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Introduction: o
Thinking about
Drama

What Is Drama? Drama is the art of representing for the pleasure of others events that hap-

pened or that we imagine happening. The primary ingredients of drama are

characters, represented by players; action, described by gestures and move-

ment; thought, implied by dialogue, words, and action; spectacie, represented

by scenery, music, and costume; and, finally, audiences, who respond to this
i complex mixture. |

When we are in the theater, we see the actors, hear the lines, are aware of the :

serting, and sense the theatrical community of which we are a part. Even when

reading a play, we should imagine actors speaking lines and visualize 2 setting

in which those lines are spoken. Drama is an experience in which we partici-

pate on many levels simultaneously. On one level, we may believe that what we

see is really happening; on another level, we know it is only make-believe. On

one level we may be amused, but on another level we realize that serious state-
ments about our society are being made. Drama both entertains and instructs.

When Aristotle wrote about drama in the Poetics, a work providing one of

the earliest and most influential theories of drama, he began by explaining it as

the imitation of an action (mmMesis). Those analyzing his work have interpreted

this statement in several ways. One interpretation is that drama imitates life.

On the surface, such an observation may seem simple, even obvious. But on
reflection we begin to find complex significance in his comment. The drama of

the Greeks, for example, with its intense mythic structure, its formidable
speeches, and its profound actions, often seems larger than life or other than

life. Yet we recognize characters saying words that we ourselves are capable of
saying, doing things that we ourselves might do. The great Greek tragedies are
certainly lifelike and certainly offer literary mirrors in which we can examine

human nature. And the same is true of Greek comedies.

| The relationship between drama and life has always been subtle and com- l

i plex. In some plays, such as Luigi Pirandello’s Six Characters in Search of an i

Authorgit is one of the central issues. We begin our reading or viewing of most

plays knowing that the dramatic experience is not absolutely real in the sense |

‘ that, for example, the actor playing Hamlet does not truly die or truly see a ‘;

i ghost or truly frighten his mother. The play imitates those imagined actions, !
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Drama: The Ilusion
of Reality

but when done properly it is realistic enough to make us fear, if only for a
momment, that they could be real.

We see significance in the actions Hamlet imitates; his actions help us live
our own lives more deeply, more intensely, because they give us insight into the
possibilities of life. We are all restricted to living this life as ourselves; drama is
one art form that helps us realize the potential of life, for both the good and the
bad. In an important sense, we can share the experience of a character such as
Hamlet when he soliloquizes over the question of whether it is better to die
than to live in 2 world filled with sin and crime.

Such imaginative participation is only a part of what we derive from drama.
In its origins, drama may have evolved from ancient Egyptian and Greek ritu-
als, ceremonies that were performed the same way again and again and were
thought to have a propitious effect on the relationship between the people and
their gods. -

In ancient Egypt some religious rituals evolved into repeated passion plays,
such as those celebrating Isis and Osiris at the festivals of Heb-Seb in Abydos
some three thousand years ago. Greek drama was first performed during yearly
religious celebrations dedicated to the god Dionysus. The early Greek play-
wrights, such as Sophocles in Oedipus Rex and Antigone, emphasized the
interaction between the will of the gods and the will of human beings, often
pitting the truths of men and women against the truths of the gods.

The rebirth of drama in the Middle Ages — after the fall of Rome and the
loss of classical artistic traditions — took place first in monasteries, then later
in the cathedrals of Europe. It evolved from medieval religious ceremonies that
helped the faithful understand more about their own moral predicament.
Everyman, a late play in the medieval theater (it was written about 1500}, con-
cerns itself with the central issue of reward and punishmenc after this life
because the soul is immortal.

From the beginning, drama has had the capacity to hold up an illusion
of reality like the reflection in a mirror: we take the reality for granted while
recognizing that it is nonetheless illusory. As we have seen, Aristotle de-
scribed DRAMATIC 1LLUSION as an imitation of an action. But unlike the reflec-
tion in a mirror, the action of most drama is not drawn from our actual
experience of life but from our potential or imagined experience. In the great
Greek drama, the illusion includes the narratives of ancient myths that were
thought to offer profound illumination. The interpretation of the myths by
the Greek playwrights over a two-hundred-year period helped the Greek
people participate in the myths, understand them, and apply their values to
their daily lives.

Different ages have had different approaches to representing reality onstage.
Greek actors spoke in verse and wore masks. The staging consisted of very
little setting and no special costumes except for some comedies and satyr plays.
Medieval drama was sometimes acted on pushwagons and carts, but the spe-
cial machinery developed to suggest hellfire and the presence of devils was said
to be so realistic as to be frightening. Elizabethan audiences were accustomed
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to actors who spoke directly to the crowds at their feet near the apron of the
stage. All Elizabethan plays were done in essentially contemporary clothing,
often with no more scenery than the suggestion of it in the spoken descriptions
of the players. The actors recited their lines in verse, except when the author
had a particular reason to use prose — for example, to imply that the speaker
was of low social station. Yet Elizabethans reported that their theater was
much like life itself,

In Shakespeares A Midsummer Night's Dream, fairies, enchantments, an
ass’s head on the shoulders of a man — all these are presented as illusions, and
we accept them. They inform the audience — in Shakespeare’s day and in mod-
ern times — not by showing us ourselves in a mirror but by demonstrating that
even fantastic realities have significance for us.

Certainly A Midsummer Night’s Dream gives us insight into the profound
range of human emotions. We learn about the pains of rejection when we see
Helena longing for Demetrius, who in turn longs for Hermia. We learn about
jealousy and possessiveness when we see Oberon cast a spell on his wife, Tita-
nia, over a dispute concerning a changeling. And we learn, too, about the
worldly ambitions of the “rude mechanicals” who themselves put on a play
whose reality they fear might frighten their audience. They solve the problem
by reminding their audience that it is only a play and that they need not fear
that reality will spoil their pleasure.

In modern drama the dramatic illusion of reality includes not just the shape
of an action, the events, and the characters but also the details of everyday life.
When the action changes locale, the setting changes as well. Some contempo-
rary playwrights make an effort to re-create a reality close to the one we live in.
Some modern plays, like August Wilson’s Fences, make a precise representa-
tion of reality a primary purpose, shaping the tone of the language to reflect the
way modern people speak, re-creating contemporary reality in the setting, lan-
guage, and other elements of the drama.

" But describing a play as an illusion of reality in no way means that it repre-

sents the precise reality that we take for granted in our everyday experience.
Rather, drama ranges widely and explores multiple realities, some of which
may seem very close to our own and some of which may seem improbably
removed from our everyday experience.

For an audience, drama is one of the most powerful artistic experiences.
When we speak about participating in drama, we mean that as a member of
the audience we become a part of the action that unfolds. This is a mysterious
phenomenon.

When we see a play today, we are usually seated in a darkened theater look-
ing at a lighted stage. In ages past, this contrast was not the norm. Greek plays
took place outdoors during the morning and the afternoon; most Elizabethan
plays were staged outdoors in the afternoon; in the Renaissance, some plays
began to be staged indoors with ingenious systems of lighting that involved
candles and reflectors. In the early nineteenth century most theaters used
gaslight onstage; electricity took over in the later part of the century, and its use
has grown increasingly complex. In most large theaters today computerized
lighting boards have replaced Renaissance candles.
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Theaters ard Their
Effect

Sitting in the darkness has made the experience of seeing Greek and Eliza-
bethan plays much different for us than it was for the original audiences. We

Different kinds of theaters make differing demands on actors and audiences.
Despite its huge size, the open ArENa style theater of the early Greeks brought
the audience into a special kind of intimacy with the actors. The players came
very close to the first rows of seats, and the acoustics permitted even a whisper
onstage to be audible in the far seats. The Greek theater also imparted a sense
of formality to the occasion of drama. For one thing, its regularity and circu-
larity was accompanied by a relatively rigid seating plan. The officials and
nobility sat in special seats. Then each section of the theater was given over to
specific families, with the edges of the seating area devoted to travelers and
strangers to the town. One knew one’s place in the Greek theater. Its regularity
gave the community a sense of order.

Medieval theater also gave its audiences a sense of community, both when it

used playing areas called mansions inside and outside the churches and when it

walls. That the medieval theater repeated the same cycles of plays again and
again for about two hundred years, to the delight of many Européan communi-
ties, rells us something about the stability of those communities. Their drama
was integrated with their religion, and both helped them express their sense of
belonging to the church and the community. _

In some medieval performances the actors came into the audience, breaking

exciting and involving as possible.
The Elizabethan playhouse was a wooden structure providing an enclosed
Space around a courtyard open to the sky. A covered stage thrust into the

courtyard. As in the Greek theater, the audience was arranged somewhat by

habit of speaking directly to members of the audience, and the audience rarely
kept a polite silence. It was a busy, humming theater that generated intimacy
and involvement berween actors and audience.

The proscenium stage of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries distanced

i
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the audience from the play, providing a clear frame {the PROSCENIUM) behind
which the performers acted oyt their scenes. This detachment was especially
effective for plays that demanded 5 high degree of realism because the effect of
the proscenium js to make the audience feel that jt is witnessing the action as 3
silent observer, looking in as if through an imaginary fourth wajj on’a living -
raom or other intimate Space in which the action takes place. The proscenium
arch gives the illusion that the actors are jn 5 world of thejr OWn, unaware pf
the audience’s presence,

Reading a play is a different €xperience from seeing it enacted. For one
thing, readers do not have the benefit of the interpretations made by a director,

and is not translated to the stage. The dramaric effect of the staging is lost to us
unless we make 2 genuine effort o visualize it and to understand jts contribu-
tion to the dramatic experience. For a fuller experience of the drama when
reading plays, ope should keep in mind the historical period and the conven-
tions of staging thar are appropriate to the period and that are specified by the

unavailable to an audience, such as the color of the characters’ eyes, charac-
ters’ secret motives, and other such details. Occasionally, stage directions, such
as those of Bernard Shaw and Tennessee Williams, are written in 2 poetic prose
that can be appreciated only by a reader.

It is not a certainty that seeing a play will produce an experience more
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inevitability through which Chekhov depicts the cgaflict between the necessity
change and a nostalgia for the past. The cgatedies of Oscar Wilde, such as
Windermere’s Fan and The Importane€ of Being Ernest, poked fun at the

ifieteenth century was especially satisfying to mass
characters were very good, the bad characters were
very bad, and justice out at the end. But it is difficult in Chekhov to
be sure who the re. Nothing is as clear-cut in these plays as
it is in popula ekhov’s plays are as complicated as life
come the norm of the most impor-
tant drama of the twentieth century.

The drama of the early twentieth century nurtured the seeds of nineteenth-
century realism into bloom, but sometimes this drama experimented with audi-
ence expectations. Eugene O’Neill’s Desire under the Elms is a tragedy that
features the ordinary citizen rather than the noble. This play focuses on New
England farmers as tragic characters. Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman
invokes a sense of dreadful inevitability within the world of the commercial
salesman, the ordinary man. As in many other twentieth-century tragedies, the
point is that the life of the ordinary man can be as tragic as Oedipus’s life.

Luigi Pirandello experiments with reality in Six Characters in Search of an
Author, a play that has a distinctly absurd quality, since it expects us to accept
the notion that the characters on the stage are waiting for an author to put
them into a play. Pirandello plays with our sense of illusion and of expectation
and realism to such an extent that he forces us to reexamine our concepts of
reality.

Bertolt Brecht’s Mother Courage, an example of what the playwright called
¥PIC DRaMa, explores war from a complex series of viewpoints. On the one
hand Courage is a powerful figure who has been seen as a model of endurance,
but Brecht also wanted his audience to see that Courage brings on much of her
own suffering by trying to profit from war. The sole act of self-sacrifice in the
play comes at the end, when Kattrin beats her drum to warn villagers of the
approach of a destroying army. Brecht produced the play early in World War II
as a protest. Playwrights around the world responded to events such as World
War I, the Communist revolution, and the Great Depression by writing plays
that no longer permitted audiences to sit comfortably and securely in darkened
theaters. Brecht and other playwrights instead came out to get their audiences,
to make them feel and think, to make them realize their true condition.

Samuel Beckett’s dramatic career began with Waiting for Godot, which
audiences interpreted as an examination of humans’ eternal vigilance for the
revelation of God or of some transcendent meaning in their lives. In the play,
Godot never comes, yet the characters do not give up hope. Endgame’s charac-
ters seem to be awaiting the end of the world: in the 1950s the shadow of
nuclear extinction cast by the cold war dominated most people’s imagination.

Tennessee Williams examines a physically and psychically frail young
woman’s withdrawal from life in The Glass Menagerie. The play derives from
personal experience: Williams’s sister was such a woman. Personal experience




12 INTRODUCTION: THINKING ABOUT DRAMA

Contempomry Drama

may also inform his Cat on @ Hot Tin Roof, which portrays themes of homo-
sexuality and marital sexyal tension — themes that were nor openly discussed

ner, for example, of O°Neill's Desire under the Elms.
Nigerian Playwright Wole Soyinka, who won the Nobel Prize for literacure
in 1986, portrays the complex intersection of 4 berson's past and the present in

ence to the stage and the players.

As we begin the twenty-first century, the stage is vibrant. Although the com-
mercizal theaters in England and America are beset by high costs, they are pro-

focuses on Troy Maxon, a black man, and his relationship with his son and his
wife. Tenement life is one subject of the play, but the most important subject is
the courage it takes o keep going after tasting defeat. The entire drama devel-
ops within the bounds of conventional ninereenth~century realism.,

Suzan-Lori Parks js 4 highly experimental playwright, generally torsaking
the structure of the conventional realistic drama, Her The Death of the Last
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Black Man in the Whole Entire World, like its title, is blissfully excessive, She
employs some of Brecht’s techniques by structuring the play in “panels”—
brief, intense scenes that connect imaginatively, Tony Kushner employs simifar
techniques in Angels in America. Its brilliantly staged scenes are filled with
emotional intensity and the audience is carried on waves of imaginative specu-

lation on America’s history as well as on America’s present. Anna Deavere

Smith brings an interesting experimentation to a logical conclusion: she writes
and performs her work, assuming the parts of multiple characters of every race
and gender. Her Tiwilight in Los Angeles: 1992, an example of PERFORMANCE
ART, 15 a form of drama becoming popular in many parts of the world. Laurie
Anderson, Karen Finley, and Eric Bogosian are a few of the best-known perfor-
mance artists. Experimentation is probably at the heart of the work of many
playwrights, although it still does not please mainstream audiences on the scale
of traditional drama.

The most celebrated of contemporary playwrights seem to mix experimen-
tal and conventional dramatic techniques. Martin McDonagh, a young Irish
playwright, examines the past in plays such as The Beauty Queen of Leenane
and The Cripple of Inishmaan, both set in mid-twentieth century Ireland. He

successfully combines the techniques of John Millington Synge with the melo--

dramatic techniques of an even earlier Irish playwright, Dion Boucicault, who
was popular in the 1860s. Yasmina Reza, author of Art, has characters speak
directly to the audience while remaining engaged in the action, which takes
place in one extended acr of several scenes. Paula Vogel’s plays frequently inter-
rupt the dramatic action with asides, but they are also imaginatively structured
so that time feels fluid and the action moves in emotionally significant sweeps.
The Baltimore Waltz, derived from Vogel’s experience of watching her brother
die of AIDS, brings humor to a tragic situation. Similarly, How I Learned to
Drive, which sensitively treats the subject of sexual molestation in families,
also has comic moments. In Cloud Tectonics, José Rivera, one of the more
experimental of contemporary dramatists, plays with time and reality in ways
that surprise and excite audiences. The theater in our time experiments with a
wide range of techniques to which audiences respond positively.

Drama since the great age of the Greeks has taken several different forms.
As we have seen, tragedies were one genre that pleased Greek audiences, and
comedies pleased the Romans. In later ages, a blend of the comic and the tragic
produced a hybrid gente: tragicomedy. In our time, unless a play is modeled on
the Greek or Shakespearean tragedies, as is O’Neill’s Desire under the Elms, it
is usually considered tragicomic rather than tragic. OQur age still enjoys the
kind of comedy that people laugh at, although most plays that are strictly com-
edy are frothy, temporarily entertaining, and not lasting.

TracEDY demands a specific worldview. Aristotle, in his Poetics, points out
that the tragic hero or heroine should be noble of birth, perhaps a king like
Qedipus or a princess like Antigone. This has often been interpreted to mean
that the tragic hero or heroine should be more magnanimous, more daring,
larger in spirit than the average person.

Modern tragedies have rediscovered tragic principles, and while O’Neill and
Miller rely on Aristotle’s precepts, they have shown that in a modern society
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Comedy

Tragicomedy

shorn of the distinctions between noble and peasant it is possible for audiences
to see the greatness in all classes. This has given us a new way of orienting our-
selves to the concept of fate; to HamMarTIA, the wrong act that leads people to a
tragic end; and to the hero’s or heroine’s relationship to the social order.
Aristotle suggested that plot was the heart and soul of tragedy and that
character came second. But most older tragedies take the name of the tragic
hero or heroine as their title; this signifies the importance that dramatists
invested in their tragic characters. Yet they also heeded Aristotle’s stipulation
that tragic action should have one plot rather than the double or triple plots
that often characterize comedies. (Shakespeare was soundly criticized in the
eighteenth century for breaking this rule in his tragedies.) And they paid atten-
tion to the concept of PERIPETEIA, which specifies that the progress of the tragic
characters sometimes leads them to a reversal: they get what they want, but
what they want turns out to be destructive. Aristotle especially valued a plot in
which the reversal takes place simultaneously with the recognition of the truth,
or the shift from ignorance to awareness, as it does in Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex.
Playwrights in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in France were espe-
cially interested in following classical precepts. They were certain that Greek
tragedy and Roman comedy were the epitome of excellence in drama. They
interpreted Aristotle’s discussion of dramatic integrity to be a set of rules gov-
erning dramatic form. These became known as the dramatic vnrries specifying

- one plot, a single action that takes place in one day in a single setting. The neo-

classical reinterpretation of the unities was probably much stricter than Aris-
totle intended.

Two kinds of comedy developed among the ancient Greeks: OLp ComEpy,
which cesembies varce (light drama characterized by broad satirical comedy
and an improbable plot) and often pokes fun at individuals with social and
political power, and New Comepy, which is a more refined commentary on the
condition of society.

Old Comedy survives in the masterful works of Aristophanes, such as Lysis-
trata, while New Comedy hearkens back to the lost plays of Menander and
resurfaces in plays such as Moligre’s The Misanthrope. Moligre uses humor but
mixes it with a serious level of social commentary. Modern coMeny OF MANNERS
studies and sometimes ridicules modern society as in Oscar Wilde’s The Impor- .
tance of Being Earnest.

Comedy is not always funny. Chekhov thought The Cherry Orchard was a
comedy, while his producer, the great Konstantin Stanislavsky, who trained
actors to interpret his lines and who acted in other Chekhov plays, thought
it was a tragedy. The argument may have centered on the ultimate effect of
the play on its audiences, but it may also have centered on the question of
laughter. There are laughs in The Cherry Orchard, but they usually come at
the expense of a character or a social group. This is true, as well, of Samuel
Beckett’s Endgame. We may laugh, but we also know that the play is at heart
VEery Serious.

Since the early seventeenth century, serious plays have been called TrRacI-
comeDIEs when they do not adhere strictly to the structure of tragedy, which
emphasizes the nobility of the hero or heroine, fate, the wrong action of the
hero or heroine, and a resolution that includes death, exile, or a similar end.
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Many serious plays have these qualities, but they also have some of the quali-
ties of comedy: a commentary on society, raucous behavior that draws laughs,
and a relatively happy ending. Yet their darkness is such that we can hardly feel
comfortable regarding them as comedies.

Plays such as Sam Shepard’s True West and Lorraine Hansberry’s A Raisin
in the Sun can be considered tragicomedy. Indeed, the modern temperament
has especially relied on the mixture of comic and tragic elements for its most
serious plays. Eugene O’Neill, Tennessee Williams, Harold Pinter, Marsha i
Norman, and Caryl Churchiil have all been masters of tragicomedy.

In contemporary drama tragicomedy takes several forms. One is the play !
whose seriousness is relieved by comic moments; another is a play whose |
comic structure absorbs a tragic moment and continues to express affirmation. )
Yet another is the dark comedy whose sardonic humor leaves us wondering
how we can laugh at something that is ultimately frightening. This is the case
with some absurdist comedies, which insist that there is no meaning in events
other than the meaning we invent for ourselves. Pinter’s Betrayal and Beckett’s

. Endgame are such plays. They are funny yet sardonic, and when we laugh we
do so uneasily.

i
{
|

Other genres of drama exist, although they are generally versions of tragedy, '
comedy, and tragicomedy. Improvisational theater, in which actors use no ‘
scripts and may switch roles at any moment, defies generic description. Musi-
cal comedies and operas are dramatic entertainments that have established
their own genres related in some ways to the standard genres of drama.

Genre distinctions are useful primarily because they establish expectations
in the minds of audiences with theatrical experience. Tragedies and comedies i
make different demands on an audience. According to Marsha Norman’s
explanation of the “rules™ of drama, you have to know in a play just what is at
stake. Understanding the principles that have developed over the centuries to
create the genres of drama helps us know what is at stake.

Elements of Drama All plays share some basic elements with which playwrights and producers
work: plots, characters, settings, dialogue, movement, and themes. In addition,
many modern plays pay close attention to lighting, costuming, and props. When
we respond to a play, we observe the elements of drama in action together, and
the total experience is rich, complex, and subtle. Occasionally, we respond
primarily to an individual element — the theme or characterization, for in- i
stance — but that is rare. Qur awareness of the elements of drama 1s most use- ;
ful when we are thinking analytically about a play and the way it affects us.

For the sake of discussion, we will consider the way the basic elements of
drama function in Lady Gregory’s one-act play The Rising of the Moon (which
follows this section). It has all the elements we expect from drama, and it is , .
both a brief and a very successful play. £

Plot ProT is a term for the action of a drama. Plot implies that the acTion has
a shape and form that will ultimately prove satisfying to the audience. Gener-
ally, a carefully plotted play begins with Exposrrion, an explanation of what
happened before the play began and of how the characters arrived at their
present situation. The play then continues, using suspense to build tension in
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the audience and in the characters and to develop further the pattern of rRisme
actioN. The audience wonders what is going to happen, sees the characters set
in motion, and then watches as certain questions implied by the drama are
answered one by one. The action achieves its greatest tension as it moves to a
point of cLiMax, when a.revelation is experienced, usually by the chief charac-
ters. Once the climax has been reached, the plot continues, sometimes very
briefly, in a pattern of FALLING AcTION as the drama reaches its conclusion and
the characters understand their circumstances and themselves better than they
did at the beginning of the play.

The function of plot is to give action a form that helps us understand ele-
ments of the drama in relation to one another. Plays can have several inter-
related plots or only one. Lady Gregory’s The Rising of the Moon has one very
simple plot: a police sergeant is sent out with two policemen to make sure a
political rebel does not escape from the area. The effect of the single plot is that
the entire play focuses intensely on the interaction between the rebel, disguised
as a ballad singer, and the sergeant. The sergeant meets the rebel, listens to him
sing ballads, and then recognizes in him certain qualities they share. The audi-
ence wonders if a reward of one hundred pounds will encourage the sergeant
to arrest the ballad singer or if, instead, the ballad singer’s sense that his cause
is just will convince the sergeant to let him go. The climax of the action occurs
when the sergeant’s two policemen return, as the ballad singer hides behind a
barrel, and ask if the sergeant has seen any signs of the rebel. Not until that
moment does the audience know for sure what the sergeant will do. When he
gives his answer, the falling action begins.

Plots depend on cowrrict between characters, and in The Rising of the
Moon the conflict is very deep. It is built into the characters themselves, but it
is also part of the institution of law that the sergeant serves and the ongoing
struggle for justice that the ballad singer serves. This conflict, still evident
today, was a very significant national issue in Ireland when the play was first
produced in Dublin in 1907,

Lady Gregory works subtly with the conflict between the sergeant and the
ballad singer, showing that although they are on completely opposite sides of
the law — and of the important political issues — they are more alike than
they are different. The ballad singer begins to sing the “Granuaile,” a revolu-
tionary song about England’s unlawful dominance over Ireland through seven
centuries; when he leaves out a line, the sergeant supplies it. In that action the
sergeant reveals that, although he is paid by the English to keep law and order,
his roots lie with the Irish people. By his knowledge of the revolutionary songs
he reveals his sympathies.

Lady Gregory has effectively joined cnaracter and conflict in The Rising of
the Moon: as the conflict is revealed, the characters of the sergeant and the bal-
lad singer are also revealed. At first the sergeant seems eager to get the reward,
and he acts bossy with Policeman X and Policeman B. And when he first meets
the ballad singer he seems demanding and policemanlike. It is only when he
begins to sense who the ballad singer really is that he changes and reveals a
deep, sympathetic streak.

Lady Gregory, in a note to the play, said that in Ireland when the play was
first produced, those who wanted Ireland to become part of England were
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incensed to see a policeman portrayed so as to show his sympathies with
rebels. Those who wished Ireland to become a separate nation from England
were equally shocked to see a policeman portrayed so sympathetically,

The sergeant and the ballad singer are both major characters in the play, but
it is not clear that efther is the villain or the hero. When the play begins, the

" sergeant seems to be the hero because he represents the law and the ballad

singer appears to be the villain because he has escaped from prison. But as the
action develops, those characterizations change. What replaces them is an
awareness of the complications that underlie the relationship between the law
and the lawbreaker in some circumstances. This is part of the point of Lady
Gregory’s play.

Lady Gregory has given a very derailed portrait of both main characters,
although in a one-act play she does not have enough space to be absolutely
thorough in developing them. Yer we get an understanding of the personal
ambitions of each character, and we understand both their relationship to Ire-
land and their particular allegiances as individuals. They speak with each other
in enough detail to show that they understand each other, and when the ballad
singer hides behind the barrel at the approach of the other two policemen, he
indicates that he trusts the sergeant not to reveal him.

Policeman X and Policeman B are only sketched in. Yet their presence is
important. It is with them that the sergeant reveals his official personality, and
it is their presence at the end that represents the most important threat to the
security of the ballad singer. We know, though, little or nothing about them
personally. They are characters who are functionaries, a little like Rosencrantz
and Guildenstern in Hamlet, but wirhout the differentiating characterizations
that Shakespeare was able to give minor players in his full-length play.

The plays in this collection have some of the most remarkable characters
ever created in literature. Tragedy usually demands complex characters, such
as Oedipus, Antigone, Medea, Hamlet, and Willy Loman. We come to know
them through their own words, through their interaction with other charac-
ters, through their expression of feelings, through their decisions, and through
their presence onstage depicted in movement and gesture,

Characters in tragicomedies are individualized and complexly portrayed,
such as Madame Ranevskaya in The Cherry Orchard, Hedda Gabler, Miss
Julie, and Nora Helmer in A Doll House. But just as effective in certain kinds
of drama are characters drawn as types, such as Alceste, the misanthrope in
Moliére’s play, and Everyman in medieval drama.

In many plays we see that the entire shape of the action derives from the
characters, from their strengths and weaknesses. In such plays we do not feel

that the action lies outside the characters and that they must live through an -

arbitrary sequence of events. Instead we feel that they create their own oppor-
tunities and problems.

The sertnG of a play includes many things. First, it refers to the time and
place in which the action occurs. Second, it refers to the scenery, the physical
elements that appear onstage to vivity the author’s stage directions. In Lady
Gregory’s play, we have a dock with barrels to suggest the locale and darkness
to suggest night. These are important details that influence the emotional reac-
tion of the audience.
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Dialogue

Some plays make use of very elaborate settings, as does August Wilson’s
Fences, which is produced with a detailed tenement backyard onstage. Others
make use of simple settings, such as the empty stage of Pirandello’s Six Charac-
ters in Search of an Author.

Lady Gregory’s setting derives from her inspiration for the play. She visited
the quays — places where boats dock and leave with goods — as a young girl
and imagined how someone might escape from the nearby prison and make his
getaway “under a load of kelp” in one of the ships. The quay represents the
meeting of the land and water, and it represents the getaway, the possibility of
freedom. The barrel is a symbol of trade, and the sergeant and the ballad singer
sit on its top and trade the words of a revolutionary song with each other.

The title of the play refers to another element of the setting: the moonlight.

_The night protects the ballad singer, and it permits the sergeant to bend his

sworn principles a bit. The rising of the moon, as a rebel song suggests, signi-
fies a change in society, the time when “the small shall rise up and the big shall
fall down.” Lady Gregory uses these elements in the play in a very effective
way, interrelating them so that their significance becomes increasingly appar-
ent as the play progresses.

Plays depend for their unfolding on dialogue. The pratocue is the verbal
exchanges between the characters. Since there is no description or commentary
on the action, as there is in most novels, the dialogiue must tell the whole story.
Fine playwrights have developed ways of revealing character, advancing
action, and introducing themes by a highly efficient use of dialogue.

Dialogue is spoken by one character to another, who then responds. But
sometimes, as in Shakespeare’s Hamlet, a character delivers a soLiLoQuy, in
which he or she speaks onstage to him- or herself. Ordinarily, such speeches
take on importance because they are thought to be especially true. Char-
acters, when they speak to each other, may well wish to deceive, but generally
when they speak to themselves, they have no reason to say anything but the
truth.

In The Rising of the Moon Lady Gregory has written an unusual form of
dialogue that reveals a regional way of speech. Lady Gregory was Anglo-Irish,
but she lived in the west of Ireland and was familiar with the speech patterns
that the characters in this play would have used. She has been recognized for
her ability to re-create the speech of the rural Irish, and passages such as the
following are meant to reveal the peculiarities of the rhythms and syntax of
English as it was spoken in Ireland at the turn of the century:

SERGEANT: Is he as bad as that?
Man: He is then.
SERGEANT: Do you tell me so?

Lady Gregory makes a considerable effort to create dialogue that is rich in-

local color as well as in spirit. John Millington Synge, another Irish playwright,
whose dialogue in Playboy of the Western World is also an effort to re-create
the sounds and rhythms of rural Irish speech, once said: “In a good play every
speech should be as fully flavored as a nut or apple, and such speeches cannot
be written by anyone who works among people who have shut their lips on
poetry.” Lady Gregory, who produced the plays of Synge at the Abbey Theatre
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in Dublin, would certainly agree, as her dialogue in The Rising of the Moon
amply shows.

Lady Gregory introduces another dramatic element: music, In The Rising of
the Moon the music is integral to the plot because it allows the ballad singer, by
omitting a line of a rebel song, gradually to expose the sergeant’s sympathies
with the rebel cause. The sergeant is at first mindful of his duty and insists that
the balladeer stop, but eventually he is captivated by the music. As the ballad
singer continues, he sings a song containing the title of the play, and the audi-
ence or reader realizes that the title exposes the play’s rebel sympathies.

We as readers or witnesses are energized by the movement of the characters
in a play. As we read, stage directions inform us where the characters-are, when
they move, how they move, and perhaps even what the significance of their
movement 1s. In modern plays the author may give many directions for the
action; in earlier plays stage directions are few and often supplemented by
those of 2 modern editor. In performance the movements that you see may well
have been invented by the director, although the text of 2 play often requires
certain actions, as in the ghost scene and final dueling scene in Hamlez. In some
kinds of drama, such as musical comedy and Greek drama, part of the action
may be danced.

Lady Gregory moves the ballad singer and the sergeant in telling ways. They
move physically closer to one another as they become closer in their thinking.
Their movement seems to pivot around the barrel, and in one of the most
charming moments of the play, they meet each other’s eyes when the ballad
singer sits on the barrel and comments on the way the sergeant is pacing back
and forth. They then both sit on the barrel, facing in opposite directions, and
share a pipe between them, almost as a peace offering,

The theme of a play is its message, its central concerns — in short, what it is
about. It is by no means a simple thing to decide what the theme of a play is,
and many plays contain several rather than just a single theme. Often, the
search for a theme tempts us to oversimplify and to reduce a complex play to a
relatively simple catchphrase.

Sophocles® Antigone focuses on the conflict between human law and the law
of the gods when following both sets of laws seems to be impossible. Antigone
wishes to honor the gods by burying her brother, but the law of Kreon decrees
that he shall have no burial, since her brother is technically a traitor to the
state. Similar themes are present in other Greek plays. Hamlet has many
themes. On a very elementary level, the main theme of Hamlet is revenge. This
is played out in the obligation of a son to avenge the murder of a father, even
when the murderer is a kinsman. Another theme centers on corruption in the
state of Denmark.

Lady Gregory’s play has revolution as one theme. The rising of the moon is

a sign for “the rising” or revolution of the people against their English oppres-
sors. The sergeant is an especially English emblem of oppression because the
police were established by an Englishman, Robert Peele. At one point the bal-
ladeer suggests a song, “The Peeler and the Goat,” but rejects it because in
slang a peeler is a policeman.
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Another important theme in The Rising of the Moon is that of unity among
the Irish people. The Sergeant seems to be at an opposite pole from the ballad
singer when the play opens. He is posting signs announcing a reward that he
could well use, since he is a family man. But as the play proceeds, the sergeant.
moves closer in thought to the Irish people, represented by the rebel, the ballad
singet.

If concerned that readers and viewers will miss their thematic intentions,
playwrights sometimes reveal these in one or two speeches. Usually, a careful
reader or viewer has already divined the theme, and the speeches are intrusive.
But Lady Gregory is able to introduce thematic material in certain moments of
dialogue, as in this comment by the sergeant, revealing that the police are nec-
€ssary to prevent a revolution:

SERGEANT: Well, we have to do our duty in the force. Haven’t we the whole country
depending on us to keep law and order? Its those that are down would be up and
those that are up would be down, if it wasn’t for us.

But the thematic material in The Rising of the Moon is spread evenly through-
out, as is the case in most good plays,

In every play, the elements of drama will work differently, sometimes giving
us the feeling that character js dominant over theme, or plot over character, or
setting over both, Ordinarily, critics feel that character, plot, and theme are the
most important elements of drama, while setting, dialogue, music, and move-
nent come next. But in the best of dramas each has 1ts importance and each
balances the others. The plays in this collection strive for that harmony; most
achieve it memorably,




