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INTRODUCTION

You want to write a play but dont know how to go about it. Perhaps you began once but couldnt finish. Or youve written a play or two but would like guidance. You might be a screenwriter or a novelist who wants to learn more about the nature of drama. Ive designed The 90-Day Play for students and teachers, writing partners, and the individual writing alone in her room with no one to turn to for advice and support. Beginners can use the book daily to imagine and construct a play. More experienced writers will find exercises, examples from plays, and examinations of structure and technique to add to their toolboxes.

The 90-Day Play is not only for the protagonist-driven drama. Whether a theatrical event is realistically staged in what appears to be real time, a Brechtian ensemble drama, or a surrealistic time-bending fantasy, writers generate What will happen next? curiosity in an audience. If you are creating a one-person show you are weaving a theatrical experience with a beginning, middle, and end. Playwrights make decisions about characters, themes, theatricality, structure, and language. The 90-Day process can help you create intrigue while activating your imagination and designing a satisfying structure.

Drama shows humans in turmoil, faced with choices, resisting or embracing change, confronting confounding situations. Plays invite us to view ourselves and our society truthfully, whether through realism or theatre of the absurd or farce. As you write you will question and wrestle with beliefs, attitudes, biases, and perceptions. You will use characters arguments and action to experiment with those beliefs.

Ive worked with new plays and playwrights as a teacher, dramaturge and actress in Minneapolis, Chicago, and Los Angeles. As an associate professor at Northwestern University I focused on the architecture of drama from its Greek roots into the present. Former students and colleagues have won major playwriting awards including the Pulitzer, Tony, MacArthur, and other honors in the US and internationally. Others direct and produce new plays at theatres throughout the country. With this book I share what Ive learned through these experiences about helping an idea grow organically into its appropriate form, flexibility with and respect for formal principles, and techniques to nourish inspiration.

LINDA WALSH JENKINS

Fort Worth, Texas





WHY THE 90-DAY PROCESS?

The 90-Day Process is about bypassing our internal critic and getting the first draft down quickly. I always tell my students that what is impossible to achieve in ten years becomes possible in ninety days. Once weve done the heavy lifting of developing a relationship to the characters and their world, we want to let go of our idea of how the story should unfold in order to let the characters live. Our subconscious is the seat of our genius. It makes connections and constructs patterns that we may only become conscious of in retrospect. Ninety days gives us enough time to fill the pages but not so much time that we get into our heads and kill the aliveness of our story. Our brains tend to seek solutions through logic, yet there is nothing logical about human nature. We humans are a hornets nest of contradictions and when we attempt to codify our characters behavior, our work tends to suffer. The first draft is where we take risks and surprise ourselves; and in the rewrite we can approach our work in a more analytical way.

In his book, The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People, Steven Covey talks about the importance of beginning with the end in mind. By having a clearly defined deadline, a shift occurs in our subconscious. We recognize the impossibility of completing the task perfectly and the psychic burden of creating a result is lifted. When we give ourselves unlimited time we actually put more pressure on ourselves because the stakes are heightened.

I first heard about Linda Jenkins from one of her former students who studied playwriting with her at Northwestern University. Her approach to playwriting was very much in sync with the process I teach at alanwatt.com (formally L.A. Writers Lab), and after a number of discussions, I knew she was the right person to write this book.
Linda Jenkins workbook is not only instructive but also intuitive. It was created in concert with her teaching the workshop and is both a workbook and a response to the playwrights questions and concerns. By letting go of our idea of how the story should go, we are set free to let the work become what it was always meant to be.

ALAN WATT

Los Angeles, California





PART ONE

the 90-day play


Before you begin writing, review the overall plan of the process youll follow as well as definitions of common dramatic terms. Prepare for the adventure ahead with practical guidelines. If you are a teacher, consider suggestions for the books use in your classroom.





AN OVERVIEW OF THE PROCESS

The 90-Day Play will guide you day-by-day through writing a first draft of a scripted full-length play of approximately 80-120 pages, and provide suggestions for revision. You can adapt the daily lessons to a shorter play. I include examples from a broad range of plays as well as exercises or suggestions pertinent to each daily lesson.

I suggest you begin with a passion for an idea/story/theme and discover what form that should take. The discovery of form is in itself a primary element of the creative process. Your play might be the enactment of a story, the illumination of a theme through a collection of interviews or a collage of scenes illustrating the human condition. You might call for the illusion of reality with a fourth wall or engage the audience through direct address. The process in this book can be adapted to the form you choose.

By dividing your project into Imagining and Collecting, Beginning, Middle, and End youll find the prospect of writing a play realistic and manageable. In the first twenty-eight day unit, you will develop ideas and characters with exercises and by collecting thoughts through stream-of-consciousness. You dont start drafting the play from beginning to end during these early weeks, though you probably will sketch scenes, dialogues and monologues. Give yourself time to experiment with possibilities while the play emerges in this fashion. Having decided on a likely scenario by the end of the first unit, you will begin writing the play. That scenario will be sketchy and flexible. I will guide you from Beginning through Middle and to the End of this first draft in the three units that follow.

If possible, you will write every day for 90 Days, two hours per day. However, you can adjust this schedule to suit your lifes demands; for example, perhaps youll write three or five days a week. You can finish a draft if you are disciplined and meet deadlines.

While creating the first draft you will learn about the plays potential. Rarely does a writer fully grasp his or her idea until s/he plunges in and wrestles it through to the end. Ill give you advice for rewriting as well as for readings and workshops in Part Three. You probably will write many drafts before you have fully plumbed the possibilities and shaped the play.

Relax, free your imagination and enjoy this process with the goal of learning, not perfection.



PREPARATION

Before you begin writing day by day, prepare for the process.

 Decide how much time (preferably two hours) you will set aside to write and where you will create. Make your play a top priority.

 Hold your ideas for the play loosely at this point. You might find it easiest to carry a main character through a dramatic experience in a simple setting without a large cast, using a tight time frame. But if that wont work for your idea, let your imagination be your guide.

 Avoid talking about your play to others. Let the story grow and change within you. Responses by others might lead you astray or give you doubts while ideas incubate.

 If you dont have a practical grasp of theatre, you can benefit from reading an introductory text. See the Bibliography at the end of this book.

 Dont write what you think the market wants.

 Consider how plays influence peoplewhat characters learn (or dont), what we learn from reading and watching, what a production ensemble learns.

 You are creating something for other artists to bring into being for audiences. You cannot fully control how people will interpret or respond.

 If you are fearful or insecure at the outset of this process, relax and focus on your ideas. This first draft is for you only; it cant be wrong or not good enough because simply by completing it you will succeed.

GENERATING IDEAS

If you dont yet have an idea for a play, these suggestions might help:

Familiar situations and conflicts  Consider a situation such as people dealing with a death, weddings, reunions, holidays, and so forth. Ground a story in conflicts familiar to you such as jealousy, betrayal, old wounds, misunderstandings, family crises.

Existing stories  You dont have to imagine an original story. That wasnt a problem for Sophocles or Racine or Shakespeare, or for that matter Adrienne Kennedy or Charles Mee. Play imaginatively with an existing story.

News  Often police, legal and medical procedurals start with something that actually happened. They change names and details and open up the story for the sake of drama and efficiency. David Henry Hwang was inspired by a news article to write M. Butterfly, which varies greatly from its source.

History  Adaptation from a published source, like a biography of George Washington, usually requires legal permission to produce or publish. However, if you do your own research with multiple sources and do not plagiarize, you might not violate an authors legal protections. You cant use another writers words verbatim, but you can use George Washingtons.

Adaptations of familiar stories and myths  No one needs permission to write a version of Sleeping Beauty or Jack in the Beanstalk or Oedipus or Medea.

Adaptations of published material (plays, novels, stories, films, etc.)  If you are writing only to learn the process, with no intention of attempting to produce or publish, you can use anything already written as a basis for your play. However, you would have to obtain legal permission for anything but your own personal enjoyment. If you can translate a play written long ago from the original, you probably will not violate legal rights; but if you adapt from a single translation you could need permission from the publisher unless youre doing this only for the exercise.

You can adapt a very old play in English, like Shakespeares plays, with no legal problems.

You might examine plays adapted from published sources such as Jessica Hagedorns stage version of her own novel, Dogeaters. Look for acting editions of adaptations of novels by Charles Dickens and Jane Austen, as well as Sarah Ruhls take on Virginia Woolf s Orlando. Study Robert Breens advice in Chamber Theatre.

The advantage of adaptation is that characters, dramatic world, plot points, themes, and language have been invented by the author. You must selectively and imaginatively find a visual life, edit some characters and subplots, discover theatrical efficiency, and invent new elements to effect the transition from one form into another.

Interviews, letters, other materials  As with adaptations, you can create dramatic arrangements of nondramatic material for your own purposes but should seek legal advice if you intend production or publication. You could collect interviews or written materials from a group of people in response to questions you asklike Anna Deveare Smith does in Twilight: Los Angeles, 1992. Please get permission from people who contribute to use their comments as well as refer to them.

KEEP PERSONAL AND PLAY JOURNALS

Keep one journal to chronicle personal thoughts and the other to collect ideas about your play. They can be in separate sections of the same notebook, separate computer files, different notebooks, or whatever works for you. Both journals will contribute to more efficient first drafts and better rewrites. Writing down your thoughts, instead of keeping them in your head, can help clarify and empty your mind to better achieve flow.

Personal journal  Notice whats in your imagination at the end of writing sessions, at moments during the day, before sleep, and first thing in the morning. This will help you learn to be objective and descriptive about what youve written, your habits and how you write. Use this journal to discover a process that works for you.

Play journal  Record observations about the play itself (puzzles, questions, thoughts, notes to self and exercises).


	Use this journal to collect and plan without self-censorship.

	Allow yourself to write in stream-of-consciousness.

	Dont force an organization of your thoughts, but if you can identify a category or structure for them, do so.



Keep at least some of your notes in longhand if possible; you may find that you think differently in longhand than on the computer. Also, its easier to make notes in longhand anywhere you go. A small notebook, smartphone or other portable computing device might work for you to take notes when you arent at home.

INTRODUCTION TO TERMS

Throughout the 90-Day course Ill repeat and review these and additional terms in more detail, with many exercises and ample examples from plays. (Please see the Index at the end of the book for the scope of this terminology.)


	Drama/Action/Conflict  Drama results from characters internal and external behavior, not the act of running or pouring water. For the Greek writers, drama and action (agon) carried the same meaning. People make choices and take actions for motivations known and unknown, with reactions and consequences that drive towards a conclusion.

	Drama/Theatre  Often drama and theatre are used interchangeably. Typically drama refers to the action of the play (conflicts and events). Drama can occur in television, film and novels as well. Comedies are dramatic. A theatre is by definition a seeing place. When we talk about theatre, we mean a live performance event. In a theatre we experience a drama. You are writing a drama for the theatre.

	Story  The story is the overall complex of characters, events, and themes that generates your play, including events well before the action onstage begins. The story of Cinderella, for example, begins before her father marries the wicked stepmother and continues after she marries the Prince.

	Plot  The plot is the accumulation of events and information from that story (each event is a plot point) that are germane to your play.

	Scenario  In your scenario you arrange the plot points in order as they will be staged moment to moment. The same plot might be arranged in various ways. It can go backwards in time or incorporate flashbacks. In one arrangement an event could happen onstage, while in another arrangement it occurs offstage. One of the most important choices you will make is the arrangement of the plot points.
Your scenario will generate suspense as characters are in conflict, as they confront obstacles and contradictions, and if they turn to allies. You might employ misdirection, teasers, cliffhangers and forwards, setups, inciting incidents, character expansions, the contraction of plot points as crisis approaches, and reversals of expectation for the audience and for main character(s). Consider whats at stake and the emotional outcomes for as many characters as possible as the action peaks.

If you arent writing a conventionally structured play, you will choose events to stage and make decisions about how to arrange them. You might organize events by theme or another principle. You will make something happen on stage and those plot points have to be arranged in a deliberate manner (scenario) to achieve an emotional and aesthetic dramatic goal.


	Protagonist  Most plays are anchored by a main character that either drives the action or centers it and is driven by it. We call that person the protagonist from the Greek for first actor. Not every play has one protagonist. Sometimes an ensemble is the anchor.

	Antagonist  An antagonist, or second actor, thwarts the main protagonist or prods the protagonist into action. You might create more than one antagonist.

	Language  Language means vocabulary, characters styles, diction, slang, rhythms, dialects, use of figurative speech, text vs. subtext, monologues, dialogue, song, stories told within scenes, silences within scenes.

	Theatricality  Theatricality refers to how a play is shown visually as well as the use of sound and special effects.

	Theme  Themes are the ideas your play illuminates about humans. Often a writer discovers theme(s) while creating a play. Remain open to discovery.

	Style  Your play and its style are extensions of you. You seek to create consistency and congruency in the combination of elements. Also, think of the plays style as it might fit within a category such as comedy of manners, tragedy, and so forth.

	Tragedy/Dramedy  Tragedies and dramedies give serious treatment to serious matters. A tragedy usually blows open a dramatic world, throwing that world off balance in order to expose and possibly heal but lay bare uncomfortable truths with serious consequences for characters. Dramedy is a fairly new term, usually meaning a serious action with ample humor that doesnt end in outright catastrophes or deaths. Hamlet is a tragedy. Whos Afraid of Virginia Woolf? might be termed a dramedy.

	Comedy  A comedy shows up human foolishness (societal, situational, current fashions, character traits) to delight an audience. It can expose serious issues but ultimately comedy punctures conceit and resolves with normalcy. The many variations of comedy include but are not limited to parody, satire, farce, and slapstick. It requires an oral and physical instinct, which can and should be honed, for timing, setups, teases, shaping, and punchlines. If you are writing a comedy, see the Bibliography at the end of this book for some useful guides.

	Melodrama  In the 19th century, Western theatre melodramas were big spectacles with musical accompaniment and simple character types, little nuance, and heavy sentimentality celebrating the triumph of good over evil. Now the term usually indicates a play in which characters serve the plot more than vice versa and in which characters dont learn or change so much as grapple with obstacles.

	Epic/Brechtian Theatre  Erwin Piscator and later Bertold Brecht introduced a form that has been called epic or Brechtian. Believing that audiences were easily lulled by plays that invite sentiment, these German theatre pioneers created plays that interrupt dramatic stories with various methodsdirect address, film, didactic songsto dispel illusion and challenge people to think rationally about social and political issues.

	Fourth Wall  Often actors/characters pretend they dont know were watching, as if there is a wall between us and them. Theres a real wall behind them onstage, and usually there are walls to either side of them. The fourth wall is the imaginary one.

	Direct Address  This term refers to when an actor/character breaks the fourth wall and speaks directly to the audience.

	Stage Directions  If you are an actor onstage, behind you is upstage, the direction towards the audience is downstage, to your right is stage right and to your left is stage left. Center stage is in the center. Its possible to be upstage center and so forth. Conversely, if you are seated in the audience, the area to your right is audience right and the area to your left is audience left.

	Suspension of Disbelief  When the audience enters into play with a theatre event, they suspend ordinary belief and accept the plays logic. We agree to suspend disbelief while a little boy flies through a window, ghosts appear, characters share their inner thoughts, and time flies across decades and continents.



STREAM-OF-CONSCIOUSNESS PRACTICE EXERCISES

Practice letting your writing flow with stream-of-consciousness as you collect and invent for your play. Let your thoughts flow like water. If a river bumps up against a mountain, it turns to flow around it. If dammed, the river rises and flows outward. The water doesnt stop moving as it adjusts to circumstances. For the process of collecting and writing exercises, let your mind flow with the first words and ideas that come to you. Relax your censoring mind and discover the abundance of your imagination. You can write in sentence fragments or single words, whatever comes to your mind as it occurs to you without censorship, like a runaway train. This is not about creating pretty prose or linear coherence. The more you practice writing in stream-of-consciousness using your own true voice, the easier ideas will emerge. As you become adept at this process you can achieve more in your writing sessions.

To warm up before you begin your disciplined 90 Days, write for at least five minutes on the following topics or prompts. Set a timer and write as quickly as you can. Dont think. Just write. Dont stop at five minutes if youre flowing and enjoying yourself. These are for your use only, so dont place boundaries on what you write. If you think of more topics along these lines, write about them as well.

For your Personal Journal:


	I want to write for a theatre audience because . . .

	These are some of my favorite moments from plays and why:

	These are some of my least favorite theatrical plot devices:

	These are questions and concerns I have about writing a play:

	These are strengths and flaws I observe in people I know well:

	These are strengths and flaws I observe in myself:

	This is how I see the difference between real people and characters in plays:

	These are the rules I give myself for writing this play:



For your Play Journal:

From the point of view and in the voice of any character (or more than one) you have in mind for your play, complete the following statements:


	One thing you should know about me is . . .

	The thought that keeps me up at night is . . .

	I feel trapped when . . .

	The bravest thing Ive ever done is . . .

	The most cowardly thing Ive ever done is . . .



Stay open to possibilities, be patient, be disciplined, and have fun writing a play.



SUGGESTIONS FOR THE CLASSROOM

Playwriting is a dynamic form of learning about theatre and drama because it requires consideration and integration of all the components of stagecraft. A writer must engage his/her whole selfintellect, creativity, feelings, personality, observations of self and others, imagination for multi-dimensional scenes, and deeply held beliefs. While some teachers introduce playwriting late in a students theatre education, others might consider this as an effective introduction to the art and craft of the stage.

The 90-Day Plays organization of process, exercises, examples, and descriptions of terms and principles can aid lesson planning. Whether you have ten weeks or thirty, the basic format of the book is flexible. Daily letters and exercises might be assigned for reading, discussion, and exams. I suggest the following for assignments:


	Long play: 1/3 planning, 2/3 drafting (further broken into working on the Beginning, Middle, and End)

	Short play: 1/3 planning, 1/3 draft, 1/3 rewrite



If students dont come into a class with ideas for plays, suggestions in Part One/Preparation should help generate ideas.

At the end of this book are suggested readings in plays and books about theatre. In daily letters I refer to many plays as examples of the building blocks of drama. Most students study plays thematically or study characters (or both) but rarely examine how plays are constructed.

GUIDING DISCUSSIONS

Critiquing new work is challenging, especially with beginning writers. See Part Five: Rewriting, Readings, Submission and Production. Focus discussion on the strongest aspect of the material read aloud or circulated for reading. The more writers can understand their strengths, the better they can figure out their personal styles and be encouraged to keep writing. We are all very hard on ourselves; often we doubt others will like anything weve written.

Ask questions about the logic and consistency of plot, character or style if you find that confusing. Why did Darcy pick up the flute when in the scene before he said he was a drummer? Let the writer note the question without having to defend or explain.

You might provide students with comment forms on which they write questions and make respectful observations which they hand to the teacher. The teacher sorts through those and decides which to pass on to the writer, and how to do so.





PART TWO

the 90-day play





UNIT ONE

IMAGINING, COLLECTING AND PLANNING


In the first twenty-eight days you will focus on imagining characters, the world they inhabit, the setting, possible dramatic actions and clashes, possible beginnings and endings, the sound and look of the play, the shapes of dramatic action, and how your play will interact with your audience. In Unit Two you will begin to create the play from the first moment.







WEEK 1

INVENTING YOUR DRAMATIC WORLD


During these seven days you will invent ideas and images for your characters and their dramatic world through stream-of-consciousness exercises without concern for structure. You will discover and collect possibilities for the play while freeing your subconscious.




DAY 1

Work hard, do the best you can, dont ever lose faith in yourself and take no notice of what other people say about you.

NOEL COWARD

ENTERING PLAY TIME

Hi Writers,

As you reflect on the idea you have for a play you might find your mind flooded with images and small fragments of dialogue or action. You fear you dont know how to organize them. For now you do not need to impose order. Appreciate the wildness of imagination and simply collect those images and fragments as they come to you. You are creating something very real out of the substance of your imagination, memories and observations, personality and passions. By playing with ideas freely from the outset you can enrich imagination and passion.

Let your characters inhabit their dramatic world as fully as possible so that audiences can enjoy the adventures there. Even if the setting for your play is a living room, there is a house beyond those walls, and a neighborhood beyond that. Some people influence your characters that never appear onstage. A characters past and the future s/he longs for or fears are a part of that world. Now is the time for you to envision the larger context in which eventually you will craft a very specific drama. You wont know for a while what really belongs in the play or what merely helps you create this world but wont appear in the draft. You create the rules, the logic, the way people speak. Play what if  with characters and situations; turn them upside down and inside out.

Feel free to write scenes and dialogue that occur to you. Instead of thinking of them as scene one or end of play, give them titles that refer to what is happening in the scene: Larry begs Eric to forgive him, Sue discovers the lie, and so forth. This allows freedom to move the order around.

There is no one right way to begin working on your idea and your characters. Some people begin with a sketchy big picture and shadowy figures, moving from that macro view into micro specifics. Others start very close to characters and relationships, unsure where the story will take them. It doesnt matter where or how you begin, just write. Investigate, probe, make discoveries, flesh out what is at first skeletal.

If youre composing scenes, dialogues, monologues, and/or staging ideas on a computer before you begin drafting the play, I suggest you use professional script formatting now so you wont waste time reformatting later. This way you can cut and paste material you want to use as you write the script. Some people use format software such as Final Draft. (See Day 27 for an example of formatting and Part Six for a compilation of formatting suggestions.) Standard formatting helps a reader shift from one kind of description to another and follow characters speeches. You might choose a variation on these standards, but be consistent.

WRITING EXERCISES FOR TODAY:

For these and all exercises I give you, commit to writing for at least five minutes each. Set a timer if that will help. Continue writing without a time limit if you are inspired to do so.

1. Spill out in stream-of-consciousness all the current ideas you have for the play with no censoring, no editing. You can write in sentence fragments and single words.

2. What makes you express your ideas through a play instead of a novel or screenplay?

3. What do you want to figure out, to investigate, by writing this play?

4. What are your feelings as you begin this adventure?

Until tomorrow,
Linda


HOMEWORK FOR THE WEEK

Cover as many daily exercises as possible during your writing time. However, dont artificially stop a flow of good ideas simply to attempt another exercise. How to use writing time will vary by the person and the project. Some of your writing time will be thinking time. The more deeply you delve into your idea, characters, composition, conflicts, themes, and so forth, the more you will fill your time with useful discoveries.

1. Do the daily writing exercises.

2. Continue imagining and exploring your dramatic world and characters without self-censoring.

3. If you have time and/or lack inspiration, play with the stream-ofconsciousness exercises at the end of this book, concentrating on characters.

4. Write in your personal journal what you observe about your process, doubts, and habits.




DAY 2

[Ideas] dont come ready formed. . . . On the contrary, they come as scruffy disjointed fragments, their potential barely visible.

ALAN AYCKBOURN

PLACING THE ACTION

Hi Writers,

Today we concentrate on where you set your actionnot the scenery, but the fictional place where the drama will occur. Envision all the possible places for your drama now without feeling pressure to make decisions. The setting(s) you choose for the action affect audiences and characters. Investigate what those effects might be.

Whether your dramatic world is as realistic as Long Days Journey into Night, as meta-theatrical as The Skin of Our Teeth, or like Sam Shepards The Tooth of Crime in which science-fiction meets rock and roll, there is an integral relationship between characters and their world. You invent place, time, event, situation, and other rules of the game.

A play can be set in a very specific place like River City, Iowa, in The Music Man that nevertheless stands for other small American towns. It can be set in a kings palace or in a diner along a bus route. George and Martha control the drama in Whos Afraid of Virginia Woolf? by hosting a hapless young couple in their home.

The place can be suggestive: Vladimir and Estragon are on a country road by a tree in Waiting for Godot; the setting suggests journey, real and figurative, which is at the heart of the plays themes. The scene is a New York subway is the Tower of London is a Harlem hotel room is St. Peters in Adrienne Kennedys The Owl Answers. The action shifts as if through subway stops in this non-realistic meditation on the relationship of site to identity and culture.

WRITING EXERCISES FOR TODAY:

1. Where might the play take place? Why this place or these places for dramatic reasons?

2. What about this place (these places) can be entertaining for an audience?

3. Why do you like this choice of place? Does it have special meaning for you?

4. What are the theatrical limitations to your ideas for place?

5. Are characters meeting in a place thats familiar to all of them or to just a few? What difference does the familiarity or the strangeness make to each of them? Write a monologue for each character describing their reactions.

6. Do any characters have memories of this place? Good? Bad? Embarrassing? Write a monologue for each character describing that memory.

7. What difference does the place make to the characters interactions?

Until tomorrow,
Linda


DAY 3

The ability of writers to imagine what is not the self, to familiarize the strange and mystify the familiar, is the test of their power.

TONI MORRISON

THE WHEN AND WHY OF IT

Hi Writers,

Your characters meet in a particular place at a certain time for a reason. The time of your action should have dramatic and thematic significance for other people, not just for you. The action might occur at a battleground during the Civil War while officers plot a surprise attack. The time might be a specific date and year or more generally a certain decade. It could be a week before or after a major catastrophe. Tony Kushners A Bright Room Called Day juxtaposes building tensions in anti-semitic 1930s Germany against the early years of AIDS in 1980s America. The ancient Greek plays are set in mythic time in which themes, not clock time, matter.

There is a close relationship between the time of the drama and the event or events where your characters interact. For dramatic purposes, there should be a compelling reason for these characters to be here at this time; they want to be here, or theyre forced to do so. And theres a reason some stay when conflict occurs. Decide what brings your characters together, what makes them stay, and why that would be interesting for an audience.

In Ma Raineys Black Bottom, August Wilson assembles black and white characters in a Chicago recording studio in the 1920s. They clash across generations and races, exposing power dynamics within African-American culture as well as between the races. It would be almost impossible to construct the tensions and theatricality of that drama by placing the same characters in a living room with no special event or cultural context to gather them.

Also, note that the time pressures of the recording studio constrict Ma Raineys action. This device is called the ticking clock. In night, Mother a woman tells her mother that shes going to kill herself very soon. Dinner at Eight takes us through various problems and choices people must make before a crucial dinner party. With a deadline that forces people to actwhether thats a bomb about to blow up or a wedding due to beginyou give characters more dramatic opportunities and create suspense.

WRITING EXERCISES FOR TODAY:

1. What time might be the setting for the play (now, another decade?) Why this time or these times for dramatic and entertaining reasons?

2. Do time pressures affect your characters and create tension? How?

3. Is something special happening that brings your characters together (for example, a wedding, a funeral, election, party, weekend in the country)? Why will that be dramatic?

4. What is it about this event thats different from the familiar and unpredictable?

5. What does this event mean to each character?

Until tomorrow,
Linda


DAY 4

Rarely when a play comes to me do I know how I will develop it. . . . It comes out drop by drop, as I let [the characters] sink into my thoughts.

NEIL SIMON

INHABITING YOUR CHARACTERS

Hi Writers,

When you invent the details of the world you are discovering characters. Before deciding what shape youll give to your characters actions, inhabit themdiscover their inner tensions, contradictions, and imbalances. In How to Read Literature, Terry Eagleton surveys many ways in which the idea of a character has varied across cultures and time; this history might help you reflect on what a character is to you and how that informs your writing. What kinds of characters are you creating and why? Are they like familiar types or are they unique to an extreme? Are they based on people you know or read about?

Everyone onstage is a character. If your plays structure and style is not realistic and the focus is more on theme and situation than naturalistic characters (like Vladimir and Estragon in Samuel Becketts Waiting for Godot), the 90-Day exercises will help you explore those characters. Even when actors are playing themselves as they do in Peter Handkes Offending the Audience, the actors are characters whose words and actions are selected for theatrical as well as dramatic effect.

August Wilson took his cues from the blues, which gave him a world that contained my image. His plays vivify a nonliterate people whose history and culture were rooted in the oral tradition. Both the blues and the people who sang them, who lived their stories, gave Wilson a dramatic world for the characters in plays such as Ma Raineys Black Bottom and Joe Turners Come and Gone. Perhaps such a world has shaped your characters inner livesa small town, an urban subculture, a work environment.

You will begin to see and hear your characters all around youin the news, in conversations, in your relationships and observed relationships, in your readings and music. The process of writing a play can help you pay better attention to your environment, and in turn your present reality can assist you in creating the dramatic world that will constitute your play.

WRITING EXERCISES FOR TODAY:

Answer the following questions for each character in your play.

1. What from the past haunts this character? Let the character speak about it in monologue.

2. Is there a tension or an unusual contrast between the characters work life and inner life (like a soldier/poet)? Have the character talk about his/her work and that contrast.

3. What makes your character angry and why? Write an angry monologue for each character.

4. How does your character behave when s/hes angry? Describe that behavior in detail.

Until tomorrow,
Linda


DAY 5

ROTHKO: We existall of us, for all timein a state of perpetual dissonance.

JOHN LOGANS Red

DISSONANCE

Hi Writers,

Dissonance is a harsh, discordant combination of sounds; a state of disagreement or conflict. Dissonance within, between, and among characters constitutes the action of the play. This is true regardless of your plays structure or style. Dissonance between characters often is rooted in struggles characters experience within themselves. A womans stubborn pride, for example, might contribute to the misery in her marriage, even if her husband does treat her badly. And his behavior towards her might result from his unconscious need to protect himself from being hurt.

Each person is like a fine violin. It doesnt take much to put it out of tune. Consider an orchestra tuning up. What if each instrument is horribly out of tune? Or, perhaps they begin in tune and then something goes horribly awry with the strings and they dont stop to fix it. So it is for drama and human experience. We want the characters in our lives to be in tune, including ourselves, but we find that hard to accomplish. And all it takes is for one person to create havoc for everyone else. This principle of dissonance and tuning applies whether a play is serious or comic. Some plays end with dissonance unresolved; audience recognition is the resolution.

Avoid stereotypes or clichs about behavior based on gender, race, sexual orientation, class and so forth. Each character has a rich inner life and struggles with being in tune. The black maid in Bruce Norriss Clybourne Park tries to control her anger at her white employers clueless patronizing rather than play the stereotypical role of an obedient two-dimensional servant, contributing tension that is both dramatic and thematic.

WRITING EXERCISES FOR TODAY:

Write about the character that might anchor your action. If youre writing an ensemble piece with several important characters, choose a major figure. If dialogue and monologues come to mind, please write those. If you have time, repeat these exercises with another character.

1. Why do you think this will be an important character? What part will that character play in moving your play forward?

2. What makes that character go out of tune and why? How does this manifest itself? Does s/he know this about herself/himself?

3. Will this character change during
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