THE ELEMENTS OF DRAMA _

An introduction by Robert Anderson
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““All the world’s a stage . . .

—William Shakespeare
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ugene O'Neill, America’s first great playwright, said that a

play should reveal “the most intense basic human interre-
lationships.” Perhaps this is why, over the years, so many
playwrights have written about families. Probably nowhere else do
we find such intense feelings as those we find within the family.
Even in the happiest families, we have conflicts, great and
small. Parents have dreams for their children. Children have con-
flicting dreams of their own. Children need to belong to the family -
and to feel its support; they also need to be independent. There
are the inevitable strains from living closely together. There are the
problems of aging. The conflicts in a family range from mild, funny
blow-ups, to battles royal which break families apart. %
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Conflict: The Basis of Drama

Let's imagine a typical family situation:

- =Evenything is peaceful in the Norton family's home. They

ave just finished dinner. Then Sara starts the trouble: she

tells her brother that she is going to ask for the family car

tonight. Her brother, knowing that Sara disobeyed her parents

and kept the car out too late the night before, feels a sense

of dread and warns Sara not to ask for it. But Sara is going

ahead. It is important to her. She fears she might lose her
friends if she can't drive them—she promised.

Here we have all the elements for the beginning of a drama.
One character, Sara, expresses a “‘want.” (‘| want the car.’) She
s our protagonist. A protagonist is generally the person who
“drives” the action, who has the “want,”" who takes the step to
achieve a goal. Sara has something at stake (her friends), and
there is an obstacle or antagonist in her way (her parents and their
Probable refusal to let her have the car).

In dramatic terms, then, we have the exposition—the presen-
tation of the characters and their basic situation; we have the
fOreshadowing, or suggestions, of a conflict (Sara’s brother has
Warned her not to ask for the car); and we have a basic dramatic
Question: “Will Sara get what she wants?"'

Sara then goes to her “ally,” her mother, and tells her that
she wants to use the car. Her mother tells her she can't: the
roads are slick with ice. Then, in irritation, she adds some-
thing else: she doesn't care for Sara’s friends.

Tha. protagonist has now taken her first step and has met with
ant  acle and an unexpected complication: she has discovered
that her mother doesn't like her friends.

A scene from Neil Simon’s Lost in
Yonkers (1991), a dark comedy based
on the writer's own childhood.

(11

protagonist
is generally the person
who ‘drives’ the action,
who has the ‘want,’

who takes the step
to achieve a goal.”
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feeling what is known as “the
" “How did you know my father?”

'S with an aging
g, impulsive lov

- While playwrights write out of what they know, out of what concerns

-~ them, probably very [ittle of their work is strictly autobiographical,
e Nobel-Prize-winning novelist William Faulkner said that a
- Writer needs "“experience, observation, and imagination.” Writers
~ Tarely |imit themselves to re-creating an actual person as a char-
- acterina play. Playwrights may base a character on a person they

he artist wil| develop the painting so that it ends up scarcely
'esembling the original model.
An example of a dramatist who expanded and invented to sujt
the particular aims of each play was Eugene 0'Neil|. He used his
family as the basis for the comic and sentimental play called Ah,

(13 : ‘
Te great plays

help us to See our own
lives in perspective
—Our own parents,
our own wives or
husbands, our own
friends.”
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.. ildness
is a curse
in the theater.”’

Rapunzel lets down her hair. A scene
from Into the Woods (1987), a musical
comedy by Stephen Sondheim.
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Drama Is a Verb

The dynamic, or drive, of each play in this book is the same:
people we care about struggle through crucial situations because
they have something important at stake. Note the word struggle.
Drama is, in a sense, a verb. Drama should involve action, and
that action can be verbal or physical. In our Norton family story,
the action was verbal, as each person in the family tried to achieve
his or her ends with words. (The gunfight at high noon would be
physical action.)

A Playwright’s Concerns:
Feeling, Story, and Form

When playwrights sit down to write plays, they have many things
to consider. First, they must decide if their feeling about the

material is strong enough to hold their interest for the one to three
years it might take to write the play. Will they be able to convey
this feeling of excitement or humor orsemotion to an audience?
Mildness is a curse in the theater, and playwrights have to consider
whether the feelings they are communicating will have a strong

impact. - ;

Next, playwrights must ask whether the story they want to tell
is a dramatic one. Does it involve interesting people in a conflict,
which moves to a crisis and a climax?

Finally, playwrights must consider the form in which they will
write. Probably most of us are more aware of form in painting. We
know that a picture may be painted in the more or less realistic
style of a Rembrandt or in the impressionistic style of a Monetor
in the cubist style of a Picasso. :

In somewhat the same way, the story of a play can be told in
various forms. It can be told in a conventional straightforward way
(often called a linear style), with a beginning, a middle, and an
end, presented in chronological order. Or the story can move bact
and forth in time, with such devices as flashbacks or dream 2=
quences. One recent play, Betrayal by Harold Pinter, actually b
gins at the end of the story and ends at the beginning. .

The plays in this book are all more or less conventional in their
form. They tell their stories from beginning to end. The Mir
Worker uses some memory flashbacks in which we hear the VoIcE
that Annie remembers from her thildhood. Otherwise, the pla
moves ahead in a straightforward manner.

Thus, though these plays are varied in style and tone, the
sure, even the ‘‘shock of recognition,” awaits you in each
See if you think that these particular characters and their ¢ '
reveal universal truths. Do you ask: “How did you know my fami




