A Play Is for Reading

by Alexis Greene

Theatrical lore has it that a play can only be appreciated when you see it staged in a theater, where actors can speak the lines and invisible magicians of design can provide scenery, lighting and costumes.

    
Not surprisingly, this is lore handed down by generations of actors, designers and playwrights, who need to make a living from their art.

    
But a play, like a novel or a poem or a short story, can also be enjoyed if read to oneself, whether from the printed page or, these days, a digital display.

    
Still, a play does look different on the page than a novel or a poem or a story. It has “stage directions” and characters speaking lines of dialogue. So how do you read a play?

     
You must begin by opening your mind to the many things that a play is: action, story, character, and language. 

     
And you must allow yourself to imagine.

     
Some playwrights give you many clues at the beginning of a script. George Bernard Shaw, the great British dramatist who lived from 1856 to 1950, used to write pages of stage directions. Often, in fact, his stage directions were really essays about the play.  

     
Shakespeare, on the other hand, hardly wrote any stage directions.

     
But whether the stage directions are long-winded or spare, they are your guides into the world of the play. And before you actually begin to read the dialogue, you should stop and try to envision the place where the dramatist sets her play (the setting) --and see the characters in that place.

    
Thus the opening stage directions of Cynthia L. Cooper’s Silence Not: a Love Story asks us to imagine the Munich train station in 1938. Probably few of us know exactly what that station actually looked like. But we can picture a large, elaborate waiting room, with glass windows, and men and women in 1930s’ clothes milling about. There are soldiers in uniforms of the Third Reich, and a woman passing out steins of beer.

    
With those images in your head, you begin to read the dialogue to yourself, and as with a novel, you envision characters and hear their voices. The soldier raises his beer stein and shouts “To Austria,” and the woman answers him, equally excitedly and loudly. 

    
Soon the stage directions tell us that another character, Adriana, enters and sits on a bench. And since the playwright does not at this point offer any additional descriptive information, we are left to imagine how old Adriana is and what she looks like, although something in her attitude suggests that she is young.

     
And so it goes. As you read deeper into a play, the awareness that the action is taking place on a stage falls away, and you picture and hear human beings talking, or sitting silently and listening, or arguing and moving about. The camera in your mind moves fluidly from one character to another.  By some magical multitasking of your imagination, you know that the playwright intends for all of this action to be taking place in a theater, but you, here and now, are envisioning and hearing real people. And soon, through those people, the story unfolds and touches you and reaches its end.

     
This is one way—the most private way—to read a play. It’s also possible to read a play out loud, with another person.

    
In either case, by entering the world of the play and its characters, and following where they lead—you have learned how to read a play.
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