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In your first writing assignment, you entered the play in order to discover its story (Hedda Gabler or Importance of Being Earnest), and you imagined (and helped your reader imagine) a performance of that story, though the performance was only in the storyteller’s (your) words, which included the given words of the play. Performance fits (or “forms” to) the significant points. The story you were telling was your story, but it was also—and primarily—Ibsen’s or Wilde’s. In a sense, in telling the story, you were performing the play.

What is story (mythos) in a play? It is plot, “the arrangement of the incidents” (Aristotle) with a beginning, middle, and end (telos), and significant points along the way. A plot traces the whole story, which is all that connects the significant points and completes the form.

If you think of a plot as a line, then the significant points are where the line turns, which is a metaphor for where a character, who has an expectation of reaching a certain goal, encounters the unexpected and now must change direction. One character’s change of destination will (in story, as in life) necessitate other characters to change. The whole configuration of characters in a play adjusts to the unexpected (the turn) with the forming of a new expectation (the line). The plot can be discerned or mapped by discovering those  significant moments of change, where the expected meets the unexpected. In a plot, “people do such things.”

The telling of any part of a story (and part of a story is what a plot (mythos) is) will have an end (telos), which will get to the point, goal, target (telos), which is what the story “knows,” i.e. its thought (Aristotle’s third element), better understood as its thinking through, which in the case of a narrated story might be explained to you by the narrator but in the case of a drama is conveyed to you by the characters thinking through their place and time—their situation—in the plot. The play could be said to conduct a thinking through from beginning to middle to end, and by the end the telos is known. As audience, we listen to what the characters know about their situation (both through what is explicit in their words and what is implicit in their actions) in order to understand how they fit into the plot, because their thinking through brings us to the story’s telos, which is its point. Could be an idea (that word I don’t particularly like—theme). Could be an effect (katharsis). Could be something that reflects on your own conscious and conscious systems of knowing yourself and knowing the world—your moral sense, your learned and intuited understanding, your taste, etc. Could be an argument. In many cases, it is all these things.

Henry James, reflecting on Ibsen’s writing, asked: “What is character but the determination of incident? What is incident but the illustration of character?” These questions help us see that the arrangement of the incidents (plot) is also the unfolding of character (ethos), and the development of character IS the progress of the plot; the development of the plot IS the reshaping of character. Plot shapes character, and character shapes plot, and the art (root from verb, “to fit”) of drama is in the fitting of those shapes to a knowing. The best of dramas take us to a knowing not reducible to mere fact or lesson. We like it to be all that and much more—an expansion of knowing. Or you could think of it as an interrogation, an inquiry. Drama helps us form a meaningful question.

And it does so in time, which is why I like the ancient word for “the fitting”—kairos. A play conducts our thinking through in time, and it fits the unfolding of the plot and development of the characters to “the right time” for the audience to experience the story. “Right time” is another translation of kairos, also “suitable” (the root verb of “suitable” is “to follow,” hence we “follow the plot”).

The fate of a character is to be within a plot (part of a story), which will take him/her through significant points from beginning to middle to end (telos).

The fate of a character is to know the story/play from within, which is to think it through. The character begins and ends in given circumstances, but those circumstances will change in time, thus the character is always faced with fitting into the moment (kairos). Every character is always asking, “What should I do now?”

What, then, is the best way to analyze one of these dramatic stories? Ask the characters, who are, after all, asking themselves (and sometimes each other) what it is to be in the situations they are in and how they figure out what to do next. (Drama at its core is interrogative, not declarative. It’s an inquest.) 

The characters are constantly asking themselves about their situation because it keeps changing before them. By the turns the characters make to adapt to the changing situation (thus encountering the unexpected), you can know what they know of their place within the plot, and in that way you can know what the storyteller (playwright) knows of them, or more generally what the story knows. But the best answer to any question about what the story knows or about what the characters do is the story itself. Why does Hedda Gabler burn the manuscript? Because she is Hedda Gabler. Why does Algernon “kill” Bunbury? Because Algy has become the person who cannot have a Bunbury. Why has the storyteller (playwright) told the story this way? You might feel, sometimes, that you can answer that question intelligently, but in the best stories (I believe) only the story knows the answer at its greatest depth, which is what matters most. That’s what art is all about. It probes deep questions, as opposed to practical questions (“How can I get into grad school X?”). Art goes to the level of “Why do I think I need to go grad school X?” and “How would I handle not getting into grad school x?” or “How would I handle getting in when I consider that means someone else does not get in?”

Play analysis is knowing the story, and the very best way of knowing the story is performing the story or seeing the story performed. This is not to say that there is no point in talking about a story or writing an essay about it, but use story when you analyze a play. Story is the strongest way of knowing story. Hence every writing assignment in this course has involved a kind of storytelling, and the exam will also. The telos of this course has been knowing the story, and the actions/objectives we have taken in the course are all about attaining that superobjective.

The superobjective from the actor’s point of view is the thinking through of the character to its end, point, goal, target (telos), which involves experiencing the whole of the agon (conflict), from beginning to middle to end, through all its turns, in time (the right time = kairos). A character might wish for X but then encounter A, which leads to a revised goal of Y, but then B comes along, leading to a further revised goal of Z. The actor will discern this as a series of objectives, from X to Y to Z, but Z might never have been intended when X was the goal. Nevertheless, the actor, in rehearsal, discovers that Z is the point to be reached at last, and knowing that that final objective was, as it were, lying in wait, will help the actor understand the initial objective X. In that sense, the superobjective of the character contains the whole arc or throughine, and Z is implicit in X. The superobjective is to be discovered by the actor, who makes it discoverable to the audience. 

Hedda did not know she was going to kill herself when, in act 1, she strikes at Aunt Julia with her insulting remark about the hat, or when, in act 2, she induces Ejlert to go to the judge’s party and show off his brilliant new book, but these acts reveal a desire to strike at the world, to assault its pettiness and narrow-mindedness with a strong gesture, something hostile but also brilliantly individualistic, and that objective was fulfilled at last in the act of shooting herself. Knowing that her actions come to that end helps an actor to understand all the smaller actions that lead to it. In this way is the superobjective related to the objectives.

Austin in True West did not from the beginning know he was going to wind up sacrificing everything in order to get Lee to take him to the desert, but he perhaps knew there was a missing father element in him—absent mother, too—and he knew his father was in the desert, and as soon as he has his brother at hand, he is drawn to some element, perhaps a father element, in Lee. But it is only through the agon with his brother, in which Lee is also discovering some absence, perhaps some mother element in Austin, that the two brothers undergo such a profound turn and in that way discover the unforeseen superobjective. 

Alexander Hamilton did not know that in the competitive conflict that arose on numerous occasions with Aaron Burr that he was finally going to provoke him (or lead to a situation where Burr felt provoked) to the degree that it would lead to a duel. At the same time, he had from the beginning, as the lyrics show, a sense that death lay in his path, and not far off. When it came time for him either to nominate Burr for president or Thomas Jefferson, he chose Jefferson. Why? Trace that decision through its significant points, its turns, its objectives and superobjective. Look into the depths of what the story knows to probe that question. 

Stanislavski, the acting theorist/teacher, tells us that the superobjective from the actor’s point of view should correspond with the superobjective from the playwright’s point of view, that is, that the playwright and actor should live through the play to the same end (telos). Ultimately, the actor holds in mind an awareness of how the performed character functions in the whole play. In that way, the actor gives us a lens to help us see what the play, as story, knows.

Here is the Stanislavski quotation, from his book Creating a Role:

“[The superobjective is] the inner essence, the all-embracing goal, the objective of all objectives, the concentration of the entire score of the role, of all its major and minor units. The superobjective contains the meaning, the inner sense, of all the subordinate objectives of the play. In carrying out this one superobjective, you have arrived at something even more important, superconscious, ineffable, which is the spirit of [the writer] himself, the thing that inspired him to write, and which inspires an actor to act.”

As an audience member, we see only the actor doing this work (i.e. experiencing the conflicts, going through the turns), but we think through the actor’s lived-through work, and so we arrive at its telos, which is a knowing. It is the story’s knowing. By means of the actor/playwright’s language (Aristotle’s fourth element), we can experience the thinking through (which also includes feeling, sensing, intuiting) of the character, as the character realizes his/her situation within the plot. But at a deeper level than the words, the actor—and audience—are looking for the traces of the action, those footprints in the mud.

Think of Aristotle’s last three elements—language, music, spectacle—as the artful presentation of what the play as story (plot, character, thinking through) represents. Designers and directors give a meaningful visual and audible context for that presentation, but the acting is the presence of the play. The actor’s work always begins with study of the given circumstances, which, in total, is the play itself as it is going to be seen. By what Stanislavski calls “The Magic If,” the actor steps into the play, as if into those preserved footprints in the mud, because the play shows where and how the action goes. And the actor goes there. It’s also where the writer has gone. Yea for them all!

