiar or
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drearily routine leaves twice as much time—and twice as much
room—for the basic dramatic content. If | do not spend three
minutes getting my characters on stage, | have three minutes
to give them for more significant purposes. If, over the course
of the evening, | pare away forty-five minutes of realistic small
talk, | can pack forty-five minutes' more substance into the
play.

In Our Town Thornton Wilder wishes to take his boy and
girl into a drugstore. If Mr. Wilder were a thoroughgoing
redist he would first have to change his set. That in itself
would take, say, a minute. Opening his curtain on all of the
necessary counters, mirrors, tables and chairs, he would be re-
quired to fill his accurate background with accurate activity.
There would be other customers, some at tables, some at the
counter. The play would pause while some of them order,
thus giving a familiar locale its familiar rhythm. The druggist
would josh an old customer. After a moment, the boy and
girl would enter, hesitantly. They might, if Mr. Wilder were
an absolutely insistent realist, have to wait their turn for a
sedt at the counter. ("You take the empty one” says the boy;
"No, I'll' wait for two," smiles the girl.) Perhaps they examine
a display of candy boxes while they wait. In time, they are
seated, and they order. However long the scene is to be, it
must be long enough for their sodas to be made—realistically
—and consumed. They dare not leave until naturalism has had
all its rites. By way of authenticity, their conversation will be
interrupted from moment to moment as other customers en-
ter, as the druggist attends to them. When the sodas have
been plausibly downed, the boy and girl are free to go. But
there must be a last fillip to the drugstore rhythm: a newcomer
enters and we hear him giving his own order to the druggist
before the curtain dips down. A scene that is intrinsically
worth three minutes' playing time might easlly have been ex-
tended to eight or ten.

But Mr. Wilder, in Our Town, has invented for himself a
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jovial stage manager and a seeneryless stage. The boy and girl
are walking along a Main Street that has no shops to be ac-
counted for, no strolling friends to be met. The boy suddenly
says, "Emily, how would you like an ice-cream soda, or some-
thing, before you go home?'

The stage direction now reads "They come into the drug-
store and seat themselves on stools." The stage manager has
created a counter by placing a plank across two chairs, and
we are promptly engrossed in the scene proper. The rhythm
of the scenes in Our Town is a gentle one, and the play never
seems to scurry. But because there is no extraneous rhythm
delaying the scenes, because Mr. Wilder's conventions cut
through such factual detail as is inappropriate to his story,
Our Town is able to encompass, in the customary two and
one half hours, the childhood, adolescence, romance, marriage,
and death of at least one of the principals. There is, in fact,
enough time left over for Mr. Wilder to offer us an after-
death passage in a graveyard. The scde of the play is in pro-
portion to the structural speed of the play. Mr. Wilder has
saved time in order to use it, and use it magnificently.

The conventions that please Mr. Wilder are relatively
stylized ones. Shakespeare, apart from one or two uncharac-
teristic instances, uses nothing so formal as stage manager or
Chorus. The soliloquy, the suggestiveness of verse, the short
scene in the unelaborated or even unidentified locde, and the
small formality of the rhymed-couplet exit are enough for
him. Arthur Miller, in Death of a Sdlesman, merely shifts his
lights and tosses in a line to let us know what time jump we've
made. Conventions need not seem unreal. They are simply
agreements, of almost any sort, between author and audience.
"We agree” say these two parties, "to accept this or that
short cut as a substitute for certain uninteresting segments of
reality; our agreement is for the purpose of spending more
time on the more interesting segments.” If a convention falsi-
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fies some minor portion of life, it does so in the happy ex-
pectation of cramming more life into the play.

| think we need to invent a few conventions, enough to get
us past "How have you been?' and "What'll you have?' any-
way. The kind of convention does not matter much; the audi-
ence is swift to make profitable bargains. Our conventionless
theater, rejecting whatever cannot be fitted into the box set
and the daily routine, is by now so undernourished that it can
barely drag itself around.

14. Elbowroom

E FURROW OUR BROWS over the problem. If we are

going to overleap the confining and clockbound con-
ventions of realism, where are we going to go? It's clear enough
that we can stretch dramatic structure a bit beyond the me-
chanical compactness of the well-made play—Williams and
Miller have given us strong hints about this—but how far dare
we stretch before illusion snaps? At what point do we run
the risk of losing touch with reality, and landing in the no
man's land of the ostentatious amateur?

The point, | think, is a great deal farther ahead of us than
we imagine. We have lately advanced a discreet inch or two;
our freedom may extend for miles.

The most inhibiting concept we have labored under, and a
concept that has conditioned nearly every aspect of twentieth-
century playwriting, is our peculiar notion of what constitutes
an Imitation. The term "imitation" has belonged to the arts
since the dawn of time. Aristotle defined a play as "the imita-
tion of an action." Since lbsen, Hauptmann, Chekhov and
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Zola we have broadened the definition, and we are now in
the habit of saying that a play is an "imitation of life."

With the coming of realism, we began to take extraordinary
care that our imitation be accurate. Earlier playwrights seemed
to us to have been most cavalier with the observable facts of
life; they had been remiss in their reporting, had allowed
distortion and dishonesty to invalidate their work. If art was
an imitation, we were now going to make the best imitation
that had ever been made by the simple process of sticking as
close to the subject imitated as possible.

We began, then, not to paint flickering fires on canvas fire-
places but to build structures solid enough to contain rea
fires. We looked at the floorboards and found them unrealistic;
we quickly covered them with genuine carpets. Running water
became a matter of honor; if a play called for faucets, they
were going to be practical faucets and the water that flowed
from them had best run hot and cold. By the time of The
Voice of the Turtle we were able to scramble real eggs on a
real stove and really eat them.

We are a bit superior about Belasco nowadays, though con-
sidering our continued preoccupation with on-stage prac-
ticaity, | don't know why we should be. Belasco's style of
Imitation was almost miraculously literal. If a man was sup-
posed to enter the stage from a dusty dirt path, a dusty dirt
path was strewn from wings to dressing room. Producing a
play that took place in a Child's restaurant, Belasco went to
Child's not only to observe but to buy. He bought spoons,
knives, forks, cups, steam tables—and deposited them on the
Belasco stage. Imitation became more and more exact. Legend
has it that for a play taking place in a boardinghouse the
master went shopping for a real boardinghouse, bought it, tore
it down, and reconstructed its second floor within his the-
atrical proscenium arch.

As | say, | don't know why we sneer at Belasco. The Moscow
Art Theater we continue to admire sometimes worked in much
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the same way. One of Stanidavski's productions is said to have
called for an actor who could play a beggar. No actor redlistic
enough could be found. The byways were then scoured for an
actual beggar and an actual beggar was persuaded to imper-
sonate himself professionaly. (I am happy to report that he
was a failure.) We burrow just as close to character fidelity in
our current semidocumentary films; much of the early work
of Rossellini, for instance, mixed professional actors with men
hauled in off the streets.

Our passion for reproducing reality by adopting the origina
reality continues to earn a kind of automatic applause from
our audiences. Two or three years ago Lindsay and Grouse
introduced the first practicable televison set to be seen on
the stage in a play called Remains to be Seen. Everyone had
seen atelevision s, everyone knew how television sets worked.
Yet the miracle of seeing one work on the stage—the astound-
ing realization that an electric cord could be plugged in some-
where other than in a living room—caused the audience to
gasp and to beat out an approving savo. We remain con-
vinced that the stage is at its most remarkable when it is doing
something that we do thoughtlessly al day long in our homes.

The anxiety to make the theater imitatively correct was not,
of course, confined to stage settings, or to the sort of charac-
terization that brought us the Moscow Art beggar. It was a
consuming anxiety, affecting every department of dramatic
life. The actor's conduct—even when he was truly an actor
—~became geared to the accuracies of the candid camera; play-
ers lounged and lighted cigarettes so naturally as to seem to be
redly lounging and smoking. And the words that the actor
spoke were words that might have been spoken anywhere. It
was uncanny how the stage could, in every way, approximate
the usual.

Every once in a while some critic, or scholar, or uncompli-
cated playgoer would feel a dight distress in his bones at dl
this. Something, his sleeping taste told him, was wrong. If he
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brooded about it, and tried to put a name to his dissatisfaction,
he would generally conclude that the notion of imitation itself
was wrong. The theater wasn't meant to be like this; it had
falen into error because docile dramatists had davishly sub-
mitted to a fantastically wrong premise as old as Aristotle. If
we were going to get away from an exasperating literalism we
would have to get away from imitation itself.

Thus, John Hospers in his Meaning and Truth in the Arts
feels compelled to say that "to continue to use the term
‘imitation’ as the departure from exactness increases is mis-
leading and dangerous." Imitation means exactness; anything
that is not as exact as we can make it is less and less of an
imitation, finally no imitation at all.

It may seem irrelevant to go poking into learned disserta-
tions on the subject, to worry about the precise meaning of a
tired term. But our supposition that abandoning exactness
means abandoning imitation itself has very practica conse-
quences in the theater. The dramatist, fed up with tapere-
corded speech and hot-and-cold running water, is led to believe
that he can improve himself and his craft only by abandoning
the recognizably human dtogether. He cannot imitate the
world of men because imitating it means copying it with a
dreary and mechanical accuracy; therefore he must throw over
the world of men and invent his own world. Having made the
decison, he writes something like Tennessee Williams
Camino Real—and is injured to find that his effort to improve
an art form has led only to his quick regjection by the admirers
of that art form.

Imitation, then, has led us into a double problem. If we
continue to practice it, we are literal dullards. If we revolt
against it, we are unintelligible anarchists.

The two-pronged dilemma need never have come up. Imi-
tation does not mean scrupulous exactitude. It means some-
thing very different indeed.

Our naturalistic imitations have not, as a matter of fact,
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been imitations. Or, to put the matter a little more carefully,
they have not moved toward imitation but toward a quite
different thing, Identity.

When Belasco tears down a boardinghouse and mounts one
of its rooms in the theater, the on-stage result is not an imita-
tion of a boardinghouse. It is a boardinghouse. When a young
couple in The Voice of the Turtle scramble eggs on the stage
they are not imitating the scrambling of eggs. They are scram-
bling eggs. When Stanislavski hires a genuine beggar to join
his acting company, the man hired is not imitating a beggar.
He is a beggar.

In each of these cases imitation has disappeared and iden-
tity has been substituted. (It should also be noted that in
each instance the artist has disappeared, imagination has disap-
peared. Belasco has dismissed the art of scene design; The
Voice of the Turtle has dismissed the art of pantomime;
Stanislavski has dismissed the art of acting.)

The struggle toward Identity is not a struggle toward more
and more perfect imitation but a struggle away from the very
idea of imitation. Imitation cannot be defined in terms of
similarity aone, though we have supposed of late that a
greater and greater similarity to the thing imitated was its
natural and inevitable tendency. An imitation cannot even
exist without being profoundly different from the thing it is
imitating.

Let's be strict about the matter for a moment. An imitation
that is wholly similar to the thing imitated is identical with it
and therefore not an imitation. Conversely, an imitation that
Is wholly dissimilar to the thing imitated has lost al contact
with it, and is therefore not an imitation.

Imitation must be defined as a similarity plus a dissimilarity.
It must in part be like its subject, in part very much unlike
it. Both conditions are indispensable if the term is to have
any distinctive meaning—if, for instance, an imitation is to be
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distinguishable from an identity—and the two conditions must
be held in more or less perfect balance.

There is no way in which precise mathematics can be ap-
plied to the problem, but a hypothetically perfect imitation
of something would be about fifty per cent like it and fifty
per cent unlike it. A fifty-one per cent dissimilarity begins to
move us toward chaos; afifty-one per cent similarity begins to
move us toward that inartistic monster, Identity.

To make this a little less abstract, I'd say that a Greek
play came pretty close to a perfect, always precarious, balance
between similarity and difference. There is similarity to life
in the emotions of the principal characters, in the psychologi-
cal responses they exhibit. But look at the differences: thereis
a Chorus that has no actual model in the universe at hand;
there are subordinate characters—Messengers and sometimes
Gods—that perform conventional rather than lifelike func-
tions; there is verse, which no man has ever spoken in the
daily round of his life; there is a rigid formulation of en-
trances, exits, and physical conduct on stage. (No murders
may be shown; dead bodies must be wheeled on stage.) Life
is mirrored here; but the degree of surface exactitude is terri-
bly small.

That fifty-fifty balance is, of course, hypothetical, and if
you want to cal Shakespeare's work about sixty per cent simi-
lar to the surface of life and forty per cent dissimilar to the
surface of life nobody is going to argue with you—except to
point out that you are now becoming involved in an absurd
effort to weigh intangibles.

Let's skip the mathematics, and consider the general move-
ment of our theater. Few plays strive for the absolute identity
of Belasco's boardinghouse or Stanislavski's beggar; total de-
struction of the imitative principle and the imitative faculty
is rare. But the rough goal of the redlistic theater is near-iden-
tity: the walls must be as solid as possble, the properties
perfectly practicable, the deportment of the characters photo-

165



Arthritis in the Joints

graphic, the speech of the characters close to stenographic. If
we do not hit the mark, we aim at it; we are not trying for a
balance between similarity and difference but for a maximum
similarity and aminimum difference.

As we approach our goal—and it probably isn't overstating
the case to say that we come within eighty to ninety per cent
of total similarity—that delicate balance which gives an imi-
tation its precise character recedes farther and farther from us.
At the same time that we are taking pride in the increasing
perfection of our imitation we are denying the very nature or
imitation. The closer | come to identity the less am | engaged
in the act of imitating.

I'm afraid that Mr. Hospers position must be boldly re-
versed. A work of art does not become less and less imitative
as it moves away from exactitude; it becomes less and less
imitative as it moves toward exactitude.

The contemporary theater has not really been making better
imitations, then, but worse ones. It has attended to one half
of the imitative process, the half that has to do with similarity;
it has sadly neglected the other and equally vital half, the half
devoted to difference. If our realistic theater seems to have
been chugging along at half energy, and if it has seemed to
fly its performance flag at half mast, this is one of the reasons.

There is a point to so much semantic quibbling: the play-
wright who is reluctant to part with the notion of imitation,
out of an honest fear of losing sight of reality and becoming
mired in an unintelligible no man's land, need not be forced
into the copycat's corner, into a confining literalism; he is free
to reverse his field and go skylarking. Between the point at
which he now stands and that midway point at which the
imitative balance might be upset in the other direction there
is a vast, rich territory open to imaginative adventure. The
good imitator is actually invited to junk whole sections of the
surface of life without running the risk of breaking faith with
life.
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The aress of similarity and difference are roughly definable.
The similarity is to the emotional, psychological, and spiritual
behavior of man; similarity is largely interior. The dissimilarity
lies in the manner in which these things are revealed; it is
largely exterior. As an imitator, | may alter the visible surface
of life quite radically: 1 may employ unrealistic language to
reveal a realistic emotion; | may make an arbitrary arrange-
ment of the stage to expedite my journey into emotional
depths that are anything but arbitrary; | may falsify the rou-
tine of a man's day in order to reach the profounder truths
of his heart.

Dissimilarity is—or should be—maost pronounced at the sur-
face. We have been working the other way round: striving for
intense similarity at the surface. And it may be that our pre-
occupation with similarity at the surface—where it is least
needed, least interesting, least revealing—has kept us from
achieving or even working toward any very high degree of
similarity at themore difficult, more subjective, level. We have
had a great many plays in which the surface deportment was
near-perfect and in which the underlying motives seemed to
have no truth at al in them.

On the whole, we are likely to achieve truth where we try
hardest for it; we have been trying hardest in an area where
it doesn't matter very much.

Since the current concept of imitation—whether we have
consciously analyzed it or not—lies at the root of every move
we now make in the theater, so any vigorous overhauling of
our understanding of the term is bound to influence every
move we make in the future. Enlivening the theater isn't really
a matter of jolting each of its facets separately; shake up the
underlying assumption and you will find half a dozen depart-
ments going into their dances spontaneously.

The moment we open one door toward difference we are
sure to see other doors flying open ahead of us. We have, in a
limited way, aready seen this chain reaction at work.
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Death of a Salesman and A Streetcar Named Desre both
took certain liberties with normal play structure, electing to
replace the sustained and redistic act rhythm with a short,
lively, broken-field scene rhythm. As soon as this first rhythm
was broken, there was a change in tempo as well: the plays
moved more rapidly and covered more ground. With the
change in rhythm and tempo came an unavoidable scenic
change: we began to look at the inside and the outside of
the backgrounds at the same time, to peer through once im-
penetrable walls, to cut away physical barriers. Lighting this
fluid stage posed something of a problem; in solving the prob-
lem, lighting immediately became more poetic than it had
been before.

Poetry is catching. Even language began to feel a possible
freedom; a latich had been left half open. Neither Williams
nor Miller turned poet overnight. But they began to poke at
the poetic edges.

Williams wrote:

"He was a telephone man who fell in love with long dis-
tances, he gave up his job with the telephone company and
skipped the light fantastic out of town. . . ."

Miller wrote:

"He's a man way out there in the blue, riding on a smile
and a shoeshine. And when they start not smiling back—that's
an earthquake. And then you get yourself a couple of spots
on your hat, and you'refinished. Nobody dast blame this man.
A salesman is got to dream, boy. It comes with the territory."

This wasn't a speech held have written for an earlier, more
"accurate" play.

| suspect that an adventurous dramatist can begin amost
anywhere, can start by taking just such liberties as he fedls
competent to take. Stretching one muscle, he will sooner or
later feel the itch to stretch them al—sooner or later they
will involve one another.
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Similarity has been pushed to its logica limits, and it may
be time to go looking for differences.

There's just one difference I'd stay shy of. I'd cut through
the red tape of realism with abandon, leaping from one con-
crete image of life to another concrete image of life. But I'd
always want to be sure that the ultimate image, when | got
there, was nothing less than concrete. A playwright may leap
—but he's got to have somewhere to land.

15. Cloud Cuckoo Land

IN ENLARGING the scope of the theater, profundity is to be
1 avoided at al costs. By profundity | mean what everyone
seems to mean nowadays—abstraction. The contemporary
world—in other forms of literature as much as in the theater
—seems to have got it into its head that the only way an artist
can become more profound is by becoming more abstract.
The result is a group of plays in which God turns up as a sta-
tionmaster at a murky railroad junction, in which the principal
characters are caled Friend Ed, Joe Saul, and Mordeen, and
in which unidentified desperadoes stagger into symbolic
patios to be shot down by unidentified gunmen and carted off
in garbage cans by white-jacketed collectors.

| think we must have some sense that our picky, small-bored
realistic plays say very little about the universe. We conclude
that the only way we can say something about the universe is
by becoming Universal, with capital letters strewn all over
the place. The curious thing is that no one has ever succeeded
in writing a universal play by this method.

Like most of the other idiocies that occur to us as fresh
inspirations, the method has been tried. It is in fact, one of
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the first methods that is regularly tried whenever drama is
getting ready for a rebirth. Aeschylus worked with it in his
earliest days, before he had quite got hold of the nature of the
theater and before Sophocles had helped him clear his head.
A glance at the Prometheus Bound will turn up one character
named Force, another named Power, and another named
Oceanus. Mighty abstractions stalk one another, talk weightily
at one another, in a play that has a certain majesty but is never
majestically human.

Medieval drama took the same tack. The more ambitious
playwrights of the period—those who were not content with
coining little folk farces to be inserted into the Biblical nar-
rative—drew themselves up to impressive height and wrote
solemn homilies in which Death, Lust, Ambition, and Good
Deeds contended for the soul of man. Man himself, however,
did not put in a recognizable appearance until the stage was
cleared of such august universals and given over to the specific
spectacle of one foolish specimen cuckolding his neighbor, kill-
ing his wife, or picking his teeth.

Graham Greene, in his brief British Dramatists, has re-
marked that there is but a single step involved in getting from
Ambition in a morality play to Macbeth in an Elizabethan
play. It is, though, the step that makes all the difference.

The use of theatrical abstraction—nonexistent locales, sym-
bolic characters, action that is to be understood not as an event
taking place but as ahieroglyph requiring transl ation—does not
represent a dramatic advance but a reversion to primitive stabs
at importance. The mature dramatist invariably works in the
concrete. The primitive dramatist often works in the abstract
because abstraction is the easest, crudest, roughest, most ap-
proximate way of saying something that is difficult to say.

It is, redly, a lazy man's method. The dramatist stares—
fondly enough—at the people he sees about him. He is aware
that each is different from the other. He is adso tantalized by
the sense that each has something in common with the other.
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These curious faces are alike and unlike a the same time.
What makes one man different from another is easy enough
to spot—not just by the shape of a nose or the drawl of a
voice but by habits of thought and flareups of passion. What
links these men together is much more difficult to see. We
catch a glimmer of it now and then; but we can't name it.

Because human differences are readily detected, the play-
wright has no particular problem with uniqueness. He can
simply keep book on the man he is interested in: jotting down
his peculiar practice of picking at his trouser crease, his odd
failures of memory, his idiosyncratic spurts of gaiety. When
the dramatist has taken a sufficiently large inventory, he can
add the items together and present us with an arresting "char-
acter.”

The serious playwright may, however, be dissatisfied with
this sort of "character." It will have its virtues: the figure is
no mere cliche; it is painfully accurate. But it is, after dl, a
case study, a medical report. The sense of something larger
—which is an actual sense keenly felt in life—is irretrievably
lost. The idiosyncratic is too specid; it seems stubbornly atypi-
cd, representative of nothing.

How to bring this throw-off back into the fold, give him
some part in the common humanity we know he was born
to? The dramatist's first temptation is not to look for this
man's commonness within the unique personality that defines
and identifies him, but outside it and apart from it. The logic
goes something like this: the quality | miss so sorely is a
quality that belongs not to this man alone but to a great many
men, perhaps al men; my best bet, then, is to start with All
Men, to take a kind of statistical average of so many men
that the qudlities they have in common may be justly deter-
mined; when | have located this bond, this commonness, by
statistical means, | must project it in the manner in which |
found it—by a character who is statistically representative, a
composite, an abstraction.
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Thus, if 1 wish to say something about the human instinct
for friendliness, | dare not rest my case on the spectacle of one
friendly man. So long as the man is merely unique, his friend-
liness may be an accident—the irrelevant result of his heredity,
his basal metabolism. He may be friendly, dl right, but he may
not suggest that mankind as a whole is given—is amost driven
—to kindliness. Since | am convinced that this last is true of
the species as a whole, and wish to make use of the observation
in my play, | promptly put Species on the stage. | do not draw
a particular man who has the common instinct for friendship.
| draw an outline of the instinct itself, devoid of all particulars.
| do not cdl this instinct Philip Weinberg, since even a par-
ticular name might bog me down in unrepresentative specifics
again; | cal it Friend Ed.

In John Steinbeck’s Burning Bright, Friend Ed taks like
this:

Now look, Joe Saul, you're nervous. . . . That's a new
thing you're doing there. That's a nervy thing. . . . I've seen
it coming on you, Joe Saul. It's no surprise to me except
it's late. It's very late. | wonder why it is so late. Why, |
remember when your Cathy died. You were strong when
you lost your wife. You were not nervy then. And it's eight
months since Cousin Will missed the net [the characters in
the scene are, symbolically, acrobats]; you were not nervy
then. Victor's a good partner, isn't he, you said he was. It's
not thefirst time a Saul missed the net in al the generations.
What's the matter with you, Joe Saul? You're putting an
itch in the air around you like a cloud of gnats on a hot
evening. ... Do | have the right to ask a question? . . .
Is there any trouble between you and Mordeen? . . . That's
afine girl, Joe Saul, afinewife. . . . I'll take some of the
itch from you if you'll let me. | held you weeping when
your Cathy died. | lifted Cousin Will off the ring rim. |
stood left-hand with you to Mordeen. | think | know your
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sickness, but you'll have to say it first, Joe Saul. . . . Tdk
it out, Joe Saul. Let's find your poison.

| suppose we ought not to be surprised that a man who is
not meant to be a man should be unable to talk like one. The
playwright who is conceiving his characters generally is almost
bound to write in generalities.

But what is essentially wrong with this is its ironic lack of
universality. Since no one man ever talked like this, or be-
haved like this, it is difficult for us to believe that al men
do. The struggle to be widely representative has ended in
something that is utterly unrepresentative.

The difficulty is inherent in the method, which, like the
case study it is opposed to, is a half method. The case study,
relying solely on particulars, fails to catch that glimpse of the
universal that haunts usin life. The abstracted universal, hop-
ing to recapture the glimpse, wipes out the very particulars it
came from.

Neither method produces first-rate drama because neither
method faces up to the teasing, elusive simultaneity of nature.
Of the two, the case-study technique, the accumulation of
specifics, is far and away the better because it reproduces some
of the conditions that confront us in life. The symbolic try
reproduces none of them—not as we know them—and thereby
leaves us appalled at its frigid inhumanity.

Life as we know it presents us with the universal in the
particular. Brotherliness does not stroll the streets, to be run
into as | turn a corner. Individual men stroll the streets-
short, tall, mean-tempered or mild—and if any one of them
should possess the quality of brotherliness | can come to
know of it only by first coming to know the peculiar, particular
man. | must meet him, formally. I must make tentative, awk-
ward efforts at establishing communication. | must spar, wait-
ing to find out if I like him enough to bother meeting him
again. | must look at him carefully enough to remember him
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—out of al the other thousands | meet—in the event that we
do meet again. A second meeting over lunch will be only a
little less gingerly. He is still essentially a stranger, a baffling
complex of unpredictable attitudes, beliefs, sensitivities. |
touch a sore spot, and shy away. | stumble on a sudden, happy
point of agreement and develop it. | am often mided; what
seemed agreement cannot be pursued too far and | am thrown
back, stung and embarrassed.

He, of course, is al this time doing the same thing to me.
We are both worming our ways through labyrinthine particu-
larities—the things that make each of us individua and dl
but impenetrable—in the hope that, digging deep enough, we
shall uncover similar qualities of mind. My acquaintance may,
in the end, turn out to be Friendship itself. | never can, how-
ever, treat him as though that friendship were abstract, stable,
or divorced from idiosyncrasy. | dare not trade on his friendli-
ness or put it to too severe a test. | cannot keep him waiting
in a bar unreasonably. | cannot push my praise for something
he despises. | cannot say anything | like about his wife. | can-
not suggest that he clean his fingernails. | cannot keep him
up when he is tired. The price of our common liking is a
common patience with much that is irritating, with much
that is merely crotchety and fetishist and puzzlingly out of
place.

After | have known him along, long time, after | have prac-
ticed anticipating his moods, after | have learned to take
barometer readings of his very special personality, | may ven-
ture to make generalizations about him. | may say now that
he is essentially kind, or proud, or ambitious, or romantic.
Even as | say it | have a certain sense of falsification—little
contradictions leap to mind—and | hasten to qualify what |
have said. ("Yes, he's proud, although not exactly in that
way.") No one word is ever quite right, | am soon immersed
in additional adjectives. But | can have a shot at it, anyway. |
am entitled to try describing the genera man because | know
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the particular man so intimately. Without this intimacy, of
course, | have no credentials.

And as | describe the general man | have always at the back
of my mind the precise cast of features, the explicit gestures,
of the particular man. The validity of my generalization de-
pends wholly upon the particular man's capacity to carry it.
(Does the word fit him?) The moment | lose sight or sense
of the face, voice, and physical weight of my subject, | begin—
if 1 continue to generalize—to talk pompous nonsense. Any
minute now | am going to be talking about the Common
Man, that faceless fellow whom no one has ever met.

This, then, is our experience of life: from a mass of con-
crete details we arrive at a vague, not quite fenced-in, uni-
versal. We do not start, say, with a concept of Pride and then
interview men to accommodate it. People who go looking
for Friendship are people who never find it; we have al got
to take our chances with Mildred, Fred, Frank, Barbara, and
John.

| do not know John through the concept of Friendship. |
know just a little about friendship through the actual existence
of John.

If this is the routine that nature has imposed on us, and
if dramais—as we are always saying it is—a matter of holding
up the mirror to nature, the playwright's course is clear
enough. He is an admirer of the concrete, a passionate addict
of particulars. And he will hope, as he gains in intimacy, as he
unfolds layer after layer of highly persona passion, to strike
upon a root that looks familiar, to uncover at last a seed we
have al noticed growing in our own gardens. When he has
dug this deep, when he has worked his way down through all
that exists and found something beneath it, he may lay clam
to profundity. Profundity is not the result of seeing truth
above and apart from the stubborn, finicky, flesh-bound body.
It is the result of seeing through it.

Macbeth is plainly ambitious—so plainly that we haven't

175



Arthritis in the Joints

the least doubt that Ambition is the theme of the play, that
Ambition is the key to Macbeth's character, that Ambition in
a morality play is only one step removed from the ambitious
man here. But what a curious way to be ambitious! When
Macbeth appears on the scene, he seems not to have given a
moment's thought to his own advancement. When he is told
that he is Thane of Cawdor, he does not leap at the poss-
bility; he doubts it. When it is prophesied that he is to become
king, he apparently dismisses it from his mind. When an op-
portunity presents itself to kill the king, he shrinks from it.
When he has been al but forced into doing the deed, he is
aghast at himself. When he finds himself on the throne, he
is at once a model of insecurity. Never has an ambitious man
been so pushed, shoved, coddled, bullied, terrorized, and
artificially bolstered. There are many times in the play when
you feel that this gentle knight would have been happy
enough with a garden hoe and a game of chess in the evening
(after prayers). Y et Macbeth isambitious—in one, small, dark
recess hidden far beneath the military integrity, the husbandly
warmth, the moral scrupulousness, the nervous sensibility of
the man there lies a kernel of ambition just big enough to
overbalance him when the scales are properly tipped. There
IS, in Macheth, just about as much ambition as there is in al
the rest of us; barring outside pressures is there realy more?
On the face of things, Macbeth is one of the world's least
likely candidates for Ambition's crown; and that is one of the
reasons he is so interesting.

| doubt very much that anyone who had started out with
the notion of dramatizing Ambition could have wound up
creating this exasperating man. He does not possess the at-
tributes—abstractly speaking—that we normally associate with
the vice. He is not bold, he is not headstrong, he is not vain,
he is not shrewd. Shakespeare does not seem to have adopted
a generality and dressed it suitably. He seems to have thought
of a person and found ambition in him.
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Nor do | think that this is mere ingenuity on Shakespeare's
part, that he succeeded in fooling us about his procedure.
There are a few Shakespearean heroes whose universal traits
may be quickly identified, whose counterparts might have been
found in a morality play: there is Othello, of course, and
there are—perhaps—Cressida, Angelo, Antony, and Shylock.
(Wantonness, Hypocrisy, Lust, and Greed.) But there are so
many others difficult to platitudinixe about. Who has found
the word for Lear? For Hamlet? For Romeo, for Cleopatra,
for Brutus? There is universality in all of them, and we do
not doubt it as we hear them speak. But it exists as an in-
tuition, as a shadow in the eyes, as an echo imperfectly traced.
It is there, but—as is so often the case in our own experience-
it is not named.

We are seriously misled in our pursuit of the arts by the
talk that goes on about symbolism. We find symbols every-
where, not just where the author has patently put them—not
just in a Billy Budd or a Caliban—but in a Bottom, a Feste,
a Huckleberry Finn. We discover that everything in a play
or a novel stands for some aspect of the author's own thought
and we love to distinguish and detach, as we might detach the
wings from afly, this generalized meaning.

The practice has its uses. They are, however, critical rather
than creative uses. Let's say that | am a literary critic and
wish to perform the literary critic's function of analysis. | may
wish to analyze a certain work for various reasons. | may ad-
mire the work intensely and wish to dissect it in order to
explain my own admiration to myself or to others. | may
didlike the work and wish to dissect it in order to explain, and
to justify, my dislike. | may break a work down into its iso-
lated parts—or into some of them; | never succeed in getting
them al—because | want to relate those parts to a socid
impulse that helped produce them, because | want to use
them as the basis for a new aesthetic, or because | am by
nature a critic and began taking watches apart at the age of
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two. (The critical mentality is an identifiable mentality, gen-
erdly unrelated to the creative. | have twin sons to whom |
show motion pictures: one of them wants only to take pleasure
in the films, the other is uninterested in the films and wants
only to examine the machine.)

The critic, bent upon examining a work not as an object
of pleasure but as a machine that has produced a pleasurable
effect, is forced to take a number of arbitrary actions. He must
sever elements that are, in the work, inseparable and indivisi-
ble. (He must talk of Fastaff's worthlessness and his attrac-
tiveness in separate breaths, as though they were in fact
distinguishable)) He must extricate Character from Situation,
so that he can talk about Character and talk about Situation,
though neither has ever actually existed apart from the other.
Worst of al, he is forced to name every element he isolates,
and this is where the red trouble begins.

He may be naming something that is in the work and in

the author's mind, nameless. T. S. Eliot suspects, for instance,
that Shakespeare never did have any formal or objective con-
cept of Hamlet's character, that he wrote out of a burning
intuition he had never analyzed for himself. Or he may be
giving a simple name to something that has no simple name.
He may accept Greed as a symbol for Shylock. But Shylock is
a pathetic figure, as much victimized as victimizing, the man
who is so touching about his wife and so moving about his es-
sentid humanity ("Hath not a Jew eyes?'). What, then? Is
Shylock a symbol of Victimized Humanity turned Vengeful?
Is he an Impatient Job? Or is there some word, some phrase,
that will successfully unite both the greed and the pathos-
some word or phrase we have not found yet? We go on coining
new names, trying them on for sze.

It should be noticed, though, that in cases such as these
it is the critic and not the playwright who has created the
symbol. A vast amount of the discussion of symbolism we have
heard down the ages is of this kind: we spesk of the symbolism
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in a work and mean the symbolism that can be deduced from
it.

There are other possibilities. In our struggle to name an
elusive redity, we may come upon a word that has, at one
time or another, occurred to the playwright but that has been
abandoned or atered during the intricacies of composition.
Scholars, for instance, have turned up some evidence that
Shakespeare may have meant Romeo to symbolize Fury.
There are many references to Fury in the play to support them
—and Fury was avice that the Elizabethans liked to talk about.
But to accept Fury as the name for Romeo is to go against
the grain of our experience of the play in the theater. Romeo
does not seem a tragic figure possessed of a vicious flaw; he
seems an idealized lover accidentally cheated of his happiness.
The author may once have meant a certain symbol, and we
may seize upon the symbol in the quiet of our libraries. But
something has happened during the process of composition to
ater the author's intention and to destroy the usefulness of
our carefully assembled evidence. As any playwright will tell
you, the process of putting true flesh and blood on an initial
idea very often plays tricks with the idea. You can christen a
baby but you can't dways control its growth.

Then there are surely times when the critic's search for a
symbolic word coincides quite satisfactorily with what the
author has had in mind. No one is going to quarrel about the
just word for Othello. (Well, some didacticists do; there are
those who insist that Shakespeare was writing a tract on the
perils of miscegenation, but | think we may safely pass on.)
Even when we have dl agreed, however, that the word Jeal ousy
is an eminently suitable symbol to stand for the central quality
in Othello, we till have not captured Othello. We weren't
trying to capture him, of course; we were trying to kill him,
in order to see what made him work. We are, as critics, aways
performing autopsies. We deliberately drain the blood from
Othello in order to be able to ded with one of his dissected
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parts. The removal of blood, the clinica isolation of one or
more lifeless members, has value for us. now that we have
abstracted certain nameable qualities, we are able to use the
abstractions in our critical discussions, in our technical labora-
tories. But we must always remember that we have made a
sharp break with the character, and with the play, as they
actually exist. We have left the created world and entered a
hypothetical one. Even if our hypotheses are quite correct,
we are breathing a different air. To suppose that a play can
be written in this air, to usher these hypothetical qualities
onto the stage under their abstracted and symbolic names, is
to perform an autopsy in the theater.

The critic is a kind of philosopher, and he does use the
philosopher's tools of hypothesis, abstraction, and symbol. The
philosopher isolates a quality from its flesh-and-blood mani-
festation in order to be able to work with it in the study, with-
out human interference and without that erratic tipping of the
scales that occurs whenever the individual personality is taken
into account. (A symbol is an arbitrary sign meant to stand
for something absent.) The philosopher speaks of Catharsis,
though we never think "catharsis' as we watch Lear die in the
theater. The philosopher speaks of the Recognition Scene,
though we never think "recognition scene" as we watch Ham-
let become certain that Claudius has killed the King. The
philosopher spesks of The Ideal Prince, though we do not
think "ideal prince" as we watch Hal horse around with his
low companions nor do we really think it even as we watch
Hal bid Falstaff a curt good-by. All of these critical terms are
accurate statements of values present in the plays. But they
are statements after the fact. It is as though the plays had
been drained of fact and left to hang sacklike in a drying air.
The philosopher works—for good reason—with a fleshless uni-
versality. And he acquires—really, he was born with—an ab-
stractive habit of mind.

This habit of mind is a habit ruthlessly opposed to the
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creative artist's. One dissects; the other unifies. One examines
part after part in antiseptic isolation; the other lets the parts
walk together in their wholeness. The two habits of mind are
such contraries that it is by now an old saw—to which we pay
too little practical attention—that good critics never write good
plays and that good playwrights never are good critics. Over
the years a number of first-rate critical minds have turned
their energies to creative work—Lessing and Dryden leap to
mind as examples. But there is no mistaking the state of mind
that was native, and fruitful, in each of these cases. we con-
tinue to read the criticism of Lessing and Dryden; we have
long since stopped producing their plays. The difficulty of
swapping one state of mind for another is given elaborate il-
lustration in our own time by the career of Edmund Wilson.
It has been possible to watch a genuinely distinguished critic
write plays of disturbing naivete: plays in which a sonorous
gardener speaks with a Swedish brogue in one act, an Irish
brogue in another, and then—at eleven o'clock and in a blind-
ing spotlight—turns out to be Ahasucrus, the Wandering Jew.
The theatrical innocence and theatrical ineptitude that mark
these plays derive not from a mind that is essentially naive
but from a mind that is essentially critical.

Conversely, the true dramatist who gives himself over to
abstract speculation or to the writing of plays out of an ab-
stractive state of mind stumbles just as badly. Camino Real
has been Tennessee Williams most decisive failure. It is a
play in which Kilroy, Don Quixote, Camille and a character
known simply as A. Ratt struggle to gain Passports to a better
world, attempt to board an airplane called The Fugitive, and
eventually march through an unlabeled archway to the cry of
"The violets in the mountains have broken the rocks!"

The failure of the play need not puzzle us once we have
read Mr. Williams preface to it, his explanation of the the-
ories that guided its composition. Mr. Williams says:

"l can't deny that | use a lot of those things caled symbols
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but being a self-defensive creature, | say that symbols are noth-
ing but the natural speech of drama. ... | hate writing that
is a parade of images for the sake of images; | hate it so much
that | close a book in disgust when it keeps on saying one
thing is like another; |1 even get disgusted with poems that
make nothing but comparisons between one thing and an-
other. But | repeat that symbols, when used respectfully, are
the purest language of plays.”

Mr. Williams has, in this instance, entered the world and
adopted the tools of the philosopher-critic. He is analyzing
his play at the same time heiswriting it; or, rather, heis giving
us the analysis without ever having written the play. A. Ratt
is an analysis of a character, not a character. Furthermore, Mr.
Williams is explicitly rejecting—as he must, if heis to be con-
sistent—all those techniques of imagery that remind us of how
things look, feel, smell, and actually are. A poet tells us that
one thing is like some other thing in order to help us see it
more exactly, to bring us closer to it. If a symbol is a handy
sign meant to stand for something absent, an image is a
handy picture of a thing meant to intensify its presence. The
symbolist is aways working away from reality, trying to grasp
itin an arbitrary way; the imagist is always trying to worm his
way back into it.

When a dramatist finds a symbol that pleases him, he has
no doubt made his abstract meaning clearer to himself; but
he has also destroyed all that might have been vivid or graphic
for his audience. Mr. Williams inadvertently gives us a useful
illustration:

"To take one case in point [in Camino Real]: the battered
portmanteau of Jacques Casanova is hurled from the balcony
of a luxury hotel when his remittance check fails to come
through. While the portmanteau is till in the air, he shouts:
‘Careful, 1 have—' and when it has crashed to the street he
continues '—fragile-—mementoes. . . ' | suppose that is a sym-
bol, at least it is an object used to express as directly and viv-
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idly as possible certain things which could be said in pages of
dull talk."

The symbol is clear enough, as Mr. Williams writes about
it. It is even attractive enough—as a symbol. That is to say, |
can examine and relish and approve the notion while | think
about it, while | toy with it as an idea. The experience is in-
tellectually profitable in a philosophical sense, in something
of the same way that Plato's "cave' image is intellectualy
provocative.

But it has no power at al in the theater. Jacques Casanova
has not been presented to me as a man but as a symbol of cer-
tain kinds of men. Therefore | have taken no interest in him
as a man. | do not believe he has any mementoes, | do not
believe that there is anything in the portmanteau. If | were
told that there were real things in the portmanteau—I never
am, of course—I should doubt it; or rather, | should begin to
think of the other, abstract values these things were meant to
stand for. Because there are no red things in the portmanteau,
| have no apprehension about their crashing. When they crash,
| am not moved. No matter what Casanova says, he cannot
touch me—because he is not he, the mementoes are not me-
mentoes, the crash is not a true crash. Nothing is broken ex-
cept an idea; in the circumstances my heart cannot break.

By contrast, in the shoddiest play ever written an actress
might convince me that she cares about a dress—a real dress,
her own dress, the only dress she owns. The sound of its tear-
ing—because | care for her and care for what she cares for—
might distress me deeply. | might even—if | had a busy mind-
deduce a certain symbolic value from the episode, later on.
But what stirred me in the theater was my belief in the dress
as a real dress, a concrete and possessible and desirable dress.
| have believed in the desire, too, as a personal, particular
desire.

Nor are we given any choice between plays of emotional
identification and plays of abstract reasoning. The abstract
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play, intending to offer us an interesting thought to chew on,
defeats its own speciaized purpose. Because the people of the
play do not engross us, the thought that might have sprung
from their activities does not engross us, either. It is gratui-
tous, premature, cold: we are asked to take a speculative inter-
e in someone we do not know, someone who has not even
been carefully described to us. We cannot do it; we cannot
summon the patience to deal with anything so remote, so
hypothetical. In the theater, as in life itself, the brain must
be reached through the senses.

And even when symbolic value may be quite justly deduced
from a given play, the deduction does not describe the manner
in which the play was composed, does not serve as a guide to
future composition. An artist works in many ways. He may
compose without any sort of conscious abstraction, interested
only in a story or a situation or a character he has observed.
He may compose with a shadowy abstraction at the back of
his mind, half aware of the generalizations that might be made
on the materials but principally interested in the concrete
shape of the materials. He may—some writers surely have done
this—begin with a crystal-clear abstraction and then make the
prodigious effort involved in swinging clear around to the
other side of the world and creating a genuine, dirt-rooted
image that will safely grow toward the abstraction. This last
is, | think, the most difficult method of al, heavily mined
with booby-traps. The abstraction may continue to predom-
inate, and the image will never come to life; the image may
come to life and refuse to rise toward the abstraction. If, how-
ever, the artist is prepared, and talented enough, to undertake
a complete transmutation of his initial idea—to start with a
word and then make that word thrillingly present in the flesh,
S0 present that the word is contained in the flesh and need no
longer be spoken—then the method need not be ruled out.

What must be ruled out is the refusal to leave the study,
the academy, the intellectua laboratory—the refusal to honor
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the flesh and to let the blood flow. The writer who is deter-
mined to offer his symbolic thinking just as he thinks it, to
put his concepts on the stage in the form of precepts, becomes
one of two things: he becomes vulgar or he becomes obscure,
The bare bones of thought, when they are made utterly clear,
have a habit of seeming simple-minded on the stage. The clear
symbol is never complex enough to pass as a picture of life;
the audience is offended at the unnatural simplicity that passes
before it and dismisses the playwright—usually with laughter
—as pretentious, platitudinous, and not quite bright. As
George Meredith once said of Allegories, "To be of any value,
[they] must be perfectly clear, and when perfectly clear, are
as little attractive as Mrs. Malapropos reptile."

The writer who anticipates this obvious—and hence vulgar
—effect, and who does not want to be caught out as a rude
and penny-plain philosopher, takes pains to conced the too-
easy outlines of his thought. He does not conced it, though,
by incorporating it in a valid and self-moving image. He con-
cedls it by drawing a vell over it, by refusing to make his ab-
stractions explicit. He is dealing only in names, but he will
not name names. In this way he becomes obscure.

There is no escaping this two-pronged fate except through
the living image of nature itself. The playwright of intellectual
bent must of necessity exchange the technician's scalpe for
the painter's brush.

| did not mean to be so literal about it, but here is Ten-
nessee Williams' autopsy:

La Madrecita is seated; across her knees is the body of
Kilroy. Up center, a low table on wheels bears a sheeted
figure. Besde the table stands a Medica Instructor address-
ing Students and Nurses, dl in white surgica outfits. . . .

INSTRUCTOR: This is the body of an unidentified vagrant.
LA MADRECITA: This was thy son, America—and now mine.
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INSTRUCTOR: He was found in an dley along the Camino
Redl.

LA MADRECITA: Think of him, now, as he was before his
luck failed him. Remember his time of greatness, when he
was not faded, not frightened.

INSTRUCTOR: More light, please!

LA MADRECITA: More light! . . .

[As the INSTRUCTOR dissects the body on the table, LA
MADRECITA continues to keen over the body of KILROY. . . ]

LA MADRECITA: His heart was pure gold and as big asthe
head of a baby.

INSTRUCTOR: We will make an incision along the vertical
lines.

LA MADRECITA: Risg, ghost! Go! Go bird! "Humankind
cannot bear very much reality." (At the touch of her flowers,
KILRQOY dtirs and pushes himself up slowly from her Iap. On
his feet again, he rubs his eyes and looks around him). . . .

KILROY: Hey! Hey, somebody! Where am 1? (He notices
the dissection room and approaches.)

INSTRUCTOR (Removing a glittering sphere from a dummy
corpse): Look at this heart. It's as big as the head of a baby.

KILROY: My heart!

INSTRUCTOR: Wash it off so we can look for the pathological
lesions.

KILROY: Yes, siree, that's my heart! . . .

INSTRUCTOR: Look! This heart's solid gold!

KILROY (Rushing forward): That's mine, you bastards!
(He snatches the golden sphere from the MEDICAL INSTRUC-
TOR. The autopsy proceeds as if nothing had happened as the
spot of light on the table fades out, but for KILROY a ghostly
chase commences....)

GUTMAN: Stop, thief, stop, corpse! That gold heart is the
property of the Statel Catch him, catch the golden-heart
robber! (KILROY dashes offstage into an aide of the theater.
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There is the wail of a sren: the air is filled with cdls and
whistles, roar of motors, screeching braces, pistol-shots, thun-
dering footsteps. The dimness of the auditorium is transected
by searching rays of light—but there are no visible pursuers.)
KILROY (As he runs panting up the aisle): This is my
heart! It don't belong to no State, not even the U.SA.
Which way is out? Where's the Greyhound depot? Nobody's
going to put my heart in a bottle in a museum and charge
admission to support the rotten policel Where are they?
Which way arethey going? Or coming? Hey, somebody, help
me get out of here! Which way do I—which way—which
way do |—go! go! go! go! go! (He has now arived in the
balcony.) Gee, I'm logt! | don't know where | am! I'm all
turned around, I'm confused! | don't understand—what's—
happened, it's like a—dream, it's—just like a—dream. . . .

It cannot be said that Mr. Williams writes badly even when
he is busy cutting solid-gold hearts out of representative dum-
mies. But his power to move us evaporates. This is a power
that comes to him naturally enough when he is focusing on
individual faces and on hearts that are not solid gold. Listen
to the affected, well-meaning, overeager Alma Winemuller,
in Summer and Smoke, speak to a man whose advances she
has long ago rejected:

ALMA: Why don't you say something? Has the cat got
your tongue?

JOHN: Miss Alma, what can | say?

ALMA: You've gone back to calling me "Miss Alma" again.

JOHN: We never really got past that point with each other.

ALMA: Oh, yes we did. We were so close that we amost
breathed together!

JOHN (With embarrassment): | didn't know that.

ALMA: No? Well, | did, | knew it. (Her hand touches his
face tenderly.) You shave more carefully now? You don't
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have those little razor cuts on your chin that you dusted
with gardenia talcum. . . .

JOHN: | shave more carefully now.

ALMA: So that explainsit! (Her fingersremain on his face,
moving gently up and down it like a blind person reading
Braille. He is intensely embarrassed and gently removes her
hand from him.) Is it—impossible now?

JOHN: I don't think | know what you mean.

ALMA: You know what | mean, al right! So be honest
with me. One time | said "no" to something. You may re-
member the time, and all that demented howling from the
cock-fight? But now | have changed my mind, or the girl
who said "no" she doesn't exist any more, she died last
summer—suffocated in smoke from something on fire inside
her. No, she doesn't live now, but she left me her ring—
You see? This one you admired, the topaz ring set in pearls.
.. . And she said to me when she dlipped this ring on my
finger—"Remember | died empty-handed, and so make sure
that your hands have something in them!" (She drops her
gloves. She clasps his hand again in her hands.) | said, "But
what about pride?'—She said, "Forget about pride whenever
it stands between you and what you must havel" (He takes
hold of her wrists) And then | said, "But what if he doesn't
want me?' | don't know what she said then. I'm not sure
whether she said anything or not—her lips stopped moving-
yes, | think she stopped breathing! (He gently removes her
craving hands from his face.) No? (He shakes his head in
dumb suffering.) Then the answer is "no’! . . .

Or compare John Steinbeck in cosmic mood with John
Steinbeck in earthy mood. This is a conversation, in Burning
Bright, between a man who is afraid he cannot have a child
and the friend in whom he confides:

JOE SAUL (Moving tensdly. . . .): A man can't scrap his
blood-line, can't snip the thread of his immortality. Theres
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more than just my memory, more than my training and the
remembered stories of glory and the forgotten shame of
failure. There is a trust imposed to hand my line over to
another, to place it like a thrush's egg in my child's hand.
You've given your blood-line to the twins, Friend Ed. But
I ...

FRIEND ED: Maybe you should go to doctors. There might
be remedy you haven't thought of.

JOE SAUL: What do they know? (Sitting, his head going
down into his hands.) There is some kind of dark curse on
me and | fedl it.

FRIEND ED: On you aone, Joe Saul? Do you feel singled out,
pinned up done? It's time we sing this trouble out into the
ar and light, ese it will grow like a cancer in your mind.
Rip off the cover. Let it out. Maybe you're not aone in
your secret cave.

JOE SAUL (Looking up calmly): I know. | guess I'm dig-
ging like a mole into my own darkness. Of course, Friend
Ed, | know it's a thing that can happen to anyone, in any
place or time. And maybe all these have the secret locked up
in loneliness. . . .

There is loneliness and friendship in Of Mice and Men,
too, but it reads like this:

GEORGE: There's beans enough for four men.

LENNIE (Sitting on the other sde of the fire, spesks pa-
tiently) : I like 'em with ketchup.

GEORGE (Explodes): Wdll, we ain't got any. Whatever we
ain't got, that's what you want. God Almighty, if | was
aone, | could live so easy. | could go get a job of work and
no trouble. No mess . . . and when the end of the month
come, | could take my fifty bucks and go into town and get
whatever | want. Why, | could stay in a cat-house al night.
| could eat any place | want. Order any damn thing.
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LENNIE (Plaintively, but softly): I didn't want no ketchup.

GEORGE (Continuing violently): | could do that every
damn month. Get a gallon of whiskey or set in a pool room
and play cards or shoot pool. (LENNIE gets up to his knees
and looks over the fire, with frightened face.) And what have
| got? (Disgustedly) | got you. You can't keep a job and you
lose me every job | get!

LENNIE (In terror): | don't mean nothing, George.

GEORGE: Just keep me shovin' dl over the country, dl the
time. And that ain't the worst—you get in trouble. You do
bad things and | got to get you out. It ain't bad people that
raises hell. It's dumb ones. (He shouts.) You crazy son-of-a
bitch, you keep me in hot water al the time. (LENNIE is
trying to stop GEORGE'S flow of words with his hands. Sar-
cadticaly) You just wanta feel that girl's dress. Just wanta
pet it like it was a mouse. Well, how the hell'd she know
you just wanta feel her dress? How'd she know you'd just
hold onto it like it was a mouse?

LENNIE (In panic): | didn't mean to, George!

GEORGE: Sureyou didn't mean to. You didn't mean for her
to yell bloody hell, either. You didn't mean for us to hide in
the irrigation ditch al day with guys out lookin' for us with
guns. Alla time it's something you didn't mean. God damn
it, I wish | could put you in a cage with a million mice and
let them pet you. (GEORGE'S anger leaves him suddenly. For
the first time he seems to see the expresson of terror on
LENNIE'S face. He looks down ashamedly at the fire, and
maneuvers some beans onto the blade of his pocket-knife
and puts them into his mouth.)

LENNIE (After apause): George! (GEORGE purposely does
not answer him.) George?

GEORGE: What do you want?

LENNIE: | was only fooling George. | dont want no
ketchup. | wouldn't eat no ketchup if it was right here be-
sde me.
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GEORGE (With a sullenness of shame): If they was some
here you could have it. And if | had a thousand bucks I'd
buy yaabunch of flowers.

The difference between the two passages is very much a dif-
ference of words. One is crammed with "blood-line" "immor-
tality,” "darkness," "loneliness" "dark curse” "glory," and
"the forgotten shame of failure." The other is crammed with
"beans" "ketchup,” "fifty bucks," "whiskey," "pool room,"
"cat-house," "that girl's dress” "a mouse," and a "bunch of
flowers." The choice of words in each case stems from a habit
of mind: the one is general, and the words remind us of noth-
ing that is red; the other is specific, and the words crackle.
The abstract habit of mind is so overwhelming that when an
Image intrudes—the "thrush's egg" or the "mole'—it seems
absurdly out of place. Indeed when anything specific intrudes
—say, Friend Ed's suggestion that Joe see a doctor—thereis a
clash of styles and an impulse to mirth. Here is the clash again:

MORDEEN: ... | am aching to get on with birth. My baby
is crowding for the light. My mind . . . my body are driving
toward birth.

VICTOR: Sit down, Mordeen.

Abstractions do not have to sit down. And the world of the
theater isaworld of chairs and tables, of getting up and sitting
down.

This is not to say that we are once more committed to the
dreary catalogue of total realism. In taking account of the con-
crete universe, there is no need to take inventory. It is il
possible to cut away a thousand irrelevant details and to cut
through to that one detail, that one bristling image, that will
summon up all the rest.

The break with exhaustive "realism” does not require a
break with redity, a flight into the symbolic stratosphere.
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There is no breathing in the stratosphere, and the play that is
most certain to fail is the play that announces itself as follows:

ACT ONE: Anywhere. The day the hydrogen bomb fell.
ACT Two: That evening.

16. All That Is Spoke Is Marred

l has relieved him of the obligation of writing his speeches.

In the dim and dusty past, from which no traveler seems to
have returned, it was customary for the dramatist to develop
an emotion through the medium of language. If a character
felt passion of one kind or another, he was expected to com-
municate the passion in passionate words. If a principal figure
was about to die, he breathed his last at some length, and with
some literacy:

Soft you; a word or two before you goe:
| have done the State some service, and they know't:
No more of that. | pray you in your Letters,
When you shall these unluckie deeds relate,
Speake of me, as| am. Nothing extenuate,
Nor set downe ought in malice,
Then must you speake,
Of one that lov'd not wisdly, but too well:
Of one, not easily Jedlious, but being wrought,
Perplex'd in the extreame: Of one, whose hand
(Like the base Indean) threw a Pearle away
Richer than al his Tribe: Of one, whose subdu'd Eyes,
Albeit un-used to the melting moode,
Drops teares as fast as the Arabian Trees
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Their Medicinable gumme. Set you downe this:
And say besides, that in Aleppo once,
Whereamalignant, andaTurbond-Turke
BeateaVenetian, and traduc'd the State,
| took by th' throat the circumcized Dogge,
And smote him, thus.

(Led. Oh bloody period.)

(Gra. All that is spoke, is marr'd.)
| kist thee, ere | kiird thee: No way but this,
Killing my selfe, to dye upon a kisse.

(Dyes)

Othello must be feeling something as he stares at the dead
Desdemona, as he at last grasps the treachery of lago, as he
reaches for a dagger to end his own life. The playwright as-
sumed that this feeling—all of it—must be expressed.

It was the habit of earlier theaters to regard verse as the
natural language of the arts, prose as the natural tool of the
sciences. The virtue of prose was that it could make explicit,
define exactly. Law, medicine, and philosophy needed such a
tool. The virtue of verse was that it could, through imagery
and rhythm, touch al the secret things that never can be
made explicit. An art that meant to move its audiences, rather
than train them in the fact-finding processes, needed poetry.

The abandonment of poetry came about through an excess
of common sense. They were a reasonable bunch, those mid-
die-class merchants and hardheaded bankers of the English
eighteenth century. Kings didn't matter so much any more,
and they wanted plays about clerks in the counting-houses.
But clerks in the counting-houses didn't speak verse. (Neither
did kings, for that matter; nobody seems to have noticed the
fact.) It was time for the playwright to sober up, get down
to business, pay attention to what was going on around him,
and stick to the truth.

England got its first prose tragedy in 1731. George Barn-
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wdl, in Lillo's The London Merchant, had been a clerk in a
counting-house but an untrustworthy one. With his mistress
Millwood, heis being led to the gallows:

OFFICER: Make way there; make way, and give the prison-
ers room.

LUCY: They are here: observe them well. How humble and
composed young Barnwell seems! but Millwood looks wild,
ruffled with passion, confounded, and amazed.

BARNWELL: See Millwood, see, our journey's at an end.
Life, like a tale that's told, is passed away. That short, but
dark and unknown passage, death, is all the space between
us and endless joys, or woes eternal. . . .

MILLWOOD: Encompassed with horror, whither must | go?
| would not live—nor die—That | could cease to be—or neer
had been!

BARNWELL: Since peace and comfort are denied her here,
may she find mercy where she least expects it, and this be
al her hel! From our example may al be taught to fly the
first approach of vice: but if overtaken,

By strong temptation, weakness, or surprise,

Lament their guilt, and by repentance rise.

Th' impenitent alone die unforgiven:

To sin's like man, and to forgive like Heaven.

LUCY: Heart-breaking sight!—Oh, wretched, wretched,
Millwood!

TRUEMAN: How is she disposed to meet her fate?

BLUNT: Who can describe unutterable woe?

| have clipped abig middle stretch out of this passage, and

it's only fair to tell you that George and Millwood do express

themselves extensively, in the same sort of language that is

quoted. The playwright has not yet given up hisright to sound

off. You'll notice, too, that verse is not something to be

ditched in a hurry. The words may be more commonplace
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than those Marlowe used, but the old rhythms keep ringing
in the ear, pushing against the prose like a cataract against a
dike. The itch becomes, in fact, intolerable—and George Barn-
well cannot let his spirit go without first singing out a quat-
rain. (And quite a bad quatrain it is. how shal it now be
good?)

But there are more important things to keep an eye on: for
the future, anyway. Lucy, for instance, has quite a bit to say;
and what she says tends to describe, from the outside, a pas-
sion we may not be able to tease from the inside. Millwood's
final speech is quite lifelike; the girl is gasping and stammer-
ing, turning this way and that, working herself up to a splen-
did incoherence. And Blunt's remark is crucia: who indeed
could describe unutterable woe? Well, Aeschylus, Sophocles,
Euripides, Racine, Marlowe, Kyd, Shakespeare, Webster,
Ford, and a fair number of others could have—and did. The
theater in genera has always gone along on the assumption
that unutterable woe was utterable. Uttering it seemed more
or less the theater's business. But author George Lillo is a
shade self-conscious. He senses that, for al his fidelity to the
speech of men, something has been left unsaid. His little con-
fession is the signature of realism.

For in life, after al, people don't get things said, especidly
when they are dying or otherwise preoccupied. They breathe
heavily, make false starts, forget what they had in mind, run
off at tangents, become distracted, and at last lapse into a
merciful confusion.

By 1753, or roughly twenty years after The London Mer-
chant, playwrights were getting a good grip on the new tech-
nique. Edward Moore knew how gamblers die:

Lend me your Hand, Love—so—raise me—No—"twill not
be—My life isfinished—O!for a few short Moments! to tell
you how my Heart bleeds for you—That even now, thus dy-
ing as | am, dubious and fearful of Hereafter, my Bosom
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Pang is for your Miseries. Support her Heaven!—And now
| go—O, Mercy! Mercy!

Among other things, the dash is coming into its own.

And the character would dtill like to have had a few mo-
ments to tell his sister how he fedls, but somehow or other
the moments are not vouchsafed him. We shall never know
the things locked in his heart.

The nineteenth century? We like to think of the nineteenth
century as quite a purple period. We remember Little Eva
dying and we imagine a riot of heart-rending rhetoric. Do you
know what Little Eva said as she lay dying? Here is the entire
scene:

(EVA discovered on a couch.—A table stands near the
couch, with a lamp on it. The light shines upon EVA'S face,
whichisvery pale—Scenehalf dart.—UNCLE TOM iskneeling
near the foot of the couch. OPHELIA stands at the head.—
ST. CLARE a the back.—Scene opens to plaintive music.—
Enter MARIE, hastily.)

MARIE: S. Clare! Cousin! Oh! what is the matter now?

ST. CLARE (Hoarsely): Hush! Sheis dying!

MARIE (Sinking on her knees, besde TOM): Dying!

ST. CLARE: Oh! if she would only wake and speak once
more. (Bending over EVA.) Eva, darling!

EVA: (Uncloses her eyes, smiles, raises her head and tries
to speak.)

ST. CLARE: Do you know me, Eva?

EVA (Throwing her arms feebly about his neck): Dear
papal (Her arms drop and she sinks back.)

ST. CLARE: Oh, heaven! this is dreadful! Oh! Tom, my
boy, it is killing me!

TOM: Look at her, masr. (Points to EVA.)

ST. CLARE: Eva (A pause) She does not hear. Oh, Eval
tell us what you see. What is it?

EVA (Feebly smiling): Oh! love! joy! peace! (Dies.)
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Eva turns out to have been a girl of few words, too wesk,
redly, to ramble on. St. Clare does rather better:

ST. CLARE: | was wrong, Tom, very wrong, to neglect it.
| may be the cause of much suffering to you hereafter. Marie,
my wife—she—oh!—-

OPHELIA: His mind is wandering.

ST. CLARE (Energetically): No! it is coming home at last!
(Sinks back) at last! at last! Eva, | come! (Dies.)

And Uncle Tom does better till:

Don't cal me poor fellow. | have been a poor fellow but
that's al past and gone now. I'm right in the door, going into
glory! Oh, Masr George! Heaven has come! I've got the vic-
tory! the Lord has given it to me! Glory be to His name!
(Dies)

But Uncle Tom's Cabin is something less than a lather of
words. Playwrights of the nineteenth century made a number
of remarkable labor-saving discoveries. One of them was the
interrupted line:

"You have heard me assert your guilt: Dare you as sol-
emnly assert your innocence?’

"l dare, but-"

"Swear then."

"To need such a test is—"

"Swear, | say!-"

"Count, if you refuse—-"

"Refuse?—Be patient! | obey."

"Slence!" (A dead pause.)

(I haven't made this up. It is from Monk Lewis Adelmorn
the Outlaw.)

The pleasant thing about an interrupted line, of course, is
that the playwright doesn't have to write out what the
character might have said if he hadn't been interrupted. He
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doesn't even have to know what the character might have said.

Another discovery was the pause, variously known as the
dead pause, the long pause, or the expressive pause. The point
of the pause is obvious enough: it may somehow or other
imply feeling that is not actually contained in the lines. Let
a dlence fall, and no word be spoken. The word that is not
spoken is a word that does not have to be written; the drama-
tist is relieved of a tiresome duty; and the effect is extraor-
dinarily lifelike.

Most felicitous of al, though, was the dramatist's discovery
of the stage direction. You may have noticed the number of
parenthetical signposts that pop up by the time of Uncle
Tom's Cabin. If | have counted correctly, Little Evas death
throes embrace exactly one hundred words of stage direction
to sixty-nine words of dialogue. | don't know what the corre-
sponding proportions would be in, say, the later plays of Wil-
liam Gillette, but | suspect the spoken word would be found
In even greater retreat.

Having learned the arts of verbal suppression, the nine-
teenth-century playwright arrived at a kind of literary short-
hand:

PAUL (Aside): And Dianel—Is she there?—| must s
(Starts, stops.) No, No!—They would know me; the hour is
not up!

CARRAC: You, Citizen Gouroc?—I don't believe it.

GOUROC (Holding out papers): Here are our credentias.

CARRAC: They may be forgeries.

MOB: Aye—forgeries! forgeries!

CARRAC (To the MOB) : Silence! While we proceed in our
examination. (The MOB utters low murmurs. CARRAC turns
to NANETTE.) Who are you?

NANETTE (Advancing defiantly): | am Citizeness Nanette
Potin.

POTIN (Aside): My wifel—(Sneaks behind comrades.)
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CARRAC: Ha wait! (Seeing DIANE, he drags her forth.)
By the godsl—here's a feast for Jupiter himself—Speak out,
delicious wench, and tell us who you are.

DIANE: | am Diane—

GOUROC (Interrupting quickly): She is Diane Gouroc.
(Pointing at the DUKE) : His daughter and my wife.

PAUL (Exploding): Liar! (All start and turn toward PAUL,
who speaks aside.) God help mel—I forget; the hour is not
ended.

CARRAC: Who isit cals thiscitizen aliar?

GOUJON: The prisoner.

CARRAC: Ah, hal It seems he knows these citizens—In
the name of the law and the Republic, | summon instantly
as a witness Henri de la Rochejacquelin.

DIANE: My cousin captured? (All turn toward her,
amazed.)

GOUROC (Starting): My God!-We're lost!

CARRAC: So—the prisoner is the beauty's cousin. (To
GOUROC): Traitor! You have lied—This convicts you dl.

MOB: To the guillotinel—To the guillotine!

BOURDOTTE: No! A marriage! A Republican marriage!

MOB: Ayel A marriage! A marriage! (BOURDOTTE drags
forth NANETTE.)

NANETTE: What are you going to do?

BOURDOTTE: Tie you to this man and throw you in the
river—That's the way we marry Royalistsl (The MOB laugh
mockingly.)

NANETTE (Shrieking): Help!

POTIN (Exploding): Damnation!—Tongue or no tongue, |
must save her. (Bounds forward and frees his wife.) Nanettel

NANETTE (Joyfully embracing POTIN): Dodolphe?

CARRAC: What does this mean? . . .

What this means is that the spoken word has lost dl func-

tions save one: it is still of some dight use in conveying scraps
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of essentia information. It may identify characters, it may
telegraph situations; it may tell us what time it is—and that's
about al. The passage is from a highly regarded play of 1887,
Steedle Mackaye's Paul Kauvar.

In general, we don't think of ourselves as writing in the
manner of George Lillo, Edward Moore, Monk Lewis, George
L. Aiken (whose version of Uncle Tom's Cabin is quoted
here), or Steele Mackaye. And, of course, we have made cer-
tain idiomatic advances since 1877. But have we altered the
basic style?

Eugene O'Nelill killing off a character in the Pulitzer Prize
play for 1920:

ROBERT (in avoice suddenly ringing with the happiness of
hope): You mustn't feel sorry for me. Don't you see I'm
happy at last—free—freel—freed from the farm—free to wan-
der on and on—eternally! (He raises himself on his ebow,
his face radiant, and points to the horizon.) Look! Isn't it
beautiful beyond the hills? | can hear the old voices calling
me to come—(Exultantly) And this time I'm going! It isn't
the end. It's a free beginning—the start of my voyage! I've
won to my trip—the right of release—beyond the horizon!
Oh, you ought to be glad—glad—for my sake! (He collapses
weakly.) Andy! (ANDREW bends down to him.) Remember
Ruth—

ANDREW: I'll take care of her, | swear to you, Rob!

ROBERT: Ruth has suffered—remember, Andy—only
through sacrifice—the secret beyond there—(He suddenly
raises himself with his last remaining strength and points to
the horizon where the edge of the sun's disc is rising from
the rim of the hills) The sun! (He remains with his eyes
fixed on it for a moment. A rattling noise throbs from his
throat. He mumbles.) Remember! (And fals back and is
dill. RUTH gives a cry of honor and springs to her feet, shud-
dering, her hands over her eyes ANDREW bends on one faiee
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besde the body, placing a hand over ROBERT'S heart, then he
kisses his brother reverently on the forehead and stands up.)

ANDREW (Facing RUTH, the body between them—in a dead
voice): Hes dead. (With a sudden burst of fury.) God
damn you, you never told him!

RUTH (piteously): He was so happy without my lying to
him.

ANDREW (pointing to the body—trembling with the vio-
lence of hisrage): This is your doing, you damn woman, you
coward, you murderess!

RUTH (sobbing): Don't Andy! | couldn't help it—and he
knew how I'd suffered, too. He told you—to remember.

ANDREW (stares at her for a moment, his rage ebbing
away, an expresson of deep pity gradually coming over his
face. Then he glances down at his brother and speaks brok-
enly in a compassionate voice): Forgive me, Ruth—for his
sake—and I'll remember—(RUTH lets her hands fall from her
face and looks a him uncomprehendingly. He lifts his eyes
to hers and forces out falteringly.) I—you—we've both made
a mess of things! We must try to help each other—and—in
time—well come to know what's right—(Desperately) And
perhaps we—(But RUTH, if she is aware of his words, gives
no sign. She remains silent, gazing at him dully with the sad
humility of exhaustion, her mind aready sinking back into
that spent cam beyond the further troubling of any hope.
The curtain falls.)

For the record, the passage quoted contains two hundred

and sixty-three words of stage direction to one hundred and
ninety-six words of speech. There are twenty-eight dashes.
Some of the dashes indicate realistic gasps within completed
constructions. Others—approximately twelve, I'd say—indicate
thoughts left unfinished. The diction itsalf does not represent
a notable advance over that used by Uncle Tom.

By means of the stage direction, the dash, the pause, and
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the interruption we continue—in the twentieth century—to
mirror the inarticulate surface of life magnificently. People
stammer in crises, we stammer. People flush and fall slent;
so do we. Under pressure, people utter not powerful revela
tions of the state of their hearts, but the first halting words
that come into their heads, we have learned the trick. But in
respecting whatever is inarticulate in nature, we have finally—
inevitably—become inarticul ate ourselves.

We are unable now to express the simplest emotion. We
can organize a few words that might, or might not, be used
by someone feeling the emotion; but we cannot write the emo-
tion itself.

Let's say that a character is being left behind by someone
she loves. She is wretched, but she is weak; she can only wring
her hands and wistfully inquire if her lover is going. | may,
if | am a conscientious playwright, give some attention to this
girl'sfeelings. | may try to write aline that has a certain weak-
ness in its rhythm, a certain helpless sorrow in its words. This
will, of course, be difficult; truly evocative writing is never a
smple chore. | may chew at my pencil, or xxx out a great many
false starts on my typewriter, struggling to create a phrase that
says "Are you going?' but says it in such away that regret and
ineffectually are present in the words.

| do not have to struggle for very long, though. Under the
new dispensation the creative process has been expedited. |
may, at any time, abandon the struggle as unnecessary and
even unnatural, and simply write what has always been in my
head:

"Are you going?'

Then, with aflourish, | whip out a parenthesis and add:

"(Piteously) Areyou going?'

| have done my work and am off to lunch with a clear con-
science.

Furthermore, | can use the line in my next play. In my next
play some other character will be leaving; this time, however,
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he is off to England on a Fulbright grant, and his adoring
companion is delighted for him. So | write:

"(Thrilled) Areyou going?"

| have picked up a knack that will do me for years. Play
after play tumbles from my typewriter:

"(Angrily) Areyou going?'

"(Sullenly) Are you going?'

"(Impatiently) Are you going?'

"(Slyly) Are you going?'

At the end, of course, | will never have composed a piteous,
thrilled, angry, sullen, impatient, or dy line. But why should
[, when | need only tell the actor how to lend color and force
and even meaning to what | have jotted clown? And | am left
with a delicious advantage. Should, by some mishap, my play
fail or never seem to communicate quite the touching or rous-
ing sensations | meant it to have, | can justly complain that
the actor has not played it properly. "Are you going?' should
have been read very movingly, | can say. | am in an excellent
position all round.

The "redligtic" playwright has shrewdly learned, over the
long years since poetry passed away, how not to write a play
and how to write friendly little letters to the actor. Pick up
any play written in the twentieth century and you will be
bombarded with emotions enclosed in parentheses. Take away
the parentheses and you are likely to feel nothing at al; you
will be lucky if you can grasp what the play is about.

Let's reread Andrew's curtain speech from Beyond the Hori-
zon with the parentheses left out:

"Forgive me, Ruth—for his sake—and I'll remember—I—
you—we'veboth made a mess of thingsl We must try to help
each other—and—in time—we'll come to know what's right—
And perhaps we—" (Curtain).

The tongues of the world are tied these days. "And perhaps
we—" means a little bit more when (desperately) is placed in
front of it. But I'm not sure that it means much more. O'Nelll,
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unlike the majority of his contemporaries, redly intended to
become a dramatic poet, really hoped that his words would
sing. Yet in the short passage quoted earlier he found it neces-
sary to fal back on (Exultantly), (Mumbles), (With a sud-
den burst of fury), (Piteously), and, at the last, (Desperately).
The essential content of the scene, its very coherence, is con-
fined to the author's parenthetical remarks.

That is where our talent goes now: into the parentheses.
We are no longer interested in the resources of language; we
are fascinated by the wonderful devices by which language
can be circumvented. In one way or another, we have made
the evocative word superfluous.

Our habits are pretty well fixed.

We write:

"Should you-?"

(Pause)

"No”"
and hope that some very kind actors will make the moment
rich and warm.

Aware that feeling is caled for, we shyly pass our impotence
on to the character:

"How do | feel? | don't know, honestly. . . . Isn't that a-
ways the way? Y ou feel something terribly, you want to shout
it from the housetops, and then—then—there just aren't any
words. | feel . .. wdl ... | just fed, that's dl."

(Geraldine Page will make this very touching for us.)

And always we write:

"(Significantly) It is five-fifteen."

These habits are going to be hard to break. The playwright
IS not going to be eager to part with such handy household
helps. The right to leave a sentence unfinished is precious,
the pause has a certain undefinable appedl; the mid-sentence
dash makes for charming elisons, the parenthesis is great fun
to type.

The playwright is apt to resd, too, the notion that any of
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his dodges is an actual defection from duty. They constitute,
he will tell you, one or another form of subtlety. (Piteously)
is not a substitute for some quality missing in the line; it is
an additional shading, a grace note, a refinement not possible
to the coarse syntax of dialogue.

| know of no subtler or more curious interplay of opposed
emotions than that to be found in Octavius Caesar's reaction
to the news of Anthony's death. Anthony has been his enemy;
the news comes suddenly. Shakespeare does not say that
Caesar pauses.

The breaking of so great a thing, should make

A greater cracke. The round World

Should have shooke Lyons into civill streets,

And Cittizens to their dennes. The death of Anthony
Is not a single doom, in the name lay

A moiety of the world. . . .

Looke you sad Friends,

The Gods rebuke me, but it is Tydings

To wash the eyes of Kings. . . .

Oh, Anthony,

| have followed thee to this, but we do launch
Diseases in our Bodies. | must perforce

Have shewne to thee such a declining day,

Or looke on thine; we could not stall together

In the whole world. But yet let me lament

With teares as Soveraigne as the blood of hearts,
That thou my Brother, my Competitor,

In top of al designe; my Mate in Empire,

Friend and Companion in the front of Warre,

The Arme of mine owne Body, and the Heart
Where mine his thoughts did kindle; that our Starres
Unreconcilable, should divide our equalness to this.

| suppose that you could dress this up with parenthetical
prompt notes. (Stunned), (Shaking his head), (Softly), (Re-
205



Arthritis in the Joints

gaining his composure), (Sternly), (Fiercely), (Bitterly),
(Philosophically), (Warmly). You would be collecting ex-
crescences, though. The speech does not ask for artificial hear-
ing aids.

As a matter of fact, it defies them. There is no parenthesis
you can add that does not degrade and limit the speech. The
delicate juxtaposition of antithetical emotions is sustained
throughout the speech; it is the speech. The contrasted
thoughts move with swift and suppleinvisibility in and around
and through the words, through al the words at once; it is
impossible to say where one emotion ends and the other be-
gins, the values are not parceled into the speech, still less are
they wrapped and tied for immediate delivery. The words
move as the emotion moves, they are born of it. (They cannot
be vitamin-enriched later.) The language itself is alive, and
any attempt to categorize its parts must kill it.

The parenthesis is admissible only when content is absent,
as in our own theater. When content is present, the paren-
thesis merely insults it.

It is, of course, a convention to pretend that Octavius
Caesar, at that unexpected moment in time, should have been
able to organize his reactions so swiftly and to express them
so superbly. But what an attractive convention to have in-
herited! The twentieth-century playwright has inherited a
somewhat different one: the pretense that dashes and spaces
and silences can stand for dl that Octavius felt.

Shakespeare had no tradition of parenthetical shorthand.
(Dyes) was about al that was permitted him. He was un-
doubtedly lucky in being forced to make the words do the
work.

And | suspect that we might improve twentieth-century
drama quite suddenly, and quite considerably, by the smple
expedient of strapping every playwright to a chair and ingist-
ing that he complete at least one play that contained no
(Pause), no——, and no (Crying a little).
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17. Wors Foot Forward

T HAS BEEN CURIOUS, and not at al edifying, to watch the

theater attempt to deal with its competition during the
past thirty years or so0. Along about 1920 the motion picture
began to inherit the theater's disaffected masses, and, until
quite recently, it has held the attention of those masses with
Svengali-likepower.

During the long reign of the film as undisputed box-office
champion, the stage seemed able to respond in only two ways:
(a) by straining every backstage nerve to become as much
like the motion picture as possible; (b) by sitting down and
crying about it

The second response—a plaintive whimpering that the
whole thing was simply unfair—needn't concern us. It didn't
move the theater one way or another. It didn't move any
hearts, either; self-pity never does.

But the first response, which had at least the merit of being
an active one, was a king-sized mistake. Producers and play-
wrights looked at the screen and decided—not altogether
wrongly—that its spellbinding qualities lay in its ability to
leap, with the speed of lightning, from realistic locale to red-
istic locale. The screen could change its solid backgrounds in
the bat of an eye, the stage, if it hoped to stay in business,
had better be able to do likewise.

There followed afield day for the craft unions. Plays popped
up in a dozen different sets: al of them solid, al of them
painted with a canny respect for the film-trained eye. To keep
them flowing, to let one follow another with breath-taking
rapidity, wagon stages were rolled right and left, upstage and
down, finally jackknifed for maximum speed; turntables were
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built and merrily spun; what couldn't be mounted on a wagon
or double-mounted on a revolving disk was dropped from the
wings and dovetailed below with split-second timing and
daredevil skill. Nor was it necessary to drop a curtain while
al this was being done; stagehands could manage it in the
dark. Legend has it that one stagehand, crawling on his belly
to clear stage before the lights went up, lost his way and
lighted a match; but this sort of thing didn't happen very
often. Generally one image disappeared as the lights dimmed
down and, in something less than thirty seconds, another and
equally substantial image rose into view. The audience, sens-
ing the dangers involved from the size of the racket going on
in the dark, gasped appreciatively.

It was a mock gasp, though. It really said "Isn't it wonder-
ful what they can do, considering that they really can't do it?"
For the effort was doomed.

It was doomed not simply because it was prohibitively ex-
pensive, or because most of the plays being written didn't
realy cal for so much scenery. (One play, not too long ago,
made use of one complete setting for the back seat of a taxi-
cab and another complete setting for the front seat of a taxi-
cab. The producer, asked why he wasn't taking the show out
of town, snarled "Tour it? We can't even lift it!")

The effort was doomed because no matter how fast the stage
jumped it still couldn't jump as fast as the film. The theater
was competing in a league where it was automatically out-
classed. Money could be spent; but the competitive image
couldn't be met.

It is never wise to battle a competing medium in terms of
what it can do bedt; it is much shrewder to offer, by way of
competition, what you can do best.

There was one thing the screen never could do best: spesk.
This inability did not derive from any momentary lack of
literary talent (the screen, at its richest, was in a position to
buy up dl the first-rate literary talent on the market). Nor
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did it derive from any lowbrow notion held by the makers of
films that audiences could not grasp words of more than one
syllable.

The silence—or comparative silence—of the screen was an
inherent condition of the medium. The function of the mov-
ing-picture camera is to take moving pictures; the function
of the moving-picture actor is to do something that will keep
the picture moving; the function of the moving-picture di-
rector is to assemble his separate moving images in such away
that they will continue to move in relation to one another.

The wholly silent film was not, as film, inferior to the
talkie. There are those who hold it to have been superior—an
argument we won't go into. (Wewill gointoit just far enough
to point out that the silent screen seems to have been hos
pitable to the development of genius in away that the talking
screen is not; Chaplin, Keaton, Fairbanks, Garbo, Ford, Mur-
nau, and Flaherty were al bom under the sign of silence.)) The
ideal silent film was held to be a film with very few subtitles;
Chaplin's sparse, blunt signposts were admired not for their
expressiveness but for their brevity. Murnau made his repu-
tation with a titleless film.

| once became curious about the decline of the motion pic-
ture during the late twenties. It seems there had been a brief
period thereabouts when the distress signals were up. | got
hold of a number of top-budget, name-star items of the period
and ran them for myself. They were visually static and clotted
with long, conversational subtitles. The essential content of
the film was being conveyed on the titleboards; and an indus-
try staggered.

The first flush of the talking film found words momentarily
dominant. Speech was popular on the screen so long as it was
novel on the screen. But the motion picture as such did not
recapture its quality until microphones became flexible enough
to follow the camera; to rerun an early talking film is to rerun
an intolerable taking film.
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Proportions were quickly restored: the visual image dom-
inant, the verba image a terse accessory. The good motion
picture of today remains a cut-and-flash unreeling of meaning-
ful pictures ( the recurring railroad tracks, the clock, the de-
serted street of High Noon) helped along the way by verba
fragments but depending not at al upon these fragments for
basic excitement.

As the stage imitated the screen, so the screen has, on one
occasion or another, imitated the stage. The screen has, for
instance, engaged in a running flirtation with Shakespeare.
The sodden failures—A Midsummer Night's Dream, Romeo
and Juliet, The Taming of the Shrew—are irrelevant here. But
the semi-successes are very much to the point. Laurence Oliv-
ier's Henry V was a limited success, financially and aestheti-
cally. By offering it to a specialized public under specidized
conditions, the producers were gradually able to earn a profit.
And the specialized public found much to admire in it. There
were one or two moments that were interesting as Shake-
spearean speech, the St. Crispin's Day passage being the most
effective of these. There were severa soliloquies, so compro-
mised by the camera that we were required to listen to them
on asound track the while we watched Olivier'simmobile face
from assorted angles—a practice that resulted in a maddening,
two-headed bid for our attention. And there were, at the top
of the film, magnificent mobile shots of an army roaring to
battle. These last were the film's best scenes, as they were
bound to be; they had nothing to do with Shakespeare and
they had nothing to do with speech.

Shakespeare's greatest excitement was in his words; the
film's isin the motion of its pictures. To put the two together
IS to declare war; one or the other will win out. The Shake-
spearean film will be a good film insofar as it succeeds in de-
stroying, or at least circumventing, Shakespeare's method.
Insofar as it respects that method it must cripple itsalf as film.
The Houseman-Mankiewicz Julius Caesar offered the screen
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an excellent reading of the play, carefully photographed. One
may be grateful to the producers for making such a reading
available (the stage, at this time, could not have afforded the
cast). But one cannot honestly assign the result a place along-
gde The Informer (a tattered poster being blown along a
foggy street, a pocketful of coins falling to the floor, a hand
losing its grip on a window ledge) or, for that matter, the
lowliest two-reeler Chaplin made for Mutual (Chaplin exam-
ining a clock with a stethoscope, two dozen thugs dancing in
and out of an alley).

The root difference between the two media lies in the man-
ner in which they make their images. The screen makes its
principal images by picturing them. The stage makes its prin-
cipal images by speaking them. Each has an alternate method
—the stage may have visual appeal, the screen a measure of
literacy; but the alternate method is a subordinate method and
the health of either medium will depend on its keeping its
proportions in order.

The difference between the two ought not to be a crippling
difference to either. Introspection, for instance, is possible to
both. The screen is not, by its obligation to move, condemned
to thoughtlessness. The camera may show, ina series of flashed
images, what a character is thinking. The stage is not, by its
physical limitations, condemned to stasis. It has words with
which to make everything fluid.

The fluidity of the screen is visual, the fluidity of the stage
verbal. Yet, when it came to do battle for the public dollar,
the stage never seems to have considered fighting the battle
on its own terms. It seems not even to have noticed that it
held in its hand a weapon the screen dared not pause to use.
It thought only—and very bitterly—of the intoxication of pic-
tures; it forgot al about the intoxication of words.

Words can intoxicate an audience. To this day a kind of
race memory keeps alive the moment when Marlowe first
stunned a bunch of Elizabethan illiterates with a dedge-ham-
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mer music they had never heard before. They went to the
theater one day expecting to hear the academic iambics of the
Gorboduc tradition; they were confronted instead with a
flashing cataract of words and came reeling from the playhouse
gloriously drunk. The majestic thunders of Tamburlaine had
burst about them, and, as J. R. Sutherland has remarked in
his contribution to Phyllis Hartnoirs Oxford Companion to
the Theater, they "could never again be content with the
homelier rhythms of an earlier drama." An audience has but
to hear the best to insist on it.

The English critic Kenneth Tynan, who is rather favorably
disposed to our prose theater and inclined to be suspicious
of any projected return to verse, points out that even Moliere,
nurtured on prose, turned to verse for his best work. Mr.
Tynan is a bit rueful over Moliere's decision, ascribing it to
the tyrannous hand of tradition. But we cannot escape the
fact that Moliere, turning to verse, did then write his best
plays. The fact is that every major serious play—and the lion's
share of the comedies—that we cling to out of the past are
verse plays. Three hundred years of prose have done wel
enough by the novel, beautifully by history and biography;
they have left the theater grunting like an underprivileged
child.

Verse is simply more pliable than prose, and for a form as
swift and compact as the theater extreme pliability is wanted.
The novel may, and does, take its time; the theater must have
everything over and done with in two and one half hours.
| may play along with Proust—or with Dickens or Tolstoi or
Joyce—for hundreds of pages while, stealthily, a vast number
of statements are added toward a composite image. (Very great
novels are, characteristically, very long novels.)

The novelist writes. "Gradually my agitation subsided. Al-
bertine was on her way home. | should hear her ring the bell
in a moment. | felt that my life was no longer what it might
have become, and that to have a woman in the house like this
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with whom quite naturally, when she returned home, | should
have to go out, to the adornment of whose person the strength
and activity of my nature were to be ever more and more di-
verted, made as it were a bough that has blossomed, but is
weighed down by the abundant fruit into which al its re-
serves of strength have passed. In contrast to the anxiety that
| had been feeling only an hour earlier, the cam that | now
felt at the prospect of Albertine's return was more ample than
that which | had felt in the morning before she left the house.”
(That's Proust—in translation, which hurts, but Proust.)

Try: "The shadows began now to descend larger from the
high mountains; the feathered creation had betaken them-
saves to their dinners, and the lowest order to their suppers.
In aword, the clock struck fivejust as Mr. Jones took his leave
of Gloucester; an hour at which (as it was now midwinter)
the dirty fingers of Night would have drawn her sable curtain
over the universe, had not the moon forbid her, who now,
with aface as broad and as red as those of some jolly mortals,
who, like her, turn night into day, began to rise from her bed,
where she had slumbered away the day, in order to sit up all
night. Jones had not traveled far before he paid his compli-
ments to that beautiful planet, and, turning to his companion,
asked him if he had ever beheld so delicious an evening?'
(Fielding)

Or: "The boy stirred, and smiled in his deep, as though
these marks of pity and compassion had awakened some pleas-
ant dream of love and affection he had never known. Thus, a
strain of gentle music, or the rippling of water in a silent
place, or the odour of aflower, or the mention of a familiar
word, will sometimes call up sudden dim remembrances of
scenes that never were, in this life; which vanish like a breath;
which some brief memory of a happier existence, long gone by,
would seem to have awakened; which no voluntary exertion
of the mind can ever recadl." (Dickens)

Compare, for the rapidity with which the image is made:
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"Night's candles are burnt out, and jocund day
Stands tiptoe on the misty mountain-tops.”

We often think of verse as a rather roundabout way of say-
ing something. It isn't. It is the fastest way of saying some-
thing provided that the thing to be said is difficult to say,
provided that it is not a plain and literal statement of fact.
Prose can say "He went to the door" more rapidly and suc-
cinctly than verse can. It cannot say "My way of life is fall'n
into the sere, the yellow leaf" faster than verse can. (Rewrite
the "yellow leaf" line in the manner of Proust and you will
quickly see what I mean.)

The prose passages above are all—or at least two of them
are—attractive even as excerpts. In the strictest sense, how-
ever, their effects are circuitously arrived at. Because prose is
a tool devised for factual precision, it can arrive at imagistic
evocation only by placing fact after fact after fact until some
composite whole begins to gleam in the distance. The writer
must, to crib a line from Zola, "pile fact upon fact until some
degree of truth shall have been arrived a."

Thus the passages quoted are made up of dozens of separate
statements of fact on the order of "Gradualy my agitation
subsided,” "Now the highest order of mortals were sitting
down to their dinners,” "The boy stirred, and smiled in his
deep,” "Albertine was on her way home," "The clock struck
five just as Mr. Jones took his leave of Gloucester," "I should
hear her ring the bel in a moment." Twenty or thirty of
these put together will, in time, present a picture or begin to
pierce a heart; but it is building with bricks.

There will be, in the process, a natural resistance to imag-
ery. | begin to write "I felt that my life was no longer—" and
instead of using a color word | add "what it might have be-
come" | begin to write "the cam that | now felt a the
prospect of Albertine's return was—" and instead of directly
describing the sensation | add "more ample than that which |
had felt in the morning before she left the house” | shy
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steadily from the illogical word combinations that are the
magic of verse (night has no candles, redly, and day is not
itself jocund nor capable of standing on tiptoe). | wipe my
feet, dry my pen, and keep reasonable control of my tongue.

There will be, in the same process, a sobriety in my choice
of single words, and | shal be able to turn to the writing of
committee reports when my creative fire has subsided. | shal
write, in fact, that "my agitation subsided,” giving neither the
agitation nor the subsiding any value beyond the dictionary
definition of the terms used. | shall write "to the adornment
of whose person the strength and activity of my nature were
to be ever more diverted." Or "the shadows began now to
descend larger from the high mountains." Or "as though these
marks of pity and compassion had awakened some pleasant
dream of a love and affection he had never known." | shal
speak of "compasson” but give no immediate effect of com-
passion, speak of "adornment” but suggest no breath-taking
bauble, say that mountains are "high" but give no sense of
their height. Eventually, of course, | will summon up a vivid
reglity out of al this. But it will be a long-term process. | will
let my sensations dlip in, you might say, after the fact.

And, in the end, prose will have its images, too. Each of the
passages quoted above contains at least one sample of the
breed. Halfway through the paragraph from Proust there is
a "bough that blossomed”; Fielding has his "dirty fingers of
Night" and his red-faced moon; most of the Dickens excerpt
Is devoted to the "rippling of water" or "the odour of a
flower."

But there are severa things to be said about prose imagery.
One of them is that its use must be sparing. The essential
structure of prose is not imagistic but literal; to cram images
into a prose passage with anything like the reckless liberality
of verse is to produce that intolerable prose-poetry with which
we are al familiar.

It will be noticed, aso, that the neighboring prose casts a
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curious flatness over the occasionaly introduced image. The
image itself, if it is to feel a home, must not be too far re-
moved from the commonplace. Aside from Fielding's "dirty
fingers of Night"—you might ailmost know that Fielding had
spent time in the more urgent and more graphic theater—we
can do no better than the bare "bough that blossomed,” the
generalized "odour of a flower," the amorphous "sudden dim
remembrances of scenes that never were." In none of these is
there a genuine attempt to create an image; there is only a
halfhearted attempt to borrow on the memory of one, to make
almost footnoted reference to another kind of writing and an-
other kind of reader experience. As images, they are not only
extraordinarily simple; if they were to appear in a poem, they
might seem simple-minded.

Indeed the best prose imagery is apt to have a deliberate air
of flatness about it, an air of honestly belonging to a blunt
and laconic context:

"The red sun was pasted in the sky like a wafer."

Stephen Crane's chapter ending daps us in the face with
such sting partly because it is an image following a context
that has been carefully kept barren, partly because the words
of the image belong to that same mundane, day-by-day diction
that characterizes the novel as a whole. 'Tasted" is a perfect
word; its force here comes from the fact that it is a prosaic
word.

Verse, by contrast, is lively language, language in a hurry,
language that does not care what syntactical dust it kicks up
S0 long as it is free to somersault right to the point. It is not
necessary to plunge into the wonderfully reckless toss-and-
tumble of Dylan Thomas to see its nature:

It is Spring, moonless night in the smal town, darless
and bible-black, the cobblestreets silent and the hunched,
courters-and-rabbits wood limping invisible down to the
doeblack, crowblack, fishingboat-bobbing sea.
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It is only necessary to listen to:

Let the bloat king tempt you again to bed,

Pinch wanton on your cheek, cal you his mouse,
And let him, for a pair of reechy kisses

Or paddling in your neck with his damned fingers. . . .

In these last four lines a lifetime of lust is made unbearably
graphic. Now watch a character, so complete that no detail
need be added, being carved out in six lines:

". . . And what's her history?"

"A blank, my Lord. She never told her love,

But let concealment, like a worm i' the bud,
Feed on her damask cheek; she pined in thought.
And with a green and yellow melancholy

She sat like patience on a monument,

Smiling at grief."

Or try to keep pace with the incredible hurry of:

Stand still, you ever-moving spheres of Heaven,
That time may cease, and midnight never come;
Fair Nature's eye, rise, rise again and make
Perpetual day; or let this hour be but

- A year, a month, a week, a natural day,
That Faustus may repent and save his soul!
O lente, lente, currite noctis equi!
The stars move dill, time runs, the clock will drike,
The Devil will come, and Faustus must be damned.
O, I'll leap up to my God! Who pulls me down?
See, s¢, where Christ's blood streams in the

firmament ... |

Verse communicates its meaning more rapidly not because
it is rhythmic—the rhythm is an empathic force producing
emotion in us more rapidly—but because the word relation-
ships are free of logica restraint There is no such thing as a
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"green and yellow melancholy" and in prose | should be hard
put to justify the shorthand; | should probably say of the
girl that "she seemed more downhearted than she had before."
(In the contemporary theater | would say "Helen hasn't been
herself lately; is she depressed about something?")

Nor is "paddling in your neck” an altogether reasonable
construction. Canoes are paddled. By analogy, fingers might
be paddled in a pond, though "plashed" or "splashed” would
be more appropriate words. To make the image in prose |
should also have to make the logical connection, writing, per-
haps, "as | lay beside her, my fingers moving idly against the
nape of her neck, | remembered a day on the river, a day
when | had paddled idly and rhythmically until it was time
for lunch; it was like that now."

Verse is awonderful excuse for skipping connections. (No-
tice the way the "paddling” passage plunges passionately
ahead, hurling "bloat” and "wanton" and "reechy" and "pad-
dling" pictures at the onlooker.) Verse is also a wonderful
means of making connections—connections of an unpredict-
able, apparently irrational, shiningly intuitive sort.

Indeed the connections of verse imagery are not so much
connections as collisons. Unlikely and unrealistic combina
tions of words come together with a crash, showering sparks
in al directions. T. S. Eliot writes:

"The yellow smoke that rubs its muzzle on the window

panes
Licked its tongue into the corners of the evening. . . ."
Or:
"The worlds revolve like ancient women
Gathering fuel in vacant lots."
Or:
"Miss Nancy Ellicott
Strode across the hills and broke them. .. ."
Or:
"His laughter tinkled among the teacups. . . ."
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For the theater—and, most unexpectedly, for the theater of
1950—Christopher Fry writes:

All right! You've done your worst. You force me to tell
you

The disastrous truth. | love you. A misadventure

So intolerable, hell could not do more.

Nothing in the world could touch me

And you have to come and be the damnable

Exception. | was nicely tucked up for the night

Of eternity, and, like a restless dream

Of a fool's paradise, you, with a rainbow where

Your face is and an ignis fatuus

Worn like arose in your girdle, come pursued

By fire, and presto! the bedclothes are on the floor

And I, the tomfool, love you.

The effective words in a verse line do not normally belong
to one another. Miss Nancy Ellicott, a single woman, is not
capable of "breaking" hills by simply walking over them.
Smoke may have been granted tongues before, but from what
vaporish dog has it acquired a muzzle? To suggest that the
evening has corners is to outrage the visible universe.

Yet clarity—clarity swift and clarity absolute—comes from
these lunatic mismatchings. A vision sharper and more precise
than that possible to the precise tool, prose, has been granted
us. Elaborate non-sense has brought us closer to concrete truth
than strict sense could have. Have we ever known anyone
more rapidly or more accurately than we now know Nancy
Ellicott?

Verse gets at the truth by being untruthful, gives us our
strongest sense of factual reality when it is most perversely
destroying it. Verse is, in the Platonic eye of the logica red-
ist, mischievous, irresponsible, indifferent to law, and con-
temptuous of order.

And to have it—in the theater or elsewhere—we must be
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prepared to throw over law and order—that sober law and
order that places one sturdy prose foot down after another
sturdy prose foot. There are, | think, no really successful half
measures. Prose and verse are two radically different methods
of dealing with the universe. One adds the correct figures, and
gets a sum. The other throws cabbages and kings onto the
same scale, and gets a song.

The effort of the prose mind to arrive at verse without jet-
tisoning its characteristic management of words and its char-
acteristic sequences of thought leads to that dry and despairing
"poetry” which marked Eugene O'Neill's Lazarus Laughed;

Laugh! Laugh!

Fear is no more!

There is no death!

There is only life!

There is only laughter! . . .
Laugh! Laugh!

Fear is no more!

Death is dead!

This s, asyou will have noticed, still prose. The only change
that has taken place is that O'Neill is now writing bad prose.

The effort to retain the shell of prose, while partialy filling
it with a kind of deviled poetry, does not so much enrich the
final product as turn it indigestible. Here is George Tabori,
in The Emperor's New Clothes, slipping a soupgon of verse
imagery and a dash of verse rhythm into a prose format:

Suddenly he got up and came towards me. Now he was
after the last thing—no longer facts, or information: he
wanted slence; the universal hush of conformity. DID YOUR
SON TELL THE TRUTH? Did he? What did the child say, Bella?
| tried to remember and saw his prophets world of courage
and goodness. | saw myself with his eyes—not a dog beg-
ging for a bone, but a man, Bella, a man enamored of the
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moon. | heard his smal voice: "Liar! Liar!"—Oh, but it
roared in my ears like thunder, "STAND UP! DON'T BE AFRAID!
LOOK AT HIM, LOOK!" and | looked, Bella, and saw this po-
liceman through a child's eyes, too-—I saw him naked, Bella,
quite naked, divested of uniform, power and glory, just a
plump little man who thought he was emperor. (He rises)
Dm YOUR SON TELL THE TRUTH? (In utter joy and triumph):
My son said | was good. | AM good. My son said | was brave.
| AM brave; but what's this, who is this who wants to break
me, remake me, unmake me, who the hell does he think he
is, asking me again and again and again, "Did your son tell
the truth? Did he, did he, did he?" (Roaring): YES YES
(Now his left fist, crushed and mangled, a bloody handker-
chief around it, shoots out of his pocket, banging the table
like a hammer.) Yes, yes yes

Verse does not surrender its values piecemeal. The success
ful playwright is going to be candidly word-drunk, like Chris-
topher Fry:

Girl, you haven't changed the world.

Glimmer as you will, the world's not changed.

| love you, but the world's not changed. Perhaps
| could draw you up over my eyes for a time

But the world sickens me still.

or he had best be candidly word-sober like Arthur Laurents.

"What would you do if | were unfaithful?"

“Kill you. No. Kill her and maybe you . . . Die, | guess"
"It wouldn't mean | didn't love you."

"It'd mean you didn't love me enough."

"Then | guess | don't love you enough.”

Since these two ways of dealing with words are so spec-
tacularly different, and since the shift from one to the other
involves the destruction of one set of mental habits and the
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undoubtedly painful creation of another set, why urge the re-
turn to verse upon the already badgered playwright? No one
Is serioudy urging the novelist to return to the verse epic,
from whence he sprang. Why not leave the dramatist con-
tentedly putting his sentences in order in the same common-
sense way that the novelist does?

For one reason, because the novelist has been doing so much
better at it. The past three hundred years have seen a great
many major novels placed on the permanent bookshelf. The
same three hundred years have seen very few plays—of the
very few, most are comedies—so honored. The novelist has had
the time and the space to make his effect in prose; the drama-
tist has not.

The novelist himself, turning to the stage, has invariably
discovered his specia effectiveness slipping away from him.
Henry James labored long to capture the theater; but prose
dialogue could not capture the James who had so many other
prose weapons to work with.

Dialogue is a single, limited, terrifyingly compact tool. Take
away from James the freedom to make a thousand objective
statements about the thoughts, feelings, and behavior of a
character—quite apart from such things as the character may
actually say—and you have taken away an indispensable share
of the sensitivity, and even of the understanding, James has
to offer. Dickens, denied his circuitous effects and reduced to
dialogue, became as baldly rhetorical as the nineteenth-century
melodramatists we despise.

Confine any novelist to didogue, and let that dialogue stand
as prose, and you cannot escape this dimensional shrinkage.
Graham Greene has recently attempted the theater, with rela
tive success, yet the language of his play, The Living Room,
is, dongside the language of his five or six best novels, notice-
ably defective in color and suppleness. When Mr. Greene
turns to the theater he automatically takes on something of
the flat and twangy accent of the prose theater.
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Dialogue cannot assume the burden of three or four other
tools unless, in some fairly radica way, it has itself become
richer. If dialogue is to do double, triple, quadruple duty, it
had best fatten itself, flex itself, find new and exhilarating
sources of strength. The theater is perforce, limited to this
gngle literary tool; if it is to compete at al with other literary
forms, it had best develop its one tool toward maximum
power.

The theater labors under another, most peculiar, obliga-
tion: it must sustain an uninterrupted intensity. The novel-
Ist's intensity rides a gentler, more protracted rhythm, moving
in long, dow swells and allowing for occasional calms. One
rarely reads a major novel at a single sitting; nor is the novelist
under any real pressure to give his language this sort of com-.
pulsive urgency. The dramatist, on the other hand, never dares
relax the compulsive power of his words. Attention must be
riveted at once, fixed so firmly that not a single auditor will
ever go wool-gathering, and held at top pitch until the ex-
perience is concluded. The elongated rhythms and common-
sense words of prose are not adequate to so electric a task; it
has always taken the verbal fury of headlong verse to bring it
off. Images must explode in my face (Shakespeare's explode
so rapidly that we have trouble, syntactically speaking, tracking
them all down). Words must flashinto color, and keep chang-
ing color; rhythms must rush toward eleven o'clock. My ear
must be continuously dazzled if | am not to turn it away be-
fore this pell-mell work is done.

Verse is constructed, by nature, to save the dramatist time
and to bind the auditor fast. Its most characteristic power,
however, is neither its surface hurry nor its stunning attack
on the senses. The chief virtue of verse is its capacity for work-
ing in depth. Verse is able to descend into those recesses of
personality and experience for which we have no adequate ra-
tiona labels, to mine the soul of man for whatever is inex-
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plicable about him. Verse goes, in quite a literal sense, where
there is no prose.

Scholars have been trying to reduce Hamlet to prose for
hundreds of years; no one has done it. Hamlet remains a mys-
tery—that strangest of al creations, a clear mystery. We have
no trouble with Hamlet when we are listening to Hamlet, only
when we are listening to other people. Hamlet's secret
thoughts touch our secret responses, and it is the imagery of
verse that has flown between us. It is the business of prose to
dispel secrets; it is the business of verse to keep them, thrill-
ingly.

Verse, with its odd talent for giving to words far more than
their literal meaning, has access to mysterious regions in which
prose can only perspire and make clumsy approximations, to
mysterious regions which the photograph cannot penetrate
a dl.

In its recent competition with the powerful screen, then,
the stage had not only a weapon that might have matched
the screen's fluidity. It had a weapon that might always have
bested the screen's emotional power. There is no such thing
as photography in depth; a picture cannot record more than
meets the camera's eye. A succession of cannily related shots
can suggest an impression of depth, can burrow by implica
tion a few inches beneath the surface; but it cannot dig so
deep as a brilliantly related succession of words can. Words
are subtler than pictures, more flexible than pictures, capable
of connoting a greater complexity than pictures. Inventively
combined, they can cut closer to the heart's core; an imagined
contest between the finest film ever made and the finest play
ever written must inevitably end in victory for the play, by
virtue of its verbal profundity.

But during its thirty-year struggle with the screen the stage
never used its most distinctive tool at al. Just as it had given
ground to the novel by speaking only as the novel spoke, with-
out having the novel's other advantages, so it now gave ground
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to the screen by speaking only as the screen spoke, without
having the screen's other advantages. The stage has been, so
to speak, "out of character” the whole time.

| suspect that until it does learn to use its most distinctive
tool it will continue to give ground to each new medium that
comes along.

18. Verse in Rehearsa

T ISN'T DIFFICULT to convince young playwrights that verse
is the theater's natural vocabulary. | spent some years teach-
ing playwriting and | had only to rattle off alittle lecture about
the glories of the poetic past to bring out in my students a
rash of rhythm and imagery. The only trouble was that prac-
tically al of the plays were terrible.

And they were terrible not because they were structurally
inept or psychologically immature, but because they were
written in verse. You can do a talented young man a serious
disservice in urging verse upon him; it might be kinder, al
things considered, to cut his throat.

A dramacritic, reviewing arecent volume of doggerel, found
himself liking the poetry precisely because it was bad poetry.
The author, this critic explained, was "perhaps the only poet
(alive or dead) for whom | could honestly say a kind word;
| was born with an inbuilt aversion to anything that is long
hair."

This sounds, no doubt, like philistinism. But it isn't. It is
the candidly expressed attitude of a man who has been ex-
posed to the contemporary theater's occasonal stabs at verse
drama and found them stupefying.

They are, for the most part, stupefying. The stupefaction
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begins long before the finished play finds its way to an un-
wary stage. It is amenta climate, a blanketing fog, a soft and
padded and boneless unction that settles over the dramatist
from the moment he decides that he is actually going to work
in verse. Working in verse does mean walking into a new
world;, so far as the contemporary theater is concerned, it
means walking into a somnambulist's world.

The world of verse, as we see it, has nothing to do with the
coarse, tough, tinderbox scratch of ordinary life. It belongs
instead to the limpid land of conscious, indeed self-conscious,
Literature, to an aien country in which drowsy artifice has
replaced down-to-earth actuality.

The causes for our attitude toward verse, and for the very
real experience of such verse as we get, are many. There is
the long-standing alienation of the poet—any sort of poet—
from his more practical brethren. There is the excessively pri-
vate and introverted universe into which the outcast poet has
quite naturally retreated. There is the further separation of
such poets as have survived from the day-to-day operation of
the theater. There is the haughtiness of the poet, the deafness
of the audience, the mutual recrimination that makes rapport
impossible. There is the overpowering sense of strangeness
that comes from all estrangement; and the best-intentioned
labors toward averse drama carry this sense of strangenesswith
them as awkward and crippling excess baggage.

Verse is not now written for the theater instinctively; when
it is written at al, it is written deliberately. And deliberation
is death. '

Maxwell Anderson, let's say, deliberates on the desirability
of verse and decides in favor of it. But Mr. Anderson, as a
contemporary dramatist, has no natural habit of verse speech.
He concludes that it will be necessary to borrow one. The
Elizabethan habit is the best habit we have yet had in Eng-
lish; ergo, he borrows that one:
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So now little Miriamne will go in

and take up quietly where she dropped them all

her smal housewifely cares—When | first saw you,
not a half-hour ago, | heard myself saying,

this is the face that launches ships for me—

and if | owned a dream—yes, half a dream—

weld share it. But | have no dream. This earth

came tumbling down from chaos, fire and rock,

and bred up worms, blind worms that sting each other
here in the dark. . . .

The habit of another time has gone to deep with the time.
Nor can a drowsy form be jolted awake by an occasiond jazz
note in the content:

... My body turns

as if you were the sun, and warm. This men caled love
in happier times, before the Freudians taught us

to blame it on glands. Only go in

before you breathe too much of my atmosphere

and catch death from me.

To hear the difference between the dead rhythms of the
Elizabethan age, and the rhythms that are actually aive in our
own age, one need only listen to the twentieth-century con-
versation of a Kenneth Fearing:

All right, I may have lied to you, and about you,
and made a few pronouncements a bit too sweeping,
perhaps, and possibly forgotten to tag the bases
here or there,
And damned your extravagance, and maligned your tastes,
and libeled your relatives, and dandered a few
of your friends,
OK,
Nevertheless, come back.
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Come home. | will agree to forget the statements that
you issued so copioudly to the neighbors and
the press,

And you will forget that figment of your imagination,
the blonde from Detroit;

| will agree that your lady friend who lives above us
is not crazy, bats, nutty as they come, but on
the contrary rather bright,

And you will concede that poor old Steinberg is neither
a drunk, nor a swindler, but simply a guy, on
the eccentric side, trying to get aong.

(Areyou listening, you bitch, and haveyou got this
straight?)

Or, for something less obvious, hear the unmistakably au-
thentic accent of W. H. Auden's simple:

"Stay with me, Ariel, while | pack."

Verse is of no value whatever unless, like every other part
of the play, it mirrors the picture people have of themselves,
echoes the rhythm with which they walk down a street or get
up from dinner. Writing verse is aimost like taking the blood-
pressure of an age.

But a number of practicing poets who have, with great ac-
curacy, taken the blood-pressure of their age have attempted
the verse theater without winning the day for the cause. They
have written good verse, but bad plays, or they have written
curioudly interesting plays which dill failled to suggest that
the theater was likely to give verse any permanent home.

Auden himsalf put severa youthful years into the effort,
and some of the fragmentary effects were hopeful. In The
Ascent of F 6 an angry son is accusing his mother of having
adways preferred his brother James. The mother answers, in
specious but persuasive tones:
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. . . Michad,

There is a secret | have kept so long

My tongue is rusty. What you have sad

| knew and | have always known. Why do you start?

You are my Michadl and | know my own:

A mother has no heaven but to look.

That was your secret; there is dso mine:

From the good day when both of you were born,

And | first held you both in my two arms,

James, bigger, prettier, the doctor's pride,

Responding promptly to the nurse's cluck,

And you, the tiny, serious and reserved,

| knew your natures. You never knew your father:

But | can never see James toss his head

Or laugh, or take a lady's arm, but |

Must see your father in his popular pulpit.

Everyone thought your father wonderful

And so did I, until I married him

And knew him for a shell: James is like him.

He cannot live an hour without applause.

No one can say that | have stinted it.

But you, you were to be the truly strong

Who must be kept from al that could infect

Or weaken; it was for you | stedled my love

Deliberately and hid it. Do you think that it was easy

To shut you out? | who yearned to make

My heart the cosest nook in all the world

And warm you there for ever, so to leave you

Stark to the indifferent blizzard and the lightning?

How many nights have | not bit my pillow

As the temptation fought to pick you out of bed

And cover you with kisses? But | won.

You were to be unlike your father and your brother,

You were to have the power to stand aone;

And to withhold from loving must be al my love.
229



Arthritis in the Joints

After three or four plays, though, Mr. Auden's attack crum-
pled. T. S. Eliot has been less willing to quit. Mr. Eliot's
earliest plays, The Rock and Murder in the Cathedral, were
frankly lyrical, designed not for commercial performance but
for specialized, semiliturgical use. Both contain extended
stretches of magnificent verse. The music of Murder in the
Cathedral proved so irresistible, in fact, that it eventually had
what amounted to a commercial success, playing some seven
hundred performances in a small London theater; it has since
been successfully revived. It remains, however, a literary off-
shoot of the drama—or rather, a dramatic offshoot of another
kind of literature—and offers no tempting pattern for the
workaday playwright.

Stimulated by the popular response to what was actually
poetry, but at the same time aware of the too speciaized form
in which Murder had been cast, Mr. Eliot now set about mak-
ing his peace with the practical theater. Murder in the Cathe-
dral had been, as much as anything, a chora work; the next
play would deal with human figuresin a contemporary envi-
ronment. The play, The Family Reunion, did not succeed.
The verse did not have that rude clarity needed to advance a
story across the stage; the contrast between the difficult speech
and the mundane setting proved troublesome; something was
awry.

Mr. Eliot's subsequent work as a dramatist has been a
steady, almost ruthless, process of pruning away a native lyr-
icism in favor of a blunt conversational style. With The Cock-
taill Party success seemed in sight. But with The Confidential
Clerk the worst has happened: the values of verse have been
logt, the values of drama have not been seized.

The contemporary theater must be deeply grateful to Mr.
Eliot for two reasons. He has kept the idea of serious verse
drama aive, lent his weight to it. He has also shown such
respect for drama, and for the production conditions that are
peculiar to drama, that he has been willing to strip himself
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of his finest feathers to accommodate it. The loss of melody is
terribly real; since melody is one of Mr. Eliot's greatest gifts,
one can only gasp in admiration at the size of the sacrifice.

Gratitude, however, cannot conceal the fact that the sacri-
fice has been invain. Mr. Eliot will, after all, be remembered
for his lyric poetry, not for his plays. And the plays will not,
in al likelihood, have spurred on the imitators who might
give us abody of practical dramain verse.

Why not? Essentially, | think, because Mr. Eliot is a lyric
poet, not a dramatic one. The two kinds of poet have much
in common; yet each begins his work in a unique and untrans-
latable instinct. The fact that a play may have certain lyric
qualities does not make it, at root, a lyric work; the fact that
alyric poem may, on occasion, have something like dramatic
power does not transfigure it, formally or effectively, into a
play. Coleridge, Shelley, Keats, Byron, Browning, Words-
worth, Southey, Landor, and Tennyson al wrote verse plays.
The plays had so little survival value in the theater that the
very announcement of their existence comes as a surprise to-
day.
It should be possible to distinguish between the lyric and
the dramatic instincts in a number of ways: we might call
attention, say, to the natural brevity of the lyric impulse and
contrast it with the sustained intensity that is required of the
dramatic; we might point out that a lyric poem ceases to be a
lyric and tends to become a ballad or an epic the moment it
tackles a complex narrative, whereas the feeling for complex
narrative is essentid to the most rudimentary dramatic form.
I think we might best and most fairly summarize, though, by
saying that the lyric mood is a passve mood, the dramatic
mood an active one.

The lyric poet is—or gives the impression of being—gently
airborne, swept aloft on a current that is sudden, sensua, and
sngle. He is a man exposed, open to such breezes as blow
about him, acted upon by agents outside himself, content to
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record the subtle, affective state so produced; the experience
will be short, elusive, submissive.

The dramatic poet, by contrast, is a man on a journey of
exploration, committed to finding his way over difficult ter-
rain; he will scuff the earth to see what he stands on, thrust
his head forward in search of some sort of track, reach for a
knife to dash at the tangle ahead of him. He is making a path,
forging ahead under his own power, working toward a destina-
tion. Tranquillity may be his when the journey is ended; he
Is not tranquil now. He is not so much moved by the universe
as moving ruggedly through it. He is the pursuer, not the
pursued.

The dramatic poet will rarely think of himself as a poet.
His first thought will not be for the evocative power of his
words; it will be for the excitement of a scene, the tingling
reality of a situation, the push and shove of characters shoul-
dering their ways through a narrative. He will think of himself
as a showman, take his most urgent fire from the thrill of get-
ting a show on the stage. Language will be the last thing he
turns to; it will be tremendously important in measuring his
fina effect, but hewill come to it belatedly. If, when he comes
to it, he decides to use verse, it will only be because verse may
make al the other things clearer, more immediate, and more
exciting. Instead of lavishing al his affection on his verbal
imagery he will distribute it over a succession of unfolding
images. an image of action, an image of character, finaly an
image of speech. The verbal image will, at last, revedl al the
others; but it is a tool for a purpose, not an end in itself.

The lyric poet, differently equipped and differently stimu-
lated, may humbly and honorably try to destroy much that is
native to him in his effort to reverse his procedure and work
as the playwright works. But the air of passivity is apt to linger;
the concrete narrative is apt to seem what it is, an unfamiliar
gesture; the structure of the piece is apt to leap from lyric
crest to lyric crest rather than ride a steady road home.
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The result is usually a cloudy business, a performance in
which a veil has been dropped between the tangible reality of
what is going on and the words that fall softly upon the au-
dience ear. The spectator strains at the play as through gauze.

The contemporary critic who prefers doggerel—or, better
dill, prose—is, then, a man who has formed his aversion to
verse on the basis of the out-of-tune borrowings of Maxwell
Anderson or the out-of-ordcr procedures of the lyric poet. He
can make a good case for himself; the verse he hears, when
he hears any, has not come crackling up from the floorboards
on which the contemporary actor walks.

The audience is starved enough for some sort of magical
speech to make nearly every one of Anderson's verse plays prof-
itable, to seek out the difficult and unfamiliar chora practices
of Murder in the Cathedral, to leap at the verba liveliness of
The Lady's Not for Burning. But neither the general audience
nor our outspoken critic is going to accept verse as a steady,
and quite plausible, diet until the trained theater man, pas-
sionate about the stage before he is passionate about anything
else and committed only to the exuberance of a rousing show,
reaches for verse as casually and as thoughtlessly as he reaches
for a spotlight. When we can, with the playwright, take verse
for granted as just one more device for increasing color and
intensity, we shal find it no stranger than the lyrics we liked
in the last musical comedy we saw.
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| think two things have been clear to al of us for some time
past. One is that our theater has not been an especialy bril-
liant one; we have not felt that we were living among master-
pieces. The other is that the physical theater has been
dwindling away. Aesthetically, we have been at best second-
rate; commercially, we have not been popular.

As a matter of habit, and perhaps out of snobbery, too, we
didike making any connection between these two things. We
explain our aesthetic pallor by saying that our writers smply
aren't illed enough, and so on. We explain our commercial
difficulties by saying that our audiences aren't bright enough,
and so on.

The purpose of the preceding chapters has been to look a
little more harshly at our aesthetic principles and a little less
harshly at our audiences. For my own part, | am convinced
that our theater has not risen to dazzling heights because it
has substituted an editoria thess for an orchestrated theme,
because it has surrendered the vigor of forthright narrative,
because it has diminished character to the sze of a spot on
a laboratory dide, because it has refused to budge and not
bothered to speak. Theme, story, character, mobility, and lan-
guage have all been severdy condtricted. (I am conscious that
that is a staggering series of charges to be brought against any
one kind of theater; but have we honestly done well by any
one of these departments?)

| am further convinced that our commercia failure—our
unpopularity—is directly due to our constricted aesthetic, to
the very arbitrariness with which we have hed to it, indsted
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on it. The audience has not deserted us because we were too
good for it, but because we were not good enough.

| think the audience can be trusted to decide wisdy, and
that its current decison to stay away must be taken to heart.

Suppose this is true. What, if anything, can the young
dramatist—or the young producer, or the young director, or
the young play agent, or the young teacher—do about it?

We must admit immediately that there are serious diffi-
culties standing in the way of the theater worker who might
wish to dissociate himself from an exhausted and unappealing
form and link himself to something more vigorous. It's obvi-
ous enough that no man knows the precise shape the next
natural dramatic cycle may take; the novice is hard put to
anticipate the character, and the world-view, of a social phase
gtill struggling to be born.

Theyoung dramatist is further inhibited by one of the facts
of theatrical life: successful playwrights are not experimental
playwrights. The men who have made the most of their careers
are men who have unhesitatingly accepted the dominant pat-
terns of their time, who have smply drawn blood from arteries
opened by their predecessors. Shakespeare was not really an
innovator. Moliere rested squarely on two profitable formulas:
those of the native French farce and the Italian commedia
The great playwright has usually been a lucky playwright: he
has arrived on the scene just after the scene has been hand-
somely set. The innovator, on the other hand, rarely eats reg-
ularly. He stumbles along a path that is not yet perfectly
defined; ripeness is a little while coming.

Even in our time—a time which finds the Ibsen-Chekhov
passon virtually spent—a writer might well be forgiven if he
chose to reread his John van Druten and to stand on this work-
able style. Mr. van Druten's work is literate; one could explore
this placid vein and never feel himsalf a hack. It is dso, aver-
aged over the years, decently profitable; one could live com-
fortably, even though the theater continued to shrink. A man
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might do worse than bide his time, break his bread gently, and
leave the problem of transition—and the pursuit of the dis
appearing audience—to the dedicated.

A writer who was waxing eloguent on my bourbon the other
evening tackled the problem on fairly desperate terms. He
didn't want to write a van Druten play; that was al right
for van Druten, but he wanted to plunge into something with
more energy, something with more sustaining power for the
future. Neither did he want to write Camino Real: energy
galoping toward chaos. It seemed to him that the only solu-
tion was to go into the form that has shown the greatest crea
tive vitality in the past ten or fifteen years—musical comedy.
| am an admirer of musical comedy and | agree that it is, at
present, the only theatrical style exhibiting signs of spontane-
ous growth. But | doubt that, even in a time of morbid un-
certainty and clear decline, we need give up the dramatic ghost
altogether.

We might pause for a moment over musical comedy,
though. It is interesting to note that, of all the forms of our
time, musical comedy is the only one to make use of: free,
unrealistic backgrounds; rapid legps through time and space
bold color; heightened language (in its lyrics); rhythm (in its
music); dynamic movement (not only in its dance, but every-
where); direct address to the audience. Musical comedy is the
form that makes the most extensive use of theatrical conven-
tion in our time, and something of its theatrical vitality must
sem from the fact. The form is eager to please its audiences,
and to explore the theater as theater—two things that the seri-
ous drama has not thought of doing in quite a long while. We
generally regard the popularity of musicals as a sgn of public
illiteracy; it may actually be a response to cregtive joy.

However, musical comedy is musica comedy, and weve
been talking about the legitimate stage. Is there nothing that
can be done—while we are caught between clearly defined
cycles—to loosen its creative energies?
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| doubt that the answer is to be found in ddiberate experi-
ment. "Experiment” is a horrible word. It conjures up visions
of industrious playwrights building skeleton dages plaster
cycloramas, and plastic people. Conscious experiment is d-
ways like playing with blocks. It is a game, and al games have
merely arbitrary rules. We aren't likely to revitdize the theater
by imposing yet another cerebral construction upon it, and
such a construction would, in any case, be premature. It would
begin in a glorious manifesto, printed on embossed paper, and
end with al the "new" scenery falling down.

But if we cannot hope to change the shape of our theater
by main force, there is one thing we can change: our habits
of thought. We can stop being so tensed up with virtue. We
can relax our righteousness. We can sretch, and smile, and
learn to fed comfortable.

| wonder how long it is since a playwright redly felt com-
fortable in the theater—with himself, or with his audience.
Ibsen wanted to make the audience bristle; and he must have
brisled himself, anticipating all sorts of difficulties, as he
strode through the lobby. George Tabori wants to irritate his
audience; his own nerves must scratch a little as he sits next
to his victims. There is a certain hostility now between the
feared customer and the self-sacrificing playwright. Watch the
playwright a intermission time, mingling with the smokers:
worried as he lisens, haughty as he hears what he doesnt
want to hear. Read him in the newspapers after he has had a
failure. Relations are edgy, not casual and affectionate.

We have grown used to this state of affairs, immunized our-
sdves, supposed that it was the necessary relationship between
author and audience. In the same way we have supposed that
however unattractive the theater might seem, its unattractive-
ness was to be endured in the interests of art. Recall van
Druten watching a play he now admires. "l was amazed at the
time it took over aimost nothing. ... | can remember think-
ing that | would not be able to bear it."
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Mr. van Druten learned to bear it. He seded himself. He
formed a Spartan habit of tolerating the intolerable. He came
to accept it as a mold for his own work. There may have been
a day when Mr. van Druten liked his plays more interesting;
he bravely banished such foolishness from his mind.

Weve dl done it. We have learned to accept what we do
not like out of an honest conviction that what we do like is
unworthy of us.

| wonder how long it is since a playwright wrote a play that
was the kind of play he'd like to see. Do al of our young dram-
atists yearn to see on the stage, night after night, the Chek-
hovian plays of age and loneliness and frustration they st
down to write? Or are they simply making the kind of moody
gesture that seems socialy acceptable?

And | wonder how many producers actualy produce the
kind of play they themselves enjoy. | picked up the morning
newspaper today to read that still another study of loneliness
was on its way to town. (Six this season, and seven months to
go.) | happen to know the producer. He is a very nice guy.
He is dso incapable of distinguishing between the literary
dtyles of Anton Chekhov and Howard R. Garis. If he were to
produce on Broadway the kind of entertainment he actualy
attends, he would be mounting night-club extravaganzas in
the best Monte Proser manner. (I don't know that the theater
would be notably enriched by this switch; as things stand,
however, he isn't giving himself a good time and he isn't giv-
ing anyone dse a good time, either.) Well-meaning producers
are often found producing what they think will be respected
by others, or what they think they can "get by the critics" or
what they think will give them prestige. Quite a few of them
haven't honestly answered the question "Would | like to see
it?" in years.

In the time we must spend waiting before disaster overtakes
us or a new imaginative impulse saves us we might put our-
sdves to the rather pleasant task of considering what we like.
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Every one of us, for instance, likes stories. Some of us may
pretend that the theater is no place in which to indulge this
fondness, and some of us may fedl alittle sneaky about picking
up a paperback between austere vidts to the temple of dess
but we cannot honestly conceal from ourselves the very human
appetite for narrative we posess and we are aways grateful
when an otherwise respectable work of art manages to incor-
porate a little cliff-hanging. When we finaly get around to
seeing Oedipus, or when we run across a redly well-staged
fight in Romeo and Juliet, we are astonished at how suspense-
ful the theater can be.

Every one of us likes to watch things that go faster than we
can go: horses, trains, plays. We like to be drawn ahead, made
to lean forward for fear we shall miss something, carried out
of our seats by an image that moves. In every other sphere of
life we act on this principle: we stay up al night with a book
that moves (we can't put it down because it is moving so
fast); werefuse to leave a party that has hit high gear (we know
we are enjoying ourselves because we're talking so fast); we
cheerfully work overtime because ideas are now tumbling out
and we are afraid of losing them (when the mind works rap-
idly, there is a heady sensation of creation and release). Con-
versdy, we put aside a book that is standing till, we go home
early from a snail's-pace party, we knock off work for the day
when we find our minds working duggisnly. The theater that
indgsts on a lazy rhythm because life is like that is reckoning
without the life we know—or at least without the life we like.
It is true that we are sometimes bored with life; but need the
theater, to be honest, mirror only our boredom? We are de-
lighted with a writer who makes us aert, who chalenges us
to keep up with him, who makes the breath come short and
the blood race.

Every one of us has a great big appetite for experience. We
will go to a fire any time we can find one; we can even be
inveigled into seeing Cinerama, at least once. No matter how
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chaste our taste, we will till try to see the picture on the front
of a tabloid across from us on a subway train. Let a roof cave
in, or a car hurtle over a speedway embankment, or a hero be
hacked to death in a play caled Julius Caesar, and we will
hardly be able to keep our eyes off the spectacle. We fedl a
little disgraced by this appetite. But why shouldn't the theater
be disgraceful, now and then? It's always been cdled a dis
graceful place, and | worry over its new respectability. When
the theater was held to be at its most loathsome, it did some
of its very best work. We like it splashy, and it's not quite hon-
orable to pretend that we don't.

Every one of us is interested in interesting people. That is
to say, we don't feel responsible for the rehabilitation of bores.
In life, we avoid them. We feel no compunction about cutting
them dead. If we have misgivings about our lack of charity,
we contribute to a charity. When we notice a particularly
dreary, unprepossessing, obviously frustrated fellow who lives
in our apartment building, we do not invite him in to probe
his malaise; his maaise is interesting only to him, anyway. We
take great pains not to strike up an acquaintance. When we
run across an arrogant oracle, terribly full of his own opinions
and determined not to let anyone else get a word in edgewise,
we are careful not to let him get us by the collar. When he
invites us to dinner, we decline; when he cdls us on the phone,
we are polite but extraordinarily busy; when we are caught in
a gathering with him, we drink heavily. We like people with
lively minds and colorful ways and stimulating habits. We are
grown-up now, and we like big people.

Every one of usis fascinated by language. This doesn't seem
so obvious until we think about it. But listen to a man repeat-
ing a joke he has heard, and being careful that he gets it right.
The joke may be only a pun, but a pun is language being play-
ful, and the man is deighted with the mischief he has
wrought. Watch a man reading Winchell and immediately
repegting the jazzy word coinages to the friend sitting next
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to him. Listen to kids coining their own private lingoes, and
notice the pride they take in the inventive twists they can
give the mother tongue. Nor does this unconcedled delight
in the manipulation of words end with casual Broadwayese
or teen-age dang. Adla Stevenson rocketed out of nowhere
to national prominence in an incredibly short time largely be-
cause he made listening a pleasure. Mr. Stevenson's content
was perfectly serious; but his management of it was linguisti-
caly exciting. Characteristicaly, a portion of our society com-
plained that a man who could be so delightful couldn't be
very responsble; the Puritan dies hard in us, and we keep
ingsting that whatever is important dare not be pleasurable.
Just as characteristically, another portion of our society wor-
ried that Mr. Stevenson might be too literate for the masses,
that his style was a style for "eggheads' only. (Intellectuas
and anti-intellectuals actually hold to a common premise in
our time: both camps beieve that pleasure and profundity
must be divided, that they are inimical, that they cannot co-
exigt.) As it turned out, Mr. Stevenson earned some twenty-
seven million votes in breath-taking time; and there aren't
twenty-seven million eggheads. What happened? By taking
pains to please twenty-seven million people—I count this a
mass—Mr. Stevenson was able to carry the whol e twenty-seven
into some lofty regions indeed. They came happily, and not
unintelligently. The mass is athirst for imaginative speech, as
producer Paul Gregory found out when he gave it to them in
a barnstorming tour of Shaw's Don Juan in Hell. Words are
thrilling—when we take the trouble to make them thrilling.
Practicaly everything said in the last few paragraphs would
boil down to smple philistinism if it weren't for the fact that
the so-cdled philistine, the common customer with a vote at
his disposa or a couple of bucks in his pocket, is possessed of
an intuitive capacity for taking great delight in everything that
is genuinely good. We haven't believed this for a long time;
we haven't acted upon it. Yet history—theatrical history, any-
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way—suggests over and over again that the way to get Shake-
Speare is to honor the groundling.

But the groundling's capacity for delight in the best cannot
be awakened by insult. If the customer is told, as he crosses
the lobby, that his taste cannot be served because he has no
taste, that his appetite cannot be appeased because his appe-
titeis bedtia, that his pleasureis of no moment because pleas-
ure itsdf is vulgar, the ascent to King Lear can never begin.

There is a risk of vulgarity in turning our minds toward
what pleases the common customer and what pleases our-
saves. (We are brothers, after al.) We may quite possibly
dip into banality as we try to stir up a good narrative, write
a scene with the momentum of a shot, draw the kind of char-
acter who would be a bearable companion for roughly two
and one half hours. (Thereis banality at the Chekhovian level,
too; we see quite a bit of it in the course of a Broadway sea
son.) But | think the risk must be run, for two reasons. One
is that the theater must continue to shrivel if we do not do it.
The other is that it seems to me, on the available evidence,
to be a good risk. The theater was not created by a minority
for a minority. It was created—in its Greek, Roman, and me-
dieval beginnings—by a crowd for a crowd. It has, since these
beginnings, been at its healthiest when it was closest to the
crowd. There is a favorable chance, with the crowd, of arriv-
ing at serious art.

Lacking a new form, we can form new attitudes. Even
within the general forms we know, and the theatrical practices
with which we are familiar, we can teach ourseves to pay
greater attention to what might attract an audience, to what
might hold the audience rapt when it gets there, to what
might send the audience away from the theater with a satisfied
glow and a genuine desire to come back.

And | think we might test, for a while, the possihility that
really laboring to please the audience might profit us not only
financialy but aesthetically. | think we must do this whole-
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heartedly, not with nervous reservations. that we must take off
the hair shirts we have worn so long, and stop scratching our
consciences with the fear of turning panderers. It would be
good if we could bring ourselves to have quiet confidence in
the common instincts toward pleasure and excitement—to be-
lieve that satisfying these instincts is one way of arriving at
importance.

My guess is that by working with the universal audience
we may get universal plays. By showing the audience some af -
fection—rather than contempt, anger, or placid indifference—
we may find the affection returned. And we may, to our horror,
get rich.
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