What is Drama?
Drama is literature written either for theatre performance or in a similar style intended for reading....1 
A drama is a story written to be performed by actors in front of an audience. The script of a dramatic work, or play, includes stage directions that explain how characters should look, speak, move, and behave. They also might specify details on the setting and scenery, such as lighting, props, and sound effects. Plays are often divided into acts, which also may be divided into scenes, indicating a change in location or the passage of time.2   
So, drama is a form of literature that: 

· is intended to be presented to an audience. 

· often contains stage directions. 

· uses actors to present the story. 

· is usually structured with acts and scenes to show changes in time or place. 

· often relies on lighting and sound to help convey the mood or theme. 

· is usually narrative. 

Drama, then, is meant to be seen.  While we do read plays for educational purposes, and some people read them for enjoyment or enlightenment, in order to experience the true impact of drama, one should experience it as part of an audience.  However, since this is not always possible in the context of English class, having an understanding of how a playwright conveys information to a director, and how a director can use this information to convey ideas to the audience, can help you, as a reader, to visualize a play as you read it.

Read "Exploring Drama" on pages 188-191 of your text Reference Points.
1  University of Victoria, Department of English.  "The UVic Writer's Guide.  Literary Terms:  Drama." (1995 /Nov. 1, 2000) <http://elza.lpi.ru/WritersGuide/literary/ltdrama.html>
2  Glencoe Online.  "Glencoe World Literature.  Genre Study:  Drama." (2000/Nov. 1/2000) <http://www.glencoe.com/sec/literature/course/wrldlit/unit1/drama.shtml>



The Play's the Thing1
Drama is among the oldest of the arts.  People have been performing plays since ancient times, at least as early as the 4th Century B.C.   Why has this art form endured throughout the ages?  One answer may be that a play can entertain, while giving the audience an insight to human characters and conflicts.  A well-written play can make us laugh, cry, and, especially, think.
Of course, novels and stories can do these things, too.  Novels, stories, and plays have many similar elements.  They all usually have characters, setting, plot, conflict, theme, etc.

In a play, the setting and characters are often stated at the beginning.  There is usually a list of characters, which often briefly  describes the relationships.  The setting is also often described at the beginning of the play.  Background information given at the beginning of the play is known as exposition. This information may be conveyed to the audience in the play's program.
There are many similarities between plays and other forms of literature.  So, what is different about plays?

Novels and stories are meant to be read.  Plays are not.  Remember, when we read a play we are really only getting part of the effect.  A play is meant to be performed, and all of the elements, such as the acting, the set design, the lighting, and the staging, contribute to the total effect that the playwright intended.

In your text Reference Points, read "An Overview of Dramatic Elements" from page 192-200.  Be sure to read the samples given as well.

In order to make sure that the directors, actors, set designers, lighting designers, and other people involved in producing the play know what the playwright visualizes (or pictures in his or her mind), the playwright gives stage directions in the text of the play.
Stage directions are usually written in italics like this.  Sometimes, they are enclosed in parentheses (like this).  Sometimes, both are used together.  On the next page, you will read a short excerpt from a play, focusing on the stage directions.

1 Shakespeare, William.  Hamlet.  (II, ii, 590)
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Stage Directions

Ruth:  Is it ready?  (Hester nods.) Will you light it for me, Hester?  Please.  (Hester lights the lantern.) I'll put the light at the window.  (She crosses with the small lamp and places it at the window.)  Hurry Hester!  (With a sob)  Oh, if only I can find him! 

Hester crosses to Ruth and gives her the lantern.  Ruth takes the lantern and goes out.  A gust of wind carries the snow into the room and blows shut the door after her.  Hester goes to the window.
Hester:  (Her voice is like an echo.) The snow lies deep on the summer fallow ---- The snow is a moving shroud ----- a winding-sheet that the wind lifts and raises and lets fall again.  (Turning from the window) They've gone.  They won't be back now.  (With an intense excitement, Hester blows out the lamp at the window and pulls down the shades.  Her eyes fall on the bowl of hyacinths in the corner.  Slowly, she goes to it, takes it up and, holding it away from her, carries it to the door.  Opening the door, she sets the flowers outside.  She closes the door and locks it.  Her eyes blazing with excitement, she stands with her arms across the door as if shutting the world out.  Then softly she moves to the door of her father's bedroom, unlocks it, and goes in, returning at once with a pair of men's bedroom slippers.  Leaving the bedroom door open, she crosses to the sideboard, takes up the Bible, and, going to her father's chair, places the slippers beside it.  She speaks very softly.) I put your slippers out.1


1 Gwen Pharis Ringwood,  "Still Stands the House,"  The Prairie Experience.  Ed. Terry Angus (Toronto:  MacMillan of Canada, 1975) 75.
What information do the stage directions give to each of the following:
  

· The actor playing Hester? 

· The actor playing Ruth? 

· The set designer? 

· The person in charge of props? 

Stage Directions - Sample Response

· The actor playing Hester?  nods, lights the lantern, gives the lantern to Ruth, goes to the window, speaks with a voice like an echo, turns from the window, begins to speak and act with excitement, blows out the lamp, pulls down the shades, looks at the bowl of flowers, picks up the bowl of flowers, holds it away from her, opens the door, puts the bowl outside, closes and locks door, stands with arms across door, goes to bedroom and brings out slippers, leaves bedroom door open, goes to sideboard and picks up Bible, puts slippers by father's chair, speaks softly
· The actor playing Ruth?  crosses with the small lamp, places the small lamp at the window, speaks with a sob, takes the lantern and goes out
· The set designer?  there needs to be two doors (one to outside and one to a bedroom), there are a sideboard and a chair, there is a window with a shade that pulls down, there is a bowl of hyacinths in the corner (Most of this information, and more, is likely given in the stage directions at the beginning of the scene, act, or play.)
  

· The person in charge of props?  a lantern, a small lamp, matches with which to light the lantern, a pair of slippers, a bible 

There is also information for the people in charge of sounds and effects.  When the door blows shut, the sound of wind and the appearance of snow blowing into the room must be created.
All of this information was given in less than a page of the play.  As you can see, there is a lot going on in a play besides the dialogue.
Reading Drama

Besides paying attention to the stage directions, what other ways are there to try to get the full impact of a play when we are merely reading it? 

	Hints for Reading and Interpreting Drama

Try to find out something about the playwright. (Search on the net) Biographical information about the playwright may help you to enjoy the play more and to be more aware of some of the issues the writer is exploring. Every writer is a part of the world in which he or she lives. Therefore, as you study any piece of literature, consider how it reflects the personal experiences of the author. Remember that writers frequently explore issues in their own lives through their writing.

Begin with an overview of the play. 
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  How many acts or scenes are there? 
  Become familiar with the list of characters. 
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  Note any details about how characters are related to each other. 
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  Is there any indication of the time and place setting?

Drama is a literary form distinct from other genres. Like most short stories and novels, a play usually has a plot, conflicts, characters, a setting , and themes. It is the manner in which these elements are developed which makes drama a unique literary form. 

Consider:
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What makes writing drama challenging for playwrights? 
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How does writing plays differs from writing other literary forms? 
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Why does the playwright chose drama as the genre to develop his ideas. 
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How would the work be different if it were presented as a short story or a novel?

Drama is meant to be seen and heard, instead of being read like short stories and novels. Because of this, the framework of a play is the action and dialogue. Plays performed on stage by skilled actors come alive as we see and hear the characters and the action. Therefore, it is important to mentally "hear" and "see" what you are reading when you study the script of a play. Use your imagination to visualize the characters and their actions. 
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Consider how the main characters change as a result of the action of the drama. These changes are usually keys to the underlying themes of the play. 
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What is the central conflict in the play, and how is that conflict resolved? Be sensitive to the internal conflicts that characters are experiencing. 
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Try to find time to re-read works that you are studying. Most readers benefit from reading serious literature several times to more fully appreciate the nuances of the work.
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One other hint that should be added to these is to read the play aloud, preferably together with one or more friends or family members.  This will not only help you to experience the play on a level that is more like being in the audience, but it also gives you an insight into the challenges faced by actors who perform this play.

Writing Drama 

Playwrights need to overcome particular challenges when writing a play.  They need to convey the things they see and hear when they visualize a scene through words which will then be interpreted by the director and actors, who will then convey the ideas to an audience.  Each audience member will apply his or her own experiences, beliefs, and values to the interpretation of the play.  These various levels of interpretation help to make drama such an alive and exciting medium.
Of course, this presents a challenge to the playwright, who must write the dialogue and stage directions clearly, so that the directors and actors do not stray too far from the writer's intentions.

What is the difference between the term drama and the term play?  Drama can refer to a variety of dramatic arts, including mime, pageant, improvisation, etc.  A play refers to a particular type of literature that is performed before an audience.  A play is both a type of literature and a type of drama.  When discussing drama as a literary genre, this usually refers to plays.  For the purpose of this course, the terms may be used interchangeably.
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You have learned that a play is a form of literature that is meant to be presented to an audience, and that plays contain stage directions, which help to tell the director and actors what to do.

When you read the stage directions for a play, you might come across certain terms used in the blocking of the characters' movements.  Understanding some of these terms can help you to get a better mental picture as you read. 

In your text Reference Points, read "Production Requirements and Conventions" from page 201-205.

Exit, Stage Left.... 
For example, the stage directions might state that the character crosses to the door "up left."  What does this mean?  A stage is often mapped out into nine areas. 
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Audience




Most stages are shaped like a trapezoid, narrower in back, so that all members of the audience, no matter where they are sitting, can see the back of the stage.
The directions, right and left, refer to the actors' right and left as they face the audience.  "Up" is the part of the stage farthest from the audience, and "down" is closest to the audience.  The "apron" is a curved area at the very front of some stages.  "Backstage" or "offstage" is out of the audience's view, and the "wings" are the backstage sections on each side of the stage.  The area that the audience normally sees is the area with the yellow background in the diagram.
Have you ever heard the expression, to "upstage" someone?  This means to take the attention or focus away from someone.  If an actor is standing upstage from a second actor, this forces the second actor to turn his or her back to the audience in order to speak to the first actor.  The audience's attention, then, is focused more on the first, upstage, actor.

Most often, the playwright will not include much information about the actors' movements, leaving that for the director to decide.  Sometimes, however, the stage directions will include specific information.  Some plays even include a diagram of the set (using a diagram like the one above as the basis).

Look at the stage design for The Foreigner on page 634 of ViewPoints.
Characterization
The playwright, director, and performers also face challenges in conveying character to the audience.
Do you remember the methods that authors of novels or short stories can use to convey character?  An author conveys information about a character through:
· what the character says 

· what the character does 

· what the character thinks 

· what other characters say about that character 

· what the narrator tells about the character 

Which of these methods are available to the playwright, and which are not?  Does the playwright have any different methods available?

The playwright cannot normally reveal what the character thinks, at least not directly.  This must be done through devices, such as asides, soliloquy (the character "talking" to himself), or diaries or letters (the character reading aloud). Also, most plays do not use a narrator, so the playwright cannot tell the reader about the character in the same way that a novel's author can.

However, an audience can get a good insight to the character by what the characters say about themselves and about other characters, by what the characters do (including non-verbal cues, such as body language, facial expressions, gestures, pitch and intonation), and by how the characters are dressed.  Therefore, the playwrights' stage directions and instructions for costuming are important in understanding and portraying the play's characters. 

Mood 

Another element of novels and short stories is mood.  This is also an element of plays or movies.  However, the people involved in producing plays and movies can use sound and lighting, as well as words, to create a mood.
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Lighting 

Lighting in a play can serve several purposes.  First of all, it lights up the characters so that the audience can see them.  Second, lighting can be used to focus on a specific character or a certain part of the set.  Usually, something that is brightly lit is what the audience is meant to focus on.  Lighting can also be used to establish the setting.  Lighting coming in sideways through a window can suggest sunrise or sunset, or dim lighting can suggest evening.  The lighting can even be made to change in order to show the passage of time.  Additionally, lighting can help to establish the mood.  As in photographs, dark lighting can suggest sadness, depression, horror, etc.  Certain colours of lights can add to the effect.

Sound 

Sound also has several purposes in a play or movie.  Realistic sound effects can be used to make the scene seem more believable.  However, one of the most powerful uses of sound is using music to help create a mood.  Think back to all of the movies that you have seen.  Virtually all movies use background music.  In a play, the playwright might specify that a certain song be played during a certain scene.  Otherwise, decisions about music are usually left up to the director.  Unlike movies, plays often do not use background music, but this is still a tool that is available to set the mood.  Sometimes, a playwright will have a character turn on the radio or play a record or CD, and will specify a particular piece of music that fits the mood or theme.
