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  Introduction


  A PLAYWRIGHT PREPARES


  by Michael Bigelow Dixon and Liz Engelman


  Liz Engleman is a freelance dramaturg who lives in Minneapolis. She has served as the literary director/dramaturg at McCarter Theatre, ACT Theatre, and Intiman Theatre and as assistant literary manager at Actors Theatre of Louisville. She has worked on the development of new plays at The Playwrights’Center, Bay Area Playwrights Festival, ASK Theatre Projects, New York Theatre Workshop, The O’Neill’s National Playwrights Conference, South Coast Rep, Denver Center, and Florida Stage. She has directed new plays at Illusion Theater, Mixed Blood Theatre, The Playwrights’ Center, and Carleton College. She is the coeditor of several books with Michael Dixon and Tori Haring-Smith. She most recently served as president of Literary Managers and Dramaturgs of the Americas (LMDA). She is currently serving her three-year term as LMDA’s board chair. She is the founder and codirector of Tofte Lake Center at Norm’s Fish Camp, a creative retreat center in the Boundary Waters of Minnesota.


  Michael Bigelow Dixon is resident director at The Playwrights’ Center in Minneapolis. As a director, he’s staged world premieres of works by Lee Blessing, Melanie Marnich, Julie Marie Myatt, Kelly Stuart, Jessica Goldberg, Jane Martin, and Naomi Wallace along with productions of plays by Jeffrey Hatcher, Lisa Kron, and others at Florida Stage, Actors Theatre of Louisville, Guthrie Theater, Mixed Blood Theatre, Park Square Theatre, Commonweal Theatre, and Illusion Theater. He’s been the literary director and director of Studio Programming at the Guthrie, literary manager and associate artistic director at Actors Theatre of Louisville, literary manager at the Alley Theatre, literary associate at South Coast Repertory, and a fellow at the NEA. He’s coedited thirty-five volumes of plays and criticism, cowritten two dozen produced and published plays, and taught at North Carolina Central University and Carleton College. He’s codirector of Tofte Lake Center at Norm’s Fish Camp and a board member of Commonweal Theatre Company.


  How do we get better at what we do? It’s a central question for people in any field. In playwriting, as in the other arts, people tend to get better with practice. That’s where these exercises come into play. But these aren’t the “practice your scales until your fingers drop off ” kind of exercises. Rather, these mix the rigor of practice with the challenge of experiments that broaden the mind and embolden the imagination.


  The playwriting exercises in this workout will also assist writers with gaining confidence. They come complete with easy-to-follow instructions and inevitably lead to new ways of thinking, add strategies to a writer’s arsenal of ideas, and expand a writer’s vision of what’s possible—and what’s vital—for a theater of the future.


  Equally important, exercises can keep a writer writing. As we all know, writers can find themselves without a project, between projects, or somewhat at sea in the midst of a project. When writers find themselves betwixt or between, these exercises can provide direction without distraction and opportunity without obligation; they are small, self-contained, and operate on laws that combine the crossword puzzle with the doodle pad. Yes, the boxes are specific, but there are a million ways to fill them.


  This book is comprised of two parts—the first features a trilogy of introductions offering frames of thought within which to encounter the exercises in the second part of the book. The three prefatory pieces include this overview, Marsha Norman’s insightful foreword detailing the centrality of storytelling in dramatic writing, and Constance Zaytoun and Marc Stuart Weitz’s entertaining assortment of critical thought through the ages. Understanding the diversity of critical opinion over the centuries can be a liberating experience, because a writer thus informed can follow his or her own theatrical sensibility without any aesthetic straightjacket.


  The second part of the book, with its thirty-two entries from distinguished and talented playwrights across the country, reads like a summit conference on “The Playwriting Exercise,” chockfull with fresh ideas, articulate commentary, and inventive activities. There’s even an afterword by Mac Wellman that challenges the value of the exercise, and we include it in the spirit of honoring dissent. What’s a book without a little internal controversy?


  If it’s not yet obvious, we’re big fans of the playwriting exercise. We use them in workshops and classes, in the community and the conservatory. We find them stimulating and expansive, always entertaining, and occasionally even revelatory for a writer or two in each group. It’s a joy to share our knowledge and experience as dramaturgs in such participatory, creative, and enlivening ways. So here, with our compliments and without further ado, are two exercises that add to an incredible brain trust that’s now convening between these covers.


  EXERCISE 1: Connecting the Unconnected


  This exercise works well with both novice and experienced playwrights because it seems to provide the right balance of clues and mysteries while offering a number of valuable lessons along the way. Students are asked to write a monologue beginning with one sentence, which they’ve been given (thus alleviating the blank page crisis), and write toward a second ending sentence, which they’ve also been given (thus solving the problem of how to finish the piece). As a ringer, the students are asked to incorporate a prop that they’ve selected prior to the assignment, and this brings out their imaginative powers every time. The first sentence offers just enough information to suggest a character and situation, which the students create and then continue. A time limit for their writing means the piece moves forward quickly, thus generating a good deal of energy for the development of story and revelation of character. And the writers’ sometimes desperate leaps toward their final sentences are often remarkably clever, surprising, and satisfying. Another virtue to this assignment is that it demonstrates to the participants, through their own experience, that they are fully capable of creating a character and writing a complete dramatic monologue within a relatively short time, thus demystifying the creative process by revealing everyone’s innate theatrical instincts.


  The exercise works like this. What you need to bring:


  
    	
      three-by-five-inch cards, two colors, enough of each color for everyone in the group

    


    	
      a bag of props ranging from the mundane to the exotic, more than enough for everyone in the group

    


    	
      three monologues to provide examples; we use “Roller Coaster” and “Lotto” from Jane Martin’s Vital Signs and a humorous selection from Richard Dresser’s Alone at the Beach

    


    	
      paper and pencils, enough for everyone, just in case

    

  


  As participants are arriving, ask three of them to look over the three monologues because they’ll read them out loud in a few minutes.


  Start the exercise by directing participants to a table or area where the props are laid out and ask them to select a prop that interests them for whatever reason. Give no clues as to how the prop will be used or why you are asking them to do this.


  Then pass out the three-by-five-inch cards. Every participant should have two cards, one of each color.


  Ask the participants to write a very specific observation or factual statement on one of the colored cards (say, the yellow card). Give them some examples: “The point on my pencil is broken,” or “The cat’s ear had a bite taken out of it and it was still bleeding.” Next, on their remaining three-by-five-inch card (say, blue), ask them to write down some sort of generality, a motto, a proverb, a question, a piece of advice. Give them some examples:“A rolling stone gathers no moss,” or “Boys are always getting into trouble,” or “Spring brings out the worst in people.” Give them a minute or two and then collect all the cards, keeping the colors/categories in separate stacks.


  Next, ask the three participants with the monologues to step forward one at a time and read each monologue aloud. After each, lead the applause, and then discuss these three things: What details do the students remember from the beginning of the monologue? How does the character move from the beginning to the end—is he or she recounting a story in chronological order, is he or she sharing an internal debate in the process of making a decision, or something else? And how does the ending provide a satisfying conclusion? At this point, especially for novice writers, those are the only things the participants need be aware of: beginnings, middles, and ends. (It’s important not to overload them with too many moving parts. ) The point here is to let the participants know that colorful details are theatrical, that there are many ways to actively move forward in a monologue, and that the ending should in some way complete the action.


  Hand out the three-by-five-inch cards—no one should receive his or her own sentence—and turn the writers loose with this assignment. They are to use either one of the sentences as the beginning and the other as the ending—as is, no adjustments. They’ll either start with the specific and move to the generalization, or vice versa. And they are to incorporate the prop they selected as is—a key chain is a key chain, a toy plane is a toy plane. Give them fifteen minutes to write, and they’ll finish with one- to three-minute monologues.


  To complete the exercise, ask the writers to step forward, with prop and paper in hand, and read their monologues. Discuss the virtues of each in turn. Focus on interesting details, character revelation, plot development, tasty language, surprises, and inventive uses of props as story elements or metaphors. Point out how fascinating it can be when a monologue goes to an unexpected place, and how rewarding it can be to create a character and story for performance in such a short time.


  EXERCISE 2: Silence Is Golden, Theatrically Speaking


  Ask your class to write a three-page scene and bring three copies of the scene to class. Each scene should be written in a realistic style as an uninterrupted conversation between two people in a room. As with all good playwriting, there should be something at stake in the conversation and the pursuit of the topic should create conflict between the characters. The conversation should reach a conclusion at the end of the three pages.


  In the workshop session, ask each playwright to select two other participants to read the scene aloud. (So they can listen to it, the playwrights should not read their own works. ) Discuss each scene briefly in terms of character relationship, plot points, and details of the dialogue such as argument, tactics. and motivation.


  When all the scenes have been read, ask the participants to make cuts totaling one page from their play. No rewriting is permitted. Some cuts will be invisible as the surrounding text will simply flow across the fresh incision. Other cuts can be replaced by silences, pauses, beats, or physical actions described in new stage directions by the playwright. Photocopy the new scenes or have the writers make the changes on all three copies of the scene. Then hand out the scenes to the same readers and keep the third copy so that you can read the new stage directions. Read these revised scenes aloud. Discuss the theatrical gains of less text, apparent non sequiturs, and more silence and physical actions. Note how the added silences and physical actions have changed the relationship, plot, and character motivations and tactics.


  Ask the writers to make cuts totaling another page, including the original ending if it’s still in place, so that each writer will have a one-page script with a new ending. As before, the writers will need to add silences and physical actions to make sense of the excisions. The writers will again need to make three copies, and the scenes should be read aloud, with stage directions. Discuss the theatrical gains of silence and physical action when it substitutes for conversation. If all goes well, the participants will complete this exercise with a heightened awareness of time, space, physical action, dramatic mystery, and the power of the unspoken thought—all parts of the theatrical experience that they, as writers, can incorporate into their scripts.


  


  Foreword


  THE STORY’S THE THING


  by Marsha Norman


  Marsha Norman is the winner of the 1983 Pulitzer Prize, Blackburn Prize, Hull-Warriner Award, and Drama Desk Award for her play ‘Night Mother. In 1992 she won a Tony Award and a Drama Desk Award for her book for the Broadway musical, The Secret Garden. She also wrote the book for the Broadway musical, The Color Purple.


  Her other plays include Getting Out, for which she won the John Gassner Medallion and the American Theater Critics Association Citation; Third and Oak: The Laundromat; The Pool Hall; The Holdup; Traveler in the Dark; Sarah and Abraham; Loving Daniel Boone; Trudy Blue; and Last Dance.


  Her TV and film credits include ‘Night Mother, starring Sissy Spacek and Anne Bancroft; The Laundromat, starring Carol Burnett and Amy Madigan; The Pool Hall, starring James Earl Jones; Face of a Stranger, starring Gena Rowlands and Tyne Daley; Cooler Climate, starring Sally Field and Judy Davis; Audrey Hepburn: Custody of the Heart, and most recently, Samantha: An American Girl Holiday. She spent last year as coexecutive producer of Law and Order: Criminal Intent.


  Her other published work includes Four Plays: Collected Works of Marsha Norman, Vol. 1 and a novel, The Fortune Teller. She has Grammy and Emmy nominations, as well as grants and awards from the NEA, the Rockefeller Foundation, and the American Academy and Institute of Arts and Letters. She has won the Margo Jones Award and the Sidney Kingsley Award. Norman is a member of The Fellowship of Southern Writers and cochair, with Christopher Durang, of the Playwriting Department of the Juilliard School. She is a member of the board of trustees of Agnes Scott College and vice president of the Dramatists Guild of America.


  In the beginning was not the word. In the beginning was the story. A man and a woman were stuck in a perfect garden and told that everything was cool, just don’t eat the apples. But one day, they got interested in something the snake said and broke the big rule. They were promptly cast out into the wilderness, where they had to till the dry earth, raise some murderous kids, and die. This is just the Old Testament version of the beginning, but all cultures have these creation myths, and we love them, as we love war stories and romances and ghost stories and stories of lost sons and found treasure and unlikely allies and reluctant heroes and on and on down the great story list. Humans are just hardwired to listen to stories. There are people who get through their whole lives without ever seeing a play. But nobody gets through life without stories. So whatever else a play may have—language, character, conflict, catharsis—a play without a story isn’t much of a play. And the better the story, the better the play. Tell a great story, and the audience will stand and cheer at the end.


  We need stories because they are the culture’s collected wisdom about behavior. If we are in trouble and can’t decide what to do, we call someone, and if we have called the right person, they won’t give us advice because they know we don’t listen to advice. They will tell us a story about someone they knew who had our problem. They will tell us what this person did and what happened. If there are powerful stories in our families, stories of lost fortunes, infidelity, ill-gotten gains, injustice, or innocence, we will be haunted by those tales, and though we try not to repeat the mistakes of Uncle Vanya, too often we will find ourselves living out those family tales, hoping somehow they will turn out differently for us. In a very real way, the stories we know write the lives that we lead. We go to the theater to find out what happens.


  Stories are not mere entertainment; they are nothing less than the main way the culture passes itself along through time, whether the stories are written on papyrus, carved into stone, kept alive in oral traditions, made into movies, or played out on the stage. The stories of our people tell us who we are, how we got here, and what it cost us. Not knowing the stories of other people is the main reason we don’t understand them, a fact sadly obvious in the political situation of the world today.


  Stories are the narrative DNA, the operating system of the species. Stories tell us who is in the world with us, what they want, and what they will do to get it. Stories tell us how the world views people like us, how it misunderstands us, rewards us, or punishes us. Through the stories that are recorded in any age, individual lives are pulled together and passed along to the next generation. So as storytellers, our simple but profound task is to say what it has felt like to be alive in our time.


  Some stories are better served, that is, told best in one form than another. In general, stories that need scale and scenery are told best in movies, stories that need close-ups work best on television. Stories that need to extend over many years work best in novels, moments are best told in short stories, and observations are the province of poetry. Plays are stories that must be seen to be believed; that is, they occupy the communal present. They often require the tricks that only the theater can pull off, such as singing and dancing, or the appearance of ghosts or double selves, or ideas that live in an abstract place. Some stories, of course, don’t need to be written at all and are best handled in a phone call. If you have the slightest doubt whether a story you want to tell should be a play, just gather up some playwright friends and put a bunch of ideas (including yours) in a hat, then draw the stories out and decide which ones are novels, movies, TV shows, or plays. It’s startling how intuitive this is, and it’s astonishing how many playwrights start writing before deciding if the story they want to tell will actually make a play.


  The stories we tell over and over again can be seen as great central stories that run like rivers underneath all of Western civilization. Apparently, these stories contain the information that is the most critical for our survival here. For playwrights, it is useful to link any story you are telling with one of the great ones. That way, if you get in trouble writing your story, you can just refer to the great one to see where the plot goes next, or if yours seems to go off track with the audience, you can compare your story to the old one to see what the audience was expecting, so you can find a way to give it to them.


  To find these great stories, you boil an old story down to its essential elements, and then let your mind drift over all the stories you’ve heard and read and seen, and if the story is a great one, pretty soon another one just like it will pop into your head. A great story has descendants, other members of its family. But they all share the character, the conflict, and the resolution. “Girl Breaks the Rules,” for example, is the power story behind everything from Little Red Riding Hood to Wuthering Heights to ’Night, Mother.


  One great story is something I call “There’s No Use Running.” The Bible’s “Jonah and the Whale” is a good example of this. A far greater example is Homer’s The Odyssey, which concerns Odysseus, who leaves the Trojan war, angers the gods, and stays lost for twenty years. When he finally comes home, he finds all the lords of his kingdom camped out in the front yard of his castle, eating his food and waiting to marry his wife. With lots of great poetry and many cool characters, The Odyssey makes very clear there is no use running. Even if you are a war hero, you might as well just go on home and face your responsibilities. Because if you just sail around and do drugs, you’re going to lose your ships, your men, and your clothes. You’ll be lucky if even your dog recognizes you when you get home.


  Some other great story families are the revenge family, the fish out of water family, the fall of the hero, the forbidden love, the coming of age, the unwanted task, the odd couple, the drama of the counselor, the understanding of the mysterious, the quest for redemption, justice for the wrongly accused, unlikely allies, star-crossed lovers, breaking the curse, the rite of passage, surviving a disaster, and my two favorites—the consequences of desire and, as one student called it, hysteria finds an outlet. Or as
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This book is a valuable resource for any writer, put together by
some of the smartest people working in the theater today.
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