Fundamentals of Literary Interpretation

      Lesson 4 > Drama: An Overview


	Drama: An Overview


Welcome to the drama section. In the short story and poetry units, you've been introduced to ways readers form connections with literature, and then by extension, how those connections include other people and the readers' own lives. However, many of these connections have been vicarious--we're reading about other people's experiences in a form where we don't necessarily visualize what happens or participate actively in the events. In drama, we can no longer be merely passive observers. We become active participants as parts of lives are played out before us--on live stages if we're lucky, or in our minds.

In this course, we'll be discussing a number of plays. Each of these plays has relevance in our lives as we struggle to understand ourselves and others. While you may not be able to see these plays live, your experience reading these plays will be much richer if you do three things:

1. First, read the stage directions when they appear, and create settings, physical descriptions, and actions for the characters. See the images the playwright wants to create. 

2. Find someone who loves you or who owes you a fairly big favor and have him or her read aloud with you. Hear separate and distinct voices as the characters talk, so you can hear how conversation enriches and sometimes clarifies or confuses a point. 

3. Third, in both the Shakespeare and Sophocles plays, read until a punctuation mark appears. Don't pause at the end of the line unless there is a punctuation mark. If there isn't a punctuation mark, connect the end of the line smoothly with the beginning of the next line. That will bring a conversational feel to the lines and will help make the material more understandable. 

Playwrights use specialized terms when creating stage directions. "Upstage" means away from the audience, and "downstage" means toward the audience. Be aware that "stage right" and "stage left" refer to the actor's right or left as he or she stands on stage facing the audience. The playwright will use left or right as a shorthand to mean stage left or stage right. 

In this first lesson in the drama unit, we'll be discussing two plays: Trifles by Susan Glaspell, and Antigone by Sophocles. Some of the background material will define some basic drama terms in order to help us more fully understand and apply these two plays to our lives. Some of the ideas expressed in these plays are used even in modern drama.
The best definition of a play is a piece of work written to be performed by actors on a stage in front of and for an audience. What makes drama different from fiction is the audience idea. There must be a plot--some slice of life to be told (although modern drama and theatre of the absurd sometimes violate that notion). There must be characters--actors who interpret the written word. The stage becomes the setting. The point of view becomes what the audience sees and perceives as actors interpret the written words of dialogue and stage directions. Finally, the theme is the experience that the audience and the actors walk away with. All of these elements combine to create an experience--drama--that can change viewers' lives. 
Most of the elements of a play are the same as fiction. Perhaps the most unfamiliar element in the two plays you have read is the idea of the Greek Choragos and Chorus. The Chorus and Choragos in Antigone are meant to move the action along and to serve as a sort of narrator. It is the Chorus who tells us that time is passing, or some new event is about to unfold to which we need to give our attention. Often, the Chorus and Choragos will speak reasonably with Antigone and Creon, both of whom often don't seem to listen, and it is the Chorus and Choragos who ask the questions the audience wishes to voice. 

Another interesting element in Antigone is the character of the sentry who provides much of the humor of Antigone. Everyone else in the play is an aristocrat, and it is left to the sentry--the lowly commoner--to provide some needed comic relief. 

	Top of Form

Analyze protagonist and antagonist positions.
Here's an interesting question: in Trifles, who is the main character? Is it easy to determine the main character without identifying the sources of conflict? How do various conflicts influence or change who the protagonist is? If Trifles seems too easy, what about Antigone? Who learns the most in Antigone, and who is left to deal with the most loss? 
In Trifles, Mrs. Peters and Mrs. Hale are confronted with a moral question, so both of the main characters and the conflict seem apparent. But what about Minnie Wright, who never appears on stage, yet is a central and pivotal character? Did you notice that she seems to be real? Her rocking chair occupies center stage and every other character in the play steps around it. While no one actually sits in the chair, at one point in the play someone bumps it and it rocks by itself. We also get before and after pictures of Minnie Wright. Mr. Hale provides the picture of Minnie Wright the last time she left the house, and Mrs. Hale provides the picture of Minnie Wright and how she must have been as a young bride entering the house. How do these considerations complicate the simple idea of protagonist and antagonist? Does the idea of Minnie Wright as the protagonist change the conflict in the play? What happens when you consider that Mr. Wright may be the antagonist? 

In Antigone, the source of conflict and protagonist and antagonist get even more interesting. The play is named for Antigone, but she isn't necessarily the one who learns the most from the events that are depicted. She sees her conflict as one between the state as headed by Creon and the laws of the gods she worships. She is obeying the higher law by burying her brother, ensuring his place in the hereafter. She is the center of conflict as she tells Creon she is not going to do his bidding. From Antigone's viewpoint, the conflict becomes person versus supernatural. However, if the conflict is viewed from Creon's point of view, he sees only how Antigone personally is violating the laws of state and how her disobedience will cause even more civil unrest. In that case, the conflict becomes one of person versus society, and Creon is the center of the conflict as he tries to change how everyone views Antigone. Examine the plays for ways to support your choice for protagonist and antagonist in each play, and then check to see what conflict you've focused on. One of the wonders of these plays is that both support different interpretations and ideas about conflict, protagonist, and antagonist. 


Discuss alternate endings for each play. 

Consider alternative outcomes. Each of the characters faces choices that lead to endings we may or may not agree with. Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters chose to hide evidence. Would the outcome have been any different if they had not chosen to hide the evidence? Would the men have credited their version of the event or their evidence in support of that version? 
What is the significance of that last line: "We call it--knot it, Mr. Henderson." Why out of all the possible words in the world do we get those seven? The question really is Not--what? Possible answers could be not guilty, or not important, but still the question remains Not--what? Even the title has meaning. Why is the title Trifles? What kind of significance does the idea of trifles have in the play? Does it increase your insight to note that Susan Glaspell, the plays' author, rewrote the play as a short story entitled "A Jury of Her Peers"? To my mind, his second title is equally thought-provoking.

Antigone is another play of choices--either correct or incorrect. While Antigone is determined to bury her brother to satisfy the gods, is she too determined? She is willing to die to save her brother, but she doesn't seem to regard Ismene with the same devotion. Does Antigone have a death wish? Does her determination to the point of death make her an admirable character? Is it possible to defend a position too strongly? What about Ismene? Is she the truly wise one here, or does she merely come across as a woman too scared of her own shadow? Creon justifies his position by claiming that the state's interest is paramount. Is he really being a wise leader, or is he power hungry? Remember that Creon is taking over a country after a significant civil war. He is the only royal leader they have left. If Antigone is a play of choices, does anybody make correct choices here? What about the idea of Antigone as a play of extremes, where nobody wins? Is heartache inevitable and happiness impossible? 
Literary Elements and Drama

To review literary elements and to enhance your appreciation of these plays, consider the following questions:

Plot
1. What is the plot structure of the play?

2. How does the play manifest exposition, rising action, climax, falling action, and resolution?

3. What is the climax of the play?

 Conflict
4. What are the major conflicts in the play? 

5. Which conflicts are character against self, character, society, nature, supernatural, or technology?

Character
6. Who is the protagonist in the play?

7. Who is the antagonist in the play?

8. Which character changes the most in the play? Which doesn’t change?

9. What are the characters’ physical descriptions?

10. What are the characters’ biographical backgrounds?

11. What characters’ own words reveal meaningful information about the character?

12. What characters’ actions reveal insights into a character or an event?

13. What characters reveal their own thoughts through a soliloquy?  How do those thoughts help reveal a character?

14. How do others’ words or actions towards a particular character help reveal that character?

Diction
15. What specific words in a scene stand out as meaningful and significant?

16. What specific words in a scene reflect significant connotations for a character or for the audience?

17. What specific words in a scene are abstract?  Why are they significant?

18. What specific words in a scene are concrete?  What are they significant?
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