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Ver.ee drama is; unto:x-tunately, a neglected form of 

modern literature; there have been so :few oontemporary 

:pl ays wri tt,en in verse tha t the ap,pellation ''verse dr ama" 

j. s quite a.p t to be confused with other te:rms which pertain 

to .related a:tt f orms . These oominonly employed terms a;re 

poe t1c drama, drama.tic verse,, and , dramatic poetry, All 

of them nave d1.fterent meanings; 12oe't1c d;:~ma. has quite 

a.nothe:r ~onnota:tion than yerse drama,. .?t will be neces

sary, 'bef;ore 0tny d1scuss1i::,tt of playwrights 'Who write in 

vers.e, to; detint! as clearly, as· possible. .. tbEF term vgrse 

drama :::~~ ?opp-osed to other t erms so ot't$.n mistakenly ap-
., 

Let me s t a.te at the ou't set that I ,. · . . . . ·-, · . ' 

':; . 

never h.t>p'~ to set anythlng zuo,e than a.rb1 tral".Y l1m1 t s; 
\ , · , .. ; ' . 

lilt$ any/:t()tm of art, l ts vety being def:i'e:s ex.act de scrip ... 

tion. '.l'h\i's,. the nature of verse drama 1s · Jm.poss1b.le to 

pin dow:t1 'to a spee1f'1c set ot rules a.s. o.ne m1gh't, for 
I •. ~ • < ~ :°_ ' • 

ins t ance. ~;lt$ rules to:r: a game. This ugamiY ls seen dif

fe.reutly _by eaeh playwright; thete 1s rea11y no model 

tcw·entieth-century verae d~ama. W1 th these litn1tat1ons 

1n mind ., . then., let us -examine the chare.cteristios in gen

eral wh1:ph mark contemporary plays written in verse. 

The roa.jor d1st1notion which mus t 'be made is between 

uoe:tic di,ama. anC,, verse dt-ama . Po,etie 'drama refers to pla~s 

1n both verse and pros~, and it may also fefer to other 

forms: films are o.ften labeled poet1o dramas. ?he plays 

of Shaw , Synge, and Ibsen are som.etlmes described as 

1 • 
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''poetic," even though t he s e works a re written in pro s e . 

Ver s e drama appl ie s spec1fioa.l l y to the t heatre; as em

ployed in this paper, it refers t o plays wr itten in verse 

intended for t he s t age . Juxtapo sed to poeti c drama , ver se 

drama 1 , completely neutral i .n mean1n.g; that 1 s , it 1 s 

not nec e ssarily a term of approbation and implie s nothing 

a bou t the quality of t h e play . ft~ 

Ibsen, of ten called the ••father" of moder n drama, · i s 

t he plafw'right who actually leas.t contrlbuted to the ad

vancewent of m.od ern verse drama. Ib s en wa_nted to bring 

his soc:1al dramas close t o 1J r eal1 t y" ; t hu;f;l', many of hi s 

plays a:re pro saic, with poetr y being sacr1.f1ced for reali sm . 

Note · a ·.typical passage f rom The W11d. Duck_\ 
r·i 1{,-.'.:· 

Elcdal: Hialmar ! 
r: . , 

· .. --.• 
') 

lUalmar: Well? 
· Ekda.l : Afraid we shall hav:e ,to 'JI)ove t he water-

_· trough, after a.11 . . ... 
' Bialmar: What el s e have> I been ·saying all 

'.'· along? · ' '· •t' · ·' · ·· > 
, .Jmcdal : H' m-h ' m- h ' m. 

'Hi almar: What do you wa:nt ? 
.. Hedvig : I only wanted t :Q coni'e 1:r,i be s ide you, 

, ,. • ,father . •.· .. 
·.Hialmar: What make s you go prying a r 9und ·; l1ke 

·:that? Perhaps you are told 0f.f · to watch me . 
Hedvig : No. no. : . . . , 
Hialmar: What is your moth•r d.o,:1ng out there? 
Hedvig: Oh, mother ' s in . t he m1 d.d l e of making 
the herring-salad . J sti' ' :t there ~ny 11 ttle 
t h ing I could help you witb, ' father? 1 

~l thbu:g~: Ibsen ' s 1m1 t a tors did not nee·d· to· sacrifice po

etry , they did and t he r e sult was an almol t complete 

1 , ·. 
Henrik Ibs en, The Wild Duck, trans . Mr s . \Fr anc1 s E. 

Ar cher: Rey~e sentat ive Mod ern Dramas , ed., Charle s Hunting
ton Wh1 t man New York, 1936 ) , p . 32 . Al t hough thi s 1 s a 
transl e,ted text, I bsen would pre sumabl y be little more 
p~etlc 1n the original . 



stifling of verse drama 1n the twentieth century . John 

Mill.1ngton Synge is 0ne of th~ few ea:rly twentieth-century 

1 1 . " .. · tt playwr gh.ts whose work can aotua · ly be called poetic> 

even though he writes 1n prose: 

f-!a.urya: It ' s 11 ttle the 11.ke of him knows o! 
the sea . ... Ila:rtley wlll be lo.st now, · an(l let. 
you call 1.n Eamon, and . make me .a good coffin out 
of the white boards, tor I won ' t live after them . 
I 've had a husband., and a hueband ' s tath~r, and 
a,ix son$ 1.n this house - six fine men, though 
it was a bard birth I had w1th :" every one of . them 
and they coming to th.e world. ... an.4 s.ome of thijm 
were to.und an.d some of them were not fou.nd, but 
the:y' re gone now the lot or them.. .. . There were 
Stephen, · a.nd Shawn, war• lost in the. gr.eat wind, 
a;ad found after in the .Bay of Qregol"y of tbe 
Golden Mouth, and . ea;rr1ed up the two of them, on 

· the one ;plank, and in by that dao'r, 
)iora: · D1.d you h.ear that. Oathleel\1? Did yl'.>u 
h.ear a. no1 se in the nol"the~st? ,.; . 

. . ~athleen) . The.re ' s aQ1:nt on.ft after. crying out 
.. . .1 the seashore. : . . . . 

. ~ , :.· .. Maurra.: (oont1nues witho~t hearin~ anything) 
. ,· fne,·ra was Shea.nius and . h1s fathet ~sa1n, were 
· ·.,l0at in,: ·a. .darlt night, and not a stick or s1.gn 

wa:s seen of them when the sun we.#t up , There 
was Patch after w~s drowned .<>ut ~,:f a cura.gh that 
. turne~ over. .I · was sitting her.·s .id th, ,Bartley, 
a.nd. .. he a \)'aby, · ly1ng ,on my t wo ~Mes, all,d J: seen 
tw,o wem.en., and thre$· ,women, and.,J.~'I.U:': women coming 
ln, and. they crossing · them.selv:e·s,_,,: ·:g.nd not saying 

. . ... a. word. I look;ed out then, a.net ,th•:r$ we:re men 
'·;: '.:r-.oom.1,ng a.t'te~ them; and they bQl.dln.g a :t.h1ng in 
·;',.\be pij.lf ·of a red sa.11, ahd wate~·,;dtipp1ng out 
?'-'af · t t .. 1 t was a d.ry .•day, ijQta '::... ·:\~nd: t ,eavi:ng 

·;. ",\a 1i~ac:uc to the door".2 · . ·. < , 
' . ·, )' :···::::\~:{It{.· I, . ' ' '. -'. . ' , ::~ ! 

The ,et.Q~~~ _. language and $ett1ng O! ' his play~ give them 

an appe.~:i :),',~i.ch adds to 1 ts h1ghiy roman1;1,~,;' and· .l~ioal 

.. · .. · .. 2~oh,z{~i .1.-1 .. ington Synge, Rider$. ,t? tb,e;, :~eat . Re~sen
t at1v~• lfod•rn Dramas, p, 781 . See ltonald tieaooiok, 
~eth\n ,jhe: :ffie~tr~(New York, 19,60 ) , P• UO:, . "In Riders 
1o :t · e 6.e:!:; .the t;ragic sense eman~~~$ ent1.rely f rom ele
men tai na.t~e. Its effect of 1mpersonal.1ty: 1s due to t he 
dramatic .;:t6rm; its 1nsp1ra t1on is largely lyrical . " 



The poetic dr amatists are rar,,e, but evtn more rar ·e 

are playwrights who l\Tite a e.oeptable verse drama. .. ·. The.re 

a.re only a few 1n this century whose work has gained some 

repute and who have a degr.ee of popular appeal: Yeats, 

El1ot, Auden and 'Isherwood, Maxwell Anderson, F:ry, Mae ... 

Le1sb , and Eberhart being the most notable . 
,•· 

The use of poetry for plays began w1th the ancient 

·Gre.ek dr:,a.ma,. g:row1)lg out c;,f ,~;rad1t1ons 1'tlstabl1 eh·ed by 

tlle ep.10: and ly:r1a po.ets . With Greek dr.8:~:3., o! oQurse, 

we nav~.- the use o'f th~ ohoru s whi,cb .. oomm:-ents upou the 

.EL convention still sometimes empltiyed today. 
. . . . 

It ls ~f;t$;n· said that no o~e iae be~n ~f',bl~; to equal the 
. . 

powe~tu,~\ poetry or the great Gteek dratll!a~1.$ts (With, per ... 

haps"· 't;,i:tt·l,:x:eepti,on of Sbakespeare,J; ',l .d~·•, J ot .!;ntend to 
. .·. .··:<.1)\)~\'/. ·.• ..,, -~· '. ·. . . . . ; .. '~- =>. :. - '\ /_··.<, · .. r-'. . -
deba~e·:.:/thls' .h.ere. but t he • plays ,0£ 'A~scl)jrl;.us,. ,Sophoolesi 

and isuif.11de$ are, . s till major ¥J.Udte·ne'e i~it~~a.o,tlons today . 

I n the :~i'adle, Ages, we f1nd miraeie, ~;n.a' ~i,tery plays 
, . (~ ,. ~ r', - ~ ·- -. ' . . - ; .:· . . " . 

Wt"1t1{e~ :';;a.n; ,· v,erse with elabot'ate rhyme •; s~b,mes {~e Wak.e"" 
.. : : .. ·;:, 5 . ~ ~- ' , - , ~ ' . - -

t;1eld. lj~~. S0e4o;gd ~heJZh•rds ' . ~le.z, Ev'.ertr;t~nh · Moving 
i '... . . . ' ' 

toward 'th$ GOlden Age of Elizabethan drama. ,we -find Kyd ' s 

s;anish\'7:taged.Y written 1n unrhymed Samb:t ~:. pe:ntameter . 
. . . ; 

Th en SJtlt.k•spQa re began wrl ting plays ·wt thla.st·1ng ap-

peal in ·bl~nk verse, often .mixing pros« and yer-se 1n 

ht s·:.wt1rkfl .- From the p~os-e eo:m1e s cEJn•es. of Shake speare, 

occurrtng s1de by side with some of hi s most ma.gn1:tieent 

poetry, <1.t was but a move a.way 'to· R(fstora t~on and e,ighic

eenth-oentury prose, comedies . John D.ryden, f or e,xam.ple, 



wrote comedies in prose (11¢.r1age-e.-la-moqe) and tragedies 

1n vers-e (Aurengz,ebe) . But e~en the, concept ·of WI:1 ting 
\ 

dr a.me . ser1~u~e in verse declined, and 1t· bepame t he style 

to writ~ all plays in prose~. We shall s$,8 , in a .moment 

how the Romant1c poets took a gr~at 1ntere~t 1n t he 

t heatre, leaving us several plays wtitten i~ vers e . By 

t he end ot the nineteenth century, 1' the poet in the the• 

a tre" was virtually non-existent; the g:b:rwlng o6mmerc1al-

1 sm of .~ll~ . theatre in the. late n1net&e:ntl'l. an~ .,early 

t wentieth centuries hastened the already r~p1'. d. d.em1 se 

of verse drama . Th.is led to sev;eral reactions , which 

we have onl y hinted at 1n t he first pages o-f this paper . 

Some poets began to wr1 te so-called '*closet dramas" wh1ch 

oons1.sted' of pure poetry· not 1:nte,nded for pPoduct10n; 
; 

the verse .and not the d:rama was naturally the prime con-

s ideration of the n1neteenth~·century poet.a . · Other play

wr1gh ts,, · recognizing the gap between what had originally 

comp:r:ts ed a g.ood play a nd what went into a 'play in mod

ern ti.mes:, attempted to eftec~ a recon.Qli1a t1on . Thus, 
I ' 

we have "v~rse. drama 0 which . tries 1n s(:')m.e •Planner to 1m-

i tate ev~ryday sp~·ech· (Bl.1ot) and. "poetic drama u which 

1s best r -~fieeted in the w~rks , of Synge and Shaw. 

on the continent,, the great rise of the theatre in 

t he eighte-~nth and early nin eteenth centuries with Goethe 

and Schi.ller coupled wl th the tide o.f romantici sm led 

to a !lu;r;-ry of poetic dr~ma in Europe . As in England 
, .. 

and Ameri ca., however, this pr a ctice had fairly well died 

--
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by tbe end of t he n1nete.enth century . Important to our 

study are two pl aywright s working at t he beginning of the 

t wentieth oentury : tr1ndberg (The Dream Play, The Dance 
I I I 

of Death), and Maeterlinck (Pelleas and Melisande) - their 

work repre sents a 1::ymboli s tic, mystical trend that was 

s oon to be bodied t-orth in 'the work of Yeats . 

The Romantic and Victorian poets 1n ni neteenth-cen

tury Engl,,, d tr ed their hand at playwr1ghting, but most 

of t he se men lacked any real theatrical skill . The poets 

joined with lead111g ac t ors of t he day such as Charles Kean 

and Maeready in presenting a. widely variegated number of 

vers e dr amas • .Byron' s Werner {fini shed 1822, produced 

1830), Browning' s A Blot 1n the ' Scutcheon (1840, 1843), 

Sh elley's Th! Cenci ( 18 19, 1886). and Tennyson ' s Becket 

(1 879, 1893) were the best among the plays writ ten, but 

they never gained any :real popularity . The. :rhetorical 

dramas of Jame s Sheridan Kn owle s and Sir Edward Bulwer

Lytton ' s: The Lady of Lyons ( 1838) and Richelieu ( 1839) 

were much more frequentl y performed than the plays of the 

ma jor poe t s of the century . 'l'he Scotti sh poet John 

Dav1d soii • s plays have gone unproduced; war.ks such a s 

Bruce (1 886) contain some excellent poetry . It has been 

po ssible to produc e only :porti ons o.f Thomas Hardy' s great 

epic,,: The· Dynas t s (publi shed 1904-1908) . 

Stephen Phillip s , probably the most sucee ss.ful com

bination of poet and dr amati st of his time, initiated a 

brief revival of blank verse 1n. London commercial theatre 
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with Here>d ( 1900), Ulysses ( 1902). a nd ;Paolo and France~ 

(1 902). But he wa s also the l as t of the poetic dramatists 

i n the trs,d,1 tion of t h e n1:net.eenth cen tury, a century 

1'1.hi oh had seen a gr a dual es trangement of verse drama 

trom the main body of plays w;r1 tten for t h e thea tre .• 

At t h e very begi nning of t h e tw,ent1eth century, 

verse drama began to take · on a more experimental tone; 

the verse d1'.'ama tiste began to think in terms ot a theatre 

of th eir own. New development s came about under widely 

diverse influences: the plays of ;tbsen; the r1 se of 

reali sm , the writings of t he Fr ench symbolist poet s , and 

t he Japanes e N~ drama. William Butler Yeats is the fir s t 

grea t verse dramatist 111 the twentieth c entury, and hfl 

was probably ,influenced by all of the above--mentioned 

f actors, The No drama 1.n particular 1s an obv-1ous 1.n

f l uence: 

, The Noh .Plays provided Yea.ts with t~ree th1nge; 
(a) a thea tre form o.f proved val1.d1 ty., a meap.s 
of organi s ing and t herefore o.f ·real1 s 1r..g hi s 

.tn~ter1al, a means of :paro.e1V1ng the f .orms a nd 
shapes latent in it; (b) a , way of undercut ting 
t .he mere representation of the su;rfa.ce of life 
( though in this there' is loss , ~si well as gain); 
an4 ( c) an elaborate store o( ·r.H>,n~ve~bal ~x• 
presa1on which could libera te tb~· m1nd trom . 3 
:th.e will by the ,..-1 tu~l nature ot :1.te ex.perience. 

1 -' 
'I'' 

With Yea:t:$, e;Jtper1mentatton begins not on.If in :to:rm ,but 
. . . in su~,J,, :e,t matte.r . All o! the ~lay s h,a.ve an au:ra of 

myst ,ety · a.nd supernaturalism; Yeats wrote in, direct 

:j))en;1s Donoghue, T e Third Voic e : Modern Br1 t1sh 
and Alner.ican Verse Pr rioeton , 959, p . 5. 



oppositi on to t h e reali s ti c tre.nd of t h e time . Compare 

t hi s passage :from Haup t man.n ' s naturali s tic iJ'he Weaver§: 

Dre1ss1ger: I t was nothi ng ser1 ou .. .The 
boy is all right agatn . · But a.ll · t h e same 
1 t • s a di sgr a ce. The · ch ild ' s so weak t hat 
a puff of wind would _ blo~ him over . How 
people . how any pare':nt s\·\'can be so thought
le ss i s wha t passe $ :p.y,.; .c pmprehe;Rs ion . Load 
i ng him with · too h eavy p ac e s of' f us tian 
to . carry go od six mile s t No ~n e'. would be-
l l eve lt tha t hadn ' t s een i t, · .. 

t o t he t one of t he old ·man t s speech h t Pur,ga. t ory: . 

• Stu~y t hat tre~ . 
It s t ands there like a purifi.e d soul ~ 
Al l co~d , sweet , gli s tening l i gh·t . 
Dear mother t the window i s dark :aga i n , 
But you are in the l i ght because 
I fini shed all that · c on sequence'.. 
! ~1lled tha t l ad because .he had -gr own u p 
He would have s truck a woman' s f a ncy, 
Begot , and passed t he pollut ion on . 

I am a wre tched f oul old man 
And there.fore har ml ess . When I have s t uck 
Thi s old j a ck- knife ' into' a so d 
And pulled 1t out all brigh t again , 
And picked up all t hat money tha t h e dropped s 
I'll to a dist ant pl ace , and t he!e 
Tell my old joke s am ong new men. 

In .spi t e of t he fact that t he t wo passage s have no comm on 

subj ec t, t he di f ference i n tone and pur pose between t he 

two playwri ght s shou l d be quite _o_bv1ous . Yeats di sre

gar d s l ogica l plan and ohar acter1 zat1on and s eems t o 

cont radict violently all t hat was g oing on abou t him in 

t he t h ea tre . In plays such as The Oat and t he Moon and 

4Gerhart Hauptmann, The Weaver s , tran s . Mar y Mori son: 
Renre senta tive Modern Dramas , ·p . no . 

5w1111am Butler Yea t s , .Purga t orz: The Modern Theatre, 
ed . Eric Bentley (Gar den 01ty , N. Y., 1955) , p . 233. 



The Dream1:gg of t he Bone s Ye a. t s mingles the real and t he 
1- . , 

unreal o that acti on come s t o have the !orce of symbol, 

and conver sely symbo l assumes s ome time s t he char acter of 

acti o . No te t he beginni ng of The, Cat and. t he Mo on: 

The ca t went here and t here 
And t he moon spun round like a top, 
And the neare s t kin of t he moon, 
The creep ng cat, looked up . 
Black M1nnaloush e s t ared at the moon, 
For, wander and wail a s he would, 
The pure cold light iri" t"'· sky 
Troubled his animal bloo~. 6 

The song describe s a landscape and t he r ela.ti o~ of t he 

cat and t he mo on . Beyond this , t here 1s a symboli cal 

r eferenc_e (the moon symbolized t he phases •. of . t he soul • s lif"e 

f or Yea t s), ··t ha t intensi f1e s t he : drama of the beggars and 

t he saint .. Finally, ther i s a dramatic i mpact :from the 

myst1ca_ effect of t he moon upon . t he a t . Yeat s -may · be 

oon.s ide;r_ed the forerunner of mode r n vers ·dr ama; hi s use 

of ne subject s becom s the pr o t ot yp e f or 1rnrk tha t i s done 

l a ter 1.n t !11 s century . Yeat s makes the point of obser

vation the life of t h e soul ands lritual :p ower s , thu s 
: I. ' . .- .; . ;. 

havi ng a .P;rogre ss1on from i nward t h outwarcd, from the 

s ymbol ica l to t he actual . A I-ull Moon :tn March i s usually · 

cons ide_ted Yeat s ' be s t play, but 1t i s i mp,erfect becau s e 

t h e l aywri ht b y thi s ti e ( 1930 • s ) had .c'~ased t o i'be a 

grea t ,tn'e~tre poet. Yet it, like all hi s other play s , 
,~ .· f-, .1 

i s germane to the moder n dilemma : Th ei ue tio ning of 
' 

t h e exts-tenoe of t he spir1 tual ·world 1 s the theme and 

6w11lt am Butl er Yeat s , The Ca t and-·t he_l:!o on : 
lected P:la.ys ( Lond on 9 1952), -p . 4517 

Col--
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the grea te s t problems in li f e a r e named .... by so doing, 

t hAY are a t least temp o~arily exorci sed . 

The 'Qody of' this paper wi l l deal w1 th four major 

verse drama ti s t s 1n t h e twenti eth cent ury : T. s . E11ot 9 

Maxwe1.1 .And e'.r son, Archi ba l d MaeLei sh , and Chri s tophel' 

Fry . 'J!he s e f i gure s have been cho s en somewha t arb1trar-1ly, 

proba bly more on t he ba sts of t hei r cr1 t 1co.1 reputations 

than a n yt hing ·el s e . Th ey ~l'e well 1-mrth our a ttent ion, 

for t h~i rs are the _!!l~-l. v er se dramas whieh bave received 

e:i..."tensi ve produ.et1on in. t he t wentieth cen t ur y . The pur 

pos e of t he following s-ect101,1s i s mul t ir,le: t o show t h e 

var i ous dire~t1ons e ontempor a r y verse dr ama has t aken., 

t o poi.nt up t he meri. t s 0£ verse drama. a s opposed to p,:-o se t 

and f i nally to show that there i s a pl ace and a need ror 
. . ' 

ver se dr ama 1n t oday ' s theatre . · 



1 1 • 

T. s. El1ot has been among t he most; successful of 

the playwright s ·who have undertaken to revitalize a 

genre wh i ch has been more or le ss in di suse s i n ce the 

Restor a tion . His work , m:oreover, ls certa.1nly the mos t 

impor""ant of the modern ver e dramati s t s, because 1t 11 sig

nal1 ses th rebi r th ot Engl sh d a.ma tic poet:r • 117 Eliot 

makes a s igni l eant effor t to ; r store the' i•ela tionshi p 
',, 

of 't he poet to the t h eatre . 

Ellot h d writ ten s everal a s'sa abowt poetic dr ama, 

a. d he; )1_ad exper imented w1 th t h e .form befor e he began to 

write . 1,f#x· _er in t he Cathedral, his firs t ,Verse dr ama . 8 

For · t h e;' accomp11 shed p~et, 1 t was a com.par ti v 1y easy 

s tep , frpni the characters of Sweeney nd PrUfrock t o the 

creatio¼ of ·Archbishop Becket and arry Lo;rd Mcinchensey . 

The diff lcul ty was in finding a workable verse t hat a ctor s 

could handle and which aud i ences could und .rstand and 
·, t , • 

7i~ 1iar t 1n Browne, "'The Drama tie Vers e of T •. s . El i ot; tt 
1-: § ~ 'Eliot:. A Sm12os ium, c ompil ed by Ri·cha rd March and 
Tambi mu t t;u (Chicago , 1949 ) , p . 207. 

SEl1ot had already written t wo dr amat1o fragments of 
.§_weeney A~oni s te s and The Rock; i n the latter , the v erse 
i s limited entirely to the choru ~. 



drama t .lc , Bliot se t about a da' ttng h1 s poe tic talents to 

t he very special problems of the st age . The t wo m~-1r:.i. 

problems were the need for the development of a na tural 

speech -rh y 'tlm1 and the p ow.er to e xpres s i ndividua l char- , 

a.cter .. E;Li:.ot found the answer to t he quQstion of speeoh

rhythtn: tn The R.o ck. :, 

.. .,Pi=c s t > the iambi c, foot · o:C Sh~lt.e s·p~ar ean, 
tradition. . . is given up·; the s.trEu.n; shifts 
.t.o the begl,nr1in.g of . the i'oOt ., 1.n a. ccor'd·e.nce 
w1 th the c·hange that . has come o:v#r b~:l1sh 
sp•e.EH.1h .. This trocha1c-ci:Un-da.ctyll:io f'o o•t 
·is of course no mo:re x-1g1dl.Y a;dh•fi?~ad . to than 
was the ;ta.pole l :n Shakespea re" s l a. tel'" plays ., 
~he, verse is illf1b.1te.ly va:r:ted,.. ldth many 
:tnverted fe e t: but Ju~1e rh:r thm is· s tro-1gly 

;, .l11?-1nta1ned •. . The other oha.nge, 1,s: •~ ;uia.l 
f':ceeing of the ve r se from the .. cou~:t1~ts. of 
syllablets. •· ... Eliot ha.a broken ·t .rifs 1 bl$nk 
ver se '1 t:radi ti o:u~ ,;, •• ,He has go:i:,ie back -to 
the basis, •• .,of a :f't~ed nu:niber. ot str~S.$e$ 
.~:r( the l 1n~ wi thout any i'ixod . nwn1'er o..t 
,sy~.la.bles.~ · 

In h1i\~~~t d:.ra.matlc WQl'ki El10.t wa.s to fQ,o<?. ·the: probl.em 

of eba.r.a'ij/terf.za tion. 

l;!&lid~~ in the Oatliedt~l was wri tt~:n td~ t ~e,:' Oant·er• 

bu:r;-y- 1f:estS.val of .J\lne, J 935 • -The play,, de~J:.1ng· with tne 

murder. ·¢t A;:t- chb1 shop Tnomas a :Oeoket 1.n 1 t70, 1,s 'by far 

the tn6s.'t' 'f'amous of MJ.ot• s vers e dramas . Most c;ri, ttos 

by now ag~ee that the p1a;r 1s. not about a ulii:urde:tv 1!).ystery'" 

bu-t abou't ·the spiritual state o:t a martyl' taelng d~a.th, 

Hugh Kenner finds three prominent ,tn.ot1ts in. the drama: 



the change in the orientation or Becket • s will, the strife. 

between secu a r ism and the will of God, and +he death of 
10 

a val:tant man . It i s important to note that although 

Eliot w s primarily concerned with . the religious and 

moral content •Of the play; the character s are at1ll im

pre s sive as indiv1dua s . T"ney a re marked by t he ver se 

they ~peak; note the diffe rence between the fir s t and 

four'th tempters : 

and 

The easy man lives to eat the best dinner s . 
Take a f r 1 end '· s adv1 oe . ,,: Leave W' 1 · alone ; 
.01· your goose may be cooked and eaten tc;, the bone . 11 

You know and do not know, what 1t is to act or 
suffer . 

: ou know and do not know, that acting 1 s suffering, 
And suffering action. Neither doa s · the actor 

suffer 
Nor the patient act ~1~ 

The rather s1ng-songy quality .of the .first passage, em

phast ed by the r hym.e f 14,alo:ne'1 and "bone, 11 point s up 

,he sim le na tt.\re of the f1rst tempter' s prop sa.l . · In 

spite of the sligh t caesura in the second line, all t hree 

ltnes may be spoken wi tbout a pa.us • The caesuras 'become 

mor important in the second pass~ge and ive ~dded em

phasis to the subtleness of the last temptation . The 

length of the lines, the diction, and the 1nvoluted lan

guage all give notice t hat t he .fqllrth tempter i s much more 
' ,, -· ., 

10Hugh Kenner, 'the Invisible -Poet: ~.s. El1o\(New York11 
1959 ), p ~ 285 . 

11 .T. s . Eli ot, Mux-der 1n the Cathedral(New York , 1936), 
p . 25 . 

12 . Ibid . , p . 40 . 



perc ept1 v e and shr ewd than the __ r st . The choru s of women 

in the play s43rv es much t he sane funct .on as the chorus 

did in Greek t ra~edy; t 1at is, i t ac t s as nt .rmed1ary 

be t we n t a tor and t e a1.:d ien ce, and i t also 1nten-

sifles the acti on f the pl ay . 

~liot ' s e r eat preoocu,ation i s wi ht e i s olat i on 

of he individual n soctety; Becket sands a ne 1n 

Hur der :tn the Ca t hedra, m c - 1ke Con·ad ' s t s l a t e . 

Hi s fea, t h t of dong t e r i ght t 1 f or the wr ong 

rea "on., is v r y r eal one w 1ch 1 n t r esolved until 

ju t befo e his d.e th . The wrong reason, of c u r se , would 

be s e f - s cr1f i c e mer ely fo r the sake of martyrdom; 

Be ck suhmi ts finally t o the wi ll of. 1-od, ·a d in h1 s · ~ 

deat ii flueJ".r)eS t h e 11 v s of oth -rs . Th .,. ·er." ch of the 

c oru s, 1 ke t he Arch shop i sees the necessity of sub

m1 ss1 n; like h r, ~ t hP-y unde r go a form of ·1,f (t' f ieatfon . 

Again, we must r emem e that ·t he play i s i iportant as 

v r se dr R a, n t Merel~ as a r l i giou~ Eliot 'v1ews 

1t as an ordinar y dr a, or hi:, e ncern i s 1ot only 

w t. t a Ohu:rch ,· bu t w:t th the whole fa.b .e· o s·ociety• 

I 1 !Vt sur r is n t h - t , 1ot hav nP' al'. ady dealt 

wi t a specia 1zed h s t r _.cal them~ in 'ur der n t e 

t r al pu t h .s nex !) l\ f n a Ont or~r y et~. 13 

13na d •· J one s , i o~ {London, 
, pp . 5 -8_ . sen, The 

( e · ork , pp . 155-165; 

19 1 , pp . 1d 1-1 9 ~ 
Poe try of T. s . E 1 t (New York, 



In 1939, Eliot fini, shed The Family .Reunion, h1a f1r s t 
. Q .. 

full ... length plas in a modern s ett-ing ♦. In t h1s pl.ay, the 

author devi sed the verse form the.the has used more or 

1$sS predomi nantly in all o·f hi s later dramas, Thi s farm 

1 s a :1.1.ne or vaeylng le-ng'th w1 th three stresses; a. ca.es,ura 

·coming ~ttel' t he f1rst ·or second st-re ss ♦. Much more ·than 

Mux;d.e:r in the Oa.thed:ral, thi s play shows t h tt :f'a.oility 

with ,th1oh vers e m,ay be ut111zei.t to a1d 1n eha:ra.cteriza ... 

ti.on and <tramatic tenston ♦. T"a1s 1.s v-ers~ in the true 

dramatlo sen$ef while the d1a1Qgue may se,m at t1mes 

l oosely · '¢~~ stTU.t .ttHl, th•re.·- 1s ~ p~$c1se niustca.l rhythm 

appaz-~n~\ ibrou_gh~ut the :pla.y: · 
· ; 

'· ;µ :tn,es ,,;i'th e. olea :r rnythmi.c aooe:nt, but def
. . 1a1ttf syllable value give th.e pQ,at a great 
: _•_.·•_. par_ t ot . hi.a •tteot_. t _· hr_: ough __ ·_ tn•_ir_ ._s_ upp~ene.s s 

. •an:d vaJ.l·ety of c:ad:ence· • ~t the .. ~hytmn o:t 
' .. ·, we;rda is not bid,,pend.e.nt o.t their m.eaning., 

· · ,and · the musiccal ettect ls $t"~a1ei;rt; where · 
s p1:r1 tu.al temp•.~ 1s d~t.ap};ifd £Q.r :cetully 

:: .bu t without st:ra1n qi!dst .t .h~ aharactet"-
', 1~1i1c sy;J!b~lf 4and tihOttght.s · ot ~-·. modern 

E!ll\V1.r,onm.ent, · 

Ihe -l~l~l -R1us1on prov1.d.es the auth.01,' wtth · t h.e: oppo:rtun.1 t;r 

'bo Pt~;s$ij;t in a sty11Ztd manne.r t h'l n~ttu-al ,' language .o! 

fttter,r:7,daf .90:nve1tsa tion. 

'.l?h·s- l191lz ~e,u!JAOI?- 1.e al so n¢ta'ble. t 6r 1 te r~mark

a.ble ad.nti ~tµ;re -0£ Ohr1stian syml;>Ql1 mn and '!lagan rite in 

the peii1i~ll)il setting of an .Engl1 $h coun~ry home~ Like 
'' 

t h..e t1~st. play, tw0 difterent WOJ,-l.d s are de,li).1Cted. t the 

s eou.lar w:orld ·ot Amy t ,Gerald , Charle s , V.1olet. and Ivy·, 



and th . sp1r1 tual sphere repre sented solely by Harry . 

Harry becomes a Chri st f1g11re who goes away t o a t.one for 

the s1ns of others ; he 1.s totally apart from the uwaste ... 

land" in which the re s t . of the family lives • . In his 

views of sin and redemption, of assumptio of guilt, 

Eliot is "class1c1st nd Oatholic . 11 15 The Fam:tl;x: R.eun1on 

give s voice to ntm-Oh:ri s t an experience; thi s experience 

1s- put as1 e as not b~1J.ig s.deiquate to meet t he demands 

of the contemporar world . As an a:ttempt to explore a 

complex spiritual state and to communicate thi s expex-1 ... 

ence t o the audience, th-e play 1 s un.i que in t wentieth ... 
, •.·'•,·' 

·. . 16 
cen urr ·drama . 

As .~liot ' s 'knowledg·e of' theJ stage increased, his 

playwrightilig t.ecliniqu.e naturally 1 pr .~ ed . Freeing -h!;n-
t · '. .. ', \ . 

self 0:1 ;the complex images of h:i s la. play (w 1eh no 

audleno_e . .could be expected t o grasp comple.tely , he wr ote 

The Co-. 'tail ,.E,arty . Her Eliot hns give_ up his hope 

tor the ·revival of the earlier ver se dr ama conventionsf 

almost entirely omitting the element s of r .1 tual and. 

choric ode s so proD;11nent -1n the fir st two plays . · Appar• 

ently E11ot found the se d·~vi6''e s not conduc.t'V'e to reception 

by m de;rn audience s, and h:e el1m1 · ted them . The verse 

15t~m .F • Driver; "E11ot 1n 'fra.ns1 t; ° Christi an Oe:n--
t.ury. LXXV{November 26, 1958 ), P • 1382 . · 

10Eliot 1 ,the Fam1ly Reu:rd.OI\ (New Yo;k, 1939) • See 
Jone s , Pl aJ:i:J. , PP • tfa-1 23; Peacock, Poet 1n t he 'l'heat:r f?., 
:PP . 3 ... 15; Gr:q'.ver _ Sm1 t h, Jr ., i. S. B,lio £' s:Eoe tr:y an,.d .. 
~lays ( Oh1cago, 1956 ), PP • 19 -214 ,. · 
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1s more :t'lexibl•e, although it adheres to the form o:f'. th.ree 

streases, with the caesura atter thtll !1.X'st ()ie' second stress, 

In order ·to combat the preJud19e against verse drama., 

Eliot dellbe:tately brought his verse near to prose; he 

did not want the aud11nce to be aware. ot th~· med1um., 

Th1s development e:r a flexible, luo1d vers~ ba.s~d very 

closely on everyday sp~ec;h y&t capable of t .he greatest 

preeislon• 1s detin1 t .ely an important step forward :f'or 

the proponents of verse dX-8.J'.flat 

· . . Rtill.y: Now, I wa.nt. to po1nt out '\lo both ot you 
· ~o'1f mueh you have. in comm.on.. Indeed, I qons1der 

That you are exceptionally well-suited to each ~ther. 
'Mt~ Ohamberl.ayne, when you thought your 'h1.te had 
. left yeu, . . 
Y•ou discovered, to your surp:l."is•t Jtnd consternation,, 
That you were not really in love with. Miss Cople-
. stone • '• • t 7 . · · · . 

The poet)±; is tntensi:tled as tne _play· p;rog~es~e·s, p:xrobing 
-, ; ' .. t ' \ 

the ~eri: hes.rt ~f Eliot ' s th~mes,. N;ew 'tb/(!re · are two argu-
' 'j .' ' . 

ments whlo.h may be fo~W8.l"ded abc,ut the a boye. · passage .• 

The 1'1r.sl :~~hl,d b.t that Eli.ot nae m.a.de an .'almost unter

g1vea:Pl~ sacr1f1ce of a.:r-t1stic 1ntegr1 t.)" 'by so ·al ter1ng 
,. ,,_, . 

his verse tha't it is nea:tly 1ndist1,ngu!,sh~bl.e from prose,. 

A. co~pl'.,om,l.se of th! s sQrt :ma.k;.es the play n:e1 the:r vel"ae 
·.''·· 

nor prose:, but a !orm w'h1ch lies somtrwhere 1n between. 

The seco.nd ~gument, 1n answer to- the ft.rs;• would state 

simply tha't Eli et ha_s hit upon the only form which verse 

drama can take ln 'the twentieth century,, H:Et has coo: .pro-

17 T. s ,. Eliot, The Cocktail, P&rti (New York, 1950 )_, 
I>• 123. - -
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rnised only 1n 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 pl~ye th.at 

he knew would never be produced- or if they were pro-

duced, would never b,e :f'ully grasped by the audience. 

I,n the .first. two plays, the tootle of a.ttent1on was 

basically upon the exQeptional character . In The Qoc~

ta11 Pa:rt.y the une1tcept1onal group .reoeiv13s the attention;. 

Celia has. a,lready 1.ttet h~r fate by the beginning of the 

third act. The emphasis Shi.fts to the sa.ltat1on or the 

group r a th,er than of the 1nd1Vidual - this g.roup 1s led 

by Edwa:td and Lavinia. The play has many flaws, the 

most l,mportant betng the fact that almost al.l the o:r.1ses 

are res olve·d 'before the 'beginning ot the third act . It 

1 s notabte, hGWe"fer, for .1 ts advancement of the oase for 

verse drama by the. 1nvent1,on of .V$rse that e0nsc1ously 

appr¢a<.l'bes prose and. yet is still poe.tl"y fsee abov~). 

Far mo:r-e·· tnan the p,reoedifl..g plays, The Oook·ta.11 P:!X:'!tY 

manages t ,o aclli8i\1'$ an tmportant balanee b~twe~n emphasis 
... 18 upon mean1ng and th.ea t .~!cal e,ff ect-1 veaess • 

With the <::omplet1.on of h1s ne1rt ·play,. The pcmf1dent1al 

Cl erk, lU1ot t1n1shed the elaboration of a form W.l\1oh 1s 

hi s own 1nvent1on, that ot "serious tarce-. 1119 The ohief 

18 tn.:t'ormat1on tor th1 s section wa$ tak~:n frOJD. Jones, 
The :Pla ;ts o.f !11oj. pp . 124-155. See also De1noghu.e, Th1Id 
Yoloe, PP• 114•13'7: and Ke?L"'le,., Invisible Poet, PP • 327-342 . 

19we are eonf:ronted w1 th much the .sam·e ambiguol;ls ter
In1nology w1 th the so-called ·11absurd °' playwrlght.s. '?he plays 
~1' such·men as Becket, Ionesco, and Ada.mov are o.tte-n oalled 
tragic f arc~ts ~· 11 
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critici sm of t his play has been t hat uE11ot sacrificed 

poe r y \ren more ruthlessly than. i n _ The Oo.ckte,11 Pa;rtl• '•20 

I th c that t his c:r1 t1c-ism 1s ba.s1oally unfounded; af t er 

reading sever al pages , t he reader should realize what has 

happened to the verse .. That is, Eli ot has evol ved what 
. ' 

se am s to him t o ·oe t he most viable evel of union be.tween 

po try and drama. Thus, _. the poetr y in ha . Oonii den tial 

Cl e.r comes o.loner t o the normal patterns of ever yday 

speech than i n any of t he previou s J) e.ys: · 

Lucasta : 
, "('I · t ...... es~ :E · y, ·ti ll you bl.' ·aak the sad 

ews to Claude ? 
Me.anwb1le , you ' ll have to ra1d ;he tµ.l for 

. . . me . Im s tarving .. 
J< ban; :r•ve 'j ust given her l · nch . The prob-

.· lam with Luca.eta. 
Is how t o k eep. her f ed be· ween mea l s . 

· t uoa.s t a: B. , · ;y-ou ~z::e a beas t * I .' ve a very 
small . appe ti!f·• 

.But the point +s ., that I'' m p.enru.J,.eas ~ 

A closer· look at t h e passage will r,e:veal that El i ot has 

:forged a ver se 11ne Whioh adheres ·· to hl s qwn r u e of t h r ee 

st.resss and. at the same t1me i s easily spoken and under 

stood . In fact, the play i s the mo st easily oom rehended 

of El1ot 1 s dramas , in spite of i t s d e ... 1 htfu 1 . C}ompl 1 -

oa.ted plot; 1 _s · a modern play i n une Kith bot h t he 

a ctors and t he audi ence . To 1 ts credi t . -'-he play 1 s un

like the ot er s 1n that ther e i s no one ohara.c .er wh o 

monopolize s the play fi? om t he s t and;po1nt of wi sdom or 

virtue . Thel"e s more oommun1ce.t.ion between the ohar ac t e~s 

20smi th, E 1ot ' s PoettY and· .Plau_., · • 228 . 

21 T. s.. i ot , 1'1,e Con1"1dent.1al Olerk(New Yor k , 1954 ) , 
. . 5. 



even th.ough they ,ex1 st on di!terent levels of sp1.:r1 tual 

perception. Here the exo-eptiona.l person (Colby) i s closely 

oriented to the pattern ot ordinary 11£,e; his pre s ence 

fl as made possible a more fruitful oerrunu.nal 11.t'e . n-22 The 

ending of th-e pl.ay mu.s t be read as opt1m1s t'ic, that a. 

realistic approach to t he, mean1ng of existence Qan t o some 

degree a to.ne for one ' s past :exp,eriene:es •. 23 

Eliot ' s mos t recent play, The Eld@r St a te sman (19.S8) ~ 

a.gs.i n olosely re.sembles a natural1 s t1c prose drama . Here 

we f ind El1ot dealing w11;h the themes tha t have p~eoocupted 

mos t playwright s 1n t ne past ten 1.ears : the inability ot 

i ndividual s to com.mun1aate ~nth each other and th~ pu z

zling fa,ot of human .e:x:1 s t ,e,uceh ?he exoept1onal p_e,:- sona.11 t y 
' . 

has by now d1sapp.ea.red; th.ei-e t s n-o great di screpancy be• 
' . 

t ween the e~perienee ot . th~. ht~C! and that of the· other char• 

a cters.. Not pa.rt~oularl7 tl~st!;ngu1 shed a s a ma jor dr,ama, 

The .Eld~r s iatesman .1s no.net~eless 1mpol't~nt as another 

contri but1on, to the ge•BJ:e of verse dr_axn.a ~ . El1ot bas per• 

feoted his s t ylization of everyday speech : b1 s us$ o.f vers e 

as a )lleans of _eharacter1za t1on i s ·ntore evident here than 

i n any of· th-e other pl.aye . It r aniies from the short 11nes 

of t he mys teriou s Gomez: 

Ah , the Pl'$-a rranged .1ntcer~ption 
To t ,erm.1na.te the unwelcome 1ntrus1on 
Of t .he v1 si tor 1n t1nan c1a1 distre ss . 
lv.ell, I sh.a.:n ' t keep you long, t hough I dare say 

22.Jones, The Plal s of Eliot , .P• t 67 • 

. 23J ohn Gassner ~ Masters o! the Dra.ma( New York , 1954), 
pp . 729•7:31 . See also J one s , Jlays o? ffi1ot, pp . 155 ... 1.79;. 
and Sm.1th• ,Eli ot ' s Poe:trz and Plays,' PP • 228-243. 



your caller .. 2"+ 
Oould ha.ng o.n , or anoth e:r quarter o:! an hour" 

to tb.e. ,su,.ple 1na.n1t 1as ot ;Mrs . Piggott: 

so s orry . Mr s Ola:verton•F-ert"y. I ' m Mr s . Piggott.,. 
Ju,st call me Mrs . :Piggott • . J;t ' s a short and 

si mple name 
And &asy to :rememb.er . But, a.s :r was say:tng, 
Gues ts 1n perf eet heal th are exceptional 
Tho.ugh we ne.ver acoept any guest rho ' s incurable . 
You .kno:w, we ' v e, b en deluged ~lth a,ppl1cat1~~e 
From peopl.e who wanted to 0:oJUe here to die r 

Again, the que s t1~n may be ra1se,d: what d:L t1n.gu1sh~s 

the· above passages from s1m1la:r pa sage s wh1oh m.1ght be 

found ln a natura11stie prose drama? Da:V'id Jones prov1d:e s 

the bes t : answer to thi s que stion: 

. ... the verse .fo.rm gives grea ter c ntrol 1n the 
renderi ng ot chara.oter and gre ter preo1s1on in 

. the delin;ea tion or ,einot1on; the Fhytb.lns are more 
, clearly def1:n·td tha.n they ·011J.d ,:t>e in. p;i;ose-, • gven 
· if the vocabulary 1s t r equently ·eom.m.onpl a.ce . 2 

lt 1 ~ 'this, Eliot ' s 1nt1mate and uncomplioaied att~mpt . 

to p•re se~t , rotound and OO'Ill:plex things aboµt the human 
' ' •; 1,. 

spi~it, ,' tha t . g1ile s fhe Elder St ate sman fa.+;ong w1 th all 

th,e b,t h~i 'pl.ays ) 1,t s t1mel $a and placel~~s qua.11ty . 

, We ,~ie' now v1~wed all of Eliet •,s pl,~fs, and it is 
' ' 

po~s1'!q.e, .,·te> m.ake .som~ gene:r~1.fzations <lQl1cern1ng his 

·theatr,e.-( ,.:, First, all of tbe plays are, ·deep,iy l"Ooted 1n 
.. ·. · · '-,, 

Oh~1stian .' 1e·o1og111 an.d al~ show how' tbe t .ndtvidual leavens 
( • " ••• \ > ; '• ·,· . • ' 

the l<iv'.~'l ot th~ se around him; Jnald,hg ,a ,m..o:~ "fTU1tfU1 

commun•J.· l.:tfe . 021 We move 'ffom a. ·study Of:. J nd.ivi dual '~' 

martyx-dotn ·to an emP;haa1 s on t b.•• gr.<>up ~ . ~1:qughout tho e 

24f ·;. s~· ll1ot, ffi§ Eldei State s.ma.n(N,el-1 York, t 959), '.P • 46 . 

25Ib1s\ • , P• 57. 

~o Jone s , fh e flay@ o;t· El1=0 t ; p • 208 . 

21Qt . a.bOV$;. p .• 20 . 
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lays with a contemporary setting, t t1ere ls the int erplay 

of var iou s themes: t he difficul t y of communicat1on , the 

problem of psychological change, and t he ne ed to f ace 

the meaning of existence .. Each play , al though closely 

l inked by this interweaving of t hemes, is also an 1ndiv1 d• 

ual experiment i n the search for uthen moder n verse drama. 

form . We have seen how Elio t has n cessar ·ly , weakened 

the power of hj_s ver se 1,n o der t o me.ke his plays . more . 

meaningful for his a udtence s . To thts ext n t , I suppose , 

he does leave himself o en to the accusation t hat he has 

sacrific ,d a rtistic i nte r i t y, but I do not fe 1 that 

such a charge can be justified . 2 'Uie r o re ss of El io t ' s 

plays exempl i.f1.es h- s quest for the r>erf' ectlon of verse 

drama, hts attempt t find the ideal fo.r : 

F r thA reatest drama i s p o t ic drama, 
and dramatic effects Qan be co ensat ed 
by poetic exoellenoe . 29 · 

This might be a statement of- Eliot ' s aestheti c as t ar as 

t h eatre i concernP-d , and he h s to s o e degree achi ·eved 

"poeti c ·exce lencen by his devel p . s:rit of a comp!3, t1 ble 

form of ve· se for his plays . 

T .e fir. t v ·se dr 

undoub edly on.e of the ea.test , r eHg1.ous d mas ever 

written . Th other pl ys, put in a cont m. r ary setting , 

are t ·o · 1 e t o us t o judge the i r 1.ri r i.nsi o v a l ue at 

28ct . above, P • 17 ... 10 . 

29p . s. El ot, el ected Essa~~• J'A Di_alogue on 
Dramati c Poetry," (New York, 1950 , p , 3 8 . 



this time . Be that as 1t may, the plays 0f T. s . Eliot 

occupy a. :permanent niche 1n contempora:r drama tic 11 tera

ture, having contributed reuph to whs,tever :resurgence of 

verse drama there has been i n t he twentieth century. 
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Wl th Max.well .An.derson. we have a. far more commer

o1ally successful verse dramatist than T-, s . El1ot . The 

question of oomprom1se w1th the artist, already diacussed 

in relat.ion to Eliot; become.a a matter of great relevancy 

:for Anderson, Should a work of aJ-t he altered to 1nsure 

publio r~cept1on; should 1t be creat~d to~ ~he masses, 

not merely for the intelligentsia? 

A certain cleverne@$ in striking a compromise 
·oetwoen tho world abo1,1t him and the world .w1 th
in has cha.rac:t':8ri.zed the work of the greatest 

r. :as well as the least of successful playwrights, 
for they must all take a:n. audience wi.th them 
if they are to con.·U:rJ.Ua ·to .runct1.on. Some 
may consider it blasphemy t o -state that th1s 
compromise must he a considered and conscious 
act ... will bol1eve t hat the wr1 ter should 

·. look in h.is heart and .write ... i?ut .in ~he 
theatre such an, attitude leaves 'the ach1.eve
m.e:nt entirely tb 'ch,ance' _and a ·.: ure!o chance 

. a.oh1evement 1s not an• art1st1.c one. 

To th~· ·-vfrse d.ramat1et; this . problem of <c6nrprom:is.e con

sists of whether or not the verst should be·: secondary 

td the i,lay. .Anderson obviously :reels that yerse drama 

should be.·. judged prim.arily upon whether 1.'t. 1 s good thea

tre,, ~nd second.ly upon whether it 1s good po·etry . 

In s:p1te of this f eeling that the artist .must com

promise, however , Ander-son ls concerned , hat the poetry 

30Maxwell Anderson, Off !!roadway (New York, 1947), P• 29, J 



in h1 3 plays be more than a mere ornament ; hi s theory 

cl ose'l.y par allel s Eli ot: 

. •• ! have a s trong and chronic hope t hat the 
.t. eate.r of thi s c ountry will -0u.tgrow the phase 
of j ou na11stio soo1al comment and reach oc
casi onally in~o. t iia upper a1.r of poetio trag
edy ., I believe with Goethe tha t d;r .mat .ie po
etry i s man ' great-e s t n.chie'Veme n.t on h1 s_ 
earth so _ar, and I believe ·w1 t t he ea.:r-ly 
Be . ard saw tha t the theater 1 s essentially 
a cathedr al of' t he ~ pi r i · 1 devoted t o th~ 
-exal t ation of taen. "" · 

He ex l i ns hy erse ,ther '>han pr ose i s necessary to 

b~ ng about thi :-3 nexaltat i on*J: 

T·o me 1t i s ines capa .e ·that pr ose i s the 
l anguage of 1nf ol'mat1on .and poetry the, 
langi age of . otion , Pl" oee .can be s tretched . 

o carry ~motion, ~and 1n some e;xoept iona.l eases~ 
a~ in Synge ' s and otoa e y ' s pla s , ca.n oe-

a sionally ri se to poeti c heigh t s by sub- · 
s~ituting th e unf amili ar speech J:'hythms of 

· untutored people f o:t- th~ r hythm o-r ver se . 
Bu t under the s tra in of an emo ti o . t he 'Ol'di ... 
nar y pr-ose of our st age breaks down into 
1na.z·t1cul a teness , jus t as i t do s 1n life , 
Hence th'.e cult of u.nd0r s tateme;nt_. hence the 
r alistic drama in which t he cl i max i s reached 
.in an eloque1i,t ge .s ture or a moment of meaning
fu l s1le-noe , ~2 

It ~ ,rue t ha t And r s on doe s not t ul ly 1:l:ve up t ·o the 

pr omi s e s of hi s theory, but neither doe s Eliot; b si de s ,. 

do n ot t hlnk ·that th s 1 s a. parti cularly t a r cri ter1on 

of jud • ent . I ndeed 9 1 ·t i s diff 1-oul t to cri t.:l. c ize Ander• 

son objectively , beca.1.1.se h e has obvi ou sl, r qompos ed w1 th 

the audi ence in mind . And 1n the final analysi s , the 

au ier1.c e and not the criti c must be the_ udge of a 

. 48 . 



play ' s meri ts . If he has compromised, we may call it 

a "necessary" compr omise and , as already noted, T. s . 
ltJliot does much the same thing . 33 

The five plays we shall cousider, th the 

26 . 

Qtte~p., Maj:-y of Scotland, A,nne of the Tnou~and Da;y:s , 

Winterset, and Righ Tor, a r e gene.rally considered (w1 th 

the e:x:oept:lon o:f Anne of the Thouf!,and Days) to be Ander

son ' s most n teworthy efforts . With over t hirty plays 

to his credit 1 Anderson has wri tten some ot her excellen,t 

·1ays , among them KnJ.,c erbooker Holidaz, l_oan . of L.2,rraine. 

and Bad Seed . For pv.rposes of l1mit"ng t he d:1.scussion, 

I have cl1osen the .five lays above pecauae I find them 

pa.rticula.tly i nt eresting i n our study of the genr e of 

the verse drama . Three o:f' the plays are based on his tory, 

and the o.t her two ha v e contemporary settings; they were 

wri lten bGtween 1 _ 30 and 19.z~g. 

The so-called "Tudor trilogy0 may be discussed as 

a. grouJ); these plays a.r e Eliza.beth tne Queeit ( 1930), 

!_Iar of §~.E~~laB-§: ( 1933), and Anne of the Thou sand Days 

( 1948) . ~o t only do t hey a ll deal with s:txte enth- cen

tur English history, but they all have the sam~ theme; 

the lust for power 1n conf lic t with sexual passion. · 

Anne of t he Thousand Days 1s by far the weakest of the 

33:ay t his , I do not mean to make the rather invid1ous 
suggestion hat what :Ls good fo r Eliot i B eood for all 
aspiring ver se dramati sts . Rather, I want to point out 
that t wo men wor k i ng 1ndepende:r..tly both found it necessary 
to alter t heir wor k in order to ma~t? i t more palpable fo;r 
moder n audiences - althouch n 1ther man has been seriously 
accused of bowin before commercial i nterests . 



three plays, and it is surprising that Anderson changed 

the sucoess:f'ul formula he had used in the preceding two 

works . It • is a play of memory; the aud1rince see Henry 

and Anne in stat o position oh the stage as they reflect 

upon their 1nd1v1dual situations and recall past experi

ences. The action in the. play is stylized, a good dev1oe 

for s ,rent entii ... and eighteenth-cen ury comedy or mann. rsi 

but hardl suitable :for a contemporar tragedy based on 

hi story . The use of these: experi.men·tal techniques 1n the 

play negates the possibility f any heightened dramatic 

et ect . The portrayals of Henry ' s feelings of guilt and 

Anne ' s fate becom almost stilted; consequently, it is 

almost impossible for the audience to s.hare 1n 'the· experi ... 

ence of Ann§ ot the Thousawt Rais even though the play 
I . 

de,mands an empath1o re sponse ,34 

Ma;t:z; pf Soo:tla.nd 1s far better theatre merely baoaus 

1ts teohn1.que is more conventiona.11 conceived - The lan

gua,ge a:nd structure are clee.1•ly Elizabethan in oonoept; 
, •: . , ,· i '• 

note the desor1ption of the op~ning soenet 

A hal.t-shal tered corner of the: pier at Lei th " 
It 1s a sleety, wind night, and the tall piles 
ot the baok;ground and the planks und rfoot shine 
black and 1¢y with thelr coating of f'reezing 
rain . Long oa,ble_s stretch away 1nto the dark ~ 
The only light comes om the lantern of two 
iron-capped GUARDS who are playing cards morosely 
on the head of5a fish-tub 1n he lee of a great 
coil of rope .. 3 

J.>.r2ph;~M(::; ~~;~~11957;:e;;.A~:§7~n1 Whm PJ.~vr~~t as 
35:r-raxwal Anderson, Marz of Scotland: Fgyr, Ver§e 

Plazs (New YQrk, 1959} • p . ) . 
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111'he op.ening scene , with Mary ' s arrival, sets the stage 

:for the conflict of' IJfar . and Elizabeth. Here Mar y is 

portrayed as a charming woman whose very femininity wins 

fo:r her supporters; she 1s. however; obsessed with one 

desire, to rule and to do it alone: 

Master Knox, it is true that I !Ull Mary Stuart, 
and your queen, and I ha.'\t come back from 
Fra oe after m8.l1;f··'jears away, to take up my 
ruie in this country. It is tn~ too. that 
I a.rtJ. sad to leave the south and th sun, and 
I come here knowing that I shall met with 
d1.ft1culties that wo 1.d daunt many older and 
wiser than I am ... tor I am young and 1nexpe.:r1• 
e.nced and perhaps none to adep.t 1n state- · 
oratt . Yet _this ls my native place, Master 
Knoxt and I loved it as a child and. s till 
love 1t - and whatever I may lack in exper1• 
ence, whatever I may" have too muoh of you th, 
I shall try to male up for, if my eople will 
help me. in tolerance and mere, and e. quick . 
eye for wrongs and a qu.ick hand to right them . 36 

S1gn1f1cantly, the passage 1s in prose; Mary speaks in 

verse only during the critical moments of the play. 

Elizabeth is pictured in a similar light to Mary; 

she retu se s to accede the throne and will not share her 

power with Durghley., In much the same wa * Mary admlts 
! 

her love fo:r: Bothwell ., but she is unable to compromise 

her position: 

Look, Bothwell . lam a soYereign, 
And You obey no one . Were ! married to you I ' d be 
Your woman to sleep with .. You ' d be lting here 

1n Edinburgh, 
And I ' d have no mind to your ruling . 37 

Elizabeth is unlike Mary in that she is a calculating 

36 !J21d . , P~ 10 . 

37 ll.id. , p • 36 • 



vil1,a1n, whos e onl y justi fica tion fo r plo tting agai nst 

Mary: You fla t t er mo ~ 
Eli z bet t It' s more likely ~nvy . You see this 

line 
Dr a down bet we ,n my brows ? No wash or ointments 
Nor wearing of straight pl as t 9rs in t he ntght 
Will tak that line awa;y • . Yet I'm :ggt mueh older 
Than you, and had looks, too, once • .,, 

Throv.ghout t he play, the two won·en are ju:x:ta;poseo, a.s 

they are con.fronted and deal w::t t~- s1rt11ar s l.tua.tions . 

The Juxtaposi t:i,on of · he t wo f igu.l'os ts givBn emphasi s 

1n the f tnal scene of the pla.y wh.an th women meet each 

other . At this :point, Hary is 1n prison, a:o.d El :1,za.'beth 

trios to persuade her :for the .flnal time to give up her 

thl;'o:ne ; Mary 1s tragic flaw 1 · es in her s tubborn refu . al 

to g;t ve in to E11 z~ibet,h. Pa. a.d ox1aally, Mary achi~ves 

success :l.n .fai1v.re39: 

El i zabeth: Once more I ask rou t 
:And pa.ti entl • · Give up yQu.r throne .. 
Mar;y: . No , de .-1,1 . 
My pride is s tt- on. er t han your s , and my hear t 

beats blood 
Such as yours ha s :never known . And in this 

40 dungeon, 
I win her e, alone , 

!i..'l.izabeth wins 1n the role of.' a queen but · she 1 s child-.. 

less, and J-tary has bo r ne a child - the heir to the throne. 

----------------------·--~-------
38Ib.i d . ,, p . 11w • 

. 39n1:t s 1 a theme which occur s in ot her works, most 
notabl with Browning i n The Rinr► .. an~ the Book . Here .. 
Pomp11 ·a , alt hough she i s on the verge of death, has a.ch1eved 
success. in her momenta,ry spiritual communion wi th Oa.pon-
sac ehi; She may die se,cure 1n the knowledge that she will 
be with him after d a t h . · 

40.And~r s on, Four Verse F:J.az s) p . 152 . 
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Mary ' s triumph is as a wom.an, and the play thus becomes 

the tragedy of Elizabe·th r she has won e. hollow victory . 

We :f i nd the same theme s in the first (and the most 

populaF) play in the trilogy , ~Rl:\,zabe_th the 91:rnen . The 

plot involves the ill- starred love of Elizabeth and the 

Earl of Essex . When Essex rebels against the Quesn, she 

tricks him in.tJo believing that she is. resigned to his 

superiority . ..,.,ssex becomes tra ped by the Queen ' s Guards 

and is 1m risoned in the Tower of Lo:u.don; he has only to 

send word and Eliza.beth will free him .. HA i s, Un.fortunately, 

a prideful idealist : 

It ' s better for me as it i s 
Than that I shoi1ld l ive and batten my am,e and 

fo,rtune 
On the w '. an I love.. l 'va thought o! .i ·. all . 

1 It ' s better 
To die young an unbl 1 i.shed than to liv·e long 

. 1 and rule, 
And rule not uell . 4 

As in Mar y of 'ootla.nd , t h-e tragedy focuse s on Elizabeth 

and her wielding of power; the ' throne forces her to for e30. 

happiness ... Of the three pl1:1.ys, Elizabeth is p~rhaps th.e 

most El.izabethan i n design ; it is a 1',g.randiose II play in 

the sense that a s~coessful attempt has been mad to re.-. 

c~pture tha splendor of Elizabethan high traged.y ,. Though 

1 t by no means completely fits ·the Aristotelian cox1cept 

o.f tragedy; the play comes closer to ·ragedy than most 

modern dramas . The co:a..fliet between Elizabeth's love 

lJ.1 .. ,1a:r.:well .Anderson, Elizab,e~o. the Qy.ee H ~our Ve_.;:se 
;°f laj s , :p . 1 29 . 

' 



and her duty 1s a tragic _one; h$r great capa.o1t.1es as a 

~uler ruin her opportunity tor love: 

I could be young ·wt th ou, but now r ' m old p 

I know now bow 1 t -will be w1 th out you . The sun 
Will be empt 1 and ~ircle r ound an empty earth. 
And I will be qu en 0£ emp 1ness and death .... 

Traditional blank: verse 1a re tained , ior the most part, 
.i"• '\ 

1n the Tudor trilogy. L1.ke · the Elizabe thans, Ander son 

has written minor expository passages i n tose W1th 

El1.zaboth 'the Queen, we see how Anderson ha_s and.led the 

problem of compromi se; ·al though almost tle ntire play is 

1n verse-, · the language has been naturt1.l1ze in order t o 

make i · mor e under t a.ndable ror today • audiences ; 

.. It tna.rks a return t o the pr oblem ·attacked in 
,his fi r s t play Clful'te • De.sert): to find, r 
.adapt, a poetic medium of exprosoi,on that 

, ; should provide the e'mot1ona impact of oon
. · 'ventional English blank V?r 6 e an· at the 

sem.e t1lll$ prove speakable withou1f see ng 
too remote or archa c to the cars of modern 

' play-goers, for as he once ·sai d · '.1:n an lnter
vi e1r: "If we a·re- to have a grefat t eatre 
1.n th1$ country somebody has got ·to wr1 te verse , 

· ,even if 1 t 1s wr itten bad y ,, It is at 
.· least a eg1nn1ng • .n4,:, 

The r ather fluent blank verse of the ':Tudor trilogy 1.s tar 

more t an a. beg nning s lution to the pr ·orem , 44 

.. 
42 . · 

Ibid . , P • ·30 . 

43Bar rett H. C ar k, "The United ~tate s 11 : A Historz 
.· f Mod rn. Dr ama ed Barr . t t H. Clark and Geol;'ge Freed ey 

New York,, 9 7 • pp . 695•696 . 

44Por cr.1 ti cal souro.e s on -:ary of · cotland and 
El1zapeth the Queen see Bailey, Ander son, pp . 37-54: 
also John Gassner, .~aster s or the Drama, PP • 678-683 . 
For further 1scuss1.on of the verse, e PP • :33-34. 



In 1935, Ander son ote W .nte1•sets 11s be. t-known 

play: 1 t 1s a.sad on tho 2,ause o61)bre of the 1920 ,, s and 

1930 ' s, the Saooo-Vanze ti case ~ The play .is not a tra ... 

gedy, ut a "serious drarn~.u and a contemp,or13,ry social 

commentary ~ In spite of the play •s being base on what 

might be considered o. rather dated su ject, the them0 of 

the play deals with universat··va1ues which are s s1gn1f-

i cant tad y a:'J they were when the play was itten. As 

high drama 1n the Elizabe ~an a.nd classic ·tyle, W1n:!tiI."" 

ize~ i s formi ably construe ed . The story concerns the 

searoh of young Mio for the m1ss1n w tness Who could 
' . ' 

have saved his fatll r from execution .. Re· alls i n love 

with M r iamne and loses his taste for r·venge when he 

finds that his wr ath will ne'oessar ly harm her . But, 

wt ~h What Mabel Bailey cal s ntrue olass1c irony, •• 

Mio h::J,s been caught 1n a web and 1 s unable to t)sca:pe 

frock ' s hired assassins . · A.nderso11 makes no attempt to 
' . . 

justifY' ~he exalted language o;f the aracters, who are 

rbm the lower class . This 1s pree1se y why the 
' ·' 

play ~s. 9t~ dated; t he highly·1mag1na.t ve and r1oh lan• 

guage is t·nely suited t o the poetic treatment :r t he 

t hemes o! guilt and rev · ge . We shall see i:t a moment 

how this use o:t language mar s the play in a.no· er way. 

High Tor ,(1937) is a very s t y 1zed taritasy, wh1oh 

deals with a favo;ri te twentieth..:c~ntury theme• the <. on

f lict of indiv1a.ualism and big business in .Amerioa. Van 

Van Dor ·n re.fuses to sell his mounta n , 1n an ttempt to 



resi st the onslaue;ht of the mechanistic age. The .t'arc1cal 

inclusion of the left-over Dutch g.osts prov1 es moments 

of hilarious comedy. When Van finally doe □ sell the 

mount in, the past is symbolionlly dead, for the fo s 

of the past are about to be destroyed: 

The India;: Why, uhen the race :t..S gon, or 
.looks aside only a. little while, the white 
-.)tone darkens the wounds closet and · he roofs· 
tall and the walls give way to rains ,. 
Nothing 1 s ~de by men but mal-es, 1n the -end, 
go .,d ruins . · . 

'?his conun nt on materialism may, I think, be t aken as 

the the e of -'cha play . The whole fabric of th play 1s 

1 ts mear;dn5; we find sense in t he juxtaposi t1on of the 

f luctuating and the constant, the real and th ideai . 46 

The Dutchmen, besides serv1ne; a comic functiont help us 

keep fi ly 1n mind the relationship pa.t to present . 

The verse in A11derso11 ' s plays 1s neither un:1formly 

good :nor uniformly bad . Of' the Tudor :plays, El1zabet.lt 

the gueen best shows Anderson ' s attempt to simulate Eliz

abethan verse 1n a modern sanse . The language has been 

altered to t'lt the modern 1d1om, and tl.~ poetry 1 not 

merely n rig d metrical ar~angement: 

Elizabeth: I ' d have forgive 
All tlia~ liad pasaad. at any hour, day or night, 
3i~ce I lo.::. t saw yo½ . ;r have ;fai ted late at night 
Thinking, tonight the r1ng will come, he w111 never 
liold out against me so long, but the night · went by 
somehow, like the days, and 1t ever ca.me, 

45 ,1axwell Anderson, Hf.M To~~ Four Verse Pla1@, p ~ 142. 

46Bailay, 4nderson, P• 148. 



Till the last day came. and here lt :ts the last 
morning 

And the ohimez beating out ·the hours . 47 

The nervous, irregular quality of this verse punctuates 

Elizabeth t s dilemma . e poetry in Winterset ecomeo 

important 1n relation to a :problem which we .find with 

both Fry a.nd MacLeish, the qu Bti.011 of :fi·ttine; the char

acters ' dialogue to their already establi~hed mode or 
spea!t1nes 

In other passage<3 th;) poe r+ry _a1ls as dramatic 
poetry for ano her and mor subtle reason. It 
1s not dram.atio beoausa it dos not express t he 
thoughts and .feelings o~ th persons who speak 
it .• .,. I mean the.t it is .;,Omething quite dif
ferent from that heightened awareness as wall 
as heightaued ex_::>ress1on w":lich is permitted 
to the char acters in voatic drama . It is 
symbolic poetr7. . ~8 · 

Examples of th1s sort of poetry abound 1n the play : 

M1oi Why, girl, the t r ansfigurat on on the 
mount was nothing to your f'aoe . · It 11ghts 
from within - a 1hite chalioe h ld1ng fire, 
a floner in fl'n.me, this 1s your face . 
Mit1amne: And ·you · shall drink the flame 
and nover lessen it .. Ad round your head 
the aureole shall bur n that burns there 
no"-r • f o.rever . This I can gi va you And so 
!breve~ the Freudians ar wrong . 49 

such s eeohes border n the ridiculous 1han ne r eali zes 

the ba.okgrounds ot Mio and Miriamne . ·They. stand out 

glaringly o. posed to the rea;i.1s ic pasoages in the play 

Thich come so close to prose . These characters are 

47 Anderson., Four Vars~ Plays, p .. 25 . 
···,.;, 

4f' 
0 Bailey, Andeison, p . 140 . 

49Anderson, Winterset: Four Verse Plays, p . 49. 



blank :Verse, but it is too delibera e and :regular to 'b 

a good ve-~cle tc;,r the exalted language . Vi3zp.:tt;:set r ·e ... 

mains 1ntaot 1n sp! te ot tts c>bv.1ous p<>etical .tlaws; 1t 

is still am a:n!ngtul poet1o treatment ot the. themes ot 

th na.tuxe of gu_il t"> .justice., and i-ev.e;nge .• 

'?he poetr;y in &sli ,!foJ is far better thal:l in 1i1:imr-a.et.• 

flley (the llti.$s) do not try to make up 1.n 
tore d imagery to)! et.rioal and aynta..ot1cal 
dei':. e:\enei<.Hs. ·These l,\n s move w1 th the 
11. -nous ~n ·rgy· Qf a th ntic blank V'el"Se . 5° 

Th.er• is no doubt tbe v,el'.'se 1s 'bett~r; · he qu st1on is, · 

wb;r? la it tha. t pl.U"'e poet:ry i s sulia\,le only for comic 

!aJltasy • o . " .s 1 t tba t it 1 s b.e-st su1 ted to ,ht s play? 

l would eay that the latter. stat&m nt 1s th answer; one . 

o:f Asher ' s spetohes 1 s a g-ood tnm.ple: 

You have seen u s 1n the sun, 
w:ra1tbl1ke1 halt-e.ttac,ed., th~ print we tU.ake 
upon he: a;i.r th1n traoe~y, pemeabl , 
a. we.'b of W1tt4 . !h~1 nav nban.g :d u • W'.e may take, 

he, f'1r$~l:>all. s of the lightning in our hands 
and bo; hem down th · level floor · of cloud 
.o · eek th& beacon, y t t e:re WS.$ a t :1rne 

when these wtu•~ d . a.th t.0, t;auon. •1'h~. lite we keep 
1 s l1'!otionl ss as e oen:· er .of a storm, 
:,et wbllt we oan a- p it; lfhile w♦, can 
anutf out ,o da,: .. ness tb.e1t bright sweeping light, 
m~l\ t\1.oim the ha.r13,ess of' the slow m ch1n•s 
th.a he:w the 1110-untai:n b-Qm us. lih•n it goes 
w shall go. too. Ttu~y l ave us this pl.a.CEh R1gh t~r, 
a,nd w shall h1.1vte n.o other. · u . lE1al'n t t le.st . 
A ong 1mtl now we ' v- known. · 

Anda~son, li · e El1ot, finds di.tfea-en;t to s of' p<H!)~l"Y 

$0 J3a11ey, &!de;;sqn, ;p·. 149-. 

51 Ander8on, li,'out Ver~ fla..;ys, pp . 31 • 12, 



su1tabl~ for different plays; his basic metrical patte~n 

throughout 1s the 'lll\:rllymt9d 1a:nb1~ p ntam.et&r. Anderso-n •s 

thtot-etioal comm.nta.ry a.nd his plays p;tov1de an interesting 

con,ra t to Chl:'1stopher hy, the next laywright 1n our 

Stu Y• 



Ohristoph(tt' F~y, l1ke most of the other playwrights 

w1 th who-m we ~e eono-ei'n&d in this p1,3.per; has Wl'i tten a 

RfY'.1 w artiole {M · oh 21. 1953 ) antitl d 0 Poetry 1n the 

theatra, 11 his ideas ab ut v r ae d:rama. a~ set £orth , · 
'· 

The ax- .um:ents agai nst tr.oontem:poraey r al1s 1c re.ma." a.re 

most o·onv1ne1ng . 52 · Fry stat.es t hat rea.11 ty 1n the- 't.h$atx-e 

ha · r eael'/.ed such a. point t ha.t1 tp.e spec_tator i s dup d into 

b l1ev-1ng that h . G?ou.ld e•~~ r , ph;rs~-oally into any sc\'tn . 

repr&s nted on the st.age and not be out of. pl oe . In 
. . I 

\ 

birth ... ~ c~ot possibly ,zplsi n the ph. nom non of 

·e.n.s t~n¢~ ; and po try is t he ,ollly mode ·wni cb oan adequately 

expre Eis · 1 s higher real.1 ty: 
' ,:Poet y 1s the 18.llglla.ge in wldo man 1tplol" s 

his .own amaz m. 11t . rt l s the. languagt ·111 whtoh 
he, says hea.v n and e :rtb in -ou wor d .. lt i s 
t ,:ti· languagJ 1n wh.1eh• he speaks ot' h1meelf'. and 

52tl i s important to keep in 1nd th developments 
in 'thf:) pa~t f ive year s 1n the theatre of .. th abs,u-d; l 
am sure H;r • . Fry would agree, that hel" . :1S. an -import ant and 
vi \al ~ w. appr oach o the problem · o .real.1'\Y 1n tht · thea-
etre . · 
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h1 s pr9d· co.men a"} though for t o ftrst t1m .• 
It has the irtue o~ being able to say twice 
a.£~ muc 1 as pro so 1.n haJ. the time, and the 
dra ba.ok, 1.f you don 't happen to give it 
.,r 1.r fu atten on, of c-;eer;11ng to say half 
as much in twice the time. And, if you 
,ccept my pr oposit~ n ·hat reali y 1~ alto· 
gether different rom our stale view of it, 
we cans~: t hat poetry is the language of 
reality . ::,.., 

Fry leads ·tie case for verse drana y conten 1ng hat 

r os drama has een oarriod to it~ very 11m1ts; vars 

drama n111 nject n o t e hoatre a fres lo k a t the 

·uorl d, a · now an d. "' arent a~:,,roach to real.1 t·· . 54 

Fry 1 0 ot u.naw e of the rea ., -me.de arrters to 

e· succ s•3 verse drama; o realizes tat ~hese bar-

r1ers are co s1derale. and that the p ayur ght must make 

some at ~npt to a.me_iorate conditions . Them~ n problem 

he se ·s · s that wh ch 1s 1mr,11c t n the poetry: the 

flU 1ence1 · .,.. 1.ttune to L re"' ·and in s t easier to 

un erst • That is to r:e.y, 1t in 1 f1cult to hold 

a.a 1en:ce a:tt nt on with pro.;e; it i'3 tr1rtually 1mposs1ble 

wi h er se : 

In a play wr tten n the vein wc •ra used to 
we oan more or less supply f or ourselves 
what we have ost ht t s w Y; hut · · a play. 
which 1s taking up {:tr on yin the use of 
languagJ) a new attitud 1 3 no~ so asy . 

53christopher, Fry 0 Poatry 111 ·t e Th a re,••. Satu.rday 
Rev! (:r-:arch 2 • 1953) • -P . 18 . 

54 ...,ll_. , pp . ~-19 Again reme ber tb~t Fry 1s 
l'Ti ting ]?efor e the advent of Ionesco, Beckett, Albee, 
and others . Their approach certainly re:rreaen s a 
d1f erent 1rtterpretation of reality . This idea of what 
1s '*r eal 11 on the s tage closely approxi mates t theory 

Fr . 

1111 



Bes1des, we can become benighted 1n still 
another way: the audience can be caught 
by one poeti c phl-as$ and remain with it 
for sever al minutes, losing what follows . 55 

Fry is not advooating a return to the traditions of 

Elizabethan t1m.es, but r ather an entirely new theatre 

wh1oh will come about through an exploratory process; 

he envisions he time when verse Will be t he language 

of dl'ru:aa f om th• uproariQUS ta:rce to the mosts rioua 

tragedy . To rac111tat, th1s rejuv·enation of v l'Se drama, 

the dramatist mu.st. achi•ev s9me ·compromise be w e·n his 

v$:rse and his play. In other ,.,ords, as w hav al.re.ad)" 

not d; the writing of b aut1:tul v rs.e does pot 1I1.sure 

a. good play1 indeed, it mar Qft disturb the conoen• 

t:ratton o.f th audt ,ene$ . Mer talk 1s not enough; t he 

d1a.losu · must en,ha~oe· unde:rs1and1~ and not bf inserted 

merely :for t h s ot its elevated t one . 56 

Agai, for the sake 0£ limiting th d1souss1c t o 

i;hQ s e· plays generally considered ttJ'AaJ · r:• this s eUon 

wt.U be couoerned with the .tollow1ng thre,e plays : ll,t 

~Al ' s 12, !or 13u.rw..ng. Ven1:1,s Obs~f'.'t£!d, a.nd The D~tk 

1s Light ErJio'f.!gh. Before the arrival ot '?h~ Lff.d1 ' s .Npt 

Virtually unknown tp both Engli sh and American aud1enc s; 

· th t he produot1 n ot tht t wo p1ays, Fr y mad What one 

55Ib1_g,. , P• 3J . 

56Illi4 • t P• '.3) . 
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critic calls a "mt ri ap.eaxanc, n57 

The Ladr • .~ Not f r Bu.rni;gs s a comedy set in the 

town f Oo 1 Clary nth f.ifta 11th century, n 1ther 

more or le s or exaetly.»58 The ra her c rnpl cate pot 

revolves abut Tho as Mendi , a dis harged soldier who 

wishes to•die (and 1nde d att pt~ 1as·cen his demise 

by oon:f' J sing to some unsolved murd r ) and J nnet Jourde .... 

mayne, $ nt no d 0 d1e f r wit..;bcr t . Th se two fall 
," ! ., 

in love, as do Richard, the t 'l'•ffi cl rk, an th a t ra.e• 

ti ve .Ali zon Eliot . The brothe $ Humphr y and _ioholas 

Devi se flit in and out o.f tle 1ctur , both love 

with Alizon. Huro hrey lf,l,t r tries to 1ns~.nt a. e him

self' into the ~ood ex-ac s f Jenn t by brtb1n..., her ~ 

The play ends with a oelebrat1on at Mayor Tyson ' s home, 

during wb;ich h 11 prisone~s 0 .e '£ rgotten: R1ch d and 

Ali zon are joined, and Jennet and Thomas sea e, pre

sumably to spend the r est of their day in ha p1ness: 

Je;:mett 
Th t was 
To bl." ak 
To you? 

I hall have to hurry~ 
th icka · voice of the cock, beginning 
up the night . Am! an inconvenience 

Thomas, Ao 1nev1 table as original atn. 
(~ts coat a.rour,id her nd k1seep her . ) 
.And I shall be loath to forgo · e day of you. 
Rven tor th~ sake of my ulti~ate fr i endly death . 
Jenn2t ~ I am fr:t . n{l_ly too . 5~ 

57p,arold Olu.rman, "Theatre: .from Paris to London .. , 
ew R~nueJ.ie, OXXlI(June 5, 1950), P• 21 . Speaking about 

the 1950 season; Clu an mentions Fry as one of the only 
good ·playwr1ght1:, 1n recent years in England . 

58chr1stopher Fry, ,The Ladz ' s Npt for Burn1ng (New 
York, 1953), P • 3 . 

59~. , p . 1t2. 



fh d-eoidedly Sh vian ,conolus19n60 to the play asserts 

th power of love oY r death; J4e.nd1p ' s desire to b$ 

hanged is erased by his love to~ J nnet . 

The play 1s laok1ng ins veral r speets, th major 

on,e being Fr y ' s failure to liv up tQ his own t$nets. 

His oha.raoters giv ·· long monologues wh,ieh are clearly 

xpl1oations ot the theme ot the play, buts m·thtng 

is missing . fhe lre is no aens-e ot opposition fr · the 

ro~a1c world against which 'lry a.t''(su.&aJ one c uld hardly 

oall Humphrey D vis . a su1t~bl oppon nt to th per'""' 

uasiv<a s eech,s ot Mendip: 

It 1s this lack of a real mo al oonf'11c 
, 1n this eeasEl• ... . th pi.tting of .· great 

t1ddle against a. :p1t1.ful platitude that 
i s the b s i s 0£ hY"$ most.: outst~nding , 
,reakn,s . Hi,s o rtltud needs to bet sted 

, in a ~eal eonfliot ~ gods and devils, 1£ 
·rou lik .. ~nd not .' o be, ribbl d aw y 1:n 
. .t'betor1oal 'Vict~ry ;£0:r . th~ ,~½d_dle and 

poe•'.tio p1 ty tor :1 t !S opposi t • . ·. 

A . e.joI,' fla'tf to be sure:~ b.ut on which . !,s . eounter-bsl . . 

anc d . 1>J ·tho f aet th t ::h<LLad.z"' § Bot +or · igrning 1s . . 

'. ._. .'· ·,·,·' 

e p emls · ·'~l;i.at the best 

verse g ... ama 1 that wbicll is acoeptab1e . to t.he audience, 

th .pla.1 must r-eoetve a high rating . 

· 60th e 1 s oert 1nlf some l)asi s o! oornpari son be
t~e ~ this pl.av and J1ap. and pperma.p.; th resemblanc 
b . ee.11 Mendip and JtUl.t'l&t an T . r d .Anne 1s 1110.re · 
than super.f'..,1c1 1 . The Qonolusion of ·. he two plays is 
obv1ous1y similar. · 

61 w11i1am A~~owamith, "Etl.glish V r'Se nr, . a : Ohr1s"? 
tophe.r Fry," s · :u . in , III (Summer, 1950), 214. 
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The next l)lay, Venus Observga,. has e. l>~ot which 1s 

Just as whims1cal as ;ne . La.dz ' s No:t;: for l3u.rni!;G,• The 

Duke of Altair has invited three of his £om.er mist:r ssee 

to h1s opser~atory and asks his son to choose a moth r 

among the three . The Duke ' s agent (hi e chit employe) 

is cheating the Duke in order to ttatn the ate:ture of 

hi s emplo er; the ~ke sympathizes m.th him because hi s 

p·ossessions have been so gre~t . tha· he does not really 

mind beillg robb d . Th Duk$ :falls in lov .· th the 

agent Reed eck 1 s daughter , Perpetua, but she is in lovt 

· th Edgar, tbe Duke ' s son.. i'ireworks ensue ( tit j alo~s 

mis1ress sets fire to the win.g: o:f the house in hioh 
' ,, · .. · 

the :Duke i a trying to sedu oe ~ijrp: tua), Perpe ua gra .. 

cioue-Y , re.f'Us s the Dulce. ,and he decides to . arry the 

je ous mistress who has een put in 11 cu.stodyn for s1x 

m, nths :f'Qr s~tt!ng the .fire·. It 1 s per:!' ~t1· Vident 

. hat ,d th Fry the plat has been subl.1ma.t,ad to he char

act rs ' , thoughts and words . The plot may_ s em contri-ve , 

even amazing, t o cont pora audi eno s b cause it r ~ 

fleets what the pla.Yl7r1&,.lit considers is a mor accura.t 

view of 11:f' than that which i s seen in prose drama. . 

Ag~1n, we ·hav. the theme of th · opposition or love, 

r 11:f\!~ to death . When. the Duke de~la:r s "Im an t o 

marryt at the nd of. the play, .h· has r cogn1zed the 

importance or rlst nee; living -what seem to b a 

parody 0£ 11fe, he has b come :t o neil d to 1 ta riddl· s 

and o mpl-xit1es . Thus he tels R dbeck: 



In 'then f xistenoe I ' ll be happy for 
myself' . 

Why, Reed be ek, how m.arvellou s 1 t 1 s to moulder . 
Th1l'J.k bow you would have felt when you were 

lying 
Grubbing· in yQur mother ' s womb, 
With only a wall to look a.t, 
If you eould have seen .in your embr;roni o ye 
th ~ealm or b:t-yony, sloes, rose-hips, 
And a hedge •s ruin, a golden desuetude, 
A countrys1d like a drowned angel 
Lying in shallow a:ter, every thorn 
Tendering a tear. think, Reedbeck, 
'l'h1llk ot th wonder of such glimmeri_ng woe; 
Ho 1n ,a f1eld of m11k-wh1te h$Ze th - lost 
Apollo glows and wand rs towards noon; 
'lh wind-blown webs are br1ihter, 
~e rolling apples warmer than the un. 
H av nsl you would h ve cried, the romb 
Echo1~ r ou.n · you.: Th s a.re th h a.v~ns; 

and I, 
Re dbeck, am stillbon. Would y u not162 

The above passage has been th~ be.sis o,f discussion by 

sev _ r al critics, nd the opinions rev , al a. su.rpr1s.1J,1.g 

polarity. of thou'ght . 63 

-----------------·--------
62anrts · oph~r Fry, Venus ·oose:rved (New York, 1950), 

p . 9th ·· · 

tl.Jwnuam Arrowam1 th, in ~h ,~ on, 11evt~. •ssay, 
:refl eta . on this passage: · ', In the ac p · .. ·such · erse; 
it• ls almost UllSratefu.l to or1 t1c1z , r p61·nt1tss, . 
for ~ ;poet·11ke thi's should be bound to ma,ke his own 
way ngardle$s ,of what eay er where ri . should like 

im to. ·go .• · Yet, as thing~ ·now stand. hy·' s ' great a.~hiev ·
_mtnt i.e '.~$ v rse; and not y ·t , h1s i,lays~ . '1 s example 
is .heatt.ening, for he has a. way of malting ca-pit 1 of · . ' 
his 9Wl+ -,d~f1eieno1 s; h . has a prac~fcal era.ft 'Which 
1t:l b~ing Used~ significantly, for an nd s milar to 
~l t • s bu:t by .dif.f' r nt means• Anyone .\fhb dottbts this 
practical raft should watch 'an ordinary audience come 

. d~·;l' tll.e intent and he sound ·ot his 1 gua.ge. s thaugb 
the , ha.d nev r h~ard 1t b fore., yet understood it . In · 
Fry ... case, he ~ · · and the o:raft are the same thing. 0 

(p . 216) Mar us Bewley. s scathing essay- . n sc~t1Q1, · 
1'Tbe Verse of ,Ohrt stopher Fry• u XV.III : {June, 9' ) stands 
in ·d1~e¢t oppoa1t.1on to Arr owsmith ' s pos1 t1on: "f'h$ 
eolour of ~his sp eeh flake and . adet and the outl1n " 
of 1ta .1mages grow misty . · There 1s very little of con• 
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~here 1s a type of pa~adox represented by this 

speech of th :nuke ' s (see above, note 63), but I think 

tha any condemnation of Fr :Y'' s vers e res:u.l ts from a 

f'ailure to understand thoroughly the playwr1ght ' s 

aest hetic. There can be no doubt that the -allus1on to 

Elizabethan ands venteenth ... century poets 1s intentional; 

I am sure Fry had no cnnception that his verse would 'be 

orit1c1zed 1n the light of Elizabethan poetry, in spite 

of the tact that it does lend itself to this sort of 

compa:rison . What Bewley cal s "'second--hand literary 

glearu.ngan are ·in act uality parodies o:f original sourcts; 

the critic has overlooktJd Fry ' s rather un1qu Welti,n:: 

schauung • £or ther-e 1s nothing aered, nothing outside 

the province of comedy. ":Evennatu:re 1.s being made a 

ool of, . so why both.er1••64 asks l,ewl y . Fry- would 

answer y saying that the. :wonder of e s · enc 1 s . 

indeed worth bothe;ring abo$t, ~:nd that h l'bot era•• by , 

try1 .. o pot,nt. out l[la:n •s absu,rd dilenuna ~ ret, ·a.t lth 

sam titi.le and in a carpe· a6e:m vein, this 1s our- l1fe, 

and 1t hould be carried on fully to ts very limits • 

. The, P,ark is J;,1ght Enougg. a n . nter comedy 0 wh1ch 

1s J!'ry ' s best play, was first produced 1.n 195.li . The 

.crate 1mmed1aoy behind. i~, and .e e-n ' bryon,y, sloes, rose .. 
hips ' suggest second-hand. 11 ter ry gl~an1ngs r th.er than 
a genuine r sponse to the ree.i things, or even to the 
experienc of the. word s . And the ·triumph represented 
by A count ryside like a drowned angel/Lytng 1n shallow 
wat r ' is, I think, obviously so asy that its presence 
1n th passage ought surely to have qualif'ied the reeom• ' 
m ndation . What experience can on possibly carry away 
from line like that? 11 (p . 79) 

~4:a wlay, f'!Ve r s of Fr y,*' p . 82. 



action take s place 1n the winter of 1848--9 during the 

HUngar1an revolt a.gainst · the Austro-Hungarian empire . 

The scene 1s alternat ly set in a room in th& Countess 

Roam r1 Osten burg ' s Austrl.an ooun1lry house near the 

Hungarian border, and 1n the s t ables of the house . 

Countess Ostenburg harbors her former so - n-law who 

has des rted from the army and . is being hunt d by 

Hungarian troops .. The fo:rmer son ... 1n ... 1aw, Richard 

Gettrier, is h:tdden in the stables; when the H.ungar1a.ns 

r1ve and cannot find him, they take Z1chley, th~, 

pre sent eon-in-law, as hostage . Meanwhile, .nth stables, 

G-ettner has seen his former w1.fe and k1se.ed h ri her. 

brother, St fan,. becomes furious and ohallengea Gettner 

to du.el . Having stolen pistols from t he Hungarian 

soldiers, they go out.side to fight; shots are beard, 

and Gettne rushes in, · a.fraid that he has killed 

Stefan: 

Wby me, 'Why me? 
I dldn ' t make the gust ot a w1:nd, the tree•trunk:, 
Or whateYer 1t was killed h • I a1 ad away. 
I was laughing him off, bu.t I heard th,e fire 
And the bullet coming . I did refus tom et him. 
Defore God, Isa.id o, I said No, no, no . 5 

H ha.a not killed Stefan, but the Hungarians have :found 

hilll. outJ th Countess persuades the soldiers not to 

tak~ Gettner away . News comes that the Hungarian r bels 

have been defeated., and the Countess dec1d s to shelter 

65ohr1stopher Fry, The Dax+k 1s L1ght .EnougQ {New 
York, 1955), P • 72 . 
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the Hungarian solqiers . The excitemen·t,, however, has 

been too mu.ch for her, and she ,has a heart attack and 

dis. A..ustr1an soldiers arrive , se rching for the 

llungar1a s , and Gettne~ begins to scape once again. 

See:tng that the countess has di d ., he go s to h~r and 

awe. ts the Au trlans . The play 1s more a romantic 

m lodr a than a (?omedy, and it eli nates some of 

t he flaws whioh so conspicuoil.s1y mark Fry ''s $arl:ler 

ef.foa.-ts . 

Th~r ar se s:ral passages · in • the play which apt ly 

111:u strate ~ oh~nge 1n .. Fr y ' s s ~yl e; in The Da;-k 1 s Li:sb t, 

Enough• . the ch ra ters ' wo-r ds su1 t th ir . · er son. 11 ties , 

their acti on, nd the g n r al tenor of the 1 y: 
·, . I 

Counte s~ , l{ow sh~ll :w manage ,. W1 th time at 
: · a. s tands till? 

We_ can ' t so back to wh.ere nothing has b en sa1d i 
And no heart 1 s served• oa.u t : 1~ a mom n1i . 
Wh.1oh . haij .fr ozen, Sine& no worda ·will. set us 

· ree. 
· ~ot- . a.t 1 ast now·, · unt1.l we can > ersu de 
Our thoughts to ove- · . . . 
Music wcmld ungrouncl us lea t, 
As a tide 1n the dark .. come s to b. a t s at ancrhor 
A.lld th.ey 'begin to da:ncui ., My ··1.e.t er ld me 
Row he went late one night, a ' . ght . 
Of some· Hungarian anxiety, · 
To the Golden .Bull at da -, an tlrn:t he found 

·. 1'hEi Pres ident of your House oz Deputies 
Alone and danci ng in his sh i-.:ttsleeves 

., .. · .' fo th . us1'.o of t band • himself 
:Put far a·wa.y I b -w1 t._ohed completet,,y 

.. By the dance s custom; and sc it;•rwe t on, 
While my father drank· and talked t h fr :1. nds ; 
, h:cee o .four ho_urs w1 t hout a pa.us : 
Thl. s we.ight man of s venty, whose whole 
R' cognition of t he world about him 
Du.r ng hose houz-s, was when oc tiasionally 

· He turn d hi s eyes to th gi psy l. ad r 
And t he mus ·o chang d t o t Qf a ·eompreh.ens1on 



As worldless s the mus1c . 
It was dano1ng that oame up out of the eart g6 
And no g1v over till the dusk of morning. 

The passage fits perfectly the mood and tone of b th 

the character and the play at this point.; ther is an 

economy o language here which is absent in the oth r 

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

d yenus Observed ar, :tor the most part ,. ut1l 1~ed 

as platfo· s for the playwright to express his ideas 

to the aud1enc . 'l'h Dark is Light ~2ugh is the only 

one of the plays 1n Which character za,1on, tone, dialogu.. 1 . 

an ao on al are 1n accord . 

But why verso? The subjects Fry choos s do not 

seem particularly suited to vers, and it might b argu d 

that he could do the same thing b~tter in prose . I think 

not, however, for as Fry states : ut f we have to b 

born into a world as w1 dly unprosa1c as this one is , 

what else can be done, if we mean to be reaistio? tt67 

Fry 1s an ingenious art1f'icer in the use of language; 

the very nature o.f his plays forces us tor adjust our 

th1n ng in te s of what is aoce:pta.b eon th~ stage . 

hough w may disagree w1 th his the ry, the equ.at1on 

of :prose to every-day rea11 ty and po ry to a higher 

real1ty, 68 and find fault with · is plays, n etheless 

his contr ut1on to the •teauseu cannot b overlooked . 

66 Ibid . , PP • 67-68 . 

670hristopher Fry, quoted in Donoghue, Th1rd Voi ce , p . 181. 

68noneghue , Thi rd Voipa , p . 180; 1'The a r gument is 
charmi ngly s1mplt1 appear ance, reality; actual, real; 
.fa ct, mi racl e.; pro se , po try , 11 



The 1·rork of Arch1 bald J.!ac e sh in the f:1 eld of 

ver se drama is so lmited that he becomes a difficult 

figure £or us to appraise· ot the few verse plays he has 

wr1tten, most are des gned tor radio rather than the .·· 

stage * We have only two · plays, Th,1s Music Orent b;r 

Me upon the 1 aters and ~ .,,, 6,P to use as a a.sis for 

evaluation f ,,,.acLefsh ' s. verse drama . In spite of the 

fact that there are only these two plays, HaoLeish 1s 

an impol,·tant figure in our· study . He has recorded the, 

most rec~11t popular suoc·ess of a verse drama w1 th t he 

production of L.Jl.:: on Broadway. , The almost unanimous 

cr1 t1oa.l praise which greeted the play cer·ta1nly 1nd1 ... 

cates ~hat .l.:Jh is deserving of at ent1.on ~ 

This Mus c DreRt by 1-~e upon the Water:s is a mood 

play much 1 ke the plays of Fr.y; that 1s, it is more 

conoerne9- with establishing a. certain mood.or capt uri ng 

a particular moment than lt 1s with the exterior action 

of the play . The mood invol'V'ed here is one of exalta

t i on and th moment is the·soene etween m.1zabeth and 

99His first verse drama tor the stage, Panic, was 
produced 1n 1935 to herald the new Phoenix Theatre . To 
my knowl edgej there has been no maj o~ prodtict!on of t he 
play since·· hen . It 1s exclu'' ed .from the discussi on as 
a fi rst effort not t r uly r epl."e s entat1ve of tbe pl aywright ' s 
work .. · 



Peter . The one-act play talrns place at the hom of 

Chuck a..~d Elizabeth Stone, waa thy Americans living in 

th Antilles . There is to be a dinner party, and Eliza• 

beth is awaiting her guests; as they arrive, the con

versation lapses into the sort of careless chit-chat 

so famili ar to such out ngs: 

1~11oe: 011 ver wouldn ' t know the Keoghs: 
They·re just s1mple. decent -peoplet 
,9huo~: From Milwaukee . 
Alee: From Milwaukee . 
o iver: They must be so ething mor e than simple .. 
Chuck: Why? 
Oliv r: To live here . 
Chuck: Why, to live here? 
Oliver : Live in this aradise or Elizabeth ' s? 
Oliuok: l'ihat ' s wrong with a r a.dise? 
Ol1~er: For saints, 
Nothing . 70 

This passaee points up one of the essentiul weaknesses 

of. he p_ay, which is writt'en throughout n unrhymed 

i amb1c tetrame er. MacLeish has obviously ma.de an attempt 

to bring the dialogue close to convers ion, but h has 

fallen short . Instead of employing Eliot t ~ device of 

11 erratic" verse which is nearly 1nd1stingu1sha'ble from 

prose, MacLeish uses a regular metrical at·ern throughout . 71 

This adherence to strict. metrics :ts sornew1at just1• 

fled, however, in the final section of the play. Here 

the mood of exaltation is established when Peter Bolt 

and Elizabeth are simultaneously m ved by a beaut1ful 

70Archibald MacLeish, This Music Crept by Me upon: 
the Waters (Cambridge, 1953), P• 12. 

71see: Henry Hewes, n:elay by };"eters, 11 Saturda:z; 
Review, XXXVI {March 6, 1954), p . 26 . 



moment on the island: 

Wh n the wind 
Fell and that sudden s11 nee of th 
Touched everything •••• 72 

moon 

They are able to shaxe a vision of happiness that thy 

both h vs had: 

Elizabet 

Peter: Yes . As on ~ould s ·art from eep . 
I stood and I was th ref As though 
I ' d turne a corner dd nly and come 
I don ' t know where b~t come th~ e . Oh, 
As thou h I ' d· n ed ad be n . 'f 

11s Pet l' 

Hap 1nese was las now. 
Happiness 1s r eal - the onl 
R 1 r lity that any of us 
Ever have g11mp es of . The r st -
Th.e hur, the is y - 1 n1shes 

nl.y the blinding instant left us . 7 

l!,inally dinner is announced , •i:ihe spell 1s bro en, and 

th play nds as the guests .go in to the a.bl . 

The play is interesting 1n sev ral w s bee use 

:1 t exempl1:f1 s many of the p.robl ms inherent in v. rse 

drama . No te, ±~or exampl , th ohar aoter Ol1v r Oren 

suddenly st pp1ng out of oharaoter in one of his sp ches :. 

Had he no eyes at all for reefs 
o:r sh rk r ns o he re n lc§.uoes 
Lurking in this smile Qf treesff~ 

Until this time in the play, 011v r was seen as a r th r 

cerbic and realistic E"ngl1 hman; nothing prepar s us 

72 v, c 1sh, _Th_1 ______ • p . 30. 

73Ibid . , • 31 . -
74ill,g_. , P• 32 • 

75.!lli.• ' P• 7. 

'J 
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for his use of the 1m ge "smile of tr a . " 'Wh n the 

conv rsation later turns to the subject of happ1n ss, 

Oliver tell those pr sent: 

We 11v by what ' s s till left to l1ve for ; 
Something 1n another life, 
Another lov, noth r country, 
hV n in another world, 
.At least so e o ·th r day. In Paz· d1 e 
Everythin 1 here, is this: 
The ordinary h rt oan ' t bear it . 
Suffering, yes: suffering w endure . 
But ha 1nessl Happi ess 1s. lo o 
Or far away or not yet c me to . 
Only a c hild or ·those like chil "ren, 
M ti g h piness n summer ' s door 
Can ta.lee 1 y the hand and run w1 t h 1 t . 
The rest walk past 1t d remembor . 76 

G n r 11 , this pass g spoken by Ollver t ~ds to r main 

hin he bounds of char c r ; it s exc e dramatic 

verse 1n that the r y hm of t he poetry correlat a per

f c ly wi h h mood of th ~P .aker, and t ~ context 

of th speech provides some foreshadow· ng o what i s to 

oocur la in th play. 'lhat jars , ho ver, is he use 

o.f the image 1' ch1ldren/l•1teting happ1 ess in e. summer ' s 

door . 11 Coming from 11 v r, thl s 1 s totally nexpec · d -

although th 1m~ e is an interesting one, t e progr ss 

of the pl y is ar este fvr a mom nt •. 

This is not to say th t th au.di ence wi 1 ex.1 t il 
L . 

masse at thi s point in th play; indeed , the wtll pro-

bably not no xac··1y Yha is wro g th thi s part1c lar 

spee ch • .But thy will ~now sometgina, 1s wrong, so that 

76 ill_g_. , p . 13 . 
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there is set up an unconscious barrier to underatanding.77 

Finally , we may question the Ant1re conception of th 

mood ,lay: 

. , . t he fu t ure may have 1n store or us a 
f rm of poeti c drama that imitates not. .o . 
much modes of action as state s of sensib1111y . 
Mr . Eli ot h~s g1 ven us . $Om ex.c1 t i ng 1nt 1-
mat1cns of ts natur e . there rnul d still re• 
main the tasl,. that faced th~ first romant ic:: 
poets - thc.t of cr~e,ting the ta t by7~,ioh , 
such a poetic drama· is to be enjoyed . · 

.I t is ~iffioult t o understand how Sir Herbert Read oa.n 

envi sion the happy :p:t"o spe c ts of 1 d ma of s ns1 bil1 t y , 

t h ni.qo4 play. Th e mood play m~st acri:n.ce action, 

as T'h+ s MY,si,c Of ep t b,: Me upon the Waters partiall y does , 

so t hat we have ;rnentially lyt1c po try which is epoken 

011 the sta:te . The creation o:(' plays almo.st totall y de

void of action is a f ailure to utilize them d um of 

11.v dr na .to 1 ts tulle st extent . 

77.Donoghua, Th1rd Vo1ca, · ~ 199. elabora tes f\lrthe r 
on the Jroble.m of the nsuro.mer ' s door 11 pass.age: Min t h1s 
connection we would for he moment overslmpli fy by ar gu-
1ng ,th9:t if a character ill a play performs an act , thi s 
act,. however surpri s i ng at that point, should b.e f'el t t o 
be , consi.stent W1 th what var ' quality ' has already been 
establis. d. tor the get . Whatever is explici t shoul d 
'be felt as consonant with an 1mpl1c1t quality 1n t h 
agent : th act al, c nsonant with the i nherent l y 
potential . This does not d.o away with surprise . We 
may appre end a set of quali t ies in an agent without 
being able to anticipate the pre.else act by which he 
will 'materiali ze ' thes ualit1es in a p rtioul ar s1tu
a.t1on. Bu... en thi"' at has been p rfor med we should 
be able to respond to its fitness . The ventri loqUi SDl of 
' i n a sunimer • s door ' di.stu1·bs the cont 1nu1 ty and t h . re
fore the coherence of the play. 11 

78Herber Read, The True.Voi ce of Feelin~ (W w Yorkf 
1953), .P • 150 . 



Happily, MacLeish mov sin an entirely different 

dir~otion with .l.:.!:_, hi s play pased on the Book of Job . 

The story of Job ls set in modern times, w1 t h Job por

trayed as a ealthy American . The play op ns wtth a. 

prologue in which two old actors, redu ad to vending 

ware s in a c1r~As, decide to enact the stor y of Job . 

i'he scene takes place inane pty circus tent: 

Mr. Zuss : 
.. ;ickless: 
No rush to 
Mr;. Zu.sai 
Nickles: 

Merchan<lise not moving , Nickles? 
Mover, wherever I do ... all o 1t • 
by your worlds, I noti c . 
I could sell one o a ••• 

. . • oh1ldt 
You to!d me . Where ' s the earth? 
M.r . Zuss : · · · Earth"i 
Ea:rt h ·is where that table is: 
That ' s wher J ob si t s - at the table . 
God and Satan lean above . 
Mr . Zuss neers anrtouslz up into th 
I wonder if we ' d better? 
Nioklea :. What? 
Mr. Zuss : Ply t . 
Nickles : Why not? Who cares? ',hez don ' t • 
.M:r . iuss : At least we ' re actors .. They ' re not 

act rs . 
N ver acted anythi~g . 
N1okles: That ' s.right . 
They only own the sho • 
Mr •. Zuss: I wonder ••• 
Nickles : They won ' t care and t ey won ' t know. 
R1s e;yes :follow ;~ M • Zuas ' s u to the dan 11 
Those stars that stare their stares 

tho s e the staring stars se 
Or only 11gb ts •••. 

not meant for me? 
Mr . Zuss : What ' s that got to do with· xthing? 
Nickle s : Very lit~le , Shall we s t rt?~ 

After setting up the conflict o:f God n Sat an (Zuss-Zeus 

and Nie' les-Old Nick), the 11ght s come up on J ,B. and 

his family . At the beginning, J . B. is at the h ight of 

79Arch1bald MacLe1sh , J 11 13 • (Boston, 1961), pp . 4-5 . -
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111s rosperity; as t e play continues, his good .fortune 

s rapidly ras d . His chilnron die, th~ victims 0£ , 

war and n automobi e accid nt 1 one dau hter is rap d , 

his wife leaves him, and J .B. is plagued by sore3 . Th 

.er o is forced down, the v1ct1 of circumstances 'Wb.1 h 

he cannot derstand . Fr s m reas n, howeverr this 

sad rogr ssio of ev nts never becomes de ress1ng, and 

th ply nds with a wo~d f'ul ff1 ation of fa1t : 

J . B. : It ' s t oo dark to s e . 
Sarah : Th n blow on th coal of t he hear, my· 

da i. g • 
. :s . : The coal of the hart ••• 

~ah: · rt •s a 1th l t now. 
Blow on t h coal of the bear t . 
Th· on~ es 1n churc s are out . 
The lights h ve gone o t in the sk·y . 
Bl n t h coal f he heart . 
And we ' l see by and by •• 

W ' l see hr we a:r . 
The w1 won I t urn and the wet soul· smould rs . 
Blo~ on tie o f heh art and * kn w ••• 

· We • 11 know •• • 
The 11 ht 1n rease az11ght .from 
the door, as they wo 

MacLeish is i:,tat1ng 11hat ankind , must ~.nd i:v1.l continue ,. 

1n sp1te of th. hardohips it has ha 

conte porary world . The final affirmation, of course, 

b comes an ass rt1on of he gcodn~ss of God, regardl ess 

rary . of v1dence wh1 h indicate the 

Unlik Th s Music Crent b e unon the · nters , ,J . B,. -
is concerned with an a ction rat her than ihe c ptur1ng 

of a sin le mood or mom.ant - t he action er.e being J . B. 1 s 

moveme t to acceptance in th light of faith . s t ory, 

80 llli•, p . 152-153 . 
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an mentioned 0 bove, reveals a sequence of disasters 1n 

J .. B.' s life; thus, it n:.oves in much the samf: rhythm as 

the Book of Job itself . The hero) remin13cent of Eliza

beth Stone, has a great sensi tivity to the world about 

him . His wife Sarah tells the children: 

He still does . He lies t -~ere wa tch1ng 
Lo· before I see the light -
Cant bear to miss a minute fit: 
Sun at morn!ng, moon at nlght, 
The last red apple, the first peant 
I ' ve never seen the dish h wouldn ' t 
Taste and reL sh and war.. t more of: 
People eit er!g 

His capacity for feeling 1s w a loads him ultimately 

to acceptance and away from the conception of God which 

1s forwarded by Sarah and Nickles: 

Sarah: Has death no meaning? Pain no meaning? 
Even these suppurating sores -
Have they no meaning for you? 
Nickles: Ahl 
l..Ji:_: ::.rom his !1cart ' s pain 
God will not punish without cause . 
Nickles do'l!.h cs un,ln a sRasm of soundle~~ 
~auE;h ter . 82 
i: .Ir: God is just . 

There is conflict here, the clashing of two conceptions; 

which makes the play so interesting d.ramaticall • 

T e obvious ga:p beti-roen dialog e a:n.d c1 aracter in 

the first 1,lay is admirably handled 1r J .?3 .. Ths iamb1o 

tetr.ameter line (Donoghue prefers to call 1t a line with 

four "rhetorical stresses'1 ) is again used, but 1t never 

seems out of place . We do not have o:ny i mages which 

81112.!!- , p . 32 . 

~2Ibid . , pp 108-109 . -
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a.re out Q keeping w1th th character already established, 

and language is oonsistemt throu. bout . ¥..acLeish ' s 'Verse 

line 1s reoogntzabl as v r se, and y tit , ends to fit 

1n with ac·oept .d patt ms o! oo.nv rsation - such verse 

is tar superior to th · h1ghly involut d eches w find 

.1tt Fry ,, s plays . Rea111 on the ba.s1 s o;( one play, he 

has managed to make, a r putat1on tor hims lt as an 1m

portant verse draroa.tist . Unfortunately; howi,v~:r, Mac

~1sh pr sum.ably has no plans tor· 1noi-~a~1ng his output. 
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Apart from the four men already de 1~ with, there 

have been other twentieth-ce· tury dramatists who write 

in •verse, most notable among them Auden and Isher,rnod 

and Richard E erhart . Auden and Isherwood have collab

orated on several plays, including The Dog Bene~th the 

Skin and The Ascent of F6 . The former deals with the -
sear ch for a lost boy in a rural town, symbolically 

representing the possib1ltty of fascism in England . 

The play was written in 1935, and it comes off as mor e 

o:f' a period piece t han a.nyth~ng else. The Dog Beneath 

tbe Sk11!, is a fantasy and would be extremely difficul t 

to produce on the stage . ~oth this play and The As9ent 

of F6 are written 1:n prose and verse, most oft e poetr y 

being 1Un1 ted to t he cho!'us . The_Ascent o! F6 to:i ows 

the attempts of !"ichael Ransom (a figure patterned on 

Lawrence of Arabia) to scale the mountain E'6 ~ The 
t: . 

struggle to climb the mounta· · n 1 s the struggle of man 

W.1 th e:;::iste!l.ce J thus, Ransom becomes a Sisyphus-like 

pr otagonist . A critic wr ot e of ~e Dog ~eneath the 

Skin . that "th& poem--play has one very considerable 

v1rtue to mo--1t is interesting to read .. 1183 The plays 

83 ' Will i am Rose Benet, ttoontem:porary foetry, 0 Satur-
da: Rev1 ew • XIII (November 30, 1935}, p • 16 ~ 



58. 

of Auden and Isherwood~ intl!rest ng, even fascinating, 

t or ad ; they are not particularly well ... deslgned to be 

brought to the stage . 

Richard Eberhart, one of the founders of the Poets ' 
A4 Theatre in Cambridge,- has done the most recent work 

in verse drama; hls Devils and .Angels and The Mad Musician 
; 

were first •reduced in 1962 . Most of the plays he has 

wri t:ten, by the ai.uthor ' 8 ov.-rn ad.mission, a.re extended 

dia.logues with little or no action . The main exception 

to t s is t ~ comic tragedy .'.£.h .• ~_JJ.§ionarz Farms, first 

produced in 1952 . The Visionar y F rms~tells the story 

of the collapse of a co1r.ms-rcial empire i n 1919; Eberhart 

1s 1ere pres nt1ng the symbolic destniction of the cult 

of Progress . It is a play-wi thin-a ... play'; th story of 

the comrne cial empire is shown to the gues t s at the horn$ 

o Ro ln Everyman. At the en· of the play, t he Consulting 

·Author tells the gro p: , 

Thank you , la.dies and gentlem n. that is all . 
We a.re going to leave the ac·t lon at t hi point ~ 
All of these gentlemen have become madmen, 
.Due to the enormity aad gross enchantments 
Of the times, astonishng products of America; 
Each might soon be at tha other ' s throat 
And lay some blo0dy forms about our stage 
Not unlike the old, . gross days of Elizabeth . 85 

84The Poets ' • Theatre 1s the only existing theatre 
gr oup devoted solely to verse dr amt?,; 1 t encourag es the 
writing of ver~e plays and provi es an outlet for pro-
duc t ion of these plays. · 

85Richard Eberhart, The Visionary Farma: Collected 
V .rse Plays {Chapel Hill, 1962), p . 95 . . 



Eberhart here deliberately cuts off whatever action there 

has been in the play. because: 

••• we owe fidelit;v to ta.lk, 
It is the temper of our times to rage 
And talk tra.edy 1_to comedy.86 

Mr . Eberhart m~y perhaps be correct, but by nearly negat-

ategor.y as the mood plRJ. Yet the "Qlay doe emerge 

aa a mean1n6ful treatment; n his re,resentation of a 

chaotic world, ..,bcrhart has nt1r:lose_y eliminated the 

realistic dimension, giving the ;>lay an Ionesco-like 

atmos here . 

You ar deliberately wr1tine vers for other 
voices, not for your own, and you do not 
know whose voices they will be . Yu are 
aiming to write lines which will have an 
immediate effect upon an unknown and un
prepared audience, to be interpreted to 
tha, t audien e 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 
;fo:r- his admirer3, those ho know his non
dramatic work and are pre'Oared to rec ive 
favourably anything he puts his name to . 07 

I have begun this conclusion wi-~h a quotation .from 

Eliot ' s 11[toetry and Dram.a" because r feel that the passage 

E36 
Ib d . , p . 95 . 

87T . s. Eliot; 11Poetr1 and D arua.": On Poetry and 
Poets (New York, 1957}, pp . 83-34. 
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hits up non f the cant~al problews oonfront1ng the 

verse dramatist today - .. as.teal y, the problem of verse 

in the heat e and ts effect upon an audience. Actually 

until 11ot, verse drama was a dylne or dead form; the 

few verse plays written 111 the early twentieth century 

have long since passed nto obl:tv on. Jrom Eliot to 

the presen; we have seen written the best verse dramas 

of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries . But these 

still constitute only a ha.nd.fll of tho pla.-ts written in 

this period; m reover , there can be no reason for the 

presumption that verse drama will suddenly arise as the 

major theatre genre at the end cf the twentieth century ., 

It is reasonably safe to say that verse drama w111 never 

again r .. ach the heights of Elizabethan times . 

The climate, Eberhart 'tells us, 88 was eminently 

suitable for a Shakespeare; the climate today is so d1f• 

ferent that a dr amatist of Shakespeare ' s stature could 

never .flou ish - for instance, available subject matter 

and audience reception has ehanged so greatly . I believe 

t he playwrights d1scussed have realize th1s acute d1f• 

£~rence and have not attemp t ed to ffect any return to 

Elizabethan theatre . Their ~lays represent a reaction 

t o the sort of ver se play written 1n hen neteenth csn

tury . An examination of the major twcnt1 th-century 

verse dramatists reveals that their works have taken 

SB-.,b h t he r ar, Collected Plays, v11 . 
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d ffer e:nt d· rac 1ons botn in · e-c'Os 0f V'3:cse ar1d subject 

matter . 

At opposi te poles are the ''acceptable n blank- erse 

patterns of tax~ll Anders n a~J the three-stress line 

of' l: . J . Dlict . S·bj ects ran e :frc:rr the whimsical f an-

tasy of ';j.'he 1aC:y 1 s l-;' or m.rnin~ t · ~he Bible-based 

i.:JL.. I point cut th SE. c..lffe ... er...e;cs merely o show that 

vers dr6.!TI&. i s no on.ger an e.ntiquated vehicle which 

con.forms to fil.izabi.itharJ. ule s a:ttcl :patterr.P; not b ing 

bound by an;r rules j i ~ has take:!'.;. v·r:r7::..:ng :'orm~ ·w1 th di:f

f"ere t playwrights . If wo must gen ralize abou t en-

t eth•-cen1;ury verse rama, t:1e ma1:i ohart .. ctertst c which 

comes to min· 1 i t3 laclc of action . The majority f 

t'·1e :plays are n !or:;nly marl< r:>d by a tendency to work 

out proolems in wor.' .J, rather than action . The best 

adjectlve I can apply to thi3 tendency is "sta .. c. •1 

The are , for the most part,.plays with limited appeal ; 

the worlcs of Richard Eberhart ar e certainly not cal• 

cula ted to reach a mass s.udi e ..... ce .. 

Why should anyn.ne a.d.vocate £'. revival of v- rse drama? 

Has prose not served the thcatr reacon ly well for 

several hundred years? I run n t, of course, arguing 

that ro se dr ma should be ~bandoned entir ely, but that 

there is a place £or var~e drama 1n our scheme of things . 

To be pedantic, verse ts s imply a higher form of language, 

an ord rly form wh1ch imposes its own regulations upon 

t.h.e wr1 ter . The use of verse allows 1 ts or a tor a gr ater 



l 

latitude 1n diction an characteriz ticn than oes prose; 

s1mpl~ sta ed, the verse dranat1nt, regulate only y 

poetry, can ~pose is own crd r upon ~4e play e wr es . 

Eliot states that the 1 rld of a e;ren.t verse dramatist 

1s tt world in which the cres.tor is everywhere present, 

and ev ryw,.ere h1ddAn . "89 The advantage of verse drama 

ov r prose is its e ility tor fleet m re sharply e otions 

and ideas an its use of elevated la,.guagc ~hich would 

seem out of' place 1n a re~ listtc roce drs.rr • 

Th general dir ec ion of t:entteth-centur y vers 

drama ls clear . While attempting to effe~t a reaction 

to realistic prose ~rama, tb y ha, e brou ht their works 

close to realistic prose (Ell t) whil at the same 1me 

treati~g subjects which~ properly he province of 

poe ry . Although close to prose, e plays are s til l 

poetry, if only in a technical sense~ A ain we mus t 

go to Eberhart, the firs verse dramatist of note who 

attempts to join the beat po try he can write o hi s 

lays . In doing so, he has perhaps created plays which 

ar not dramatic, but he has given h nt of the pat h 

verse drama will take in the years to come . The answer 

lies somewhere between Eliot and Eborhar; the verse mus t 

e 011 a higher pla e than pros , et 1 t .ust c:omehow 

conform to accepted speech patterns. I cannot in 

e;ood faith envision a rena.~en.ce of verse drama . I do 

U9Eliot, 11 The Thre Voices of Poetry": _on Poetrz 
and Poet , P • 12. 



believs t hat L . Eberhart and o-+:hc s a t t h~ Poets t '.Pheatre 

ever begin t 1 1 te or a w dar ,.u.d i ~.-,e, we will se a 

grea :rene m. of -nterest in V<?rse dr am~ . It wou d not 

in t he U:r1ited ~ta.:f;P,s, th. lr-t,_,t ajo'!' count. y to build 

st eatrlc~l i n t e~est . uar h3 tim. being, at least, 

~-r shP.."!.1 have to be co·1t9'1t 1d th th".? few x0ellent of! r .... 

in<-> ':ll ·we have . go 

90A.not:ier tre d ·which has boen interesting to wateh 
in the po.st th rty years :ts thi, development of modern 
American musical comedy. SU.ch deli ghtful works as 
South a cific, Ol::lahoraa, a11d Qarousol a ll nr e poet1cal 
fantasie s with soa:r1n lyrical musical numbers . A.1-
tho gh I s till maintain there ls no special area of 
subj ct matter for vars~ drama, it would seem that 
verse plays bas~d ou f ntasy (such as JiiBh Tor.) would 
do a gr at deal to inject new life into a rather static 
medium . 
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