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Introduction

A classic is a text that has never finished saying

what it has to say.

ITALO CALVINO, WHY READ THE CLASSICS?

“Have you changed?” Torvald asks Nora in Ibsen’s A Doll’s House with mild surprise when he discovers that his wife has changed into street clothes instead of nightclothes after their return from a party; his mild surprise becomes wild surprise when he hears what she has to say. And she has since changed in ways more surprising than Ibsen could have imagined. The iconic modern plays, still saying what they have to say to us, are further engaged in a conversation with the contemporary playwrights, as well as the occasional filmmaker, choreographer, and composer, who have recreated, reimagined, and transformed the dramas that are the touchstones of the modern canon in the English-speaking world. Their new versions create conversations between their scripts and the iconic texts they address. My goal here is to continue those conversations further by engaging those replays in conversation in this book, and then, going even further, extending the conversation between this book and its readers.

When Ruby Cohn, the great Beckett scholar, wrote Modern Shakespeare Offshoots (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1976) she told us in her Foreword that “Rewriting of Shakespeare is known by an array of names—abridgements, adaptations, additions, alterations, ameliorations, amplifications, augmentations, conversions, distortions, emendations, interpolations, metamorphoses, modifications, mutilations, revisions, transformations, versions,” but she ends up preferring “a looser and more neutral word, ‘offshoot’ ” (3). For my purposes, Cohn’s list would have had to be lengthened to include parodies, pastiches, burlesques, satires, spoofs, lampoons and, for want of a more scholarly term, mash-ups. Faced with a similar labeling dilemma, I decided on “replay.”

The plays and replays discussed in the following chapters are a wide sampling from British, Irish, South African, American, and European playwrights; in each chapter there is a brief interpretive description of the modern play in order to establish a basis for comparison with the newer plays as well as the films, operas, and ballets they have spawned.

I have divided this book into two large sections: fighting modern plays and resigned modern plays. The first are those who write from their belief that art can improve the world, that their—and our—responsibility is to the family of man; these playwrights stand with Chris, in Arthur Miller’s All My Sons, when he declares, “You can be better!” The first group includes not only Miller, but begins with Ibsen, continues with Shaw, Brecht, Rattigan, Granville Barker, and Hansberry. These are the optimists.

The common focus of this first group is moral struggle, the need to believe that humanism, kindness, friendship, and morality can triumph over materialism and self-interest, combined with the implied or overt admonition about what happens when they do not.

The second cluster includes playwrights who believe, with Samuel Beckett, that there is “Nothing to be done,” the first line of Waiting for Godot. This group includes Beckett Strindberg, Wilde, Chekhov, Wilder, Williams, and Ionesco. These are the pessimists. Instead of believing that the human condition can be improved by passing a law or by charitable acts, these playwrights recognize that at the core of life is a recalcitrance; art offers us insight and consolation, what Maddy Rooney, in Beckett’s early radio play, All That Fall, calls “a helping hand.” Mrs Rooney is old and fat and going along a country road to meet her even older husband at the train station as a surprise on his ninetieth birthday. When faced with the steps up to the platform she asks a neighbor for help, who replies: “Is it my arm you want then. Is it my arm you want, Mrs Rooney, or what is it?” Maddy Rooney snaps back, “Your arm! Any arm! A helping hand! For five seconds! Christ what a planet.” Just because there is “nothing to be done” does not mean, for this group of iconic playwrights, that one should do nothing. Although these plays often despair, sometimes sharing a wry wink with their audiences and suggesting that gloom and anguish has replaced the cautionary tale, they are, despite their grimness, distinctly generous-spirited, a sympathy that springs from the shared human condition. The replays of these plays are often not so kind, showing us that the grim joke or the nasty nudge may be all they can provide.

The organizing principle here is necessarily chronological, since the movement from modern to contemporary makes that order significant. Within each of the two umbrella headings, the individual playwrights form subheadings; here, too, the order is chronological, since timing matters in any discussion of zeitgeist-based responses. Further, within each playwright’s chapter, there are discussions, again in chronological order, of the replays, including a variety of art media: films, ballets, and operas. Note that the dates following titles refer to the year of publication not production except where otherwise indicated.

Chekhov and Ibsen are the current cultural obsessions and their replays expose how drastically society has changed: the dire coarsening of the social fabric, the cruel pessimism, the intensified violence, the sexual flagrancy, and the ongoing generational and gender warfare. As style, tone, and vision are altered, the tragic morphs into the ludicrously comic, proving Marx’s version of Hegel’s observation that “History repeats itself, the first time as tragedy, the second time as farce.” Political outrage frequently weakens into a shoulder shrug.

In some contemporary replays, idealism is discredited as naïve, while in others, any expression of that naiveté has disappeared; the paradigm shift here may be that cynicism has replaced not just aspiration toward the good and the honorable, but even any expectation or disappointment when that good or honorable has failed to occur.

Genuine sophistication, the kind of sophistication acquired through authentic experience of the world, diminishes or even vanishes once that experience of the world is homogenized and globalized into familiarity through the kind of branding that before it was called branding was called cliché. Sometimes apparent sophistication has been created by virtual experience, a condition where the faux sophisticate is so cocksure as to resolve never to be impressed or moved: the been-there, did-that syndrome. These attitudes seem to inform many replays, although sometimes it is hard to distinguish that ho-hum attitude of the characters toward extreme violence and hardheartedness from that of the playwright. Is the play feeding the contemporary appetite for mayhem or is it forcing the audience/reader to acknowledge the implications of such an appetite, such mayhem.

The modern plays central to Western culture keep saying what they have to say in revival after revival, and sometimes what they have to say sounds new because an imaginative contemporary production challenges ideas about race, gender, age, and even genre. But in a replay, the old play sounds new because it has been reimagined to reflect the contemporary world: humor has been weaponized as the sentimental turns mocking, the melancholy turns violent, the melodramatic turns hilarious, and the reflection in the mirror turns grotesque or angry or laughing. All of this suggests that what was a term of science has become a term of art and thus a term of culture: paradigm shift.

“Paradigm shift” is one of those phrases so useful that it morphs in meaning and context according to the need, thus threatening meaninglessness by over-application. Thomas Kuhn, the physicist who originated the phrase in his enormously influential 1962 book, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, defined paradigm shift as a fundamental alteration or a revolutionary change in world view in which the paradigm that is perceived or proved to be deficient, is replaced; the new paradigm is not a competing idea, but replaces the old one. Once the scientific paradigm shift has occurred, a scientist cannot legitimately return to prior theories: for example, a scientist cannot ignore that Copernican cosmology replaced Ptolemaic cosmology, or that in physics, Einsteinian mechanics challenged Newtonian mechanics. Kuhnian theory of paradigm shift was in itself a paradigm shift in the way science viewed the history of science.

But in the arts and humanities, many theories can exist simultaneously; a literary critic can choose from an assortment of legitimate schools of thought, and although these may become fashionable or unfashionable (Deconstruction, Marxist, Freudian, etc.), they are not necessarily disproved. The same is true in the arts; an artist can paint realistic pictures or abstract ones, and ballet can be on pointe or barefoot, although it is unlikely that any contemporary choreographer would create a dance on pointe when the pointes were not in quotation marks. “Paradigm shift” has been applied to fields as disparate as ethics and museums, and many of the shifts in the arts are outgrowths of technology, making an art form possible for the first time—electronic music, for example—as well as threatening older art forms like print books, although whether technology alters the novel or merely alters the delivery of the novel is a question still to be answered. Kuhn tells us that when a scientific paradigm is replaced, the new one is always better, not just different. In the arts, the new paradigm is not necessarily better, and may in fact be worse. It also does not necessarily replace the previous paradigm, but compete with it.

If iconic modern plays have been rewritten to reflect the spirit of the contemporary times, this may signal a paradigm shift in humanism—not just a change in style but a change in our way of looking at human life. This is not to say that, for instance, realism in drama has disappeared, far from it, but that it has been altered radically by obvious influences such as television and film, and by a fundamental impatience with realism as requiring a suspension of disbelief not easily sustainable, especially where realism has become either fraudulent, as in “Reality TV” or becomes virtual, and thus anathema to live theater.

I have not undertaken anything so grandiose as a theory of all contemporary drama, having focused only on replays and not on wholly original works, but it is worth noticing that patterns of theater emerge to reveal interesting ideas about the way contemporary people in the Western world see themselves. This may reflect the way changes in scientific thought have changed humanistic thought: as ideas are absorbed into the culture—for example, the theory of relativity as metaphor rather than a scientific principle—they seem to both cause and reflect alterations in our views of life. New information about nearly unimaginable distance—deep space—and the nearly unimaginable past when time itself began, shrinks our view of ourselves; there is no human dimension in the cosmic (too huge) or in the quantum (too small). Technology has created, paradoxically, ease of global communication while devaluing human speech, as first the telephone replaced face-to-face conversation, then e-mail replaced the telephone, and then texting replaced e-mailing, while Facebook devalues the old idea of friendship (recreating the word “friend” as a verb), and Instagram replaces words with pictures. These necessarily changed the uses of language, and this change is necessarily reflected in stage speech.

Orwell’s essay, “Politics and the English Language” suggested that as precision in language diminishes, our capacity to think precisely diminishes, since we have fewer ways of articulating our thoughts to ourselves, and thus eventually, fewer thoughts. It is worth noting that his lament about the deterioration of language as it is linked to the deterioration of the culture was written in 1946, and his essay becomes a startlingly relevant caution.

The contemporary playwright’s need to re-play classic modern works reflects a paradox; on one hand it suggests a need to assert oneself over the past, to defend against those limitations—sociological and aesthetic—and break out of that confinement. On the other hand, it acknowledges the power and persistent presence of those masterworks and a dwarfing of the contemporary playwright who often seems to feel overshadowed, even humiliated by the legacy; the defense is often mockery of the old. There is a kind of anti-nostalgia at work here, simultaneously depending on the old context to define the new context.

This dwarfing may be a reflection of the enormous paradigm shift in our view of ourselves: two photographs of the earth taken from space, the famous “Earthrise” and “The Blue Marble” must necessarily reduce our self-importance, although one could also argue that the immense accomplishments in science increase our wonder at human capabilities. Similarly, the mapping of the human genome suggests that individuality will finally be shown to be merely a manifestation of DNA, rendering words such as “personality” or “temperament” or “character” hopelessly old-fashioned. Perhaps the paradigm shift is merely a shift, literally, in point of view—the vantage point from which we look, the parallax effect whereby an object only seems to be displaced by a change in observational position: the optical illusion of the duck/rabbit drawing where the same information, the drawing, viewed from a different perspective yields different results. Or the paradigm shift may be a dramatic change in context: the cartoon of a chick just hatched from an egg, looking around in wild surmise, crying out, “Paradigm shift!”

The contemporary label “meta,” a prefix turned word, is another concept that, like “paradigm shift” originated in science, specifically Aristotle’s Metaphysics. Absorbed into urban argot, “meta” now means, more or less, self-referential. In a clever article titled “Welcome to the Age of Heavy Meta,” (New York Times Magazine; October 6, 2013, 53), Devon McCann Jackson traces the transformation of the meaning of meta through its original highly specialized meaning (as in, metamathematics) through to the current uses, “our metadread of metadata,” applied to surveillance and information gathering. Often, in contemporary speech, meta is used as a stand-alone word, used to comment playfully on the complexities of things self-consciously retro.

In contemporary replays, we, as audience, are often made aware of our role as audience, since the play keeps reminding us that we are watching it and that it is a play; even more extreme, the characters know they are characters and struggle against the bondage created by their creator/playwright. Particularly good examples of this are Jeff Whitty’s The Further Adventures of Hedda Gabler and Howard Barker’s (Uncle) Vanya, both discussed in chapters ahead. Thus dramatic characters represent us, not only in the issues that confront them as in their original modern plays (existential ennui, sociological attitudes toward class, money, gender, the debated nature/nurture foundation of our selves) but also by the fact of entrapment inherent in their, and thus our, very existence. Such plays deny us the pleasures of engagement in plot (suspense, for example) while providing the pleasures of “getting it.” Even as we relish our own cleverness, we realize that we too may be characters. All this may be merely an extreme form of Pirandello’s early ground-breaking experiment in metadrama; that Six Characters in Search of an Author is frequently performed with the addition of scenes from Hamlet provides some evidence here. Rupert Goold and Ben Power’s adaptation of Pirandello’s play frames it with a filmmaker coaching his actors and then frames the frame with reality references: “a fucking gold-plated, BAFTA-munching, fuck-you-too Yentob ending!” (Nick Hern Books, London, 2008, 17). Goold takes his epigraph from Philip K. Dick, the American science fiction writer, and it seems particularly apt here: “Reality is that which, when you stop believing in it, doesn’t go away.”

The uses of this book might include creating university courses out of a chapter, with the satisfaction of watching as students understand the reveal and theorize about the connections between the modern and the contemporary. Adventurous theater companies might build a season around one of these iconic modern plays and its replays. Or, having seen one of these plays in the theater, this book might send you forward and back, discovering how the modern and the contemporary inform each other. I imagine you are already lengthening lists, wondering how I could have left out [title goes here] or why I included this play and not that. The conversation continues.
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