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PREFACE

HIS book is in some respects a revised edition of An
I Introduction to Dramatic Theory, published in 1923,
but since, in undertaking the revision, I have entirely
rewritten the original and at the same time have enlarged it by
over half its length, it seemed fitting to put the present volume
forward under a new title. The chief additions consist of the
section on the theory of drama in general and the section on
tragi-comedy.

My principal aim in preparing this work on the theory of
drama is to provide a general guide or introduction to the sub-
ject. T have tried to eliminate unnecessary detail and confine
myself to the major problems, discussing these in the light both
of earlier theories and of modern practice. On a subject so
vast obviously many volumes might have been penned, but I
believed that a single book of this kind might be more useful to
the student desirous of embarking on a definite course of study.
Further reading is suggested in the two bibliographies pre-
sented as an appendix, and an attempt has been made through-
out to indicate the chief problems which it is the duty of such
a student to analyse, and for which, before he proceeds to
criticism of concrete examples, he must find solutions.

I wish to take the opportunity here of thanking my colleague
Dr F. E. Budd, who kindly undertook to read the proofs, and
of expressing my sense of indebtedness to Mr Barrett H. Clark,
whose European Theories of the Drama has aided me considerably
in the preparation of this volume.

ALLARDYCE NICOLL
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THE THEORY OF DRAMA

I
THE THEORY OF DRAMA

(i) AN HISTORICAL OUTLINE

RAMATIC theory is a subject which has occupied the
minds of many of the most brilliant literary critics and
philosophers from the very dawn of European theatrical
art in ancient Greece down to our present days. Nor is the -
reason far to seek. The drama is at once the most peculiar, thev
moet elusive, and the most enthralling of all types of literature.
It is so deeply associated with and dependent upon the whole
material world of the theatre, with its thronging crowds and
its universal appeal; it lies so near to the deeper consciousness
of the nation in which it takes its rise; it is capable of addressing
itself so widely and so diversely to peoples of far distant ages
and of varying climes; it is so social in its aims and in its
appreciation; it is so prone to descend to the uttermost depths
of buffoonery and of farce, and yet ascends so easily and so
gloriously to the most magnificent heights of poetic inspiration,
that it stands undoubtedly as the most interesting of all the
literary products of the human intelligence. This has been
realized in all ages, and all ages have sought to find the secrets
of that art which embraces within its sphere the white-faced
circus clown and the Prince of Denmark, the most garish
provincial booth and the loveliest theatre-temples of antique
Athens. :
ARISTOTLE AND THE GREERK DRAMA. The fount of all true
study of the essential elements of the dramatic form lies, as is
well known, in the Poetics of Aristotle. All through the ages
that work has been taken as a kind of text-book—during the
Renascence with uncritical and enthusiastic reverence, critically
appreciated and discussed in modern times. Naturally, we are

9



THE THEORY OF DRAMA

now far beyond the stage when men regarded the Greek
philosopher’s words as things almost divinely inspired, from
which there could be no escape, to which every poet ought to
bow. Yet to-day we perhaps have a truer understanding and
a deeper admiration for Aristotle’s genius than had our fore-
fathers, for we are able to appreciate the strength of his thought
the more because of our realization of his limitations. These
limitations are best revealed by an analysis of the main facts
concerning his historical position and the fortunes of the theatre
in his own times.

Aristotle was born in the year 384 B.c. At the age of sixty-
two he died in 322 B.c. At what precise period of his life he
planned and wrote the Poetics cannot now be determined with
any certainty, but perhaps we may be near the mark if we
consider it to have taken final shape about the year 330. By
that year Athenian tragedy had risen to its fullest height and
was already showing violent signs of that decay which appears
inevitable in the growth and development of any species of
literature. schylus (525-456 B.C.), apparently taking up the
rudiments of tragedy left by Arion (c. 600 B.C.) and Phrynichus
(fl. s11-472 B.C.), with a massive strength and a power over
character hitherto undisplayed, had laid the definite foundations
of Greek tragedy about a century and a half before. In the
year 499 he won the tragic prize, and thereafter contributed to
the stage some seventy plays, of which only seven are now
extant. His successor was Sophocles (495-406 B.C.), a figure
more typically Greek, more mellowed and more harmoniously
artistic, although lacking the rugged grandeur which had
belonged to ZEschylus. After Sophocles came Euripides
(480—406 B.C.), more humanitarian, not so religious, bringing
down tragedy from the heights that hitherto it had kept to the
levels of ordinary human existence. Beauty was in all three,
but after them this beauty seems to have perished. Writing
in 330, therefore, Aristotle had before him the very finest
works of tragic inspiration which Greece could offer; but
among his contemporaries nothing new or vital was being
produced, the old models serving as patterns for the younger
_poets. Inventivencss here scemed dead, and it looked as if
the trio of ecarlier dramatists had explored every possibility
10



THE THEORY OF DRAMA

open to the serious playwright. A somewhat different tale
has to be told of comedy. Comedy, evidently, was a thing of
slower growth, and in the minds of the Athenians was relegated
to an inferior position. Omitting the antique Dorian ‘ mime,’
from which, it seems, Aristophanes took many of his tricks,
historians are accustomed to divide this comic effort of Greece
into three divisions, styled ‘old,” ‘middle,’ and ‘new’
respectively. The old comedy, which extended approximately
from 470 to 390 B.C., saw its most prominent representative in
Aristophanes (born c. 448 B.c.). It was largely political in
character, and indulged in extravagant, non-realistic types and
episodes, the whole a fantasy of the imagination. This gave
way to the social comedy of the middle period. The latest
form of all, which might almost be styled a comedy of manners,
developing its most characteristic features in the hands of
Menander, did not come into being until about the year
320 B.C. It flourished until the middle of the third century
B.C., and then, like tragedy, vanished.

Aristotle, accordingly, was not fully capable of appreciating
the dramatic work of Greece. The date at which he lived
prevented him from realizing completely the worth and the
possibilities of the comic spirit of his land. As a consequence,
the Poetics deals most largely with tragedy and with the epic—
the two types of literature which Greece had in his time
developed finely—and hardly at all with comedy. It is
obvious, therefore, that Aristotle’s declarations regarding the
nature of drama, even when confined and applied to the
literature of his own land, can never be looked upon as all-
embracing and final.

It is also obvious that, regarded from a still broader stand-
point, his judgments must often have a purely topical value.
All through the ages till the late eighteenth century his state-
ments were accepted as final and definite, becoming the ¢ rules ’
by which critics judged and dramatists were supposed to write.
The topical and temporary nature of his declarations was
rarely, if ever, perceived. In practice, of course, men like
Shakespeare utterly disregarded both his work and the works
of his successors in criticism, but it not till Ogier’s and
Dryden’s time that critics in theory could be found bold

1



THE THEORY OF DRAMA

enough to suggest that perhaps Aristotle would have modified
his views had he known of the modern developments in the
art of drama; and even long after their time this suggestion,
important and obvious as it appears to-day, was completely
neglected.

In reading the Poetics, then, we must always remember that
the author of that work lived in the fourth century B.c., that he
could have had no idea of the glories of later romantic drama,
and that, even in the sphere of Athenian theatrical productivity,
he knew nothing of the later comedy of Menander. A still
further warning must be given. The Poetics, as it has come
down to us, is not a book of criticism, as is, let us say, the work
of Amold or of Meredith. Not only are there serious diffi-
culties in the text itself, due possibly to corruption, but whole
passages have been condemned as spurious interpolations.
The possibility is that what we know as the Poetics is only
part of a very much greater whole, perhaps merely lecture
notes of some pupil who had listened to the master in the
mepimarot, * the shady walks,” of the Lyceum. Remembering
this, we may be able to explain to ourselves why such con-
siderable parts of this work deal with apparently trivial details.
These details—of technique, of scenery, and of plot—might
well fit into a huge volume; in the work as we have it they
loom disproportionately large.

Aristotle stands majestically alone. In this sphere there is
nothing extant from Greek times which approaches his
scientific and dispassionately appreciative study of drama and
the epic. Literature, of course, is discussed by various writers
of that period, but the discussions either are entirely incidental
or are related to larger questions of religion and philosophy.
Plato’s object is thus not that of the critic as such; he is intent
upon developing philosophic conceptions, and for him litera-
ture is merely a form of man’s activity subordinate to the
eternal verities it is his object to discover. In the Republic
the poets are banished because their art, having its own end
in view, may run counter to the art of government which, in
its ideal state, is conjured forth in his discussion. Various
other dialogues contain references to literature and, more
particularly, to drama, but in none is there any attempt to
12



THE THEORY OF DRAMA

try any novelties,” “ Keep to your five acts,” * Imitate
Seneca,” above all *“ Keep to the unities.” These rules of the
neo-classicists, to be discussed in greater detail hereafter, were
to be the skeletons in the cupboards of dramatic critics and
of dramatists for centuries to come. Some made no endeavour
to conceal the dead bones, but treated them with reverence as
though they were relics of a saint; others pretended to be free
of such impediments in the way of freedom of thought while
the spectral rattling within their doors betrayed their secret.
A few, it must be confessed, succeeded in escaping, but they
were but a handful in all and never had the influence exerted
by their opponents.

It must not, of course, be supposed that the whole system
of critical thought during this period was  d on classical
ideas. Men cannot so easily throw off thc  .uenc of their
environment and of their immediate predecessors; .ad the
Renascence embodied, both in its creative and in its critical
activities, a great deal that was medieval. The popular
conception of tragedy, as we shall find, was largely based on
the ideals of the Middle Ages, while the pronouncements both
of the Fathers of the Church and of later schoolmen were
eagerly pillaged by the Puritans and elaborately explained by
the friends of poetry and the drama. Puritanism, it is true,
did not affect the Latin as it did the Germanic races, but the
Counter-Reformation played no less important a part among
the former than the pure Reformation did among the latter.
Through both criticism soon turned to moral problems of
which Aristotle was totally ignorant, and the classic ideas
became confused with, or were interpreted according to, an
entirely alien set of ideas. This moral note is one which has
never quite been eradicated; concealed though it may be
under a diversity of forms, it still endures after the passing
of nearly four centuries.!

In France the Italian critics soon established a pre-eminent
position. The Parisian Court was in close touch with the
houses of Mantua and Florence; Italian was almost the

! Thus Benedetto Varchi in 1553 interpreted all literature in the light of

m(ang;ntﬁhhom owed by the greater and more popular
t561). '

3 . 17



THE THEORY OF DRAMA

language of politeness; and French authors were frequent
visitors to the homes of those transalpine academies which
were 8o instrumental in furthering the scholarly and artistic
endeavours of the time. Castelvetro and Scaliger thus became
masters in the art of criticism, and Aristotle was taken as the
inspired prophet of eternal wisdom. Once more it must be
remembered that there were a number of dissentients, but
the classical régime was almost universally followed and re-
mained to be incorporated in that great school of thought and
of creative artistry which flourished in the days of Louis XIV.

The classic ideals, indeed, penetrated everywhere, and the
dead bones of Horace and the spurious wraith of Aristotle
dominated over and made timorous even the contemporaries
of Shakespeare. Charming as Sidney’s Apologie for Poetrie is,
it is wholly under the sway of this artificial theory. Sidney
condemns tragi-comedy, which was to be one of the glories
of Elizabethan drama; he condemns all those writers who,
like Shakespeare, indulged in romantic excess. He speaks of
*“ our Tragedies and Comedies, (not without cause cried out
against,) observing rules, neyther of honest civilitie, nor of
skilfull Poetrie, excepting Gorboduck' *—Gorboduc, a work
which, whatever historical value it may possess, must be
admitted but a dull and hopelessly uninspiring piece of
variegated rhetoric. After Sidney came Jonson, who tried to
put into practice what both he and Sidney preached in theory.
Jonson’s criticism is fragmentary, being contained mainly
in his little volume called Discoveries, but his neo-classic
tendencies may be seen clearly enough in his two tragedies,
Sejanus and Catiline, obviously written in direct opposition to
the romantic plays of Shakespeare. So followed many another
critic and dramatist.

Meanwhile the centre of critical activity was shifting from
Italy to France. In the former country there is virtually
nothing of value from the year 1600 to the year 1700, whereas
France can in that period display a liberal-minded Ogier
(d. 1670), a practical theorist in Moli¢re (1622—73), and a
series of * Augustan " rule-givers in Chapelain (1595-1674),
La Mesnarditére (1610-63), Hédelin (1604-76), Pierre

8 * Ed. E. Arber (1868), p. 63.
¢
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Corneille (1606-84), Racine (1639-99), Rapin (1621-87),
Boileau (1636-1711), and Saint-Evremond (1610-1703). Quite
naturally, they succeeded in strengthening the bonds of the
creed which they had inherited from Italy, and their ideas soon
took root in seventeenth-century England. As an extreme
exponent of the cult stood forth Thomas Rymer (1641-1713),
arch-priest of neo-classicism. In The Tragedies of the Last
Age Considered (1678) and A Short View of Tragedy (1692—93)
he shows us this particular type of criticism carried to a 7 7
ad absurdum. lago for Rymer is impossible. Why? Because
it is a recognized fact that all soldiers are honest, and because
it is also recognized that all human beings should show grati-
tude to those who are good to them. This is simply Horace’s
doctrine of types, suggested by the art of Greece, run to
excess.

Dryden, as we have seen, broke away. His famous Essay of
Dramatick Poesie, published in 1668, presents in dialogue form
the struggle between those neo-classicists who looked to France
for inspiration and those freer critics who could appreciate
Shakespeare. The Essay of Dramatick Poeste is a work which,
like Aristotle’s Poetics, should be read by all who would study
not only the development of literary criticism, but the essentials
of the art of the drama. Dryden’s critical remarks are, it is
true, not confined to this work. One of his most penetrating
statements, indeed, appears only as a manuscript note in a copy
of Rymer’s work. ‘It is not enough,” he says there, * that
Aristotle has said so, for Aristotle drew his models of tragedy
from Sophocles and Euripides: and, if he had seen ours,
might have changed his mind.”! He was not alone in this
verdict; he was not even the first to give utterance to it, for in
1628 Frangois Ogier had come to a similar decision, declaring

that the Greeks wrote for Greece, and achieved success in the

judgment of the cultured people of their time; and that we shall
imitate them much better if we allow something to the genius of
our country and to the taste of our language than if we force our-

sclves to follow step by step both their style of invention and their
poetic forms, as some of our authors have done.?

1 On these manuscript notes see the Scott-Saintsbury Works of Dryden,
xxv, 379: and Saintsbury’'s Loci Critici, g_p. 157-158.
L au Lecteur,” prefixed to the I'yr o# Sidon (1628) of Schelandre.

19
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Yet, whatever predecessors he may have had, Dryden’s words
ring strong and true, testifying to the innate good sense and
the profound realization of literary values which he brought to
the enriching of criticism. The motto of his great Essay of
Dramatick Poeste might well be found in that marginal anno-
tation to Rymer.

THE ADUMBRATION OF NEw Ipeas. With the eighteenth
century new styles in criticism and in drama began to make
their appearance. The older neo-classic ideals still held their
ground; in France Voltaire (1694-1778) robustly and obstin-
ately upheld them, and in England Addison (1672-1719) gave
cultured and ° safe * judgments of an uninspired sort based on
the same established system. Gradually, however, the fresh
spirit is to be traced at work. This fresh spirit seems due to
two main forces operative at that period. One was the apprecia-
tion of Shakespeare. In the London theatres the plays of the
Elizabethan era were regularly played; hardly a week passed
without the opportunity being given of witnessing some
comedies or tragedies by Shakespeare, Jonson, Fletcher, or
Massinger. Now, most of these had broken every one of
the rules, and, in spite of that, critics found in them matter
which they could not but praise. The usual method of escape
was by an appeal to “ nature.” Shakespwe “ warbled his
native wood-notes wild ”’; he was ““ Nature’s darling.” As
a result of this, whereas i m seventeenth-century France nature
was only theoretically superior to the supposed rules of the
ancients, in England it became practically so. True, it hardly
dawned upon anyone, except Dr Johnson—and in his case but
dimly—that Shakespeare, precisely because he did break the
rules, might be pointing out a newer and truer way for the
theatre; yet there were the facts, facts which had to be faced
and which inevitably induced men to a more liberal way of
critical thought. This liberalism may have been the most
potent influence in the development in London of fresh experi-
. ments in dramatic writing. Sentimental comedy and bourgeois
tragedy, far off though these may be from Shakespeare’s dramas,
are the expression of a desire to attempt somethmg other than
time-worn forms and to escape from mere imitation, This+
sentimentalism is the second great force making for a change
20 .
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in critical idea. To France these plays soon passed, and there
met with an enthusiastic reception from Diderot (1713-84)
and his companions, who immediately attempted to find
rational justification for their style. Diderot’s discussion of
serious comedy (1758), La Chaussée’s prologue to La Fausse
Antipathie (1733), and Beaumarchais’s essay on the serious
drama (1767) are documents which, however much they cling
to the neo-classic conceptions for their terminology and
arrangement of material, strike an unquestionably modern note.
The combined influence of Shakespeare and of the sentimental
dramatists is to be traced too in the famous Hamburgische
Dramaturgie of Lessing (1729-81), where a determined attempt
is made to reconcile the findings of Aristotle with the achieve-
ments of Shakespeare and the moderns.

RoManTic CriTiCIsM. Already in this time signs of a
mighty change in literary orientation had become visible. The
precursors of romanticism, in theory and in practice, had come
into being. Gray was writing his Odes, Collins was indulging
in reveries on the theme of Gaelic romance; Chatterton,
Mrs Radcliffe, and a host of others, geniuses and charlatans,
were tentatively feeling their way toward a new poetry and a
new prose. Romantic criticism arose as a necessary comple-
ment to the activities in the sphere of creative art, Hurd, the
Wartons, and others striving to display to men the beauties of
the long-despised Middle Ages. Unfortunately, in England
the drama lay somewhat apart. During the late eighteenth \
century the theatres were not in a flourishing condition.
Sentimentalism had become mawkish and artificial, and the
tragic drama was inert and powerless. With the coming of the
new century melodrama sprang into being, and the theatres
for long subsisted on show and stirring spectacle. Discovering
the low standards of public taste, the poets of the time tended
either to ignore the theatre of their own times entirely or else
to pen ‘closet’ dramas, like Byron's Werner, never intended,
or “in any shape adapted, for the stage.” Renewed study of
Shakespeare, however, and of Shakespeare’s contemporaries,
along with a fresh appreciation of the true glories of Greek
literature, gave rise to a reconsideration of the great master-
pieces of the past. Coleridge led the way, developing an entirely

* az
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new type of critical analysis in his lectures and in his Notes on
Shakespeare. Hazlitt at the same time strove to investigate
the manifestations of the comic spirit as expressed by Shake-
speare, the Restoration dramatists, and the novel-writers of the
eighteenth century, while Lamb revealed and illuminatingly
discoursed on the lovelinesses of the Elizabethans. The
achievements of this new school were remarkable, but it
possessed one or two characteristics in the early period of its
development which prevented it from reaching final con-
clusions. \\In the first place, its methods were largely subjective,
dependent on the tastes and upon the caprices of the several
critics. Hardly ever can one trace here the larger unprejudiced
and scientific acumen which gives to Aristotle’s Poetics its
supreme position in the historyof criticism. Secondly,it ignored
almost entirely the theatre as such. For Coleridge Shake-
speare might have been a pure poet, and his works might never
have been intended for the stage. Not one of these critics
attempted to investigate the circumstances which surrounded
the great works of dramatic art during the different periods of
theatrical history. No word is said of the particular forms
assumed by the Greek stage; of the Elizabethan playhouse
conventions the writers are ignorant or make no mention. It
was only in later times that these circumstances, often of prime
importance for an understanding of particular dramas, were
fully appreciated and utilized in the service of criticism.

On the Continent there was something of a more practical
nature. Schiller (1759-1805) and Goethe (1749-1832) were
men fully acquainted with the necessities of the stage, and
their pronouncements therefore have the stamp of firmness,
while such a scholar as Schlegel (1767-1845) could introduce
a comparative treatment denied to others. Eagerly the Germans
were devoting themselves to research in theatrical and dramatic
history and were groping in the philosophic realms of abstract
msthetic; as a result their critical work has a value of real
permanence and a strength based on their appreciation of
actuality. France, too,saw the development of this newer style
of criticism. The nineteenth century was an age of revolt, and
because of the dominance of the neo-classic tradition in the
Freach theatres that revolt seemed more violent and more
23
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impetuous than was the romantjcism of England. After
all, France had still to enjoy the thrill of discovering the real
Shakespeare, while in England Shakespeare had never been
forgotten. Hugo’s defence of the grotesque came, therefore,v
as a real blow, and controversy raged over his daring innovations
as it could never have done on the other side of the Channel.

MoperN CrrTicisM. The turning-point in critical theory
came about the eighties of the century. By that time the
researches of the scholars had succeeded in opening up vast
fields of knowledge concerning both the theatre and the drama
of the past; the first fervour of romanticism had gone; and
there was time for reflection and for comparative analysis.
From all sides the old problems were approached and redis-
cussed. The study of psychology led some men to attempt an
investigation into the sources of laughter and of tragic emotion.
Others, like Sarcey, Bruneti¢re, and Archer, turned to the
essential principles of the dramatic art itself. Still others, after
a study of playhouse conditions, endeavoured to recall the im-
pression created by the greater masterpieces of drama when

_these were originally produced in theatres now no longer
existent. The wealth of knowledge, the sure basis of actuality,
the critical acumen, and the freedom from prejudice find no
parallel save in that first glorious essay in this style, the Poetics
of Aristotle.

That does not mean, of course, that all the problems are
solved and all the questions finally settled. Criticism, after all,
however * scientific ’ may be its method of approach, can never
become one of the exact sciences, and even the most brilliant
deductions and the most penetrating appreciations leave much
unsaid. The art of dramatic criticism, in spite of these long
centuries and in spite of the high attainments of the present
age, might almost be counted in its infancy, for it has not yet
quite reached an all-comprehensive view of the material on
which it works. On the diverse manifestations of the theatre,
from high tragedy and fine comedy on the one hand to the
most pitiful of melodrama and farce on the other, even on that
distant cousin of Thalia and Melpomene, the marionette and
the puppet show, have been written volumes innumerable;
brilliant studies have been made of Zschylus and Seneca, of
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Shakespeare and Moliére ; but only too often the difficulties
inherent in this subject have prevented a true analysis of
the qualities shared alike by Shakespeare and ZEschylus, by
Moli¢re and Aristophanes. It seems that herein lies the
greatest opportunity for the critics of the future, although the
difficulties inherent in the subject and the enormity of the task
may make us wait long for the work which shall do for the
world’s drama what Aristotle did for the drama of Athens.
It is in this direction, however, that we should look, and for
anyone launching himself on a survey of this critical thought
the comparative method seems indeed an absolute necessity.

(ii) THE MEANING OF DRAMA

Obviously, in starting off on any survey of this kind, we
must pause to ask ourselves what precisely we mean by the
words ‘ drama ’ and ‘ dramatic,’ or, to put it in another way,
what we regard as being the essence of the dramatic art when
that is opposed to the arts of poetry, painting, or fiction. Itis,
plainly, an art, but in what terms are we to define those
particular qualities which distinguish it from other arts ? At
first sight it might appear that this would be a comparatively
casy task; but deeper reflection reveals its difficulties, diffi-
culties which perhape may best be illustrated by a brief analysis
of some attempts made in the past to find a suitable answer and
a clear definition.

Tue THeoRY OF IMITATION. One of the first and one of the
commonest theories is that which may be called the idea of
imitation, although the word ‘ imitation,” admitting of both a
broader and a narrower interpretation, requires very carefully
to be considered. In its most succinct and crudest form this
theory may be expressed in Cicero’s phrase as quoted by
ZElius Donatus; for him drama is *“ a copy of life, a mirror of
custom, a reflection of truth,” This definition, if so it may be
called, has been quoted by succeeding critics hundreds of times,
and has been taken as the basis of countless disquisitions,
particularly in the period of the Renascence. Even in com-
paratively modern times it has found its supporters, for it fell
in with the artistic aims of the realists of the nineteenth century,
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Zola's object in writing Thérése Raquin was fundamentally that
suggested by Cicero. * I have introduced useless and super- v
numerary characters,” he says,

in order to place, side by side with the fearful agonies of my
heroes, the banality of the life of every day; I have attempted
continually to harmonize my setting with the ordinary occupa-
tions of my charactem, 8o that they might not seem to ¢ play,’
but rather to ‘ live,’ before the spectators.?

The same conception, too, with slight modifications, is at the
root of much theorizing concerning the sentimental comedy
and the bourgeois tragedy. When Beaumarchais declares that
“if the theatre is a faithful picture of what happens in the .
world, the interest aroused in us must of necessity have a close .
relationship to the way in which we look at reality,” * we
realize that “ the mirror of truth ” is still his ideal for the
theatre.

Now, if this conception be taken in its strictest interpretation,
then a drama is simply an excerpt from life. That is to say,
the aim of the true dramatist ought to be the providing on the
stage of as faithful a replica as may be of a scene which either
has actually occurred or has been conceived in such terms as
to make it lifelike; the dialogue of that drama will be the finest
which introduces an almost exact phonographic reproduction of
real conversation among living persons; and the greatest beauty
of the play will be its faithfulness to reality. Cursorily con-
sidered, we might perhaps be tempted to believe that there is
something to be said for these ideas, but a moment's reflection
will indicate their falsity. Apart from the fact that one might
deem the greatest playwright to be the recordmg gmmophone,
we soon come to realize that this ideal of drama is an impossi-
bility, for a play can never be an excerpt from life. Even if we
suppose that an author reproduces in a single scene the exact
words which had been actually spoken by some persons whom
he has taken for the models of his dramatis persone, the very
fact that this scene is cut off from others which follow or precede
makes it artificial, or, to put it in another way, makes it a thing
of art. The author has deliberately chosen this particular

1 8 ,
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section from life because it best serves his particular purpose
in the writing of the play. Still further, unless the dramatist
employs some mechanical instrument for recording the sounds,
he can never hope accurately to repreduce in their minutest
details the precise words spoken; and if, as is most usual, he'
is inventing both scene and characters it were but a fond dream
to imagine that had that scene occurred in reality the characters,
if living persons, would have spoken just in those terms.
Exact realism, then, is a thing impossible and cast beyond
the moon.

Nor do the greater dramatists even aim at this particular
object; this is not the ideal toward which they guide their
efforts. It may be that the power of observation and a good
memory (or handy tablets such as Mr Bernard Shaw imagines
Shakespeare to have used) are part of a dramatic author’s
necessary equipment, but clearly that which makes him an
artist and gives him his final distinction is a power of selection
and, along with that and even greater than it, what may be
called an informing power, by means of which he is able to
suggest infinite significance in his scenes and in the words of
his characters. We may without fear, then, lay aside the nar-
rower realistic views; were we to hold to these we should be
bound to rule out as bad drama or as complctely undramatic
the work of ZEschylus, Aristophanes, Shakespeare, and Moli¢re.

There still remains, however, the broader interpretation of
the theory of imitation, and here we may turn to the ideas of
Aristotle and his commentators. The fundamental principle
upon which Aristotle bases all his assumptions is that art in
general consists of imitation. Unfortunately, the word he uses
—pipnois, ‘ imitation —he nowhere attempts to define, and,
so far as we can judge, he usecs it in a variety of senses. It were
needless here to enter into a lengthy discussion of this problem;
sufficient be it to note that only rarely does Aristotle seem to+
think of imitation as a faithful reproduction of reality. When,
for example, he says that tragedy ‘‘ secks to imitate better,”
but comedy * worse men than are,” we realize that he is
employing the word in a very wide sense; and this realization
is strengthened when we find him declaring that * epic . . .
and tragic poetry, and, moreover, comedy, and dithyrambic
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poetry, and the greatest part of the art pertaining to the flute
and the lyre, are all entirely imitations.” Indeed, we might
almost say that Aristotle is here thinking either of the utilization
of things in reality—such as sounds and words—as opposed to
the reproduction of reality, or of the power which art has of
creating emotions such as might have been aroused by scenes
of real life. It would be nonsense to suggest that he imagined
flute music or poetry to be an ‘ imitation,’ in the sense of an
exact replica, of things found in life, although for the drama,
as we have seen, this misconception endured over centuries.
Such a broad interpretation of the imitative quality in drama
finds a reflection in some more modern theorizing concerning
the functions of the playwright, and, as this is an important
question, a few of these ideas may here be glanced at. “ I
imagine,” says Hugo,
that it has been said, * The drama is a mirror in which nature
is reflected.” But if this mirror be an ordinary mirror, a flat
and polished surface, it will provide but a poor image of the
objects, without relief—faithful, but colourless; it is well known
that colour and light are lost in a simple reflection. The drama,
therefore, must be a focusing mirror, which, instead of makin,
weaker, collects and condenses the coloured rays, which will mak

of a gleam a light, of a light a flame. Then only is the drama
worthy of being counted an art.!

This emphasis on the art is all-important, and may be taken
along with Sarcey’s realization that mere nature on the stage
would appear uninteresting and even false. “Ihold,” hedeclares,
that reality, if presented on the stage truthfully, would appear
false to the monster with the thousand heads which we call the
public. We have defined dramatic art as the sum total by the aid

of which, in the theatre, we represent life and give to the twelve
hundred people assembled the illusion of truth.

Dimly, but only dimly, some critis had had a vague conception
of this truth in earlier times. Hédelin saw it, and stated his
opinion that * the stage does not present things as they have s
been, but as they ought to be.” * The Poet,” he believed,
*must , . . reform everything that is not accommodated to

1 Preface to Cromwell (1828), p. x!. .
3 A Theory of the Thealrs, with an Introduction by Brander Matthews
Brander Matthews Dramatic Museum of Columbia University, New York,
1916), p. 31.
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the Rules of his Art; as a Painter does when he works upon
an imperfect Model.” ! Goethe, too, gave the same advice:
He who would work for the stage should . . . study the stage,

the effects of scenography, of lights and rouge and other colouring
matter, of glazed linen and spangles. He should leave Nature in
her proper place.?

The whole truth is finally summed up by Coleridge in one of

his lectures. For him the drama “is not a copy, but an:

imitation of nature,” and the question could not be more

succinctly settled.

In turning back upon these various ideas expressed by
modern critics it seems that the most fruitful of all is that
which speaks of drama as a kind of concentrating glass wherein
the gleam is magnified and compressed into a light and the
lightinto a flame. In any consideration of the greater dramatic
masterpieces we realize the truth of this analysis, for the master
playwright, in taking a hint from nature, instead of being
satisfied with mere episodes, at one and the same time orders
what he has observed of, or has thought concerning, life and
raises to a pitch of excitement and interest scenes which, had
they occurred in reality, would have been but dull and unin-
spiring. Here obviously is one of the great functions of the
dramatist.

Yet this does not lead us very far on our way. We started
off in the endeavour to find a definition of the dramatic, and
all we have succeeded in doing is to indicate that drama is an
art. After all, every art orders and concentrates in this manner,
and it is in this sense, according to Aristotle, that all the arts
are based on imitation. So far we have found no characteristic
which will enable us to make a clear distinction between this
particular art of drama and the other kindred arts of poetry
and fiction. )

BrRUNETIERE'S “‘ LAw.” Peculiarly enough, the number of
serious attempts to discuss this matter is comparatively few.
Perhaps it may be well to start here with that so-called  law ”
enunciated by Brunetiére late in the nineteenth century and

»much discussed by critics during the last twenty years. | Put
' 1 The Whole Art of the Stage (1684), p. 65.
.38 ¢ B. H. Clark, European T heoriss of the Drama (1929), p. 339.
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in briefest terms, we may say that this “law” devised by
Bruneti¢re depends on the recognition of will as the prime
characteristic of the drama. “ In drama or farce, what we
ask of the theatre, is the spectacle of a will striving towards
a goal, and conscious of the means which it employs. . . . The
novel is . . . the contrary of the drama,” for in the novel the
author endeavours “to give us a picture of the influence
which is exercised upon us by all that is outside of ourselves.” !
To make clear these ideas of Bruneti¢re two other quotations
may be given. The first is the French critic’s own summary:

The general law of the theatre is defined by the action of a will
conscious of itself; and the dramatic species are distinguished by
the nature of the obstacles encountered by this will.?

The second quotation is William Archer’s translation of a
summary of his views:

Drama is a representation of the will of man in conflict with the
mysterious powers or natural forces which limit and belittle us;
it is one of us thrown living upon the stage there to struggle
against fatality, against social law, against one of his fellow mortals,
against himself if need be, against the ambitions, the interests, the
prejudices, the folly, the malevolence of those around him.?

This theory in turn has been analysed and criticized by Henry
Arthur Jones, who for his part formulates a new * universal
law of drama ”':

Drama arises when any person or persons in a play are con-
sciously or unconsciously ‘ up against " some antagonistic person,
or circumstance, or fortune. It is often more intense when, as in
Edipus, the audience is aware of the obstacle, and the person him-
self, or persons, on the stage are unaware of it. Drama arises
thus, and continues when or till the person or persons are aware
of the obstacle; it is sustained so long as we watch the reaction,
physical, mental, or spiritual, of the person or persons to the
opposing person, or gircumstance, or fortune. It relaxes as this
reaction subsides, and ceases when the reaction is complete. This
reaction of a person to an obstacle is most arresting and intense
when the obstacle takes the form of another human will in
almost balanced collision

1 The Law of the Drama (Brander Matthews Dramatic Museum of
Columbia University, New York, 1914), p. 73.

8 Id., pp. m" ' Play-making (1926), p. 23. °

¢ Introdaction to Brunetidre's Law of the Drams, od. cit., pp. 36-37.
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Now, all these disquisitions are mighty well, as Mrs Oakly
would say, and each separate judgment may be proved by
reference to a number of great dramas. We may immediately
agree that in drama of any kind, be it farce or comedy, tragedy
or melodrama, there is the spectacle of will consciously exerting
itself, there is generally a conflict, there is generally a great
crisis, there is generally the view of some protagonist ‘ up
against ’ something or some one. Yet none of these things is
inevitable, and none seems to distinguish drama from other
forms of art. What are we to say of Aristophanes’ Frogs?
Perhaps we may twist and turn and find there the spectacle of
will, the crisis, the conflict; but, however subtly we may
exercise our ingenuity, we realize that, good theatre though
the Frogs is, it does not wholly agree with these definitions.
What, too, do we make of Hardy’s Tess or Richardson’s
Pamela? Let us apply the theoretical ‘laws’ of drama to
them and they become masterpieces of the theatre. In other
words, these judgments made by Bruncti¢re and Joncs may
indicate what interests us most in great dramas (as also in
narrative fiction), but they do not in any way serve to delimit the
dramatic kind, and, after all, what we are seeking is a definition
which shall indicate the peculiar features owned by the art of
drama and by none other of the arts.

SARCEY'Ss THEORY AND SHAW'S PRACTICE. Here, to a certain
extent, Sarcey comes to our aid. Instead of seeking for
abstract characteristics of the drama, he looks to the concrete
and the practical, insisting that the one thing which peculiarly
marks the art of the theatre is the presence of an audience.
** We cannot,” he says, ** conceive of a play without an audience.
Take one after another the accessories which serve in the
performance of a dramatic work—they can all be replaced
or suppressed except that one.” His final judgment is
summed up in a few words: “* A play without an audience is -
inconceivable.” ? * a

A moment’s reflection shows us that this observation carries
us considerably forward toward a theoretical and critical

14 Tuorﬁ"o[ the Theatre, ed. cit., pp. 23, 24. It is interesting to notice
that Bacon in the seventeenth century had already observed this require-
ment and had touched upon the ' crowd emotions “ (De augmentis, English
translation, 1640, p. 107).
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delimitation of the dramatic kind. According to this view,&
while painting is the art of expression through the medium
of colour and line on a two-dimensional plane, literature the
general art of expression through the medium of words, poetry
the particular art of expression in emotional, usually rhythmic
terms, and fiction the art of expression by means of a story told
in prose, drama is the art of expression by means of a story
told to an audience assembled together in one place. At once,
however, we see another thing. This idea of Sarcey’s helps us
considerably, but we immediately recognize that, as providing
a definition of drama, it is incomplete. A drama is never really i
a story told to an audience; it is a story interpreted before an
audience by a body of actors. Thus, in addition to these
spectators, the drama demands, or presupposes, the enunciation
of the words, not by one man, but by several. This, of course,
brings us fully into the realm of the theatre as distinct from,
although including, the drama, and the problems so raised
must for the moment be left aside for later consideration. One
thing, however, must be emphasized continually, and that is
that the drama may never be taken to exist as merely a written
or a printed work of literature. If we are to appreciate it for
what it is—that is to say, as a drama—we must first suppose that
the author had both actors and audience in view when he was
penning his lines, and, secondly, we must supply mentally for
ourselves these two factors as we read any example of dramatic
art. Sarcey’s judgment, then, may be expanded so as to read:
“ A play without an audience and actors to interpret it is
inconceivable.”

These two factors themselves lead to something else, for both
are delimiting and both raise the question of physical endurance
and capability. Purely physical considerations never enter into
the field of other literary forms. A novel may be as short or as
long as we will; a poem may be a lyric of four lines or an epic
in twenty books, each containing thousands of verses; but the
playwright must ever be bound by the facts that his play is
designed to be produced in a material theatre, interpreted by
actors*who are, after all, only human, and before an audience
which is exceedingly human. A poet may write independent

495 everything save his stock of notepaper and his considerations
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regarding a publisher’s limit of adventurousness; the same pre-
cisely is true of the novelist. Both may be vaguely influenced
by the taste of the public, reacting thus to the fashion for epic
or for three-volume novels; but the restrictions imposed on
them are widely general and can never be regarded as hard and
fast ‘ laws ’ from which no author may diverge. The dramatist,
it is at once realized, stands in an entirely different position.
Normally the action of his work must be limited to a space of
time not too lengthy to tire and weary the body of spectators
gathered together for the purpose of listening to that work.
This space of time, through observation of dramatic tastes over
centuries, has been conventionally fixed at from two to three
hours. It is true that there are exceptions, such as Mr Bernard
Shaw’s Back to Methuselah, but such exceptions are apparent
rather than real, ahd simply serve to prove the rule. Back to
Methuselah is not really one play, but a series of plays written
on kindred themes, and as such it has to be performed when
put on the stage. The complete Hamlet or the complete Man
and Superman may certainly be performed in one evening, but
such productions are in every way exceptional and definitely
stretch the powers of endurance to the uttermost limit. We
may, once in a while, go to the theatre at six and sit there, with
one break for dinner, until eleven, but when we do we regard
it as a feat and are not likely to repeat the experiment the
following night. Apart from this, there is the question of the
actor’s powers of endurance. Nearly every play will include
one part at least which is lengthier and ‘heavier’ than the
others, and it stands to reason that no actor, unless heroically
endowed with almost superhuman energy, could continue night
after night to give interpretations of parts which necessitated
his presence on the stage at, say, six-fifteen and thereafter kept
him busy until nearly eleven. For various purely material
reasons, then, the dramatist has to submit to a general, but
unwritten, law that his play shall not presuppose a time of
action greater than about three hours.

8till further, because of the human material with which he
is working, he must normally take care that no one of his
characters remains on the stage the whole time. A drama
which presented, say, the person of Napoleon present before
3
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us from the beginning of the first act to the close of the
last would also be inconceivable, for we could hardly imagine
an actor’ sufficiently gifted with strength and energy to
enable him to carry out this interpretation night after night.
The whole thing (which, as will be seen, involves more than
has here been summarily discussed) is put trenchantly by
Mr Bernard Shaw:

I am not %ovemed by principles; I am inspired, how or why
I cannot explain, because I do not know; but inspiration it must
be; for it comes to me without any reference to my own ends or
interest. . . .

This is not being ‘ guided by principles ’; it is hallucination;
and sane hallucination is what we call play or drama. I do not
select my methods: they are imposed upon me by a hundred con-
siderations: by the physical considerations of theatrical represen-
tation, by the laws devised by the municipality to guard against
fires and other accidents to which theatres are liable, by the
economics of theatrical commerce, by the nature and limits of the
art of acting, by the capacity of the spectators for understanding
what they see and hear, and by the accidental circumstances of the
particular production in hand.

I have to think of my pocket, of the manager’s pocket, of the
actors’ pockets, of the spectators’ pockets, of how long people can
be kept sitting in a theatre without relief or refreshments, of the
range of the performer’s voice, and of the hearing and vision of
the boy at the back of the gallery, whose right to be put in full
possession of the play is as sacred as that of the millionaire in the
stalls or boxes.

I have to consider theatrical rents, the rate of interest needed to
tempt capitalists to face the risks of financing theatres, the extent
to which the magic of art can break through commercial prudence,
the limits set by honour and humanity to the tasks I may set to
my fellow-artist, the actor: in short, all the factors that must be
allowed for before the representation of a play on the stage becomes

racticable or justifiable: factors which some never compre-

. hend and which others integrate almost as unconsciously as they
breathe, or digest their food.

It is these factors that dictate the playwright’s methods, leaving
him so little room for selection that there is not a pennyworth of
difference between the methods of Sophocles or Shakespeare and
those of the maker of the most ephemeral farce.!

This puts the whole matter in a few well-chosen words. Some
of the implications raised here must be considered in greater

1 New York Times, June 3, 1018.
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detail later on; here we note how these considerations, which
every dramatist, be he great or be he weak, must take into
account, serve to indicate, if not to define, the style of dramatic
art as opposed to the arts of poetry and fiction. The dramatist
works with words, but they are the words he puts into the
mouths of characters designed to be interpreted by actors
before an audience. The drama, we may say, is a mirror
of life only in the sense that it provides a kind of physical
semblance of human existence on the stage; otherwise, the
actual scenes and characters conceived of by the playwright
are so circumscribed and dominated by vutside requirements
(quite apart from the imaginative power of the playwright him-
self) that they can never be regarded as excerpts froin hife.

~3 THE QUESTION OF ILLUSION. This leads us to the question
of illusion, which has been raised alrcady in connexion with the
theory of imitation. The whole problem is expressed in one
general query: Does the dramatic performance put before us
delude us into believing that what we see is life? Among the
earliest Renascence critics Castelvetro decided that * the show
on the stage must reproduce the forms of the thing repre-
sented—nor more, nor less.” Has this judgment any real
significance ?

As is obvious, such a query throws into rclicf, not the
imaginative or creative faculty of the dramatic artist, but the
emotions of the audience—the * reactions ’ felt by the whole
body of spectators. There arc some who would be inclined
to answer this question in the affirmative, adducing various
instances of naive spectators who apparently took it to be so.!
The story of the farmer who offered Richard a steed for much
less when that monarch was grandiloquently offering his
kingdom for a horse may serve as representative of one type
of anecdote; the story of the good lady who loudly warned
Hamlet of the poisoned rapier may serve as representative of
another. It is, however, seriously to be questioned whether
any one of these anecdotes is genuinely authenticated, and, even
if one or several were proved to be true, the fact remains that

! Thornton S. Graves has an interesting essay on this subject—'' The
Literal Ae;:epuncc of Stage lllusion ** (South Allantic Quarterly, xxili, 2,
April 1924).
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no member of an average audience is truly cheated into

believing that what he sees on the stage is real; at least, no

member of an average audience is capable of believing con-
sciously that the stage-picture and the characters set before
him are not mere images, maybe resembling the ‘ real,” but
certainly not part of that. With the perspicacity which came
from his study of philosophy, Coleridge seized on and analysed
what for most is the experience of the theatre:

The true stage-illusion in this and in all other things consists—
not in the mind’s judging it to be a forest, but in its remission of
the judgment that it is not a forest. . . . For not only are we
never absolutely deluded, or anything like it, but the attempt to
cause the highest delusion possible to beings in their senses sitting
in a theatre, is a gross fault, incident only to low minds, which,
fecling that they cannot affect the heart or head permanently,
endcavour to call forth the momentary affections.!

This insistence on a ‘‘ willing suspension of disbelief,” to
borrow Coleridge’s phrase employed in a different connexion,
is all-important. It is true that we may, in witnessing realistic
and problem dramas, relate the fictional events shown on the
stage to the ‘real’ life around us, but even then there is no
question of taking the fictional for the real, while the fictional
must ever be regarded as a symbol or concentration of the
‘ real,’ not as a substitute for it.

THE Basis oF THE DRaMATIC. After these preliminary
considerations we may be, perhaps, in a position to suggest
the main features by which drama, as an art-form, is distin-
guished, externally at least, from other arts. A rough definition
might thus be framed: Drama is the art of expressing ideas
about life in such a manner as to render that expression
capable of interpretation by actors and likely to interest an
audience assembled to hear the words and witness the actions.
Such a definition certainly differentiates the particular form
of dramatic art clearly from poetry and from the novel, but,
as will be realized, it indicates merely the external form and
circumstances of dramatic presentation. May there not be
—this we have to ask oursclves—some inner characteristics too

! Lecture on ‘' Tho Progress of Drama' (1818), printed in Lsler
Remains (1836~39). e { - P hid
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by which the dramatic is distinguished from the poetic and the
narrational? Here the common use of the words ‘ drama’
and ‘ dramatic * may well be considered for a moment. The
adjective * fictional ’ is employed in a non-technical sense only
for one thing, the untruth; ‘ poetic ’ similarly means simply
‘ fit for poetry ’; but both ‘ drama’ and ‘ dramatic’ have at
once a more extended use and a more specific connotation.
We read in the papers of the *“ Dramatic Reunion of Two
Brothers,” and are told there of how two sons of one father
have been separated for thirty years through some silly quarrel:
as old men they find themselves unexpectedly in a small country
hotel, speak to one another as strangers, discover each other’s
identity, and are reconciled at last. Every one is, of course,
familiar with the frequent utilization of such headings in the
daily journals, although seldom do we stay to consider the
implication of the particular adjective or noun employed. If
we do we shall find that, for the journalist, and so for the public
to whom he addresses himself, the word ‘ dramatic® has a
connotation signifying the unexpected, with, usually, the
suggestion of a certain shock occasioned either by a strange
coincidence or by the departure of the incidents narrated from
the ordinary tenor of daily life. Now, the very fact that this
word * dramatic ’ can thus be freely and commonly used must
indicate that in this strangeness, unexpectedness, and sense of
shock the public recognizes something which it finds as a main
element in works of dramatic art. For, be it noted, here is not
a plain transference of meaning, but the direct use of a literary
term for that which is found, even if but rarely, to resemble it
in ordinary life. When we turn to individual dramas them-
sclves we realize that the public is right. In ancient classic
days Aristotle devoted a considerable section of his Poetics to
a detailed discussion of ‘recognitions’ and °‘ discoveries,’
just such things as are labelled ‘ dramatic ’ nowadays when
they occur in real life, and things forming, as it were, the basic
stock-in-trade of the Athenian playwright. By no means
were these confined to the classic theatre. Such a play as
Hamlet is full of ‘ dramatic’ incidents of this kind. The
return of the elder Hamlet as a ghost, the simulated madness
of his son, the killing of Polonius in mistake for Claudius, the
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shuffling with the foils, the contrast between Hamlet and
Fortinbras—all of these provide us with a series of shocks,
greater or less in accordance with the emotional intensity of
the particular scene. Nor is comedy in any wise different.
Take as an example Wilde’s The Importance of being Earnest.
This presents us with a continuous array of such shocks,
extending from the major one of Algernon’s pretence that
he is “ Earnest’s ”’ brother to the brilliant verbal witticisms,
unexpected and startling in their mirth-provoking qualities.
Farce, melodrama, high comedy, and tragedy all betray the
same characteristic, a characteristic frequently emphasized by
the dramatist at important or strategic points of his play.
A ‘good curtain’ usually includes just such a shock, and the
concluding acts of many dramas are based on an application
of this feature. The curtain rings down on the end of
Mr Galsworthy’s Strife with the shock of discovering that,
after all this bitter struggle we have been witnessing, matters
are finally settled just as they had been at first; the close of
Mr Lennox Robinson’s The Lost Leader has what may be
called the shock of uncertainty, when a chance blow kills the
man who might have been the hero arisen from the grave.
Instances might be multiplied endlessly; here, beyond those
already given, it may be sufficient to cite the plays of Mr Ber-
nard Shaw, who, better perhaps than any living author, has
grasped the secret of theatrical success. Of his plays his first,
Widowers’ Houses, will serve as well as any. The discovery
of the rejuvenated and altered Lickcheese, the constant turns
and counter-turns in idea and plot, all provide a set of shocks
of various intensity. In Mr Shaw’s works the unexpected is
thus constantly being exploited. The “ But then Anne knew ”
in the first act of Man and Superman, the judgments of Con-
fucius in Back to Methuselah, the decision of the wife in Candida,
the neat excuse of Shakespeare to Elizabeth in The Dark Lady
of the Sonnets—these examples, culled at random, show how
regularly the Shavian drama is based on this idea, and, as has
been shown, it is not only Mr Shaw who relies upon this source
of effect.

To the purely external features of dramatic art indicated
above, therefore, we may add this other—the constant utilization
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of the unexpected leading toward emotional or mental shock
—indeed, the very basis of plays upon this quality in plot-
idea. Thus, in Mr Rudolf Besier’s The Barretts of Wimpole
Street it is the shock of discovering the relationship between the
tyrannical father and his family, the shock of witnessing the
awakening of Elizabeth to strength and life, the shock of seeing
and believing in Robert’s unconventional, because far-seeing,
faith and hope that give to the whole play its essentially
dramatic quality. Indeed, we may be almost prepared to say
(and in this again we shall be close to Aristotle) that the more
subtly and the more powerfully the major and the minor
shocks are planned in any play the more intensely dramatic
that play will be. A drama may be inconceivable without:
audience and actors; it is also inconceivable without an
essential basis of carefully conceived situations designed (unlike
the situations necessary for narrative fiction) to arouse and
stimulate and startle by their strangeness, their peculiarity, or
their unconventionality.

(ii) THE DRAMATIC CONVENTIONS

Drama is an art, and so, like all arts, must have its con-
ventions; a discussion of these may therefore well follow this
preliminary investigation into the general significance of the
dramatic form. Here, howcever, we must be doubly on our
guard, for dramatic conventions must inevitably depend on,
and be influenced by, the way in which we regard the art form
itself. Thus, both a dramatist who belicves in the possibility
of securing illusion and the dramatist who denics that that is
feasible may agree that drama is an art, but the conventions
each will employ will differ markedly from one another.
Certain conventions, too, will be determined by the require-
ments and technical devices of particular types of staging, by
the arrangement of the auditorium, even by the circumstances
in which the audience come to witness the plays. Many of
these conventions, being related thus to a definite age and style
of playhouse, need not here be referred to, but there are at
least some which, vaguely adumbrated in ancient Greece and
carried on in diverse forms down almost to our own day,
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must here be summarily discussed. Some attention, at any
rate, has to be given to that which for centuries formed the
focus of dramatic criticism—the three unities.

THe THrRee UNiTies. The development of what may be
called the unities idea is easy enough to follow. Aristotle had
said that tragedy, in contradistinction to the epic, had a circum-
scribed fictional time; the epic might—indeed, generally did—
deal in lengthy periods of time, whereas drama normally con-
fined itself to a short period. In addition to this, he had
emphasized the desirability of preserving some kind of unity
in the action, pointing out that this unity must be organic and
could not be secured by the mechanical device of making some
one man the centre and cause of the plot—a mere series of
incidents relating to one person not in themselves containing
dramatic unity, although they might have the unity demanded,
say, by the art of biography. Here it has to be borne in mind
that a Greek drama habitually had a chorus as an integral, or
even as a chief, element in its structure, and that in tragedy
this chorus was in full view of the audience from beginning to
end of the play. Because of this feature peculiar to it there was
demanded a greater restriction in the fictional space given to
the action than is necessitated in modern plays. After all, the
chorus was an adventitious element, and we have to regard it
as one of those topical and temporary features which here
must be ruled out of account. Not all Greek tragedies were
confined to what may be styled a period of verisimilitude, but
obviously they had to be considerably restrained if any sort of
impression of life was to be provided by the performances.

Without recognizing the topical and temporary require-
ments, the Renascence theorists took over and narrowed these
judgments of Aristotle and this practice of the Greek play-
wrights. The course of their ideas may readily be traced, and
readily, too, may be traced the introduction, alongside the
unities of time and of action, the only two suggested by
Aristotle, of a third unity, that of place. This last is clearly
demanded as a corollary by the unity of time. If we believe,
adopting the theory of stage illusion, that the fictional action
should be restricted to a length of time roughly the same as
that taken up by the performance of the play on the stage,

39



THE THEORY OF DRAMA

then it follows that we should also restrict the place of the
fictional action to one locality.

The development of these ideas starts with Robertelli’s
commentary upon Aristotle, which appeared in 1548, and in
the Discorsi sulle comedie e sulle tragedie (1554) of Giraldi
Cinthio. These both decided that there ought to be a limita-
tion of the space of fictional action—the former stipulating a
maximum of twelve hours. The year following that which
witnessed the appearance of Robertelli’s work saw the appear-
ance of Segni’s Retorica et poetica d’ Aristotele (1549), wherein
the length of time was extended to twenty-four hours; a closer
restriction was advised by Maggi (1550),' who suggested a
period of about three hours; while the young Minturno * was
prepared to admit in exceptional cases as much as two days.
Scaliger, in 1561, condemned both the swift passing “ from
Delphi to Thebes, or from Thebes to Athens, in a moment of
time,” and the attempts made to extend the time of action.
Two years later Minturno, revising his earlier judgments,
decided that the dramatic poet had to bow to an eternal law:

The actual period of time supposed to transpire during the
performance of a dramatic work is not within the determination
of the poet. Even if we suppose that a hundred tragedies and
a hundred comedies are presented in the theatre each will be
found to demand the same definite period of time. . . . Whoso
studies well the works of the most famous among the ancients
will find that the action put upon the stage terminates in one
day, or, at any rate, does not extend beyond two; just as the
action of the longest epic poem does not exceed one year.?

For Castelvetro in 1570

the time of the representation and that of the action represented
must be exactly coincident, . . . and the scene of the action must
be constant, being not merely restricted to one city or house, but
indeed tothat one place alone which could be visible to one person.*

This is the extremest form of enunciation, and is expressly
based on the theory of stage illusion, but even Castelvetro was

3 I'm Avistotelis librum : De postica communes a&h‘uﬁms (1550). For
this and a few other references 1 am indebted to a thesis by Dr F. E. Budd,
The Idsa of Tragedy in the Ronaissance (197).

L4 chom bidri sex (1559). 8 L'Avte poctica (1563).

¢ H. B. Charlton, Castelvstro’s T :"Poalry (:93).. p. 84. It was
Castelvetso who really established y the * law ’ of the unitics.
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forced to admit the possibility of an upward limit of time
extending to twelve hours. From this time on, indeed,
controversy raged regarding the true interpretation of this
unity of time.” Some logically said that it should mean simply
* a time of fictional action equivalent to that of the representa-
tion ”’; others, observing the difficulties thus raised, would
allow a dramatist a space of twelve hours; still others were
prepared to accept a “ natural day ”’ of four-and-twenty hours.
In Erance Jean de la Taille (1572) spoke vaguely of “ one day ”
and “ one place.” ! The same year Ronsard expressed his
willingness to accept the convention, asserting that

tragedy and comedy are circumscribed and limited to a short

space of time, that is, to one whole day. The most excellent

masters of this craft commence their works from one midnight to
another, and not from sunrise to sunset, in order to have greater

compass and length of time.?
In Spain Cervantes (1605) cast scorn on a comedy, “ the first
act of which is laid in Europe, the second in Asia, and the
third in Africa.” 3 Almost identical words are employed by
Sir Philip Sidney (1595) in his Apologie for Poetrie, in which
there is condemnation even of the classic Gorboduc, because
‘it is faulty both in place and time, the two necessary com-
panions of all corporal actions.” ¢ Quite naturally, these
ideas were passed on by the Renascence to the pseudo-classic
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Chapelain (1595-
1674) admitted a *“ single natural day " for time and demanded
a “ single place " for the action.® Corneille in 1660 decided
similarly that * there is absolute necessity for the dramatic
author to observe the unities of action, place and time.” ¢ In
1671 Milton declared that * the circumscription of time,
wherein the whole drama begins and ends, is according to
ancient rule, and best example, within the space of twenty-
four hours.” 7 More than half a century later Voltaire was
defending the unities enthusiastically, and his example was

! “Del'Art de la tragédie,” essay prefixed to Sadl ls furiens (Paris, 1572).

% J. E. Spingarn, A History ef Literary Criticism sn the Renasissance
(1920), p. 207.

8 Don Quixots. $ Ed. cit., p. 63.

$ B. H. Clark, Ewropsan Thsories of the Drama (1929), p. 127.

S Discowrs de I'utilité ot des partiss du poims dramatiqus (1660).

? Preface to Samson Agownistes.
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followed, even in the age of romance, by many another, among
whom is to be ranked no less a revolutionary than Lord Byron.
This array of almost unanimous theorists does not mean, of
course, that even in early times opponents of the unities were
not to be discovered, but whatever objections they raised were
continually overcome by the massed attacks of the classicists.
A study of these objections, however, is not unentertaining,
and at the same time serves to show the inherent weakness
in the orthodox conceptions. When D’Aigaliers writes
against them in 1598 he brings forward several arguments:
(1) that the ancients themselves did not always observe the
law of time; (2) that in any case we ‘‘ are not bound by their
manner of writing ”’; (3) that the observance of the unity
merely leads to absurdity; (4) that, taking the commonly
accepted classic analysis of an ideal tragedy, we cannot bring
these mutations of fortune within the fictional period of one
day; and (5) that plays in which the law is observed are
demonstrably no better than those in which it is neglected.!
For some years after his time the opposition was silent. Lope
de Vega (1609) certainly was prepared to allow an extension
of time to writers of historical dramas, but even he was swayed
by faith in the orthodox critics; and it was not till the twenties
of the seventeenth century that the voice of the rcbels became
clearly audible again. In 1623 Tirso de Molina pointed out
the ‘“ inconvenience ”’ of making *“ a discreet gallant . . . fall
in love with a prudent lady, court her, make love to her, woo
her—all within a single day, if you please, and after claiming
her for the morrow, must needs marry her that very night.” 2
This unnaturalness was stressed also by Ogier, four years
later, and this critic added to the arguments for the attack a
critical note on the deus ex machina and the messenger in
ancient drama; his final judgment is that theatrical ** poetry
. . is composed only for pleasure and amusement "’ and that
the unities are likely to detract from these. It was Ogier, too,
who was the first adequately to express the opinion that the
religious surroundings and acting conditions in a Greek theatre
1 . E. Spingarn, A History of Lilerary Criticism in the Renaissance
(1920), p. 209.
p. ";rruulated by B. H. Clark in European Theories of the Drama (1929),
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were so totally different from the circumstances in which a
modern play was acted that there should be no possibility of
servile imitation of the * ancients.” Some half a century after
this Dryden pointed out that the rule was not even a real rule
of these ancients at all; Terence, he demonstrated, had
“ neglected ” it, while some of the Grecks had fallen into
grievous absurdities in an effort to follow the severer critics.?
His true objection, however, is of another kind, being practically
the same as that put forward by Ogier; speaking of the French,
he thus expresses himself :

By their servile observations of the unities of time and place,
and integrity of scenes, they have brought on themselves the
dearth of plot, and narrowness of imagination, which may be
observed in all their plays. How many beautiful accidents
might naturally happen in two or three days, which cannot arrive
with any probability in the compass of twenty-four hours? 3

With fine good sense and a keen appreciation of the various
absurdities, Farquhar took up the attack in the first years of
the following century; indeed, he carried it on more than one
stage farther, for, adopting a point of view adumbrated by
Sir Robert Howard in the period of the Restoration, he insisted
on the logical errors of the critics. * The less rigid Criticks,”
he says,

allow to a Comedy the space of an artificial Day, or Twenty
Four Hours; but those of the thorough Reformation, will confine
it to the natural or Solar Day, which is but half the time. Now
admitting this for a Decorum absolutely requisite: This Play
begins when it is exactly Six by your Watch, and ends precisely
at Nine, which is the usual time of the Representation. Now is it
feazible in rerum Natura, that the same Space or Extent of Time
can be three Hours, by your Watch, and twelve Hours upon the
Stage, admitting the same Number of Minutes, or the same
Measure of Sand to both? I'm afraid, Sir, you must allow this
for an Impossibility too; and you may with as much Reason allow
the Play the Extent of a whole Year; and if you grant me a Year,
¥m may give me Seven, and so to a Thousand. For that a

housand Years shou’d come within the Compass of three Hours
is no more an Impossibility, than that two Minutes shou’d be
contain’d in one; Nullum minus continet in se majus, is equally
applicable to both.?

3 An Essay of Dramatick Poesie (1668). $ [bid.
8 A Discourse upon Comedy (1701).
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Clearly the same logic may be applied with equal force to the
unity of place.
Here is a New Play, the House is throng’d, the Prologue’s
spoken and the Curtain drawn represents you the Scene of Grand
airo. Whereabouts are you now, Sir? Were not you the very
Minute before in the Pit in the English Play-house talking to a
Wench, and now, Presto pass, you are spirited away to the Banks
of the River Nile. Surely, Sir, this is a most intolerable Improb-
ability; yet this you must allow me, or else you destroy the very
Constitution of Representation: Then in the second Act, with a
Flourish of the Fiddles, I change the Scene to Astrachan. O, this
s tntolerable ! Look’ee, Sir, tis not a Jot more intolerable than
the other; for you’ll find that ’tis much about the same distance
between Egypt and Astrachan, as it is between Drury-Lane and
Grand Cairo; and if you please to let your Fancy take Post, it will
perform the Journey in the same moment of Time, without any
Disturbance in the World to your Person.}

Naturally, the whole trend of critical opinion swept, toward
the close of the eighteenth century, onward to romantic stand-
ards, although some writers here, such as Byron, and various
critics in France still would have wished to apply the old rules.
Goethe pronounced against the unities firmly in 1825,2 and
two years later Hugo launched an energetic offensive, declaring
that, in spite of the rules, the Greek theatre was much freer
than the modern, because

the one obeys naught save the laws that are suited to it, while the

other applies to itself basic conditions absolutely foreign to its

spirit. One is artistic, the other is artificial .®

From an examination of these various views it is obvious
that the whole theory of the unities in the modern theatre
depends on the assumption, which already we have dismissed,
that the individual spectator is deluded into believing the
fictional representation to be reality. Admitting this, there
would be justification for those who would limit the fictional
action to the actual time of performance, but the others are
logically absurd who were prepared to allow a fictional time
of twelve or twenty-four hours; for them nothing is to be

} A Discourse upon Comedy (1701).
- 8 Conversations of Goethe with Eckermann and Sorset, translated from the
German by John Oxenford (1850), i, 206,
® Preface to Cromwell (1828), p. xxix.
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said at all. The one group falls into a ridiculous folly, and
the other bases its critical theory upon a false premise.

This being so, it would appear that no more need be done
than decently to inter the unities in the grave dug deeply by
the romanticists, but once more a certain amount of care is
necessary. It may be absurd to suggest a limitation of three,
twelve, or twenty-four hours, but one may well ask whether,
more liberally and generously interpreted, and regarded not as
‘ rules,’ but as critical observations, the unities may not still
preserve something of value. In discussing these unities
Lessing had to admit that, while these were but logical re-
quirements demanded by the presence of the chorus in the
Greek theatre, they did bring something of worth to the
playwrights. The Greeks, he noted,

submitted willingly to this restriction; but with an adroitness,
with a sense of understanding, such that in seven cases out of
nine they gained more than they lost. For they allowed this
restriction to be the motive for so simplifying the action, carefully
eliminating from it everything superfluous, that, reduced to its
absolute essentials, it became simply an ideal of the action which
was developed most felicitously in that form which demanded
the least amplification from circumstances of time and place.!

Herein Lessing seems to be aiming at a great truth, a truth
which applies not only to the drama of the Greeks, but to
the greater dramas of all time, for, looking at the majority of
these greater dramas, especially the tragedies, are we not often
struck by the fact that the dramatists have deliberately imposed
restrictions on themselves when these restrictions were not
imposed upon them from without? Even where the fictional
time is, on analysis, demonstrably lengthy, the playwrights
have frequently employed diverse devices calculated con-
sciously to give an impression of swift-moving events in the
theatre. Shakespeare certainly seems to have endeavoured in
his finest tragedies to cheat us into believing that the action
is rapid and the space of time occupied is short, or, to put it
more precisely, to conceal from the audience that, for the sake
of verisimilitude, he has had theoretically to allow somewhat
lengthy intervals between some of his scenes. A few examples

2 Hamburgische Dramaturgie, No. 46.
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may here suffice. In Hamlet, after the events of the two days
embraced in Act I, Scenes 1 to v, there is actually an interval
of a couple of months, as, again, there is a space of a week
between Act IV, Scene 1v, and Act IV, Scene v; but no
spectator or reader feels this extension of time. Hamlet seems
to move rapidly on from the first visitation of the ghost to
the final catastrophe. If the intervals are realized they merely
make the play appear like a tale told in a prologue (Act I), a
set of three acts (I1I-1V), and an epilogue (Act V). Othello has
a structure similar to that of Hamlet. Act I is confined to a
day. Then comes the voyage. Acts II and III take up a
couple of days, and then, after the interval of a week, there
are Acts IV and V. Here again, however, in spite of the
division into prologue, two acts, and epilogue, there is a swift-
ness suggested which makes us forget the actual time analysis.
Macbeth and Lear are more extended, and in them, precisely
because of this, we find a certain weakness not apparent in the
other two tragedies. In Macbeth the interest is sustained at
white heat up to the murder of Duncan, is carried on in a way
till after the death of Banquo, and then rapidly declines,
although Shakespeare by his poetry makes strenuous efforts
to revive our flagging attention. The murder of Duncan
occurs in Act II, Scene 11; Act II, Scene 111, is the scene of
the discovery. Banquo is murdered in Act III, Scene 111, and
his ghost appears in Act III, Scene 1v. On studying such
indications as Shakespeare has left to us of the time duration
of this play, we find that a long interval occurs just after the
death of Duncan and that thereafter there is a continual series
of intervals throughout Acts IV and V. These intervals
cannot be concealed by Shakespeare as he concealed those of
Hamlet and Othello, and our waning interest must in part be
attributed to them. The structure of Lear, as is obvious,
is inclined to be epic, and, as such, although when read it may
have an added grandeur, yet when seen in the theatre it has
not the effect of the other three. It is certainly interesting to
notice that only when we come to the romantic tragi-comedies,
where the interest is palpably less and the emotional intensity
is weakened, do we get the really violent breaking of this unity
of time. The long sixteen years’ leap between the acts of
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The Winter's Tale would have been virtually impossible in a
high tragedy; it would have completely dispelled that closely
concentrated emotion which it is the business of tragedy to
present to us.

This judgment finds confirmation in Mr F. L. Lucas’ book
on Tragedy (1927), where he notes that

the modern dramatist seldom takes these Elizabethan liberties
with time and place. The fascination of form has grown stronger;
by spreading the action over years we fecl that the tension of a
piece is weakened and that the magic cauldron goes off the boil.
. . . In tragedy a terrible inevitability is gained by beginning, not
at the very beginning but just before the catastrophe, when the
tragic mistakes have been made and are beyond God Himself to
undo.!

If, then, we find that, not only does Shakespeare, the romantic
libertine, introduce a ‘ double clock’ system into his plays,
but that modern playwrights have, as it were, returned to the
ancient Greek conventions, we must believe that in those
conventions lies somewhat of permanent and essential value
for the art of tragedy.

The same is true of the unity of place. It may be confessed
that on Shakespeare’s stage there was little or no scenery, so
that both theoretically and practically he might shift his locality
as often as his heart desired; yet this we find, that the more
closely he has held to a single locality, the more powerful and
intense is the effect he has produced. Othello has virtually
two settings only—Venice and Cyprus; Hamlet for the most
part moves within the precincts of the castle at Elsinore. The
latter part of Macbeth, on the other hand, is distracting because
of the succession of short scenes cast now in Scotland, now in
England. And is this not the real source of weakness in
Antony and Cleopatra? 1f we compare Dryden’s All for Love
with Shakespeare’s Roman tragedy we realize that the effect
of the former drama, weaker though it be in poetic expression,
in true tragic power, and in subtlety of characterization, springs
from that concentration of effort which accompanies the
limitation of scene.

It is remarkable, in this connexion, that many of our modemn

1 P79
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- dramatists, no doubt quite unconsciously, preserve the unitics
‘of time and place, or veer but little away from them.
Mr Bernard Shaw’s Getting Married would have pleased the
most rigid of the classicists, as would any one of the com-
ponent plays making up the cycle called Back to Methuselah.
The action of Candida falls almost within the twenty-four
hours’ limit, and that of Heartbreak House extends from the
evening of one day to the evening of the next.” Nor is this
characteristic confined to Mr Shaw’s work; it is marked both
in other English and in Continental drama, the playwrights
evidently feeling a certain necessity in the restrictions they
thus voluntarily impose on themselves. It is perfectly true
that for certain plays the unities can never be applied; it is
also perfectly true that the modern expressionistic movement
seems to favour short, heavily stylized scenes; but in the main
we may be prepared to say that, just as drama itself presents
a kind of concentration of life, a certain amount of restriction
in so far as place and time are concerned may aid the dramatist
considerably in his task.

THE UNitY OF AcTION. The unity of action, although in
origin it is closely allied to the other two, must be kept distinct
from them, for it raises problems of an entxrely different kind.

) ' In general, it may be said that this unity of action presupposes

" that (1) no sub-plot of importance should be made to appear
in any serious play, and (2) no admixture of tragedy and
‘comedy is permissible. Both of these assumptions raised
much controversy in the early period of modern criticism,
and once more it may be useful to consider briefly some of
the views put forward. In 1609 we find Lope de Vega
determined that we must not ‘“ mingle tragic style with the
humbleness of mean comedy,” ! and Sidney, a few years
previously, had spoken of * these grosse absurdities, . . .
ncither right Tragedies, nor right Comedies: mingling Kings
and Clownes, not because the matter so carrieth it: but thrust
in Clownes by head and shoulders, to play a part in majesticall
matters, with neither decencie, nor discretion.” * This tragi-
comedy, Addison thought,

1 TheNew Arto, Wrmn‘PIa :.tnnlhudbyw T.Brewster (1914),p. 30,
S An Apologie for Postrie, od. cit., p. 63.
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is one of the most monstrous inventions that ever entered into
a poet’s thoughts. An author might as well think of weaving
the adventures of ZEneas and Hudibras into one poem, as of
writing such a motley piece of mirth and sorrow.!

These idcas are based evidently on the classical doctrine of
‘kinds,” which teaches that there are certain unchangeable
literary forms and types, each distinct from the other, which
may never be confused or mixed with one another artistically.
In England, however, the dramatists of the Elizabethan age
had succeeded in producing some very amusing and some
very moving plays of just this mixed sort, and, as these were
universally acknowledged to be good theatrical pieces, English
critics for the most part had to find for them some adequate
excuse. This they did by appealing from the ‘ ancients ’ to
‘nature.” Dryden thus, in the person of Neander, put in a
plea for such plays on the ground that there is diversity in
nature and that a similar diversity is pleasing in works of
dramatic art: 2

A continued Gravity keeps the Spirit too much bent; we must
refresh it somnetimes, as we bait in a Journey, that we may go on
with greater ease. A Scene of Mirth mix’d with Tragedy, has
the same effect upon us which our Musick has betwixt the Acts,
which we find a Relief to us from the best Plots and Language
of the Stage, if the Discourses have been long. I must therefore
have stronger Arguments ere I am convinc’d, that Compassion
and Mirth in the same Subject destroy each other, and in the
mean time, cannot but conclude, to the Honour of our Nation,
that we have invented, increas’d, and perfected a more pleasant
way of writing for the Stage, than was ever known to the Ancients
or Moderns of any Nation, which is Tragi-Comedy.

And this leads me to wonder why Lisideius and many others
should cry up the Barrenness of the Fremch Plots, above the
Variety and Copiousness of the English. Their Plots are single,
they carry on one Design which is push’d forward by all the
Actors, every Scene in the Play contributing and moving towards
it: Our Plays, besides the main Design, have Under-Plots, or
By-Concernments, of less considerable Persons, and Intrigues,
which are carried on with the Motion of the main Plot: As they
say the Orb of the fix’d Stars, and those of the Planets, though
they have Motions of their own, are whirl’'d about by the
Motion of the primum mobile, in which they are contain’'d: That

2 The Spectator, No. 40, Agril 16, 1711.
2 An Essay of Dramatick Poests.
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Similitude expresses much of the English Stage: For if contrary
Motions may be found in Nature to agree; if a Planet can go
East and West at the same time; one way by Virtue of his own
Motion, the other by the force of the first Mover; it will not be
difficult to imagine how the Under-Plot, which is only different,
not contrary to the great Design, may naturally be conducted
along with it.

Dryden, however, does not stand alone. If he was the
“first Mover” of the neo-classic school Dr Johnson was,
a century later, the very high priest and dictator of the
Augustans, yet with a retained naturalness and a lack of
mental servitude which is seen nowhere more clearly than in
his famous pronouncement on this precise theme.

I know not whether he that professes to regard no other laws
than those of nature, will not be inclined to receive tragi-comedy
to his protection, whom, however generally condemned, her own
laurels have hitherto shaded from the fulminations of criticism.
For what is there in the mingled drama which impartial reason
can condemn? The connexion of important with trivial incidents,
since it is not only common but perpetual in the world, may
surely be allowed upon the stage, which pretends only to be the
mirror of life. The impropriety of suppressing passions before
we have raised them to the intended agitation, and of diverting
the expectation from an event which we keep suspended only to
raise it, may be speciously urged. But will not experience show
this objection to be rather subtle than just? Is it not certain that
the tragick and comick affections have been moved alternately
with equal force, and that no plays have oftener filled the eye
with tears, and the breast with palpitation, than those which are
variegated with interludes of mirth??

The plea was, of course, taken up later by the romanticists,
notably by Hugo, who declared that

Christianity draws poetry to truth. Like Christianity, the

modern muse sees things in a fashion higher and broader. It

izes that not everything in creation is humanely beautiful,
that the u‘gl is there alongside the beautiful, the deformed near
the graceful, the grotesc}:le on the reverse of the sublime, evil
with good, shadow with light.?

It will be observed here that all these judgments, although
we might call them romantic in contradistinction to the‘
classical, are based on the assumption that drama is a mere °

3 Ths Rambiler, No. 156. $ Preface to Cromwell (1828), p. xi,
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THE THEORY OF DRAMA

‘ mirror * of nature and that what is to be found in nature
may with propriety be introduced into plays. This error was ;"
seized upon by Sarcey with a sure touch :

Most of those who rebel against the sustained seriousness of
tragedy, who advocate the mixing of the tragic and the comic
in the same play, have set out with the idea that it is thus things
happen in reality and that the art of the dramatist consists in
transporting reality to the stage. It is this very simple view
that Victor Hugo sets forth in his admirable preface to Cromwell
in that highly imaginative style which is so characteristic of him,
. . . That is superb eloquence. But the great poets are not
always very exact thinkers. The question is badly put. We
are not at all concerned to know whether in real life the ludicrous
is mingled with the terrible; in other words, whether the course
of human events furnishes by turns to those who are either
spectators or participants food for laughter and for tears. That
is the one truth which no one questions and which has never
been questioned. But the point at issue is altogether different.
Twelve hundred persons are gathered together in the same room
and form an audience. Are these twelve hundred persons likely
to pass easily from tears to laughter and from laughter to tears??

Sarcey’s answer to this rhetorical question is, of course, in
the negative, but, in pointing out Hugo’s error, he seems to
have run into one of his own. Whatever we may wish to
think on the standards of abstract theory, the fact remains
that, when witnessing, let us say, the plays of Shakespeare,
we can pass easily from the sublime to the ridiculous, from
the tragic to the comic. Perhaps Tirso de Molina was right
when he noted a

difference between Nature and Art: that what the former began,
cannot be changed; thus the pear-tree will bear pears to eternity
and the oak the uncouth acorn, and notwithstanding the difference
of soil and the varying influences of the atmosphere and climate
to which they are subject, she produces them over and over again.
Amid other changes, species is constant. Does it matter how
much the Drama may modify the laws of its ancestors, ingeniously
mixing tragedy with comedy and producing a pleasant type of
play of the two—and partaking of the character of each—intro-
ducing serious characters from the one, and waggish and absurd
characters from the other? *
Y A Theory of the Theatre, ed. 