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Verse drama is, unfortunately, & neglected form of
modern llterature; there have been so few contemporary
plays written in verse that the appellation "verse drama"”
is quite apt to be confused with other terms which p&rtain
to related art forms, These commonly employed terms are
poetic drama, dramatic verse, and dramatic poetry. All
of them have different meanings; poetic drama has quite
another connotation than yerse drama. It will be neces-
sary, before any discussion of playwrights who write in
verse, to define as clearly as possible the term verse
drame &s opposed to other terms so often mistakenly ap~-
plied to the gemre. ILet me state at the outset that I
never haﬁa to set anything more than arbit?&ry limits;
like ahy‘fcrm of art, its very being defles axact deserip-
tion. ,Thﬁs,.the nature of verse dreme is impossible to
pin daWn7tg 2 specific set of rules as one might, for
instance, make rules for a game. This ”gamé” is seen dif-
ferently by each playwright; there is really no model
twentieth-century verse drama, With these limitatlons
in mind, then, let us examine the charscteristics in gen-
eral which mark contemporary plays written in verse.

The major distinetion which must be made is between
poetic drame and verse drama. Poetic drama refers to plays
in both verse and prose, and it may also refer to other
forms: films are often labeled poetic dramas. The plays

of Shaw, Synge, and Ibsen are sometimes described as

1,
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" even though these works are written in prose.

"poetic,
Verse drama applies specifically to the theatre; as em-
ploved in this paper, it refers to plays written in verse
intended for the stage. Juxtaposed to poetic drama, verse
drama is completely neutral in meahing; that is, it is

not necessarily a term of approbation and implies nothing
about the quality of the play. '

Ibsen, often called the “father" of modern drama, is
the playwright who actually least contributed to the ad-
vancement of modern verse drama. Ibsen wanted to bring
his social dramas close to "reality"; thus, many of his
plays are prosalc, with poetry being sacrificed for reallsm.
Note a typical passage from The Wild Duck:

| BEkdal: Hialmar! |
Hialmar: Well? :
. Ekdal: Afraid we shall have to move the water-
trough, after all.
" Hialmar: What else have I been saying all
- along?
Ekdal: H'm-h'm-h'm,

Hislmar: What do you want?
Hedvig: I only wanted to oome in beside you,
father.

Hialmar: What makes you go prying argund like

that? Perhaps you are told off to watch we.

Hedvig: ©No, no.

Hialmar: What 1is your mother doing out there?
- Hedvig: Oh, mother's 1n the middle of making
- the herring-salad. Isn't there any little

thing I could help you with, father?!

Althaugh Ibsen's imitators did not need to sacrifice po-

etry, they did and the result was an almost complete

1Hanrik Ibsen, The Wild Duck, trans. Mrs. Francis E.
Archer: Representative Modern Dramag ed. Charles Hunting-

ton Whitman(New York, 1936), p. 32. Although this is a
translated text, Ibsen would presumably be little more
poetic in the original.
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stifling of verse drama in the twentieth century. John
¥illington 3ynge is one of the few early twentieth-century
playwrights whose work can actually be called "poetic)
even though he writes in prose:

Maurya: 7Tt's little the like of him knows of
the sea.... Bartley will be lost now, and let
you call in Eamon, and make me a good coffin out
of the white boards, for I won't live after them.
I've had a husband, and 2 husband's father, and
six sons in this house - 8ix fine men, though
it was & hard birth I had with every one of them
and they coming to the world ~ and some of them
were found and some of them were not found, but
they're gone now the lot of them.... Thera were
Stephen, and Shawn, were lost in the great wind,
and found after in the Bay of Gregory of the
Golden Mouth, and carried up the two of them on
the one plank, and in by that door.
- Hora: Did you hear that, Cathleen? Did you
‘hear a noise in the northeast?
Cathleen: There's some one after crying out
by the seashore.
aurya: {(continues without hearing anything)
'here was Sheamus and his father again, were
 lost in a2 dark night, and not a stick or sign
wes seen of them when the sun went up. There
. was Patch after was drowned out of a curagh that
. turned over., I was sitting here with Bartley,
and he a baby, lying on my two kpaees, and I seen
two women, and three women, and four women coming
in, and they crossing themselves, and not saying
a word. I looked out then, and there were men
. coming after them, and they holding 2 thing in
~ the half of a red sall, and water dripping out
of 1t - 1t was a dry_day, Nora =~ and leaving
a track to the door,.2 '

The et@ﬁxg language and setting of his plays give them

an appeal which adds to 1ts highly romentic and lyrical

nature; T

QJabn Millington Synge, Riders to the Seat Represen-
tative Modern Dragas, p. 781.  Gee Ronald Peacock, %ﬁ&
Poet in the Theatre(New York, 1960), p. 110: "In Riders
0 Sea, the traglic sense emanates entirely from ele=
mental nature, Its effect of impersonality is due to the
dramatic form; ite inspiration i1s largely lyrical.”
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The poetic dramatists are rare, but even more rare
are playﬁrights who write acceptable verse drama. There
are only a few in this century whose work has gained some
repute and who have a degree of popular appeal: Yeats,
Eliot, Auden and Isherwood, Maxwell Anderson, Fry, Mac-
Leish, and Eberhart being the most notable.

- The use of poetry for plays began with the ancient
Greek drama, growing out of traditions established by
the eple and lyric poets., With Greek d:ama, of course,
we have the use of the chorus which comments upon the
action ?"a convention still sometimes employed today.
It 1s often said that no one has been abiarto equal the
powerfu}’peetry of the great Graek‘ﬁramatigts (with, per-
haps, tﬁ§‘§x¢eption of Shakespeare); I do nmot intend to
debateﬁﬁﬁis,here, but the plays ot'Aéschylus, Sophocles,
and 3uﬁi§i¢es are still major audience aﬁtﬁaationa today.
In‘thegﬁiddla Ages, we find miracl§ anﬂ $y§tery plays
writienfin verse with elaborate rhyme sﬁhémes (The Wake-
rield‘gﬁgg, Second Shepherds' Play, gggg:gggé. Moving
toward the Golden Age of Elizabethan draaa, we find Kyd's
8233132 2gaggdz written in unrhymed xamﬁic*penxameter.
Then Shikespeare began writing playslwithbiasting ap=
peal in blank verse, often mixing prose and verse in
his works. PFrom the prose comic scenes of Shakespeare,
occurring side by slde with some of his most magnificent

poetry, it was but a move away to Restoration and eight-

eenth-century prose comedies, John Dryden, for example,
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wrote comedies in prose (Mmrisge-e-la-mode} and tragedies
in verse (Aurengzebe). But even the concept of writing

drame serieuse in verse declined, and it became the style

to write all plays in prose. We shall see in a moment
how the Romantic poets took a great interest in the
theatre, leaving us several plays written in verse. By
the end of the nineteenth century, "the poet in the the-
atre" was virtually non-existent; the growing commercial-
ism of the theatre in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries hastened the already rapid demise
of verse drama. This led to several reactions, which
we have only hinted a2t in the first pages of this ﬁaper.
Some poets began to write so-called "closet dramas" which
consisted of pure poetry not intended for production;
the verse‘and not the drama was naturally the prime con-
sideration of the nineteenth-century poets. Other play-
wrights, recognizing the gap between what had originally
comprised a good play and what went into a play in mod-
ern times, attempted to effect a reconciliation. Thus,
we have "verse drama" which tries in some menner to im=-
itate everyday speech (Eliot) and "poetic drama" which
1s best reflected in the works of Synge and Shaﬁ.l

On the continent, the great rise of the theatre in
the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries with Goethe
and Schiller coupled with the tide of romanticism led
to a flurry of poetic drama in Europe. As in England
and America, however, this practice had falrly well died

—



by the end of the nineteenth century. Important to our
study are two playwrights working at the beginuning of the

twentieth century: Strindberg (The Dream Play, The Dance

of Death), and Maeterlinck (Pélléas and Mél;sande) - their

work represents a symbolistic, mystical trend that was
soon to be bodied forth in the work of Yeats.

The Romantic and Victorlan poets in nineteenth-cen-
tury Englend tried their hand at playwrighting, but most
of these men lacked any real theatrical skill. The poets
Joined with leading actors of the day such as Charles Kean
and Macready in presenting a widely variegated number of
verse dramas., Byron's Werner (finished 1822, produced

1830), Browning's A Blot in the 'Seutcheon (1840, 1843),

Shelley's The Cenci (1819, 1836), and Tennyson's Becket
(1879, 1893) were the best among the plays written, but
they never gained any real popularity. The rhetorical

dramas of James Sheridan Knowles and Sir Edward Bulwer-

Lytton's'ggn Lady of Lyons (1838) and Richelieu (1839)
were much more frequently performed than the plays of the
ma jor poets of the century. The Scottish poet John
Davidson's rlays have gone unproduced; works such as
Bruce (1886) contain some excellent poetry. It has been
poasible to produce only portions of Thomas Hardy's great
epic, The Dynasts (published 1904-1908).

Stephen Phillips, probably the most successful com-
bination of poet and dramatist of his time, initiated a

brief revival of blank verse in Iondon commercial theatre
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with Herod (1900), Ulysses (1902), and Paolo and Francesca

(1902). But he was also the last of the poetic dramatists
in the tradition of the nineteenth century, a century
which had seen a gradual estrangement of verse drama
from the main body of plays written for the theatre.
At the very beginning of the twentieth century,
verge drama began to take on a more experimental tone;
the verse dramatlsts began to think in terms of a theatre
of thelr own. DNew developments came about under widely
diverse influences: the plays of Ibsen, the rise of
reallism, the writings of the TFrench symbolist poets, and
the Japanese NO drama, William Butler Yeats is the first
great verse dramatist in the twentlieth century, and he
was probably influenced by all of the above~mentioned
factorg. The NT drama in paerticular is an obvious in-
fluence:
The Noh plays provided Yeats with three things:
(a) a theatre form of proved validity, a means
of organising and therefore of realising his
materlal, a means of perceiving the forms and
shapes latent in 1t; (b) a way of undercutting
* the mere representation of the surface of life
{though in this there is loss as well as gain);
and (c¢) an elaborate store of non-verbal ex-
- pression which could liberate the mind from 3
~the will by the ritual nature of its experience.
With Yeat&, experimentation begins not only in form but
in subiact matter. All of the plays nave an aura of

mystery and supernmaturalism; Yeats wrote in direect

3Danis Donoghue, The Third Volce: NModern British
and American Verse Drama (Princeton, 1950),; De Sie

III..lIIIIllllllllllIllllIIIIlIIlIIllllIIllllIlllllllllllllll.llllllll
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opposition to the realistic trend of the time. Compare
this passage from Bauptmann's naturalistic The Weavers:

Dreissiger: It was nothing serious. The
boy is all right again. But all the same
it's a disgrace. The child's so weak that

a puff of wind would blow him over. How
people, how any parents can be so thought-
less 1s what passes my comprehension. Load-
ing him with too heavy pleces of fustian

to carry good six miles! No gne,would be-
lieve it that hadn't seen it." :

to the tone of the old man's speech in Purgatory:.

; Study that tree.
It stands there like a purified soul,
All cold, sweet, glistening light.
Dear mother, the window is dark agein,
But you are in the light because .
I finished all that consequence.
I killed that lad because he had grown up
He would have struck a woman's fancy,
Begot, and passed the pollution on.

I am a wretched foul old man

And therefore harmless. When I have stuck

This o0ld Jack-knife Into a sod

And pulled it out all bright again,

And picked up all that money that he dropped,

I'll to & distant place, and thege

Tell my old Jjokes among new men.
In spite of the fact that the two passages have ne common
subject, the difference in tone and purpose between the
two playwrights should be quite obvious, VYeats disre-
gards logical plan and characterization and seems to
contradict violently all that was going on about him in

the theatre. In plays such as The Cat and the ¥oon and

4Gerhart Hauptmann, The Weavers, trans. Mary Morison:
Representative Modern Dramag, p. 110.

5william Butler Yeats, Purgatory: The Modern Theatre,
ed. FEric Bentley (Garden Oity, N.Y., 1955), D. 233,

R
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The Dreaming of the Bones Yeats mingles the real and the

unreal so that action comes to have the force of symbol,

and conversely symbol assumes sometimes the character of

action. Note the beginning of The Cat and the Moon:

The cat went here and there

And the moon spun round like a top,

And the nearest kin of the moon,

The creeping cat, locked up.

Black Minnaloushe stared at the moon,

For, wander and wail as he would,

The pure cold light in ﬁheésky

Troubled his animal blood.
The song describes a landscape and the reiation of the
cat and the moon. Beyond this; there 1s a symbolical
reference (the moon symbolized the phases of . the soul's 1ife
for Yeaﬁs)“that intensifies the drama of the beggars and
the saint. PFinally, there 1s a dramatic impact from the
mystical'effect of the moon upon_the.cat.  Yeats may be
considered the forerunner of moderﬁ verse drama; his use
of new subjects becomes the prototype for work that is done
later in;this century. Yeats makes the pbint of obser-
vation the life of the soul and spirltual powers, thus
having a progresaion from inward to outward from the

symbolical to the actual. A Pull Moom in &arch is usually

considered Yeats' best play, but 1t*is 1mperfect because
the playwright by this time (1930's) had ééased to ‘be a
great«zhsitre poet. Yet 1t, like all his other plays,
is germané to the modern dilemma: The quéétioning of

the existence of the spirltual‘wofld is the theme and

6y1114an Butler Yeats, The Cat and the Moon: Col-
lected Plays (London 1952), p. 451,
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the greatest problems in life are mamed ~ by so dolng,
they are at least temporarily exorcised.
% o% 8 B ¥ B

The body of this paper will deal wilth four nejor
verse dramatists in the twentieth century: 7T. 3. Eliot,
Maxwel 1 Anderson, Archibsld Maclelish, and Christopher
Fry. These flgures have been chosen somewhat arbltrarily,
probably more on the basis of thelr criticel reputations
than anything else. They are well worth our attention,
for theirs are the only verse dremas which have received
extensive production in the twentieth century. The pure
pose of the following sections is multiple: to show the
various directions contemporary verse drama has taken,
to point up the merits of verse drama as opposed to prose,
and finally to show that there is a place and & need for

verse drama in today's theatre.
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T. S. Eliot has been among the most successful of
the playwrights who have undertaken to revitalize a
genre which has been more or less in disuse since the
Restoration. His work, moreover, is certainly the most
important of the modern verse'draﬁatists, because it "sig-
nalises the rebirth of English dremetic poetry."' Bliot
makes a signiflcant effort 1o restore the‘relatianship
of the poet to the theatre.

Eliét had written seversl essaﬁs abqﬁt poetic drama,
and he hed experimented with the form before he began to
write %?rder in the Cathedral, his first verse drama.8
For the accompllshed peet, 1t‘wa3 a cbmyarétively easy
step'froﬁ the characters of Sweeney>and Prufrock to the
creation of Archbishop Becket and Harry Lord Monchensey.
The difflculty was in finding a workable verse that actors

could handle and which audlences could understand and

, 7%, Martin Browne, "The Dramatic Verse of T. S. Eliot,"
s+ S, Eliot: A S osium, compiled by Richard March and
Tambimuttu (Chlcago, 19 95, P« 207,

85110t had already written two dramatic fragments of
Sweeney Aponistes and The Rock; in the latter, the verse
is 1limited entirely to the chorus.
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appreciate. ILong convinced that all great poetry was
dramatic, Eliot set about adapting hls peetic talents to
the very special problems of the stage. The two main
problens were the need for the development of a natural
gpeech~rhythm and the power to express lndividual char-
scter. Bliot found the answer to the question of speech-
shythm in The Rock:

. Flrst, the lanbic¢ foot of Shakespearasan
. tradltion 1s given up: the stress shifts
%o the beginning of the foot, in accordance
. wilth the chenge that has come over English
. speech. Thls trochalc-cun~dactyllic foot
18 of course no more rigidly adhered to than
was the lambie in Shakespeare's later plays.
The verse 1s infinitely varied, with many
inverted feet: but the rhythm 1s strongly
- maintained. The other change is & fimal
- freeing of the verse from the counting of
- syllables....Eliot has broken this *blank
. verse" traditlon....He has gone back %o
. the basis...of & fized number of stresses
An the lin5~w1thout any fixed number o
- syllables, : '

In his mext drematic work, Ellot was to face the problem
of aharaﬁterizatinn. ' 3

‘ I5rdfr’ln the Cathedral was written for the Canter-
bury Fesfival_of June, 1935. The play, desling with the

murder of Archbishop Thomas 2 Becket in 1170, is by far
the mést‘f&mous of Eliot's verse aramas; ¥ost crities

by now agree that the play is not about & "murder mystery"
but about the spiritual state of a martyr facing death,

Hugh Xenner finde three prominent motifs in the drama:

9Browne, "Dramatlic Verse of Eliot," ppe. 197-198,
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the change in the orientation of Becket's will, the strife
between secularlism and the will of God, and the death of

a valiant man.10 It 1s important to note that although
Eliot was primarily concarned‘ﬁith\the religious and

moral content of the play, the chﬁiacters'are gtill im-
pressive as individuals, They are merked by'the verse
they gpeek; note the difference bétwean the first and
fourth tempters: :

‘ The easy man lives to eat the best dinners.

Teke 2 friend's advice. Teave well alone,
Or your goose may be cooked and eaten to the bone.

11
and
You know and do not know, what it is to act or
suffer.
Vou know and do not know, that acting 1ls suffering
And suffering action. Neither does the actor
12 suffer
Kor the patient act. © ‘
The rather sing-songy quality éf the first passsage, em~

88

phasized by the rhyme of "alone” and "bone," points up
the simple nature of the first tempter's proposal. In
spite of the slight caesura in thé second line, all three
lines méy be spoken without a pauée. The caesuras become
more important in the second passage aﬁd glve added em-
vhasis to the subtleness of the last temptation. The
length of the lines, the diction, and the involuted ian~

guage all give notice that the fog:th tempter is much more

TOHugh Kenner, The Invisible Poet: T.5. Eliot(New York,
1959), p. 285.

"o, 5. Eliot, Murder in the Cethedral (New York, 1936),
D. 25,

'21p14., p. 40.
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perceptive and shrewd than the first. The chorus of women
in the play serves much the same functlion as the chorus
did in Greek tragedy; that is, 4t acts as intermedliary
between the sctors and the audience, and it also inten-
sifies the action of the play.

Eliot's great preéocupation is with the isolation
of the individual in soclety; Becket stands alone in

Murder in the Cathedrel, ‘much like Conrad's isolato.

His fear, that of doing the right thing for the wrong
reason, is a very real one which 1s not resolved until
Jjust before his death. The wrong reason, of course, woﬁld
be self~éacrifice merely for the sake of martvrdom;
Becket submits finally te the will of Sed, and in his: '
death iﬁfluennes the li#es ofbotherg. The women of the
chorus, like the Archbishop, =ees the necessity of sub-
»mission§ 1ike him, they undergo a form of*ﬁﬁr@fiééfidn;
Again, we must remember that”the play 1°~impo;tant as
verse drama, not merely as a religious play. Eliot views
it as an ordinary drama, for his coricern 19 not only

- with the Church, but with the whole iabricacf soclety.

It i¢e ﬁ@t surprising that Eliot having_al?eady deélt

with a'séeeialized hiétorical theme in Nﬁrﬁar in_the

Cathedral put his next play'in a cOntempdréry setﬂﬁzs‘B

1ﬁ{)avid E. Jones, The Plays of T, S, Eliot {(London,
1960), pp. 50-82, See alsot F, O, Matthiessen, g%%
Achievement of T. S, Eliot (New York, 1958), DPpe -165;
and D.%.5. Maxwell, The Poetry of T. S. Eliot {New York,
'1961), DPDe 101-139.
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In 1939, Ellot finished The Family Reunlon, his first
full-=length play in a modern setting. In this play, the
author devised the verse form that he has used more or
less predominantly in all of his later dramas. This form
is a line of verying length with three stresses, a caesura
coming after the first or second stress. Much more than
Murder in the Cathedral, this play shows the facility
with which verse may be utilized to ald in characteriza-
tion and dramatic tension. This is verse in the true
dramatic sense; while the dlalogue may seem at times
loosely constructed, there 1s a precise musieal rhythm
apparent throughout the play:

Iines with a clear rhythmic accent but def-
~1inite syllable value give the poet a great
- part of his effect through their suppleness
~and variety of cadence., But the rhythm of
~ words 1s not independent of thelir meaning,
~and the musical effect is greatest where
spirituval temper is detached forcefully
- but without strain amidst the character-
istie aymbelgaand thoughts of a modern
- environment. ,
The Family Reunion provides the author with the opportunity
to present in a stylized manner the natural language of
everydayfcanvergation. |

The Famlly Reunion is also notable for its remark-
able admixture of Christien symbolism and pagen rite in
the peaceful setting of an English country home. Iike

the first play, two different worlds are depicted: the

seculayr world of Amy, Gerald, Charles, Violet, and Ivy,

14Pgacock, Poet in the Theatre, p. 24.
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and the spiritual sphere represented solely by Harry.
Harry becomes a Christ flgure who goes away tc atone for
the sins of others; he 1s totally apart from the "waste-
land" in which the rest of the family lives. In his
views of sin and redemption, of assumption of guilt,
Eliot is "classlolst and Cathollc."'” The Famlly Reunlon
gives volce to non-Christlan experience; thls experlence
1s put aside as not being adequate to meet the demands
of the contemporary world., As an attempt to explore a
compiex spiritual state and to communicate this experi-
ence to the audience, the]play is unique in twentlieth-
century drama.16 ,

As Rliot's knowledge of the stage 1ncreaged. his
playwrighting technique naturally improved. Freeing him-
self of}tae complex images of his lasgt play (which no
audlence could be expected to grasp compigtely), he wrote

The Cocktall Party. Here Ellot has given up his hope

for thé'rQV1val of the earlier verse drama conventions,
almoct entirely omitting the elements of ritual and

chorie bdew so prominent in the first twe plays. Appar-
ently Fliot found these devices not c”nducive to reception

by modern audliences, and he eliminated them. The verse

'STom T. Driver, "Eliot in Transit,” Christian Cen-
tury, ILXXV(November 26, 1953), p. 1382,

16Eliot The Family Reunlon (New York, i939). See

Jones, Pla /S, Ppe 02-123; Peacock, P gatre,
PP 3~1 Grover Smith, Jdr., T, y_and
Plays (Chicage. 1956), pp. 19
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15 more flexible, although it adheres to the form of three
stresses, with the caesura after the first or second stress.
In order to combat the prejudice against verse drama,
Eliot deliberately brought his verse near to prose; he
did not want the audlence to be aware of the medium.
This development of a flexible, lucld verse based very
glosely on everyday speech yet capable of the greatest
precision, is definitely an important step forward for
the proponents of verse drama:
%sillz: Now, I want to point out to both of you
How much you have in common. Indeed, I consider
That you are exceptionally well-sulted to each other.
- Mr, Chamberlayne, when you thought your wife had
left you,
- You discovered, to your surprise and consternation,
That you waretgot really in love with Miss Cople~
stones.

The poetry is intensified as the play progresses, probing

the very heart of Ellot's themes. Now there are two argu-
ments wﬁieh may be forwarded about the above passage.

The first would be that Ellot has made an almost unfor-
glveable sacfifies of artistic integrity by so altering
his verse that it is nearly indistinguishable from prose.

A compromise of this sort makes the play nelther verse

nor prose, but a form which lies somewhere in between.
The second argument, in answer to the first, would state
{ simply that Eliot has hit upon the only form which verse

drama can take in the twentleth century. He has cop pro-

. —

{ ! ’2;%. 5. Eliot, The Cocktall Party (New York, 1950),
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mised only in the sense that he has made his work more
acceptable to the modern audience. It would be patently
absurd for a contemporary playwright to write plays that
he knéw would never be prcduced - or if they were pro=-
duced, would never be fully grasped by the audience.

In the first two plays, the focus of attention was
basically upon the exceptional character. In The Cock~
tail Party the unexceptional group receives the attention;
Celia has already met her fate by the beginning of the
third act. The emphasis shifts to the salvation of the
group rather than of the individual -« this group is led
by Edward and Lavinia. The play has many flaws, the
most important being the fact that almost all the crises
ere resolved before the beginning of the third act. It
is notable, however, for its advancement of the case for
verse drama by the invention of verse that consciously
approaches prose and yet is still poetry (see above).

Far more than the preceding plays, The Oocktall Party

manages to achieve an important balance between emphasis

upon meaning and theatrical effoctivenessiia
With the completion of his next play, The Confidential

Clerk, Eliot finished the elaboration of a form which is

his own invention, that of "serious farce.“19 The chief

Q
10 rnformation for this section was taked from Jones,

Ihe Plays of Eliot, pp. 124-155. See also Donoghue, d
Yolce, pp. 114=137; and Kenner, Invisible Poet, pp. 327~342.

'9%e are confronted with much the seme amblguous ter-
minclogy with the so-called "absurd" playwrights. The plays
gf such men as Becket, Ionesco, and Adamov are often called

tragle farces."
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criticism of this play has been that “Bliot sacrifxeéd
poetry even more ruthlessly than in The Ccecktaill ggggz."ea
I think that this erlitielsm ls basieally unfounded; after
reading several pages, the reader should realize what has
happened to the verse. Thafuis, Eliot has gvolved what
seems $o him to be the most viablé‘level of union between
poetry and drama, Thus, the poetry in The Confidential
Clerk comes oloser to the normal patterns of everydasy
speech than in any of the previnuﬂ plays:
Lucasta: Yes, Eggy, will you bresk the sad
news to Claude? :
Feanwhile, you'll have %o raid the $ill for
| me. I'm starving.
Keghans I' ve Just glvem her lunmch., The prob-
lem with Lucasta.
Is how to keep her fed between mealb.
Lucasta: ‘B., you're a beast. I've a very
S0y small appstigy.
But the polnt 1 Sy that I'm pennilass.
A closer look at the passage will reveal that Ellot has
forged a verse line which adheres to hls own rule of three
stresse§ énd at the same time is easily spbken.and under-
stood. 1In fact, the play is the most easily comprehended
of Bliot's dramas, in spite of its delightfully compli=-
cated plot; 1% is a modern play in tune with both the
actors and the audlences To 1ts credit, the play is un-
like the others in that there is no one character who
monopolizes the play from the standpoint of wisdom or

virtue. There is more communlcation between the characters

QOSmith, Eliot's Poetry ahd Plays, p. 228,

psa‘m. 5. Fliot, The Confidential Clerk(New York, 1954),
p! e L]
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even though they exist on different levels of spiritual
perception. Here the exceptional person (Colby) is closely
oriented to the pattern of ordinary life; his presence
"hes made possible a more frultful communal 1ife."?2 Tne
ending of the play must be read as optimistic, that =
realistic approach to the meaning of axistence can to some
degree atone for one's past &xpariences.aB

Eliot's most recent play, The Elder Statesman (1958),
again closely resembles a naturalistic prose drama. Here
we find Fliot dealing with the themes that have preoccupied
most playwrights in the past ten years: the inability of
individuals to communicate with each other and the PUZ=
zling facet of humen existence. The exeeptional personality
has by now disappeared; there is no great discrepancy be- |
tween the experience of the hero and thét of the other char-
acters. Not particularly distingulshed as a major dranma,
The FElder Statesman is nonetheless important as another
contribution to tha‘ggggg of verse drama., ZEliot has per-
fedted his stylization of everyday spee¢h; his use of verse
as a means of chéraotarizationlis'mora evident here than
in any of the other plays. It ranges from the short lines
of the mysterious Gomez:

Ah, the pre-arranged interruption

To terminate the unwelcome intrusion

0f the visitor in financlal distress.

Well, I shan't keep you long, though I dare say

22Jones, The Plays of Eliot, p. 167,

23 0nn Gassner, Masters or the Drama(New York, 1954),
Pp. 729=-731. See also Jones, Plays of Eliot, pp. 155-179;
and Smith, Eljot's Poetry and Plags. pp. 228-243,
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your caller o4
Could hang on for another quarter of an hour.
to the simple inanities of Mrs. Piggott:
S0 sorry. MNrs Olavarton~Ferry. I'm Mrs. Plggott.
Just call me Mrs. Piggott. It's a short and
simple name
And easy to remember. But, as I was saying,
Guests in perfect health are exceptional
Though we never accept any guest who's incurable.
You know, we've been deluged with applieatiggs
From people who wanted to come here to diel
Again, the question may be ralsed: what distinguishes
the above passages from similar passages which might be
found in a naturallistic prose drama? David Jones provides
the best answer to this question:
ssothe verse form gives greater control in the
rendering of character and greater precision in
the delineation of emotion; the rhythms are more
‘elearly defined than they would be in prose, gven
if the vocabulary is frequently commonplace.
It is this, Eliot's intimate and uncomplicated attempt
to present profound and complex things about the human
spirit, that gives The Flder Statesman (along with all
the other plays) its timeless and placeless quality.

_We have now viewed all of Eliot's plays, and it is
pcaéibl@ﬂto meke some generalizations concerning his
theatre;, F1rst, all of the plays’ara deep;yvrcoted in
Ghristian theology, and all show hpw the individual leavens
the liﬁ§§ af those around him, making a more "fruitful
conmunal 1ire."27 vye move from a study of individual

martyrdom to an emphasis on the group. Throughout those

Q#T. s;iEliot, The ﬁ;ggg'§tatesmag(ﬁaw York, 1959), p. 46.

25164d., p. 57.
aéJones, The Plays of Eliot, p. 208.
27Q§. above, p. 20,

e —
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plays with a contemporary setting, there is the lnterplay
of various themes: the difficulty of communication, the
problen of psychological change, and the need to face

the meaning of existence. Each play, although closely
linked by this interweaving of themes, is 2lso an individ-
ual experiment in the search for "the" modern verse drama
form. We have seen how Eliot has necessarily weakened

the powsr of his verse in order to make hls plays more
meaningful for his audiences. To this extent, I suppose,
he does leave himself open to the sccusation that he has

sacrificed artistic integrity, but T do not feel that

o1

')

such a charge can be 3ustified.2° e progress of Ellot's
plays exemplifies his quest for the perfection of verse
drama, his attempt to find the idea)l form:

For the greatest drama is poetic drama,

and dramatic effects gqr be compensated

by poetic excellence,<”
This might be a statement of Eliot's aesthetic as far as
theatre is concerned, and he has to some degree achieved
"poetic excellence"” by his development of a compatidble

form of werse for his plavs.
«/

The first verse drama, Murder in the Cathedral,

undoubtedly one of the greatest religlous dramas ever
written. The other plays, put in a contemporary setting,

are too elose to us to Jjudge their intrinsic value at

29¢f, above, ps 17=15,

20
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T, S. Bliot, Selected Hssays, "A Dialogue on
Dramatic Poetry,"” (New York, 1950;, pe. 38.
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this time. DBe that as it may, the plays of 7. 8. Fliot
occupy & permanent niche in contemporary dramatic liters-

ture, having contributed much to whatever resurgence of

verse drama there has been in the twentieth century.
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With Maxwell Anderson, we have a far more commer-
cially successful verse dramatist than 7. 3. Bliot. The
gquestion of compromise with the artist, ealready discussed
in relation to Eliot, becomes a matter of great relevancy
for Anderson., Should a work of art be altered to ilnsure
publiec reception; should 1t be created for the masses,
not merely for the intelligentsia?®

A certaln cleverness in striking a compromise
between the world about him and the world with-
in has characterized the work of the greatest
2as well as the least of successful playwrights,

- for they must all take an audience with them

" 41f they are to contlnus to function. Some
may consider it blasphemy to state that this
compromise nust be a considersd and consclous
act -~ will belleve that the writer should
look in his heart and write - but in the
theatre such an attitude leaves the achieve~
ment entirely to chance, and a pure%g chance
achievement is not an artistic one.

To the verse dramatiet, this problem of compromise con-
sists of whether or not the verse should be secondary
to the play. Anderson obviously feels that verse drama

should be judged primarily upon whether it is good thea-

tre, and secondly upon whether it is good poetry.
In spite of this feellng that the artist must com-

promise, however, Anderson 1s concerned that the poetry

3Omaxwell Anderson, Qff Broadway (New York, 1947), p. 29.
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in his plays be more than a mere ormament; his theory
closely parallels Ellot:

«»+I have a strong and chronic hope that the
theater of this country will outgrow the phase
of Jjourmalistic soclal comment and reach oc-
casionally into the upper alr of poetic trag-
edy. I believe with Goethe thet dramatic po=~
etry is man's greatest achievement on his
earth so far, and I believe with the early
Bernard Shaw that the theater i:s essentially
s cathedral of th fnirit devoted to the
exaltation of man.3

He exﬁlainn why verse rather than prose 1s necessary to
bring about this exaltation

~To me 1% is inescapable that prose is the
language of information and poetry the
language of emotion., Prose can be stretched
to carr, amotion, and in «ome exceptional cases,
as Synge's end C'Cesey's plays, can oe-
cﬂfionaily rise to voetic helghts by sub~
stituting the unfamiliar speech rhythms of
untutored pecple for the ththm of verse.
But under the strain of an emotion the ordi-
nary prose of our stage breaks down into
inarticulatenecss, Just as 1t does in life.
Hence the cult of understatement, hence the
realistic drams in which the c¢limax is reached
in an eloquegg gesture or a moment of meanling-
ful silence,”*

It 1= true that Anderson does not fully live up to the
promises of his theory, but neither does Ellot; besides,
I do not think that this i1s a particularly falr criterion
of Judgment. Indeed, 1%t is difficult»te criticize Ander~
son objeetively, because he has obviously composed with
the audience in mind. And in the finsl analysis, the

audience and not the critic must be the Judge of a

31rp14., p. 48.
52194d., Do 504




play's. merits., If he has compromised, we may call it
a "necessary" compromise and, as already noted, T. S.
Bliot does much the same thing.33

The five plays we shall consider, Elizabeth the

Queen, Mary of Scotland, Anne of the Thougand Days,

Winterset, and High Tor}are generally considered (with

the exceptlion of Anne of the Thougand Days) to be Ander-

son's most noteworthy efforts. With over thirty plays
to his credit, Anderson has written some other excellent

plays, among them Knlckerbocker Hollday, Joan of ILorraine,

and Bad Seed. PFor purposes of limiting the discussion,
I have chosen the five plays above because I find them
particularly interesting in our study of the genre of
the verse drama. Three of the plays are based on history,
and the other two have contemporary settings;i they were
written between 1930 and 1948,

The so~called "Tudor trilogy" may be discussed as

& group; these plays 2re Elizabeth the Queen (1930),

Mary of Scotland (1933), and Anne of the Thousand Days

{1948). Not only do they all deal with sixteenth-cen-
tury English history, but they all have the same theme:
the lust for power in confllet with sexual passion.

Anne of the Thousand Days 18 by far the weakest of the

JBBy this, I do not mean to make the rather invidious
suggestion that what 1s good for Ellot is good for all
aspiring verse dramatists., Rather, I want to point out
that two men working independently both found 1t necessary
to alter thelr work in order to make it more palpable for
modern audiences - although neither man has been seriously
accused of bowlng before commercial interests.

_
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three plays, and 1t is surprising that Anderson changed
the successful formula he had used in ‘the preceding two
works. It is a play of memory; the audience sees Henry
and Anne in static position on the stage as they reflect
upon thelr individual situatlions and recall past~expari~
gnees. The action in the play is stylized, a good device
for seventeenth- and elghteenth-century comedy of menners,
but hardly sultable for o contemporary tragedy based on
hlstory. The use of these experimental techniques in the
play nagﬁtes the possibility of any heighténe& dramatie
effect. The pertréyala of Henry's feelings of guilt and
Anné‘slraté become almost stilted; eonse@uently, it is
almostiimpossibla for the audlence to share in the experi-~

ence of A

ays even though the play
demands an empathic raspansu§34 : |

‘ Mary of Scotland is far betfer theaire merely because
its teehﬁique is more conventionally caneeivedi The lan=-
gusge and structure are clgaglyyﬁlizabethan in concept;
note the deseription af'the'apaning séan&i‘

A half-sheltered corner of the pier at Telth.

It 1s a sleety, windy night, and the tall plles
of the background and the planks underfoot shine
black and icy with thelr coating of freezing
rain. Long cables sitretch away into the dark,
The only light comes from the lantera of two
iron~-capped GUARDS who are playing cards morosely
on the head of _a fishe-tub in the lee of a great
¢oil of rope.

34Mabel Balley, Maxwell Anderson
Prophet (New York, 1957), pps 36=37.

35yaxwell Anderson, nd 2
Hax » Mary of Scotlend: Four Verse
Plays (New York, 1959), p« 3.




The opening scene, with 1 Mary's arrival, sets the stage
for the conflict of Mary and Elizabeth: Here Mary 1s
portrayed as a charming woman whose very femininlty wins
for her supporters; she is, however, obsescsed with one
desire, to rule and %o do 1t alone:

Master Knox, 1t is true that I am Mary Stuart,
and your queen, and I have come back from
Prance after many years away, to take up my
rule in this country. It is true, too, that

I am sad to leave the south and the sun, and

I come here knowing that I shall meet with
difficultles that would daunt many older and
wiser than I am '~ for I am young and Linexperi-
enced and perhaps none to adept In state-
erafts Yet this 1s my natlive place, Master
Knox, and I loved it as a child and still

love it - and whatever I may lack ln experl-
ence, vhatever I may have too much of youth,

I shall try to make up for, if my people will
help me, in tolerance and mercy, and & quick 6
eye for wrongs and a quick hand te right them.>

Significsntly, the passage‘ia in prose; Mary speaks in
verse only during the critical moments of the play,
Elizabeth is piectured in a simlilar light to Mary;
she refuses to accede the throme and will not share her
power with Burghley. In much the same way, Mary admits
her love for Bothwell, but she is unable to compromise
her position:
. Look, Pothwell. I am a sovereign,
And You obey no one. Were I married to you I'd de
Your woman to sleep wlth. You'd be king here
in Edindburgh,
And I'd have no mind to your ruling.37

Elizabeth 1s unlike Mary in that she is a calculating

3®1414,, p. 10,
3T1pid.s pe 36,




villain,whose only justification for plotting

o
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Mary so cruelly is Jealousy:

Maryt You flatter me.

Flizabeth¢ It's more likely egvy. You see this
in

Drawn down between my brows? No wash or ointments

Nor wearing of stralght plasters in the night

Will take that line away. Yet I'm ?gt much older

Than you, and had looks, too, once.

Throughout the play, the two women are Juxtaposed, as
they are confromted and deal with similar situations, |
The Juxtaposition of the two figures 1s given emphasis
in the final scene of the play when the women meet each
other. At this point, Mary is in prison, and Elizabeth
tries to persuade her for the final time to give up her
throne; Mary's tragic flaw lies in her stubborn refusal
to glve in to Flizeheth, Paradoxleally, Mary achleves
success in failure’d:

Tlizabeth: Onece more I ask you,

And patiently. @Give up your throne.

Mary: ©No, devll.,

My pride is stronger than yours, and my heart

beats blood

Such as yours has never known. And in this
40 dungeon,
I win here, alone.
Elizabeth wins in the role of & queen, but she is child-

less, and Mary has borne & child -~ the heir to the throne.

381p44., p. 140,

39Tnis 1s a theme which occurs in other works, most
notably with Browning in The Rineg and the Book. Here
Pompilia, although she 1s on the verge of death, has achleved
success in her momentary spiritual communion with Capone
sacchi; she may dle secure in the knowledge that she will
be with him after death.

40

Anderson, Four Verse Plays, p. 152.

B
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vMary's triumph is as a woman, and the play thus becomes
the tragedy of Elizabeth: she has won a hollow victory.

We find the same themes in the first (and the most

popular) play in the trilogy, Elizabeth the Queen. The

plot involves the ill-starred love of Elizabeth and the
Farl of Essex. When Essex rebels against the Queen, she
tricks him into believing that she is resigned to his
superiority. TRssex becomes trapped by the Queen's Guards
and 1s imprisoned in the Tower of Tondon; he has only to
send word and Rlizabeth will free him. He is, unfortunately,
& prideful idealist:
It's better for me as it is
Than that I should live and batten my fame and
fortune
On the wdman I love. I'we thought of it all.
It's better

To die young and unblemished than %o live long
41 and rule,

And rule not well.”
As in Mary of Scotland, the tragedy focuses on Zlizabeth
and her wielding of power; the throne forces her to forego
happlness. Of the three plays, Elizabeth is perhaps the
most Elizabethan in designj it is a "grandiose" play in
the sense that a successful attempt has been made to re-
capture the splendor of Ellzabethan high tragedy. Though
it by no means completely fits the Aristotelian concept

of tragedy, the play comes closer to tragedy than most

modern dramas. The conflict between Elizabeth's love

4 e 1 el . -
1ﬁ;.a;;:well Anderson, Elizsapéfn the Queen: Four Verse

Plavs, pe. 129.
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and her duty 4s a tregic one; her great capaclities as
ruler ruin her opportunity for love:
I could be young with you, but mow I'm old.
I know now how it will be without you., The sun
Will be empty and gircle round an empty earth.aé
And T will be queen of emptiness and deathesss
Traditional blank VerSé,iS reﬁained; for the most part,
in the Tudor trllogys Idke the Elizabethans, Anderson |
has written minor expository passages 1n prose. With

Elizebeth the Queen, we see how Anderson has handled the

problem of compromise; although almost the entire play is
in verse, the language has been naturalized in oxrder to
make it more understandable for today's audiences;

It marks a return to the problem =zttacked in
" his first play (¥hite Desert): to find, or
+¢ ndapt, a poetic medium of expression that
.- should provide the emotlonal impact of cone
ventional Bngllish blank verse and at the
~ seme time prove speakable without seeming
too remote or archale to the ears of modern
' play-goers, for as he once 'sald in an inter-
view: "If we are %o have a great theatre
in this country somebody has gol to write verse,
even 4f 1¢ is writtgg badly. It is at
“least a beginning.”* L

The rathar,fluent blank verse of the Tudor trilogy is far

more than s beglnning solution to the problem.

et

Ibide, pse 1304

3 < " | |
“3parrett H, Clark, "The United States": &-H%storx
f Modern Drama, ed., Barrett H, Clark and George eedley
New York, 9'73, ppes 695-696.

por eritical sources on Mary of Scotland and
Elizabeth the Queen see Balley, Anderson, pd. 37-54}
also John Gassner, Masters of the Drama, pp. 678-6383.

For further dlscussion of the verse, see pp. 33~34,
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In 1935, Anderson wrote Winterset, his best<known

play;: 1t is based on the gause cflvbre of the 1920's and

1930's, the Sacco-Vanzettl case, The play is not a trae
gedy, but a "serlous drams® and a contemporary soelal
commentarys In spite of tﬁe play's being based on whet
might be consldered a rather dated sudject, fhe théﬁe of
the play desls with universsl values which sare as signife
icant today as theylwere when the play was written. As
high drema in the Ellzabethan end clessic style, Hinter-
set 1s‘£0§m1dably cﬁnstruétad. The storyzea@carns the
sea&ch’of young Mio fa: tﬁe missing witness who could
heve saved his father from execution. He falls in love
with Miriamne and loses his taste for revengé when he
£inds that his wreth will mecessarily harm her. But,
with what Mabel Balley oniln Merue elgsete irony,"
Mio has been caught in aiweb gnd 1s unable ﬁb escape -
?rcckfs hi?ed assassin3ﬁ 7ﬂnﬁeréan makes'ﬁanttampt to
Justify;ﬁha exalﬁad langdags‘af thevéharéctera, who are
mostly f?bm‘the,iewar olass, This is preclsely why the
play 2319g3>ﬂated: the highly‘imaginéﬁive'and'rich lan=-
guaga igﬂfiﬁely suited o the paetic.%faaﬁméﬁﬁ_of the
thamss;ﬁiuguilt and revenge. We shall see in 5 moment
how thASJuse of language mars the play in ancther Ways
gigh'Tcr,€!937) is a very stylized'fanﬁasy, which
deals with o favorlte tﬁentieth4¢entury theme,}tha con=-

£1ict of individualism and big busiﬁéss-inqémericaf‘ Van

Van Dgrn-&efuéas to sell his mountain in an sttempt to
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resist the onslaught of the mecharistic age, The farclcal
lonclusion of the left-over Dutch ghosts provides moments
of hilarious comedy., VWhen Van finally does sell the
mountaln, the past is symbolically dead, for the forms

of the past are about to be destroyed:

Why, when the race is gone, or

only a little whille, the white

stone darkens, the wounds close, and the roofs
fall and the walls glve way to rains,

Nothing is E%&e by men but makes, in the end,
goed ruins, :

This comment on materlalism may, I think, be token as
the theme of the plays. The whole fabric of the play is
its meaning; we find sense in the Juxtaposition of‘the
fluctuating and the constant, the real and the ideal.46
The Dutchmen, besldes serving 2 comic function, help us

L&u

keep firmly in mind the relatlionship of past to present.

The verse in Anderson's plays is neither uniformly

Iy

good nor uniformly bad., Of the Tudor plays, Ellzabeth

W

%

the Quesn best shows Anderson's attempt to simulate Elize
abethan verse in a modern sense. The language has been
altered to fit the modern 1diom; and the poetry 1s not
merely a rigid metrical arrangement:

Elizabeth: 1I'd have forgiven

AT1 that had passed, at any hour, day or night,
Slace I last saw you. I have walted late at night
Thinking, tonight the ring wlll come, he will never
Hold out against me so long, but the nights went by
Somehow, like the days, and 1t never came,

axwell Anderson, High Tor: Four Verse Plays, p. 142.
463&

iley, Anderson, p. 148,




T11l the last day came, and here 1t i the last

; morning : 47
And the chimes beatling out the hours.

The nervous, irregular quality of thls verse punctuates
Flizabeth's dilemma, The poetry in Winterset becomes
important in relation to & problem which we f£ind with
both Fry and Maclelsh, the question of fitilng the chare

acters' dlalogue to their already estadblished mode of

In other passages the poetry falls as dramatic
poetry for another and more subtle reason. It
is not dramatic because 1t does not express the
thougnts and feelings of the persons who gpesak
1tsses I mean that 1t 15 something quite dife
ferent from that heightened awareness as well
as heightened expression which is permitted

to the charaeters in poetlc drama, It is
symbolie poetry.48

xapples of thls sort of poetry abound in the play:

r'i

Mio: Why, glrl, the transfiguration on the
mount was nothing to your face. It lights
from within - a2 white chalice holding fire,
y flower in flame, this is your face.
Miriamn#: And you ‘shall drink the flame
and never lessen it. And round your head
the aureole shall burn that burns there
now, forever. This I can give jiu. And so
forever the Freudlens are wrong.

Such sﬁaeches border on the ridiculous vwhen one realizes

the backgrounds of Mlo and Miriamne. They stand out
glaringly opposed to the realistic passages in the play.

which comeé so elose to prose., These characters are

47 ‘
Anderson, Four Verse Playvs, p. 125.

48
"“Balley, Anderson, p. 140.

49Andergon, Winterset: TFour Verse Plays, p. 49,

—_I



R 5 g e -

35.

mysteriously endowed with an unheard-of eloquence that
does not fit ﬁith ihat we know of them., We may scan the
blank verse, but 1t is too delibarate and regular to be
a good vehicle for the exalted language. Winterset re~
mains intact in spite of Lits obvious poetleal flaws; it
is st1ll a meaningful poetic treatment of the themes of
the nature of gullt, Justice, and revenge. :
The poetry in High Tor is far better than in Winterset:

 They (%he lines]) do not try to make up in
forced imagery for metrical amnd syntactical
deflclenclies, These lines move with the,

 nmervous enmergy of authentiec blank verse.>

There 1s no doubt the verse ls better; the question is,
wﬁy& Is 4t that pure poetry is sultable only for comic
rantasy,far is 1t that it is best sulted to this play?

I would say that the latter statement is the answer; one.
of Aahar’s'spaﬁmhes is a gond‘axample:

~ You have seen us in the =un,

wraithlike, half~effaced, the print we make

upon the alr thin tracery, permeable,
- a web of wind. They have changed us. We may take

the fire-balls of the lighﬁnAn% in our hands

and bowk them dewn the level floor of eloud

to wreck the beacon, yet there was a time

when these were death to touch. The life we keep
- is motionless as the center of a storm,

yet while we can Keep 1t; while we can ,

sauff out to darkness theilr bright sweeping light,

melt down the harness of the slow machines

that hew the mountain from us. When 1% goes

we shall go too. They leave us this place, High Tor,

and we shall have no other. gyu learn 1t last.

A long while now we've known.

Anderson, like Ellot, finds different forms of poetry

50Bailey, Anderson, p. 149.
StAndaraon, Pour Verse Plays, pp. 31«32,

. . ,



suitable for different plays; his basic metrical pattern
throughout is the unrhymed iambic pentameter. Anderson's
theoretical commentary and his plays provide an interesting

contrast to Christopher Fry, the next playwright in our

2 tv.é;’ ®
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Christopher Fry, like most of the other playwrights

with whom we are concerned in this paper, has written a
great deal about his theory of the drama. In a2 Saturday
Review article (March 21, 1953) entitled "Poetry in the
Theatre,” his ideas about verse drama are set forth.
The ar&uments against “"contemporary realistic drama" are
most eénwinelng.sgv Pry states that reality in the theatre
has raached such a point that the spectator is duped into
believing that he could enter physieally 1nte any secene
represented on the stage and not be out er plaaa. In
rsality, he continnes, all of us are out of place fyom
birth - we cannot pdsaihly axpléiﬁ the phenomenon of
existeﬁee; aﬁd,poutry is the qnly.maﬁe‘which can adegquately
express this hxgher realiﬁy. b 1

~?oetry 1s the language in which men explores

his own amazement. It is the language in which

he says heaven and earth in one word, It is
the language in which he speaks of himself and

5214 15 important to keep in mind the developments
in the past five years in the theatre of the absurd; I
am sure Mr. Fry would agree that here is an important and
vital new approach to the problem of rﬁality in the thea~
‘3}1’.“@. y -

) |
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his predicament as though for the first time.
It has the ¢irtue of being able to say twice
as much &8s prose in half the time, and the
drawback, 1f you don't happen %o give it
your full attentlion, of seeming to say half
s much in twice the time. And, if you
accept my proposition that reality 1= alto-
gether different from our stale viaw of i%,
we gin sag that poetry 1z the language of
rea

Fry pleads the case for verse drama by cantending that‘
prase drama has been carried to its very 1imit¢, verse
drema wﬁglvinaect into the theatre a fresh look at the
warld, ginew and diffeieﬂt approach to reality.S&

Pry is notd unaﬁare of t&e ready-made barriers to
the-gugé&ég of verse drama; he reallzes that these bar»
riersfa#e‘ocﬂwiderable and that the’ playuright mus t make

some attempt to amelioraue oanditionﬁ The main problem

'he sees 15 that which 1¢ 1iplicit in the poetry: the

audienve i“ ﬁt%uneﬁ to prose ‘and finds 1t 6&”18? to
under;tan@. Thaet is to say, it i &iffiuaWt to hold
gdien é “ttentioh with prosge; 1t 1s Virtuully impossible
w*th ver;at,
7 T a play written in the vein we're used to
we ¢an more or less supply for ourselves
vhat we have lost in this way, Bt in a play

which is taking up (if only, in the use of
T*nguagp) a. new attitude $4's not so easy,

R 53“hr19t0pher Pry, "Poatry in the Thestre," Saturday
Rgv;ew (Varch 21, 19533 ps 18,

54:b;d., D 18419, Agein remember that Fry is
writing before the advent of Ionesco, Beckett, Albee,
and otherss Thelr approach ecertainly represents a
different interpretation of rezality. This idea of what
is/ "real®™ on the stage elosely approximates the theory

of Fryv
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Besldes, we can become benighted in still

another way: the audlence can be caught

by one poetic phrase and remaln with 1% 55

for several minWtes, losing what follows.
Pry is not advocating a return to the traditions of
Elizabethan times, but rather an entirely new theatre
vhich will come about through an exploratory process;
he envisions the time when verse will be the language
of drama from the uproarious farce to the most serlous
tragedy. To facilitate this rejuvenation of verse drama,
the drematist must achleve some compromlse between his
verse and his play. In other words, as we have already
noted, the writing of beautiful verse does pot insure
a good play; indeed, 1t may often disturb the concen~
tration of the audience. Mere talk is not enough; the
dialogue must enhance uudaratandiﬁg and not be inserted
merely for the sake of its elevated tone.56

Again, for the sake of limiting the discussion to

those plays generally considered "major) this section
will be concerned with the tallowing three plays: The
is Iight Enough. Before the arrival of The ILady's Not
for Burning and Venus Observed, Christopher Fry was
virtually unknown to both English and Amerlcan audiences;
with the production of the two plays, Fry made what one

55Ibide, Pe 33.
561pid., p. 33.

%
o
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=
eritie ealls a2 "meteoric apﬁear&ﬁce."J?

'J," T;:*

Lady!:

s Not for Burning 1s 2 comedy set in the

town of Cool Clary in the fifteenth century, "elther

more or less or exaetly,"2© The

<]
x|
s\.'

ather comnlieated plot
revolves about Thomss Mendip, a discharged soldier who
wishes toidie (and indeed attempts to hasten his demise

by confessing to some unsolved murders) and Jennet Jourde-
mayﬁe, sentenced to die. for git sheraft., These two fall

in love, as do Richard, the tGWﬁ clerk, and the attracgs
tive Alizon Ellot. The brothers Humphrey and Wicholas
Devise £1it in and out of the pictura, both in love

with Alizon, Humphrey later tries to insinuaste him-

self into the good graces of Jennet by bridbing her.

The lu ends with a celebration at Mayor Tyson's home,

during which the "prisoners” are forgotten; Richard and

)
5 . . .
o Alizor are Jjolned, and Jennet and Thomas escape, pre-

sumably to spend the rest of thelr days in happiness

Jennet : I shall have to hurry.
That was the picksxe voice of the cock, beginning
To break up the night. Am I an Iinconvenlence

To you?
ih nas Ag inevitable as original sin.

ts coat around her and kisses har.)
ind T ehall B¢ loath %o forgo one day of you,
Iven for the sake of my ul QMﬂ+@ friendly death.
denpet: I am frienﬁ*y too,.””

STrnarold Clurman, “Theatre: from Paris to London”,

ubliec;, CXXII(June 5, 1950), p. 21+ Speaking about
season,; Cluyman mentions Fry as one of the only

irights in recent years in England

istopher Fry, The lady's Not for Burning(New
y
ls Po S

591pid., pe. 112.
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The decidedly Shavian conelusion®® to the play asserts
the power of love over death; Mendip's desire to be
hanged 1s erased by his love for Jennet.

The play is lacking in several respects, the major
one being Fry's fallure to live up to his own tenets.
His characters give long monologues which are clearly
axplications’of the theme of the play, but something
is miseing. There is no sense of opposition from the
prosalc world aga&ns%‘which Fry argues; one could hardly
¢all Humphrey Devise a sultable opponent to the per=
suasiva speeches of Mendip:

Yt Lo this Taek of & veal nodhl oenfiiet
in this sense -~ the pitting of a great
riddle against a piﬁiful platitude - that
is the basis of Pry's most outstanding
weakness. His certitude needs to be tested
in a real conflict - gods and devils, if
you like - and not to be dribbled away in
a rhetorical victory for the ddle
: postic pity for 1ts opposite.
A major tlaw. t0 be sure,. but one which is counter-bal-
anead hy the fact that zgs Ladx'g Not g gggg;gg is
a good piay, a comedy with endless dramatic pcssibilities :

on tha»btage. Reitarating the premise’ tha% the best

verse drama is that which is acaeptable to the sudience,
the play must receive a high ratiug.

GOThare is certainly some basis of cemparisen be~
tween this pley and Man and Superman; the resemblance
between Mendip and Jemnet and | 8r and Anne is more
than superficial., The conclusion of the two plays is
obviously similar. : :

5’&1lliam Arrowsmith, "Emglish Verse Drems: Ohrise-
topher Fry," S¢rutiny, III (Summer, 1950), 214,
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The next play, Venus Observed, has a p;ot which is
Just as whimsical as The lady's Ndg for Burnirg. The
Duke of Altalr has invited three of his former mistresses
to his observatory and asks his son to choose a mother
among the three. The Duke's agent (his chief employee)
is cheating the Duke in order to attain the stature of
hise empioyer; the Duke sympathizes with him because his
possessions have been so great that he does not really
mind belng robbed. The Dﬁka falle in love with the
agent Reedbeck's daughter, Perpetuia, but she is in love
with Edger, the Duke's son.'“?irewérks ensue (a Jealous
mistress sets fire tb the wing of the hausé in which
the Duke 1s trying to seduce Perpetua), Perpetus gra-
ciausly re£uses the Duke, ana he decides to marry the
jealaus;@imtrsss who has beanﬂput in “custcdy“ for six
m@nﬁﬁs fdr setting the fire. It is perfectly evident
thet with Fry the plot has been sublimeted to the char=

acters' thcughts and words. The plot may seem contrived ,

even amazing, to contemborary andiences because 1t re-
flects what the playwright congiders 1a}a more accurate
L view of life than that which is seen in prose dramaq

i Again, we have the theme of the opposition of love,
: or 11fe, to death., When the Duke declares "I mean to

marry“ at the end of the play, hs has recognized the
importance of exlstence; living what seems to be a
parody of 1ife, he has become reconciled to 1ts riddles
and complexities. Thus he tells Reedbeck:
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In the name of existence I'll be happy for
nyself.

Wh{, Reedbeck, how marvellous it is to moulder.

Think how you would have felt when you were

. lying

Grubbing in your mother's womb,

With only a wall to look at,

If you could have seen in your embryonic eye

the realm of bryony,; sloes, rose~hips,

And a hedge's ruin, a golden desuetude,

A countryside like a drowned angel

Lying in shallow water, every thorn

Tendering a tear. Think, Reedbeck,

Think of the wonder of such glimmering woe;

How in a field of milk-white haze the lost

Apolle glows and wanders towards noons

The wind-blown webs are brighter,

The rolling apples warmer than the sun.

Heavens! you would have erled, the womb

Echoing round you: These arg the heavens,
and I,

Reedbeck, am stillbornm. Would you not762

The above passage has bean,thajbasls of discussion by
several critlcs, and the oplnions reveal a surprising
pelaritj‘sf thought,5>

gaéadhristophér Fry, Vemis Observed (New York, 1950),
Po PO 00 4] ok .

ézwllliam Arrowsmith, in the
reflects on this passage: "In the of such verse,
1%t is almost ungrateful to criticize, or pointless,
for a poet like this should be bound to mske his own
way regardless of what we say or where we should like
him to ‘go. Yet, as things now stand, Pry's great achieve~
ment 1s his verse, and not yet his plays, His example
is heartening, for he has & way of making capital of-
his own deficiencies; he has a practical craft which
is being used, significantly, for an end similar to
Eliot's but by different means: Anyons whe doubts this
practical craft should watch,an ordinary audience come
under the intent and the sould of his language, as though
they had never heard it before, yet understood it. 1In
Fry's case, the y%gxxgg$ and the eraft are the same thing."

Sp. 216) Marius Bewley's scathing essay in §%;%%%g;>

The Verse of Christopher Fry," XVIII (June, 195%) stands
in direct opposition to Arrowsmith's position: "The
colours of this speech flake and fade, snd the outline
of 1ts images grow misty. There is very little of con-
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There 1s a type of paradox represented by this
speech of the Duke's (see above, note 63), but I think
thet any condempnation of Pry's verce results from a
failure to understand thoroughly the playwright's
aesthetic. There can be no doubt that the alluslon to
Elizabethan and seventeenth-century poets is intentionalj;
I am sure Fry had no canception that hie verse would be
eriticized in the light of Elizabethan poetry, in spite
of the fact that 1t does lend 1tself to this sort of
comperison., What Bewley calls "second~hand 1literary
gleanings" are in actuality parodies of original sources;
the eritic hes overlooked Fry's rather unique Weltan-
schauung ~ for there is nothing sacred, nothing outside
the‘provinca of comedy. "Even nature is being made a
fool of, so why bother?"®* asks Bewley. Pry would
answer by saylng that the wonder of existence is
1ﬁdeed worth bothering abqwt;;gnd that he ﬁbotnars“_by
trying to point out man's absuzﬁ‘dilemma, .Yet,‘atitﬁa
seme time and in a garpe dlem vein, this is our life,
and it should be carried on fully to ifs very limits,

Zhe Dark is L h s 8 "winter comedy“ which
is Fry s best p&ay, was first praduca& in 1954. The

crete immediagy behind it, and even ‘bryony, sloes, roce-
hips' suggest second-hand literary gleanings rether than
a genulne response to the real things, or even to the
experience of the words. And the triumph represented
by *A cauntryside like a drowned angal/Lying in shallow
water' i1s, I think, obviously so easy that 1ts presence
in the passage ought surely to have gqualified the recom-
mendation. What experience can one possibly carry away
from a line like that?™ (p. 79)

6433w1ay, "Yerse of Pry," p. 82.
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action takes place in the winter of 1848-9 during the
Hungarian revolt againsﬁ‘the Austro~Hungarlan empire.
The scene 1s alternately set in a room in fhe Countess
Rosmarin Ostenburg's Austrian'guunnry house near the
Hungarian border, and in the stablasfof the house.
Countess Dstenburg‘harhors her former sonéinrlaw who
has desgrted from the ayrmy and is being hunted by
Hungarian troops. The farmer son~in-law, Richard
&ettnar; 1s hidden in the stables; when the Hungarlians
érrive énd cannot find him, they take Zichley, the
present son-in-~law, as hcstaga; Meanwhila,iﬁythe stables,
Gettner has seen his former wife and kissed her; her
‘brether; Stefan, becomes furious and challenges Gettiner
to & duel. Having stolen piétols from the Hungarian
soldiers, they go outside to fight; shets are heard,
and Gettner rushes in, afraid that he has killed
Stefan: :
I aidn't make the ggizmﬁé Zhiaﬁif the tree-trunk,
' Or whatever it was killed him., I aimed away.
I was laughing him off, but I heard the fire
fere ool T oeid Aor T aaid Bes mes w0
Ly . » DO,
He has not killed Stefan, but the Rungarians have found
him outj; the Countess persuades the soldiers not to
take Gettner away. News comes that the Hungarian rebels

have been defeated, and the Countess decldes to shelter

85onristopher Pry,

inough (New
York, ‘955); Do 720
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the Hungarian,sald&nrs. The excltement, however, has
been too much for her, and she has a heart sttack and

. dles, Austrian soldiers arrive, searehing for the
Hﬁngarians,,and Gettner begins to escape once again.
Seeing that the aonntosé h&S'aiﬂd, he goes to hofanﬂ
awaita,tho‘Austriaﬁs. The play is more & romantie
melodrama than a comedy, ana‘it &limlnatog some of

the flaws which so aansyicneaaly-mark ny'9 aari1ur
efforta.. ‘

Thare are several passagos An’ the play whiah aptly

| 111ustrato a ehangn in Fry's style; in gga Dagg is Iight
Enough, the characters' words sult thair poraenalitics,

their aotion. and the gonaral tenor of tho play:

Qagg@gag: Haw shall we manage, with time at
& standstill?
‘We can't sa back to where nothing has been said;
. And no heart is served, caught in a moment.
. Whigh haa frnzen* Sinece ?n words will set us
R W raew ... .
Lar Kat at least now. until we ean parsuadn
- Qur thoughts to move~.
. Music would unground us laast, o
... .As a tide in the dark comes to b@ats at anchor
. And they begin te dance. My father told me
. . How he went late one night, &' n&ght
- 0f some Hungarian anxiety,
... To the Golden Bull at Buda, end ‘there he found
4. . The President of your House of Deputies
1. Alone and dancing in his shirtsleeves
... Po the musie of the band, himself
. Put far away, bewitched completely
... .By the dance's customj and so 4t went on,
. ¥hile my father drapk and talked with friends,
 fhree of four houps without = pauset
£ s welghty man of seveniy, whose whole
> Reeegnition of the world about him
. During those hours, was when oceasionally
. He turned his eyes to thq glpsy leader
. And the music changed, aﬁt of a comprehension




W

As worldless as the music.
1 It was daneing that came up out of the eartgé
| And not give over %ill the dusk of morning.
The passage fits perfectly the mood and tone of both
‘ the character and the play at thlis point; there is an
i economy of language here which is absent in the other
|

plays. The extended monologues in The lLady's Not for

Burning and Venus Observed are, for the most part, utilized

as platforme for the playwright to express his ideas
o to the audience. The Dayrk is Idgzht Enough 1e the only
h one of the plays in which characterization, tone, dialogue,

and actlion all are in accord.
@ But why verse? The subjects Fry chooses do not
i seem‘particularly suited to verse, and it might be argued
T that he could do the same thing better in prose, I think
1 not, however, for as Fry states: “If we have to be
l born into a world as wildly unprosalc as this one 1s,
! ' what else can be dome, if we mean to be realistic?"67

Pry is an ingenious artificer in the use of languaga;
‘ the very nature of his plays forces us to readjust our
thinking in terms of what 1ls acceptable on the stage.
Though we may dlsagree with his_theory, the equation
of prose to every-day reality and poetry to a higher

68

reality, and find fault with his plays, nonetheless

66

Ibldu, PP 67"'58.
67Ghristophsr Pry, quoted in Donoghue, Third Voice, p. 181,

ssnonaghue, Third Voige, p. 180: "The argument is
charmingly simple: appearance, reality; actual, real;
fact, miracle; prose, poetry."

1 his comtribution to the "cause" cannot be overlooked.
|
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The work of Archidald MacLelsh in the field of
verse drame 1s so limited that he becomes a difficult
flgure for us to appralse; of the few verse plays he has
written, most are designed for radio rather than the

stage« We have only two plays, This Music Crept by

Me upon the Waters and J.B«, ? to use as a basis for
evaluation of Maclelsh's verse drama.. In spite of the
factlﬁh@t there are only these two plays, Maclelish is
an imporfant figure in 6nr’35udv, He hésVrecorded the -

most recent popular succéss of a verse drama with the

yraduetién'of JeBe¢ On Broadway.s The_almcst unaninous
critical praise which greeted the play certainly indi=
cates that J.B, is deserving of attention,

2@;5 Mugie Crept byvﬁe upon the Waters 1s a\mood

| play much like the plays of Fryj that is, 1t is more
cencerned'with establishing a certain mood or capturing
& particular moment than 1%t is with the exterior actlon

of the play. The mood involved here is one of exalta-

tion and the moment is the scene between Elizabeth and

§DEMS first verse drame for the stage, Panlc, was
produced in 1935 to herald the new Phoenix Theatre, To
my knowledge, there has been no major production of the
play since then. It ig excluded from the discussion as
a rérst effort not truly representative of ﬁﬁe playwraght 8
wWork.

|
}
|
‘
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Peters The one-agt play takes place at the home of
Chuck and Elizabeth Stone, wealthy Americans living in
the Antilles, There i1s to bs a dinner party, and Ellza-
beth is awalting her guests; as they arrive, the con-
versation lapses into the sort of careless chit-chat

80 familiar to such outingst |

Alice: Oliver wouldn't know the Keoghs:
They're just simple, decent peoplel

Chuek: From Mllwaukee.

&* lce: Prom Milwaukee,

They must be something more than simple.
¥Yhy?

To live here.
thy, teo live here?

Iive in this vareﬂiﬁﬂ of Flizadbeth's?
{ What's wrong with Paradise?

Oliver: ‘ For daints,
ﬁcﬁhing.To

This passage points up ore of the essentlal weaknesses

.,

of the play, which igs written throughout in ”“r&vmed
t

etrameter. MacTelsh has obvion

'\

ly made an attempt
to bring the dialogue close to conversation, but he has
fallen short. Instead of employing Fliot's device of
erratic" verse which is nearly indistinguishable from
prose, Vacleish uses a regular metrical pattern throughout.
This adherence to gstrict metrics is somewhat Justi-
fied, however, in the final section of the play:s Here

the mood of exaltation 1s established when Peter Bolt

and Elizabeth are simultansously moved by a beautiful

My "
TUrrehibald MacLe*sh, Thib Music Crept by Me upon
the Waters (Cambridge, 1953); D. 12.

Tla
Ed

&

ee: Henry HGWEF, "Play by Meters," Saturday

Review, IXXVI(March 6, 1954), D. 26,

71
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moment on the island:
When the wind

Fell and that sudden silence of the nioon

Touched everything..«s
They are able to share a vision of happiness that they
both have had:

Peter: Yes. As one would start from sleep.

I stood and I was there! As though

I'd turned a corner suddenly and come =

I don't kuow where but come th$§e. Oh,

As thovgh I'd ended and begun.
Elizabeth tells Peter: ‘

Hepplness was always now,

Happiness 1s real - the only

Real reality that any of us

Bver have glimpses of. The rest =~

The hurt, the misery - all vanishesA

Only the blinding instant left us.(
Finally dinner is announced, the spell is broken, and
the play ends as the guests go in to the table.

The play is interesting in several ways because
it exemplifies many of the problems inhersnt in verse
drama. Note, for example, the character QOliver Oren
suddenly stepplng out of character in one of his speeches:

Had he no eyes at all for reefs
Or shark fins or the green vulc%goes
Lurking in this smile of trees?
Until this time in the play, Oliver was seen as & rather

acerbic and realistic Englishman; nothing prepares us

Pracleish, This Musie, p. 30.
731bid" p. 31.
T41p1d., ». 32.

s e

T71b4d., pe Ts
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for his use of the image "smile of trees." When the
conversation later turns to the subject of happiness,
Oliver tells those present:

We live by what's still left to live fors

Something in another life,

Enother love, another ecountry,

Even in another world,

At least some other day. In Paradise

Everything 1s here, is this.

The ordinary heart can't bear it.

Suffering, yes: suffering we endure.

But happiness! Happiness ls long ago

Or far away or not yet come to.

Only a ehild or those like chiléren,

Meeting happiness in a summer's door

Can take it by the hand and run with it.

The rest walk past it and remember,’9
Generally, this passaga spoken by Oliver tends to remaln
within the bounds of charac%ar, 1t 1s sxcellent dramatic
verse in that the rhythm of the poetry correlates pers
fectly with the mood of the speaker, and the context
of the speech provides some foreshadowlag of what is to
occur later in the play. What Jars, however, is the use
of the image "children/Meetlng happlness inm e summer' s
door." Coming from Oliver, this 1s totally unexpected -
althcugh the lmage is an lnterestlng ome, the progress
of the play is arrested for a moment.

This is not to say that the audience will exit en
masse at this point in the play; indeed, they will pro-
bably not kunow exactly what is wrong with this particular

speech. But they will know something is wrong, so that

T61b1d., p. 13.
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there is set up an unconsclous barrler to undarstanﬂ&na-77
Finally, we may question the entire canceptioa of the
mood play:

eee the future may have in store for us a
form of poetie drama that imitates not so
much modes of action as states of sensibility.
¥r. Eliot has given us some exeiting intl-
mations of 4ts nature., There would still re-

. 'main the task that faced the first romantie
vnaets - that of creating the taste by gnxan
such a poetic drama is to be enjoyed., T

It is diffioult to understand now air uerbert Re&d'a&&
envision the happy prespeets of the drmma of . oensibility,
the maad,play¢ The mood pl&y'must saerifice actien.

IhL_~E&wag_gngn§~kxnﬂu_§ngﬂ the Waters partially does,

so thet we have a»sentially lyrie poatry which is spoken

on the stege. The ereation of plays almost totally dg~
void of action is a failure te utilize the medium of |

live drama to 1ts fullest extent.

77Dcnoghus, Third Volce, p. 199, elaborates further

on the problem of the "summer's door" passage: “In this
connection we would for the moment oversimplify by argu-
ing that if a character in a play performs an act, this
act, however surprising at that paint, should be felt to
be consistent with whatever 'quality' has already been
established for the agemnt. Whatever is explicit should
be felt as conspnant with en implicit quality in the
agent: the actial, as consonant with the inherently
potential, This does not do away with surprise. Ve
may apprehend a set of qualities in an agent without
being able to anticipate the precise act by which he
will 'materialize' these qualities in a pgrticular situ-
ation. But when this aet has been performed we should
be able to reSpond to its fitness. The ventriloquism of
'in o summer's door' disturbs the continuity and there-
fore the coherence of the play.”

78Herbert Resd The True Voice of Feelin& (New York
1953), p. 150, g §
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Happily, Maclelsh moves in an entirely different
direction with J.B,, his play based on the Bock of Job.
The story of Job is set in modern times, with Job por-
trayed as a wealthy American. The play opens with a
prologue in which two old actors, reduced to vending
wares in a circus, decide to enact the story of Job.
The scene takes place in an emﬁty eircus tent:

Mr. Zuss: Merchandise not moving, Nickles?
Mickless: DMoves wherever I do - all of 1it.
No rush to buy your worlds, I notice.

M Zusss I could sell one to & ..
Wickles: «eschildl

You told me. Whera's the earth?
Mr. Zuss: Barth?
Earth ‘18 where that table is:
That's where Job sits « at the table.
God and Satan lean above.
Mr. Zuss peers anxiaus@zﬁun into the c@gggg,ggx
I wonder if we'd bettier?
Nickles: What?
Mr, Zuss: Play it.
Nickles: Why pot? Who cares? They don't.
Mr. Zuss: At least we're actors. They're not
asctors,.

Never acted anything.
Hickles: That's. right,
They only own the show.
Mr., Zusst I wonder...
Nickles: They won't care and they won't: know.
His eyes follow /Mr. Zuss's up to the dang 2
Those stars that stare their stares ag me -
Are shose the staring stars I see
Or only lightses.
| : M Z hat' ngﬁ meanz iorime?i h thing?
: I, Zusgs What's at go o do witl ng
ickles: Very little, 5Shall we start?vg

=

After setting up the conflict of God and Satan (Zuéa«Zaus
and Nickles-01d Nieck), the lights come up on J,B. and
] pis family. At the beglnning, J.B. is at the height of

T94rchibald MacLeish, J.B. (Boston, 1961), pp. 4«5,
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his prosperity; as the play continues, his good forfunﬁ
ls rapldly erased. His chlldren die, the victims of
war and an automobile accident, one daughter ic raped,
his wife leaves him, and J.B, is plagued by sores. The
hero 1s forced down, the victim of circumstances which
he cannot understand., For some reason, however, this
sad progression of events never becomes depressing, and
the play ernds with a wonderful affirmation of faith:

dsBet It's too dark to see,
sarah: Then blow on the ecoal of the heart, my

derling.
JdsB.¢t The coal of the haart...
Sarsh: It's all the 1light now.

Blow on the eoal of the heart.

The candles in churches are out,

The lights have gone out in the sky.

Bl ow on the coal of the heart,

And we'll see by and oy...

We'll see where we are.

The wit won't burn and the wet soul smoulders.
Blow on the eoal of the heart and we'lll know...
. We'll knOWtao

* The light increases, p_gé? white dgxlight_g;gg
the door, as they work.

MacLeish is stating that mankind must and will continue,
in spite of the hardships it has had to face in the
contemporary world. The final affirmation, of course,
becomes én assertlon of the goodness of God regardless

of evidence which indicates the cmtrary.

Unlike This Music Crept by Me upon the Waters, J.B,
is concerned with an action rather than the capturing
of a single mood or moment - the action here being J.B.'s

movement to acceptance in the light of faith., The story,

801b1d., pp. 152-153.
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as mentioned above, reveals a sequence of disasters in
J,B.'s 1life; thus, it moves in much the seme rhythm as
the Book of Job itself. The hero, reminliscent of Fliza~
beth Stone, has a great sensitlvity to the world about
him. Hls wife Sarah tells the children:

We st1ll does. He lies there watching

1@ before I see the light =

t bear to mlss a minute of 1t:

uun at moraing, moon at night,
Tl“ last red apnle, the first peas!
T've never seen the dish he wouldn't
Taste and relicsh and want more of:
People elther!S!

His capacity for feeling is what leads him ultimately
to acceptance and away from the conception of God which
is forwarded by Sarah and Nickles:

Sarah: Has death no meaning? Pain no meaning?
Even these suppurating sores -

Have they no meaning for you?

Nickles: Aht

J.B,: zrom his heart's pain

God will not punish without cause.

Nickles douables up in & spasp of soundless

laughter. 82
e.ﬁa God 1is Just.

There 1s conflict here, the clashing of two conceptions,

which mekes the play so interesting dramatically.,

The obvious gap between dialogue and character in
the first play is admirably handled in J.B.. - The lamble
tetrameter line (Donoghue prefers to call it a line with
four "rhetorlecal stresses") is agaln used, but it never

seems out of place. We do not have any lmages which

©l1pid., p. 32.
8

27pid., pp. 108-109,

s e
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are out of keeping with the character already established,
and language 1s consistent throughout, Macleish's verse
line 1s recognizable as verse, and yet it sends to fit

in with accepted pattarns‘of conversation « such verse

is far superior to the highly involuted speeches we find
in Pry's plays. Really on the basis of one play, he

has managed to make a reputation for himself as an im=-

portant verse dramatist. Unfortunately, however, Mac-

Ielsh presumably has no plans for increasing his output.
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Apart from the four men already dealt with, there
have been other twentleth-century dramatists who write
inwerse, most notable among them Auden and Isherwood
and Richard Eberhart. Auden and Isherwood have collabe

orated on several plays, including The Dog Beneath the

Skin and The Ascent of P6, The former deals with the

search for a lost boy in a rural town, symbolically
representing the possibllity of fascism in BEngland.

The play was wrlitten in 1935, and 1t comes off as more
of a period plece than anything else. The Doz Beneath
the Skin is a fantasy and w§u1d be extremely difficult
to produce on the stége, Both this play and The Ascent
of PG ‘are written in prose and verse, most of the poetry
being limited to the chorus. The Ascent of FS‘gp;lnws
the attempts of Michael Ranéom (a figure patterned on |
Lawrence of Arabla) to scale the mountaln F6. The
struggle to climb the mountadn 1s the struggle of man
with existence; thus, Ransom becomes a Sisyphus-like

protagonist. A eritic wrote of The Dog Beneath the

Skin.that "the poem-play has one very considerable

[
virtue to me--1%t 1s interesting to read.”33 The plays

St

83%1111am Rose Benét, "Gontemporary Poetry," Satur-
day Review, XIII(November 30, 1935), p. 16.
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of Auden and Isherwood are interesting, even fascinating,
to read; they are not particularly well-designed %o be
brought to the stage.

Richard Erverhart, one of the founders of the Poets'

84

Theatre in Cembridge, has done the most recent work

in verse drama; hls Devils and Angels and The Mad Musielsn

were first produced in 1962, lost of the plays he has
written, by the author's own admission, are axtended
dielogues with little or nc action. The maln exception

to this 1ls the comir tragedy The Vislonary Farms, first

produced in 1952, The Visionary Farms,tells the story
of the collapse of a2 commercial empire in 1919; Eberhart
is here preseénting the symbolic destruction of the cult
of Progress, It is a'playawithinnauplay: the story of
the commercial empire is shown to the guests at the home
of Robin Everyman, At the end of the play, the Consulting
Author tells the group: . )
' Theank you, ladies and gentlem&n; that 1s all.

We are going to leave the action at this point.

All of these gentlemen have become madmen,

Due to the enormity aad gross enchanfiments

0f the times, astonlshing products of America

Bach might soon be at the other's throat

And lay some bloody forms about our stage 85
Not unlike the old, gross days of Elizabeth.

8%mme Poets' Theatre is the only existing theatre
group devoted solely to verse dramaj it encourages the
writing of verse plays and provides an outlet for pro-
duction of theses piays. i

851 chard #berhart, The Visionary Farms: Collected
Verse Plays (Chapel Hill, 1962), D« 95 :
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Eberhart here deliberately cuts off whatever action there
has been in the play, because:

e« we owe fidellity to talk,

It is the temper of our times go rage

And talk tragedy into nomaﬁy.a
¥r. Bberhart may perhaps be correct, but by nearly negate-

ing action he places The Visionary Farms in the same

category as the mood play. Yet the play does amergﬁ
a3z a meaningful treatment; in his representation of a
chaotic world, Zherhart has purnosely sliminated the
realistic dimension, giving the nlay an Ionesco-like

atmosphere.

* B % OB B H

You are deliberately wrlting verse for other
voices, not for your own, and you do not
know whose volces they will be. You are
aiming to write lines which will have an
immediate effect upon an unknown and une
prepared audience, to be interpreted to
that audience by unknown actors rehearsed
by an unknown producer. And the unknown
audience cannot be expected to show any
indulgence towards the poet. The poet
cannot afford to write his play merely
for his admirers;,; those who know his none
dramatic work and are prevared to reaaivgv
favourably anything he puts his name t0.6T

I have begun this‘ccnclusion with a quotation from

Eliot's "Poetry and Drama" because I feel that the passage

86 .
6I léé: Pe 95'

677, §+ Bliot, "Poetry and Drama": Qp Poetr
Poets (New York, 1957}, pp. 83-84, % ~
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hits upon one of the central problems confroatiag the
verse dramatist today - basically, the problem of verse
in the theatre and 1ts effect upon an audience. Actually
until Bliot, verse drama was a dying or dead form; the
few verse plays’written in the early twentleth century
have long since passed intoc oblivion. From Eliot to -
the present; we have seen written the best verse dramas
of the nineteenth and twentieth centurlies. But these
still constitute only a handful of the plays written in
this pericd; moreover, there can be no reason for the
presumption that verse drama will suddenly arise as the
major theatre genre at the end of the twentieth century.
It is reasonadbly safe to say that verse drame will never
agein reach the heights of FElizabethan times,

The climate, Eberhart tells us,aﬁ was eminently
sultable for a Shakespeare; the climate today 1s so dif-
ferent that e dramatist of‘Shakespeare's stature could
never flourish - for 1nstanée, avallable subject matter
and audlience reception has changed so greatly. I belleve
the playwrights discussed have realized thls acute dif-
ference and have not attempted to effect any return to
Flizabethan theatre, Their plays represent a reaction
to the SOrt of verse play written in the nineteenth cen-
tury. An examination of the major twentleth-century

verse dramatists reveals that their works have taken

SbEberhart, Collected Plays, vii.
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different directlons both 1a terms of verse and subject
matter.

At opposite poles are the “"acceptable"” blark-verse
patterns of Maxwell Anderson and the three-stress line

 6£ Te Oo Blict, ©Subjects range from the whimsical fan-

tasy of § v . to the Bible-based
daBs I point ocut these differences merely‘to show that
verse drams is no louger an antiquated vehicle which
couforms to.Elizabethan rules and patterns; not being
bound by any rules, it has taken varylng forms with dife
ferent playwrights. £ we must generalize about twen-
tieth~century verse drama, the main charscteristic whiech
comes to mind ls 1ts lack of actlon. The majority of
the pléys are unlformly marked by a tendency to work
out problems in words, rather than action. The best
adjectlﬁe I can apply to this tendency is "statio.®
They are, for the most part,up;ays with limited apﬁcal;
the works of Richerd Eberhart are certainly not cale
culated to reach a mase sudience,

Why should anynne advocate & revival of verse drama?
Has prose not served the theatre reagonably well for
several hundred years? I am not,‘of course, arguing
that prose drasma should be sbandoned entirely, but that _
there is a place for verse drama in our scheme of things.
To be pedantic, verse is simply a higher form of language,
an orderly form which imposes its own regulations upon

the writer. The use of verse allows its creator a greater
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latitude 1in dicticn and characterizatlon than does prose;
simply stated,'the verse dramatist, regulated only by
poetry, can impose hls own order upon the play he writes.
Fliot states that the "world of a great verse dramatist

is 2 world in which the creator is everywhere present,

and everywhere hidden.“sg_ The advantage of verse drame
over prose 1s its ability to reflect more sharply emotions
and ideas and its use of elevafedrlanguage which would
seem out of placé in 2 reslistie prose droma,

*The general direction of twentieth~eéntury verse
dfamé 1s clear. While attempting to effect a fgaatimn
to realistic prose drama, they have brought thelr works
éiose to realistic prose (Fliot) while at the éame time
treating subjects which are properly the province of
poetry. Although close to prose, the plays are still
poetry, if only in a technical sense, Again we must
go to Eberhart, the first verse dramatist of note who
attempts to join the bent poetry he can write to his
plays. In doing so, he has perhaps ecreated plays which
are not dramatic, but he has given some hint of the path
'versé drama will take in the years to come., The answer
liés somewhere between ¥llot and FEberhart; the ?erse must
be on a higher plane than prose, yet it must somehow
conform to éecepted speéch patterns., I cannot in

‘good falth envision a rensseence of verse drama. I do

Y25110t, "The Three Voices of Poetry": On _Poetry
and Poets, p. 112,
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believe that 4f Eherhart and others at the Poets' Theatre
ever begin to write for a wider audience, we will see a

great renswal of interest in verse drama. It would not

bhe very surprisinz 4o see thig revival take place first
in the United States, the last major country to build

a theatrieal interest. For the time being, at least,

we shall have to be content with the feow excellent offerw

90

ings we have.

‘ ggknothar trend which has been interesting to watch
in the past thirty years is the development of modern
Amerlcan musical comedy. Such delightful works as

South Pagific, Oklgggma, and Qarousel all are poetlcal

antasies with soaring lyrical musical numbers. Al-
though I still meintain there 1ls no speclal area of
subject matter for verse drama, it would seem that
verse plays based on fantasy (such as High Tor) would
do a great deal to inject new life into a rather statlce
medium,
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