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INTRODUCTION 

A little more than three hundred years ago, verse drama be

gan to declJLne in the English theater, to decline first in quality 

and then in popularity. This decline culminated in the almost com

plete disappearance of verse drama from the stage of the popular 

theater in England and America* However, "three or four times every 

century'* there have been attempts to restore verse drama to the 

English-speaking stage,"^ 

These sporadic attempts at revival are a peculiar feature of 

the Anglo-Saxon theater, the only theater in the world in which 

2 
"poetry and drama pursue such divergent paths." 

The last three decades, from 1930 to I96O, have witnessed an

other of these periodic revivals of verse drama. However, this latest 

revival has differed from previous attempts in two important charac

teristics. 

It has been a revival marked by an intense search for new 

avenues of expression in verse drama, "a period of experiment un

paralleled since the Renaissance."^ These experiments have been con

ducted in the fields of verse form and theater form. 

^Edmund Gosse, "The Revival of Poetic Drama," The Atlantic Monthljf̂  
XC (August, 1902), 157. 

^William Meredith, "Poetry and the Counter Broadway Theater," 
Poetry, LXXXIX (January, 1957), 255. 

3ormerod Greenwood, The Playwright; A Study of Form, Method, 
and Tradition in the Theatre (London; Sir Isaac Pitman and Sons, Ltd,, 
mo), p. Bj. 



Another distinguishing feature of the present revival has been 

the poetic playwrights' concentration on achieving production in the 

popular theater,^ Instead of writing closet dramas, they have regarded 

the drama as "part of the playhouse," 

Statement of Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to analyze the achievement of the 

playwrights who have been leaders in the current movement to revive 

verse drama. The leading playwrights who have experimented in verse 

form or theater form and have submitted their dramas to public eval

uation in the theater are—T, S. Eliot, W, H, Auden and Christopher 

Isherwood, Archibald MacLeish, Maxwell Anderson, Christopher Fry, and 

Robinson Jeffers,^ 

A brief historical survey of the English verse drama in Chapter 

I will preface the evaluations of the playwrights named. Their experi

ments in verse form will be the subject of Chapter II, Chapter III 

will discuss their experiments in theater form, under the headings of 

dramatic types and dramatic styles. The Conclusion will concern 

the present status of modem verse drama. 

^Alan S, Downer, "The New Theatrum Poetairum," Poetry, LX (July, 
19i|2), 206, 

^Allardyce Nicoll, British Drama; An Historical Survey from 
the Beginnings to the Present Time CLondon; George G, Harrap and Co,, 
Ltd., l9Zi7;, p. vi. 

^Listed in the order in which they will be discussed in Chap
ter II. 



Limitations and Definitions 

Playwrights will be chosen from the group writing verse dramas 

in the English language during the period from 1930 to i960. A fur

ther limiting factor will be the condition that the playwright mast 

have submitted his work to public production. In order that certain 

playwrights may be discussed in detail, mention will be made of some 

plays which were not completed, not produced in the theater, not ex

perimental in nature, or were written before 1930. However, plays 

which will be discussed in detail will be full-length verse dramas, 

experimental in verse form or theater form. 

The following definitions will apply throughout '.his study: 

"Full-length drama" will be used to mean a drama of more than 

one act or a long one-act play, written to be performed alone as a 

full evening of theater, 

"Verse drama" will be interpreted as a play written (conpletely 

or in part) in lines making regular use of one or more of the formal 

resources of poetry—rhyme, meter, rhythm, and imagery. 

"Experimental in verse form or theater form" will be used to 

indicate deviations from the verse form or theater form which had been 

the norm, or conventional practice, in verse drama in the period (1880-

1930) immediately preceding the period covered by this study. 



CHAPTER I 

BRIEF HISTORT OF ENGLISH VERSE DRAMA 

Any appraisal of the current verse drama movement in terms of 

experimentalism and popular appeal should be prefaced by a brief re

view of the past history of this type of drama in English, Recogni

tion of novelty, in verse form and theater form, must be based on a 

knowledge of past norms in these areas. Evaluation of the current 

success in the public theater should be based on a knowledge of the 

verse drama's fall from popular favor in the past. 

Another factor, important in any study of verse drama, is the 

potent, over-shadowing influence of Shakespeare on almost all English 

dramatic verse written since his time. Therefore a history of verse 

drama in English might logically begin with the golden period of 

Shakespeare, 

The objective of this history is not to trace in detail all 

the ramifications of verse drama through the last three centuries, but 

to summarize Shakespeare's achievement briefly, and,thereafter, to 

trace three unifying threads through each succeeding period after 

Shakespeare up to 1930; Shakespearean influences in the verse drama; 

new forms of the verse drama; and the status of the verse drama in 

the popular theater. 

Shakespeare's Achievement 

Shakespeare began to write for the stage at about twenty-eight 

years of age, "not only in time to catch the Renaissance spirit at its 

h 



most glorious, but with models immediately behind him unstaled by cus

tom and awaiting his refinement."•'-

One of the models awaiting Shakespeare was his verse form, which 

was to prove such a strong influence upon later writers. Blank verse 

had been used by Shakespeare's predecessors, but he perfected it in 

flexibility and expressiveness. In his hands it became a medium capable 

of voicing the deepest emotion and the simplest utterances of everyday 

speech. He also used a wide range of prose. (Doll Tearsheet speaks 

in prose; so does Hamlet on occasion.)^ Elizabethan blank verse was 

closely related to the rhythms of the spoken language of the time; it 

was a magnificent expression of the age.^ 

The classification of Shakespeare's plays by theater forms, or 

genres, will facilitate evaluations of his successors' work, 

Shakespeare's dramas may be divided into history plays, comedies 

(sub-divided into comedies of romance and tragi-comedies), and trage

dies. In each form, he owed a debt to his predecessors, yet he made 

each form his own by perfecting it. He left such an impression on 

each genre that his characteristic methods will be found even in many 

of the seemingly experimental dramas of the period, 1930-1960, to be 

discussed in succeeding chapters. 

lAllardyce Nicoll, World Drama; From Aeschylus to Anouilh 
(New York; Harcourt, Brace and Co., 19U9), p. 256. 

^Ibid., p. 263, 

^Archibald MacLeish, Panic; A Play in Verse (New York; Houghton 
Mifflin Co,, 1935), p, vii, 

^Nicoll, World Drama, p, 268. 



The chronology of Shakespeare's early work is somewhat doubtful, 

but at least part of his work as an apprentice playwright was the tril

ogy of Henry VI (ca, 1592). It greatly resembles similar dramas, 

sprawling and discursive, of his predecessors and contemporaries.^ 

^ith Richard III (ca. 1592 or 1593), he concentrated on one central 

personality, and revealed the beginnings of his later rhythm of tragic 

action (a gradual up-building of the forces of evil, their reign cul

minating in their destruction, and the beginning of a better era), 

Richard II has even more novelty in that the central character is nei

ther hero nor villain, but something in between, carrying the seeds 

of his destruction in the very qualities that make him humanly under

standable,' In the second play of the tetralogy begun by Richard II, 

dn Henry IV, Part One, an entirely new note is sounded with 

the first entrance of Falstaff. Shakespeare skillfully uses the comic 

scenes of this rich character as contrast to the serious action and to 

"reveal the humanity of the man who was to be the hero of this tetral-

o 

ogy—Prince Hal, the later Henry V."° The epic sweep.and variety of 

mood of these four plays, concluding with Henry V, constituted a com-

g 
plete exploration of the history form of drama.^ In succeeding periods 

^Ibid., p. 265. 

^Ibid,, p, 266, 

"^Ibid., p. 267, 

^Ibid,, p. 268. 

^Ibid. 



of theater history the genre would be tried, but the methods used 

would be reflections of Shakespeare's originals, 

Shakespeare's early playwriting also included three comedies of 

romance—The Taming of the Shrew. A Comedy of Errors and Love's Labour's 

Lost, Although imperfect, all three have an atmosphere of warmth and 

11 

originality. In A Midsummer Night's Dream, he attained full techni

cal mastery of the genre. The world of magic and dreams is fully real

ized; the fanciful and the real are blended together by a pervasive 

12 
romantic mood. In the next four comedies—Two Gentlemen of Verona, 

The Merchant of Venice, Mach Ado about Nothing.and Twelfth Night—he 

turned from magic to a more realistic romanticism. The spirit of these 

plays is entirely new in the history of comedy, -̂  

The transition to Shakespeare's later tragi-comedies began with 

Measure for Measure, Csnnbeline, A Winter's Tale^and The Tempest belong 

to the same group, in which the vision of life reflected in the early 

romantic comedies is deepened and enriched."^ Some critics see definite 

sjrmbolic implications in these plays; others view them as mere fairy

tales, influenced by the Spanish drama of the time. ^ 

A different classification of Shakespeare's comedies is used by 

some authorities (early, high, dark, and late comedies), with Measure for 

•^^History plays omitted; King John and Henry VIII. 

llNicoll, World Drama, p, 259, 

l^Ibid,, p, 260, 

^3ibid,, p. 261, 

ll^Ibid., p, 263. 

l^Ibid,, p, 26U, 
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Measure, All's Well that Ends Well,and Troilus and Cressida in the 

dark category. In this analysis the similarity in the three is 

seen as their combination of "poetry and problems, contrived solu

tions and degraded heroes,"•'•' The poetic language of this group is 

characterized by a sombre, sometimes satirical, mood and comparatively 

austere imagery, 

Shakespeare's comedies ° would not be imitated by his successors 

as his histories and tragedies were. Indeed, comedy would cease to be 

written in verse at all in subsequent periods. However, when verse 

comedy returned to the theater, it would return in Shakespearean lan

guage and methods. 

In the tragic form Shakespeare set perhaps the most lasting mark 

on the verse drama, partly because of the equation of verse with tragedy 

prevalent, almost to the present day, but also because of his consummate 

achievement in the form. His four great dramas—Hamlet, Othello, King 

Lear, and Macbeth—exemplify "the coiT5)lete realization of the tragic 

spirit,"^^ The stories he used had been told before, but he invested 

each one with his own quality and used "every device offered by the 

^^Jacob H, Adler, "Shakespeare and Christopher Fiy," Educational 
Theatre Journal, XI (May, 1959), 97. 

l^ibid,, p, 98, 

^^Ibid. 

l^Comedies omitted; M You Like It,The Merry Wives of Windsor, and 

Pericles, 

20Nicoll, World Drama, p. 268. 



theatre, from the physical movement of his actors upon the stage to 

the subtlest use of poetic imagery."^-^ 

From his predecessors Shakespeare took the following elements; 

the "medieval-philosophical" theme, which dealt with "great pidnces at 

the height of their estates about to fall calamitously to disaster";' 

the morality play tradition which stressed the eternal struggle between 

good and evil in the world and within man;^^ Marlowe's achievement in 

Tamburlaine and Dr. Faustus in verbalizing depth of passion; and Kyd's 

skillful play construction in Tho Spanish Tragedy, with its variety of 

episode and concentration on plot line.^^ These four elements he 

blended into his own rhythm of tragic action, ̂^ 

Another theme, tragic passion, developed in Romeo and Juliet and 

Antony and Cleopatra,^ became a favorite theme in the work of Shake

speare's successors. Indeed, he explored possible tragic themes so 

thoroughly^"^ that the history of verse tragedy after the Elizabethan 

period is a history of almost unbroken Shakespearean imitation. 

The magnitude of Shakespeare's achievement is accentuated by 

the fact that he was a practicing playwright in a theater atten^iting 

21lbid,, p, 277. 

p. 268, ^^Ibid. 

23ibid. 

2^Ibid. 

25: 'Supra 

p. 269, 

p, 272. 

p. 6, 

^^Hicoll, World Drama, p, 277. 

27Tragedies omitted; Titus Andronicus, Coriolanus, Julius Caesar. 

and Timon of Athens. 
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to supply popular entertainment.^° Few of the educated men of his day 

considered his work as "literature,"^^ He was immensely popular in a 

flourishing commercial theater characterized by "direct contact be

tween the poet, the players, and the pit."^^ 

The Closing of the Theaters 

Even before Shakespeare bade the stage farewell with his last 

play, The Tempest (I6II), changes in the Elizabethan theater had al

ready begun. When the Puritan edict closed the theaters in 16142, the 

Shakespearean theater world had already passed. 

The first inroads of the realistic, middle-class drama, which 

would culminate finally in modern prose tragedy, were evident in such 

works as Heywood's A Woman Killed with Kindness (1603). Although 

written in verse, the atmosphere of these domestic dramas is one of 

bourgeois realism.^1 

Of more immediate importance to the tragic form, however, was 

the trend toward sensationalism, intrigue, and abnormal passions.-^^ 

The tragedies written during the reigns of James I and Charles I, 

^®Joseph Wood Krutch, "Modernism" in Modern Drama; A Defini
tion and an Estimate (Ithaca, New York; Cornell University Press, 
1953), p. 1. 

^^Ibid., p. 2. 

^^H, W, Boynton, "Poetry and the Stage," The Atlantic Monthly, 
XCII (July, 1903), 120, 

^%icoll. World Drama, p, 280, 

32ibid,, p, 282, 



11 

while containing individual scenes of Shakespearean power, are charac

terized by a gradual loss of focus and validity. Such dramatists as 

George Chapman (Bussy d'Ambois, l6oi;), Philip Massinger (The Unnatural 

Combat, 1620), and Thomas Middleton (The Changeling, l622) are typical 

of the transition from the Elizabethan to the Jacobean period. Rheto

ric and horror characterize their work, but it is "horror for its own 

sake" and "therefore lacking in the quality of universality necessary 

for tragedy."33 Other dramatists, marred by the same faults, but pos

sessing a certain dark beauty in their poetry, are John Webster (The 

Duchess of Malfi, I61I4), Cyril Toumeur (The Revenger's Tragedy, 1607), 

and John Ford ('Tis Pity She's a Whore, l62l|.). The Jacobean poets sub

stituted frenzied rhetoric for the richly emotional poetic line of 

Shakespeare.3^ However, the decline of quality noted in the tragic 

drama must not be confused with a decline in popularity. The listed 

dramas, and many others of the same type, were immensely popular with 

paying audiences; playwrights supplied what was desired.35 

Changing trends may be noted in the field of comedy also. As 

early as l598, Ben Jonson had produced in Every Man in His Humour a 

comedy based on a planned program of three definite precepts; precise 

form, rather than discursiveness; realistic depiction of contemporary 

life with moral purpose; characters representing follies or vices,3° 

33william Van O'Connor, Climates of Tragedy (Baton Rouge: 
Louisiana State University Press, 19U3}, p. 0^7 

3%icoll, World Drama, p. 285. 

3^1bid., p. 282. 

36lbid,, p. 288, 
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His later masterpieces, the four plays of his maturity--Volpone (I606), 

The Silent Woman (l609), The Alchemist (I610), and Bartholomew Fair 

(I61U)—although exhibiting some individual differences, are based on 

the same definite rules of Jcnsonian composition. His satirical power 

gave a fresh impulse to comedy, which after Shakespeare, might have 

37 
otherwise "exhibited signs of progressive debilityo" 

At the same time Jonson was penning "classical" comedy, the ro" 

mantic comedy form was undergoing a change toward a note of class-con

sciousness and wit, which would combine later with Jonson's style to 

produce the new "comedy of manners,"3" Beaumont and Fletcher intro

duced the character of the witty gallant, paired him with a heroine to 

match, and accented social differences in The Woman Hater (l6o6),39 

The comedy of manners had been bom; the form would be polished, but 

still short of perfection, by James Shirley in such plays as The Witty 

Fair One (1628), and brought to its apex in the next period by Con-

greve.^^ The comedies mentioned, and other similar works, were at this 

time still written in verse, or a combination of verse and prose, with 

an increase of prose toward the end of the period. 

37lbido 

3Qlbid,, po 293. 

3^Ibid., p, 295. 

^^Ibid., p. 296c 

^iRobert Boies Sharpe, Irony in the Dramas An Essay on Imper^ 
sonation. Shock and Catharsis (Chapel Hills The Univergity of Nortn 
Carolina Press, 19!?9), p. iui« 
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The Restoration Period 

In 1660 the theaters reopened, and a coterie audience^^ assem

bled to watch (along with plays of the past and new plays based on the 

older models) two con5)aratively new dramatic products that seemed to 

embody the spirit of the age; the prose comedy of manners and the rhymed 

heroic tragedy,^3 

The latter form, whatever later critics may think of its quality, 

was extremely popular at the time,^^ It is readily identified by its 

verse pattern (rhyming couplets, in iambic pentameter) and its subject 

matter; impossibly heroic characters, a variety of violent incident, 

and a great concern with "honour."^^ The sustained spoken arias called 

"rants" were featured in the dialogue,^" 

Rhyming couplets proved only a transitory influence; after 1677, 

rhyme disappeared almost completely from tragedy,^"^ The only writer 

showing any real mastery of this verse pattern was John Dryden. He 

viewed the couplet form as the "natural" expression for tragically 

heightened emotions.^^ In his hands the couplet did greatly resemble 

^2John Harold Wilson, The Court Wits of the Restoration (Prince
ton, New Jersey; Princeton University Press, 19k^), p. 1U3, 

^3j^llardyce Nicoll, A History of English Drama, I660-I9OO (Cam
bridge; At the University Press, 1952), I, OU, 

^Ibid., p. 86. 

^^Ibid., pp. 103, 130. 

^^Ibid., p. 113. 

^7iMd., p. 100. 

^^cieanth Brooks and Robert B. Heilman, Understanding Drama (New 
York; Henry Holt and Co,, 19U5), p. 32, 



speech; no other writer was able to exploit the form as he did,^^ Diy-

den's best and last play in this form is Aurang-Zebe (1675) «^^ 

The heroic tragedy exerted a lasting influence on verse tragedy 

in succeeding periods, not in the form of rhyme, but in heroic subject 

matter and extended bombastic dialogue.^ 

The Shakespearean influence was extremely strong in tragedy also, 

demonstrated by the adaptations of his histories and tragedies. These 

adaptations (regarded as distortions by later critics) were Immensely 

52 
popular in performance. As an index to Restoration appreciation of 

Shakespeare, Titus Andronicus was one of the first plays bo be per

formed when the theaters reopened,^3 gn^ ^ later adaptation by Ravens-

croft, bloodier than the original, was a success at Drury Lane in 

1679,^^ 

New tragedies in blank verse also sounded a Shakespearean note. 

Perhaps the best of these was Otway's Venice Preserved (l68l), a drama 

which has been revived in the English theater more often than any 

other, except those of Shakespeare. 

Dryden turned to a Shakespearean story and to the blank verse 

form in All for Love, but the structure and the dominant tone are 

^9T, S . Eliot, John Dryden (New Yorkg Terence and Els a Holli-
day, 1932), p. 37. 

^^iooll, A History of English Drama , , . , I, 115. 

^^Ibido, p. 101. 

^^Ibid. 

^3ibid. 

^^Ibid. 

^^Ibid, 

p, 171. 

p. 137, 

p. 173. 

p. 16U, 
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classical, an influence which was to be important in the next period 

56 
of the drama. 

One more trend in tragedy should be noted, the "pathetic," at 

this time just noticeable (in such dramas as Otway's The Orphan), but 

destined to be dominant in the next century,^7 

In comedy, prose had become the only medium, but vestiges of 

verse lingered on in the rhymed prologue,-' rhymed epilogue,-'" and 

the rhyming "tags" which marked the end of an act. 

The Eighteenth Centuiy 

A new type of tragedy, "pseudo-classical," attracted educated 

and critical attention, especially during the first half of the cen

tury. In this form, Aristotle's rules, as reinterpreted in France, 

exercised great authority. The sacred Unities were regarded as the 

first essential in true tragedy—a conception directly opposite to 

61 
the wide-ranging Elizabethan form. 

The first popular success in the pseudo-classical form, in 

fact, the only really popular success, was Addison's Cato, produced 

in 1713. Addison embodied the temper of the age—reasonable not 

^^Nicoll, World Drama, p, 339-

^"^Nicoll. A History of English Drama , , c , I, lli2, 

^^Montague Summers, The Restoration Theatre (London; Kegan 
Paul, Trench, Trubner and Co., Ltd., 193U), p. lOo, 

^^Ibid,, p, 175. 

^Qlbid,, p, 155. 

LlNicoll, A History of English Drama , . . , II, 5l<. 
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passionate—in his drama, and was rewarded by pamphlets, contemporary 

comment, translations (into Italian, French and German), and frequent 

revivals during the century, 3 

With the notable exception of Cato. pseudo-classical tragedy 

never achieved any real hold in the popular theater. The truly popu

lar tragedy of the period was that somewhat anomalous form known as 

"Augustan"? a mixture of elements (Shakespearean, heroic, pathetic,and 

pseudo-classical) composed by authors determined "to furnish actable 

plays for the theatre."^'* Although the four heterogeneous influences 

used were derived from the past, a few of the tragedies thus composed 

had a certain vitality. The mixture, at least, was new, ^ 

The most gifted of the Augustans was Rowe, writer of "she-

tragedies" (a form of tragedy, based on English history, treated in a 

serai-Shakespearean manner, but with a woman as the protagonist). The 

Tragedy of Jane Shore (1713), one of Rowe's best, enjoyed great popular 

success in England and France, 

If the Augustan form dominated the tragic field throughout the 

century,^''' tragedy itself failed to dominate the theater. From 1700 

to 1750, three or four comedies to one tragedy was the usoial ratio of 

62ibid., p, 88. 

^^Ibid,, p, 85. 

^^Ibid,, p, 96. 

^^Ibid,, III, Iko 

^^Tbid., II, 101, 

^7ibid., p. 75. 
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production. In some years there were more comedies, but never fewer,°" 

In the latter half of the century, too, tragedy was hopelessly outnum-

69 bered by farces and comic operas, ̂  

The period from 1750 to I8OO saw the beginning of a trend that 

would predominate in the next century; the beginning of the "closet 

drama," the play written only to be read, characterized by "would-be 

poetic grandeur."'^ 

Although most of these plays are veiy uninspiring reading,'^ the 

publishing of dramas was stimulated, and became a well paying commercial 

enterprise.'^ 

The customary verse form for all types of tragedy was blank verse, 

becoming less inspired and more mechanical, less dramatic and more rhet-

orical,asthe century drew to a close.'3 The pseudo-Shakespearean note 

coii5)letely conquered the pseudo-classical, preparing the way for the 

tone of the nineteenth century. Ik 

The Nineteenth Century 

The cleavage between the living popular theater and the play in 

verse became conplete. Paradoxically, almost all the major poets of 

^Qjbid., 

^^Ibld., 

'^Qlbid.. 

'^•4bid.. 

"^^Ibid.. 

"^^Ibid.. 

7i^Ibid.. 

, p. 125. 

, H I , 56. 

, p. 227. 

f P» ! • 

, p, 218, 

, p. 80. 

f P * ^ ^ « 



18 

the era, and a good many of the minor ones, essayed verse dramas. They 

were reverent admirers of Shakespeare; they sought to equal him; they 

sincerely wanted to contribute to the living theater—th?y all failed,""̂ ^ 

Poets of eminence made a valiant effort to recapture the playhouse, 

Coleridge's Remorse was produced with moderate success,' ?yron wrote 

several dramas which actually reached the stage; Manfred was the most 

popular of his plays.'"^ Browning wrote Strafford to order for Macready.'̂ 8 

Tennyson wrote tragedies with "infinite trouble"; Becket met with some 

acclaim at the time but failed to hold a place in the living theater,'^ 

No large popular response met the efforts of the poets, and the occa

sional critical enthusiasm aroused by some dramas reflected a determina-

tion to find something praise-worthy in a cultural enterprise.°.^ 

Many closet dramas were written, Keats' Otho the Great was ac-

81 
cepted for production at Druiy Lane, but was never produced, Shelley's 

The Cenoi is of higher quality and has been acted in the twentieth cen-̂  

In America, George Henry Boker wrote Francesca da Rimini, a more 

dramatic work than the English plays of the same period, but a play that 

75N1CO11, World Drama, p. Ul2. 

^^icoll, BriUsh Drama, p. 311. 

77Nicoll, World Drama, p. 1;12. 

78Nicoll, British Drama, p. 319. 

79ibid,,.p, 355. 

Q^icoll, World Drama, p, Ul3. 

^^icoll, British Drama, p. 313. 

Q^Tbid. 
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has failed to survive in the popular theater,"3 

Even quantitatively, verse drama was a small part of the serious 

drama of the century. In the first half of the period, melodrama domin

ated serious drama; in the latter half, the beginnings of realism were 

predominant,"^ Qualitatively, the verse drama of this period was the 

high-watermark in Shakespearean imitation,^ an imitation characterized 

by long soliloquies, "depicting the passions," and imitative blank 

verse,°° 

The Early Twentieth Centuiy 

Two extended quotations from periodicals of the early 1900's 

may serve as representatives of many similar writings; 

There are some signs that what is wanted is something 
that will appeal to the imagination and stir the deeper 
strings of emotion; an art which will be sanely and vig
orously romantic, dealing with life in a broader and less 
cynically one-sided way. 

Poetic drama is still in the air; but its success de
pends upon the temper of the public,87 

The divorce between poetry and drama is acknowledged 
to be most unfortunate for both parties to the matrimonial 
contract; and those of us who have a warm regard for either 

83Nicoll, World Drama, p. kk3» 

^^Nicoll, A History of English Drama . . . , IV, 78. 

Q^Ibid,, p, 89. 

^Senis Donoghue, The Third Voice; Modern British and American 
Verse Drama (Princeton, New Jersey; Princeton University Press, 1959}, 
p7W. 

87John Todhunter, "Poetic Drama and Its Prospects on the Stage," 
The Fortnightly Review, LXXVII (April, 1902), 711|. 
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of them cannot help hoping that they may be persuaded 
soon to make up their quarrel and get married again.°° 

The writer of the first statement went on in a subsequent paragraph 

to indicate the province of a poetic dramatist; he is "much more than 

a mere critic of life"; it is his function to "quicken the sensibili

ties" and to "satisfy our demand for beauty." This statement may be 

compared with the description of Browning's work phrased by Macready 

in 1836$ "A spirit of poetry whose influence would elevate, ennoble, 

and adorn our degraded drama."^^ The conception of the functions of 

the poetic drama held by many in the early years of the twentieth cen

tury was very much the same conception that had prevailed one hundred 

years before. Brander Matthews, the second writer quoted, went on to 

ask: 

But when we station Sister Anne on the watch tower 
and when we keep on asking if she sees anyone coming, we 
ought to have in our own minds a clear vision of the 
rescuer we are looking for. When we cry aloud for the 
poetic drama, what is it that we stand ready to welcome? 

Whatever the theater-going public was watching for, in the way 

of a poetic drama, they were going to see, at least in the commercial 

theater, more costume dramas in blank verse, based on historical, nyth-

ological, or religious subjects. 

American writers who wrote successful dramas of the traditional 

type were Josephine Preston Peabody (The Piper, 1910),^^ and Percy 

88Brander Matthews, "Revival of the Poetic Drama," The Atlantic 
Monthly, CI (February, 1908), 219, 

^^Donoghue, p. 20. 
^^Arthur Hobson Quinn, A History of the American Drama from the 

Civil War to the Present Day (rev. ed,:New York; F. S, Crofts and Co,, 
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MacKaye (Jeanne D'Arc, 1908),^"^ In England Stephen Phillips achieved 

92 
some popular success with Paolo and Francesca (1900). The blank 

verse was less diffused, the characters were more consistent, but the 

plays could have belonged to any period after Shakespeare's time. They 

were not connected with any contemporary developments. ̂ 3 

William Vaughan Moody wrote two interesting verse dramas which 

were more MLltonic than Shakespearean. The Masque of Judgment (1900) 

and The Fire Bringer (190l|.) were not produced on the stage, and Moody 

9ii 
turned to prose,^^ 

The status of verse drama in the theater remained the same 

through the '20's but changed sharply in the »30's.^^ The playwrights 

of the '20's might be called "the older generation" adhering to tradi

tional themes, pattern and style, and writing most of their dramas for 

private theaters, art theaters, or cathedral production. The play

wrights of the '30's were newcomers with fresh energy and technique, 

interested in contemporary society and politics and determined to 

achieve an audience in the public theater. 

^^Tbid,, p, 31. 

92Nicoll, British Drama, p, 1;00, 

^3john Gassner, The Theatre in Our Times; A Survey of thejfen. 
Materials and Movements in the JĴ odem Theatre (New York; Crown Pub
lishers, Inc. , 'well) , p. IB'. ~ ~ 

9î Quinn, I I , 8-11. 

^^Sister Mary Beatrice Shiller, 0. S. F.,characterizes the two 
groups of playwrights in "Trends in Modem Poetic Drama in English, 
1900-1938" (unpublished Ph, D, dissertation, Dept, of English, Univer
sity of Illinois, 1939), pp. 367-71. 



22 

In justice to the playwrights of the'20's, it should be added 

many were actively interested in breaking fresh trails for the verse 

drama, but engaged in experimental work only in written and privately-

performed theater, Lascelles Abercrombie attempted to deal with con

temporary subjects in a blank verse based on common speech, in such 

dramas as Deborah (1913).^ Gordon Bottomley and William Butler Yeats 

turned to the Japanese Noh drama for inspiration,^"^ Although the exper-

imental movement was almost underground theater until the '30's ("cote

rie-drama" it has been called),° the seeds of the new verse drama were 

already sown. The work of Yeats was the most inportant, because of the 

stimulation acknowledged by Eliot; "Yeats had nothing, and we have had 

Yeats,"^^ 

In the remaining chapters of this study, historical progression 

will be disregarded in order to approach the verse drama from 1930 to 

i960 from the standpoint of verse form and theater form. 

9%icoll, World Drama, p. 733. 

97Nicoll, British Drama, p, U02, 

98Donoghue, p, 60, 

99T. S. Eliot, "Yeats," On Poetry and Poets (New York; Farrar, 
Straus and Cudahy, 1957), p. 30̂ !̂ 



CHAPTER H 

EXPERIMENTS IN VERSE FORM 

The "poetic revolt of the early twentieth century" had swept 

through other forms of poetry before it caused even a flurry in the 

realm of the verse drama. The arrival of the new poetry in the play

house was preceded and accompanied by a volume of critical writing, 

unprecedented in the history of the theater. A previous golden era, 

the Elizabethan, was "a happy accident rather than a deliberate crea-

2 
tion." The new poetic millennium, foreseen by some, was preceded by 

a-profusion of essays on the basic principles of dramatic poetry and 

the application of those methods to the creation of a new verse form, 

at once poetic and dramatic, suitable for the twentieth centuiy.3 

Most of the writers agreed that blank verse was an outmoded 

form and must be replaced. They saw the invention of a new verse 

^Carl Carmer, "Gordon Bottomley and Poetic Drama," Theatre Arts 
Monthly, XIV (February, 1930), 158, 

^David E, Jones, The Plays of T, S. Eliot (London; Routledge 
and Kegan Paul, I960), p. 3. 

3Eliot's essays concerned with verse drama, with date of first 
printing; »'Rhetoric' and Poetic Drama" (1919); "Philip Massinger" 
(1920); "The Possibility of a Poetic Drama" (1920); "A Dialogue on 
Dramatic Poetry" (1928); "Dryden the Dramatist," John Dryden (1932); 
"John Marston" (193^); "leats" (19U0); "The Music of Poetiy" (19U2); 
"Johnson as Critic and Poet" (19l;ii); Introduction to S, L, Bethell's 
Shakespeare and the PoT?ular Dramatic Tradition {19kk)i "The Social 
function oi: Poeiiy'' (I^li5); » m i o n I!" (1917); "T^e Aims of Poetic 
Drama" (19l;9); "Poetry and Drama" (1950); "The Three Voices of Poetiy" 
(1953). 
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pattern as the first step in bringing verse and drama back together. 

Their objective was; 

. . . a simplification of current life into something rich 
and strange . . J^ 

. . . a verse medium for the theatre . , , in which we shall 
be able to hear the speech of contemporary human beings, in 
which dramatic characters can express the purest poetry with
out high falutin and in which they can convey the most com
monplace message without absurdity,5 

. . . a form of verse in which everything can be said that 
has to be said , . . able to say homely things without 
bathos, as well as to take the highest flights without 
sounding exaggerated. . . . the verse rhythm should have 
its effect upon the hearers, without their being con
scious of it. 

. , , a verse form capable of catching and carrying the 
rhythm of the spoken language of his time and place.7 

Of course a verse drama must be an organic whole. The poetic 

pattern (verse form) must merge with the dramatic pattern (theater 

form) to make "one act of imagination, "8 Except theoretically, it is 

not possible to consider verse form and theater form separately. So, 

references to theater form will occur in the analysis of verse form. 

However, full evaluation of dramatic patterns will be deferred to 

Chapter III of this study. 

%ugh Kenner, The Invisible Poet; T, S. Eliot (New York; Mc
Dowell, Obolensky, 1955)*, p. 203, quoting Eliot's "London Letters," 
Dial (August, 1921), 

^Eliot, "The Music of Poetry," On Poetry and Poets, p. 32. 

^Eliot, "Poetry and Drama," On Poetiy and Poets, p. 78. 

7MacLeish, p. vii, 

^F, 0, Matthiessen, The Achievement of T, S, Eliot (New York; 
Oxford University Press, 19U7), p. 156. 
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The verse will be analyzed in terms of meter or rhythm, dic

tion, syntax, and imagery. The plays will be grouped by categories 

rather than by individual authors, except in the case of an author 

whose work (because of a high degree of individuality or experimen

talism) properly comprises a category alone. 

Masic Hall and Middle English 

A group of plays closely related to each other in the variety 

of verse patterns used and the origins of the verse ares Eliot's 

Sweeney Agonlstes (1932),^ The Rock (1931;), and Murder in the Cathe

dral (1935); Auden and Isherwood's The Dog beneath the Skin (1935), 

The Ascent of F 6 (1937), and On the Frontier (1937). 

In 1920, in a series of articles and columns in the Dial, Eliot 

explored the possibilities of the music hall, with its "directness, 

frankness and ferocious humor," as a possible source of dramatic vital-

The subtitle of Sweeney, "Fragments of an Aristophanic Melo

drama," clarifies a second source of inspiration, the Greek Old Comedy; 

Kenner sees a third, the minstrel show, which he attributes to Eliot's 

American background. 

Although Sweeney is only a fragment, staged experimentally a 

few times, it has been called "probably the best theatrical verse 

^Dates given are those of first theatrical performances. 

lOKenner, pp. 200-20U, 

^^Ibid,, p, 269, 
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written in English during this century, "^2 and "the most powerful and 

promising piece he [Eliot] has written for the stage,"^3 

The verse in Sweeney is an interesting mixture. In rhythm, part 

is based on purely conten^jorary patterns, such as popular song;^ 

SWEENEY; I til carry you off 
To a cannibal isle, . 

DORIS; You'll be the cannibal'. 
SWEENEY; You'll be the missionary'. 

You'll be my little seven stone missionaryl 
I'll gobble you up. I'll be the cannibal. 

DORIS; You'll carry me off? To a cannibal isle? 
SWEENEY; I'll be the cannibal. 
DOJÊ IS; It 11 be the missionary, 

I'll convert you I 
SWEENEY; I? 11 convert you! 

Into a stew, 
A nice little, white little, missionaiy stewl5 

A four-stress line is based on "the lopsided percussion of an idling 

four-cylinder Ford";l° 

KRUMPACKER; We were all in the war together 
Klip and me and the Cap and Sam. 

KLIPSTEIN; Yes we did our bit, as you folks say, 
I'll tell the world we got the Hun on the run.17 

Sweeney's nightmare is stated in a longer line, with more unstressed 

^^Eric Bentley, The Playwright as Thinker (New York; Harcourt, 
Brace and Co., 19U6), p, l^b, 

13 "^Francis Fergusson, The Human Image in Dramatic Literature 
(New York; Doubleday and Co,, I n c , 1957;, p. 100. 

^Jones, p. 28. 

^ T . S. Eliot, Sweeney Agonlstes, From the Modem Repertoire; 
Series One, ed. Eric Bentley (Denver, Colorado; The University of Den
ver Press, 19ii9), p, 220, 

^^enner, p. 223, 

17 ' E l i o t . Sweeney Aeonistes, From the Modem Repertoire: Series One, 
p 
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syllables, resembling Gilbert and Sullivan,^^ but in contenporaiy 

slang; 

When you're alone in the middle of the night 

and you wake in a sweat and a hell of a fright 
When you're alone in the middle of the bed and 

you wake like someone hit you in the head 
You've had a cream of a nighmare dream and 

you've got the hoo-ha's coming to you-*-̂  

The use of rhyme is noticeable in the three exan^jles quoted. 

It gives a strong accent to the somewhat obvious rhythms; the rhymes 

are deliberately rather banal, to reinforce the contemporary language. 

In fact, the diction of Sweeney Agonlstes is remarkably consistent 

throughout, chosen to represent "furnished flat sort of people,"^*^ 

Only in one or two instances, such as "where the Gauguin maids , . ."̂•'• 

and "birth and copulation and death,"^^ l̂oes Eliot permit himself to 

use words his characters might not use. 

Syntax is employed for character revelation. When Sweeney 

finally tells the group what he has been brooding about in silence— 

when he throws a bombshell, as it were, into the party, his statement 

is brusque, direct, ungrammaticals 

l8Kenner, p, 223, 

-'•̂ Eliot, Sweeney Agonlstes, From the Modem Repertoire; Series 
One, p, 22U, 

20 
Jones, p, 27, quoting conversation between Eliot and Arnold 

Bennett, The Journals of Arnold Bennett, III, 52. 

^lEliot, Sweeney Agonlstes, From the Modern Repertoire; Series 
One, p. 221. 

22 Ibid., p. 220, 
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Life is death. 
I knew a man once did a girl in. 23 

Then as his tension eases, he speaks repetitively in a some

what maudlin tone, accented by "and" linkage; 

He didn't know if he was alive 
and the girl was dead 

He didn't know if the girl was alive 
and he was dead 

He didn't know if they both were alive 
or both were dead 

If he was alive then the milkman wasn't 
and the rent-collector wasn't 

And if they were alive then he was dead.^U 

Eliot made one other attenpt to write a play in the rhythms 

of the jazz era. Titled Wanna Go Home, Baby?, the work didn't get 

beyond the fragmentary stage of development.^^ Two episodes were 

published in The Criterion and inspired Edmund Wilson to write, 

" , , , there can be no question that the future of drama in verse, 

26 
if it has any future, lies in some such direction, ""̂ ^ 

Apparently Eliot had not found a satisfactory verse for con

tinued use in the music hall form, for he moved on to other experi

ments. 

In I93U, Eliot collaborated with E. Martin Browne on The Rock, 

a church pageant. Now out of print. The Rock is iir5)ortant only for 

23ibid,, p, 222, 

^^Ibid., p. 223. 

2%enner, p. 239. 

^^Edmund Wilson, Axel's Castle (New York; Charles Scribner's 

Sons, 1931), p. 113 
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its choruses. They represent the first stage of a new verse form,^7 

Browne has summarized the characteristics of Eliot's new line; 

, , , First, the iambic foot of Shakespearean tradition 
is given up; the stress shifts to the beginning of the 
foot, in accordance with the change that has come over 
English speech. This trochaic-cum-dactylic foot is of 
course no more rigidly adhered to than was the iambic 
in Shakespeare's later plays. The verse is infinitely 
varied, with many Inverted feet; but the rhythm is 
strongly maintained. 

The other change is a final freeing of the verse from 
the counting of syllables. The ten-syllable line of 
"blank verse," which was almost uniform in Shakespeare's 
early plays, came to vaiy from eight to fourteen syllables 
in his later ones; but still the ten-syllable basis was 
at the back of the mind of both writer arid hearers. Eliot 
has broken this "blank verse" tradition of syllables by 
going at once back and forward. He has gone back to the 
basis established by the mediaeval poets, of a fixed 
number of stresses in the line without any fixed number 
of syllables, ke has gone forward to meet the develop
ment of prose-rhythms by the inclusion of a very long, 
sweepingly rhythmic line, having six or eight stresses, 
but still a part of the verse-structure. Thus a form 
of verse much more varied than any before is placed at 
the service of the theatre.2" 

The varied line lengths permitted by counting stresses instead of 

syllables are illustrated by: 

Out of the sea of sound the life of music. 
Out of the slimy mud of words, out of the sleet and hail 

of verbal imprecisions. 
Approximate thoughts and feelings, words that have taken 

the place of thoughts and feelings. 
There spring the perfect order of speech, and the beauty 

of incantation.^° 

^7Jones, pp. 38-U9. 

2®E, Martin Browne, "The Dramatic Verse of T. S, Eliot," T. S. 
Eliot' Symposium, comp. Richard March and Tambimuttu (Chicago; Henry 
Regneiy Oo,, M y ) , PP. 197-98, 

29Jones, p . kl, quoting The Rock, 
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A certain stiffness and an impersonal quality are characteristic of 

these choruses, but their verse pattern was an accon5)lishment, Eliot 

used this pattern for a portion of the choral speech in Murder in the 

Cathedral, but with a noticeable gain in fluency; 

Some malady is coming upon us. We wait, we wait, 
And the saints and martyrs wait, for those who shall be 

martyrs and saints. 
Destiny waits in the hand of God, shaping the still 

unshapen: 
I have seen these things in a shaft of sunlight. 
Destiny waits in the hand of God, not in the hands of 

statesmen 
Who do, some well, some ill, planning and guessing, 
Having their aims which turn in their hands in the pattern 
' of time.30 

The new line, although "much more varied than any before," was 

still not flexible enough for the variety of characterization Eliot 

intended to portray in the choruses in Murder in the Cathedral. The 

Chorus of Women of Canterbury are given three-stress lines for talk of 

their domestic concerns s31 

Sometimes the com has failed us. 
Sometimes the harvest is good. 
One year is a year of rain. 
Another a year of dryness. 
One year the apples are abundant. 
Another year the plums are lacking 
Yet we have gone on living. 
Living and partly living.32 

30T. S. Eliot, Mirder in the Cathedral (New York; Harcourt, 

Brace and Co., 1935), p.. 13. 

3lBrowne, "The Dramatic Verse of T. S. Eliot," T. S. Eliot; 
Symposium, p. 200. 

32Eliot, Murder in the Cathedral, p. 20. 
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They appeal to Thomas in a long, coii5)lex line, 33 defying ordinary 

scansion, but related to the rhythms of formal prayer; 

0 Thomas, Archbishop, leave us, leave us, leave sullen 
Dover, and set sail for France. Thomas our Arch
bishop still our Archbishop even in France. Thomas ' 
Archbishop, set the white sail between the grey sky 
and the bitter sea, leave us, leave us for France.^^ 

They speak twice in choral odes based on Christian hymns.3^ Before 

the murder, a choir sings a Dies Irae offstage, as the Chorus recitesi 

More than footfall in the passage. 
More than shadow in the doorway. 
More than fury in the hall.3° 

The concluding ode is accompanied by a Te Deum "sung in Latin by a 

choir in the distance," 

We praise Thee, 0 God, for Thy glory displayed in all the 
creatures of the earth. 

In the snow, in the rain, in the wind, in the storm; in 
all of Thy creatures, both the hunters and the 
hunted,3' 

For the other personages of the play, Eliot used still other 

forms. The Tempters spoke in four-stress rhyming lines, "sometimes 

33Browne, "The Dramatic Verse of T, S, Eliot," T, S, Eliot; 
Symposium, p. 200. 

3^Eliot, Murder in the Cathedral, p, 20. 

35Browne, "The Dramatic Verse of T. S. Eliot," T, S, Eliot; 
Symposium, p, 200, 

36Eiiot, Murder in the Cathedral, p, 69, 

37ibid,, p, 81;, 
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rather crabbed, "3° in which Eliot also made use of some devices from 

Middle English poetry, alliteration and the caesura. Here, the Second 

Tempter speaks; 

Fare forward, shun two files of shadows; 
Mirth merrymaking, melting strength in sweetness. 
Fiddling to feebleness, doomed to disdain; 
And godlovers' longings, lost in God,39 

In addition to alliteration, the cited lines have a "sprung rhythm," 

reminiscent of Gerard Ifeualey Hopkins, who has been designated one of 

Eliot's sources of verse form,*^^ A very strong caesura marks the 

lines of the First Tenpter; 

Spring has come in winter. Snow in the branches 
Shall float as sweet as blossoms. Ice along the ditches 
Mirror the sunlight. Love in the orchard 
Send the sap shooting. Mirth matches melancholy,^•'• 

The Priests, in their dialogue with the Chorus, speak in a form 

very close to blank verse, "rising at times to fine oratory" ;̂ ^ 

For good or ill, let the wheel turn. 
The wheel has been still, these seven years, and no good. 
For ill or goodj let the wheel turn. 
For who knows the end of good or evil? 

38Browne, "The Dramatic Verse of T, S. Eliot," T, S, Eliot; 
Symposium, p, 200, 

39Eliot, Murder in the Cathedral, p, 27, 

^^Donoghue, p, 173. 

^lEliot, Murder in the Cathedral, p, 2U, 

^^Browne, "The Dramatic Verse of T, S, Eliot," T. S. Eliot; 
Symposium, p« 200. 
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Until the grinders cease 
And the door shall be shut in the street, , 
And all the daughters of music shall be brought low,^3 

Although the verse given to the Knights has been described as 

"embarrassingly weak,"^ it was, according to Browne, deliberately 

"rhymed doggerel" to express the most superficial level of the play,^^ 

Eliot has indicated that he modeled much of the versification of Murder 

in the Cathedral on Everyman.^ The Knights' characteristic mode of 

speech is illustrated by the following lines; 

Of your earlier misdeeds I shall make no mention. 
They are too well known. But after dissension 
Had ended, in France, and you were endued 
With your former privilege, how did you show your 

gratitude? 
You had fled from England, not exiled 
Or threatened, mind you; but in the hope 
Of stirring up trouble in the French dominions. 
You sowed strife abroad, you reviled 
The King to the King of France, to the Pope, 
Raising up against him false opinions.47 

Compare with a passage from Everyman; 

Of all my works I must show 
How I have lived and my days spent. 
Also of ill deeds, that I.have used 

^3Eliot, Murder in the Cathedral, p. 17. 

^Louis L. Martz, "The Wheel and the Points Aspects of Imagery 
and Theme in Eliot's Later Poetry," T. S, Eliot; A Selected Critique, 
ed, Leonard Unger (New York; Rinehart and Co., Inc., 19u8), p. U60, 

^^Browne, "The Dramatic Verse of T, S, Eliot," T, S. Eliot; 
Symposium, p. 200. 

^^liot, "Poetry and Drama," On Poetry and Poets, p. 80. 

^7Eliot, Murder in the Cathedral, p, 60, 
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In my time, since life was me lent. 
And of all virtues that I have refused. 
Therefore I pray you go thither with me. 
To help to make my account, for Saint Charity,^^ 

More difficult to account for is the "revival hymn" rhythm of the 

Knights' challenge to Becket, later in the play. It strikes a 

"jarring" note,^^ perhaps deliberately; 

Are you washed in the blood of the Lamb? 
Are you marked with the mark of the beast? 
Come down Daniel to the lions' den, . . 
Come down Daniel and join in the feast,^^ 

Two extended prose passages also appear in Murder in the Cathe

dral. The first, the Archbishop's sermon on Christmas, is called "In

terlude" in the text of the play and comes between Part I and Part II. 

However the sermon is not so much an interlude as "a deep expression 

of the play's central theme, binding the play's two parts into one."^^ 

The second prose passage cannot be similarly explained as a unifying 

device. A more descriptive term for the Knights' prose addresses to 

the audience after the murder would be "diversifying," The effect has 

been called "Shavian,""with varying estimates of its suitability. 

^8Everyman, A Treasury of the Theatre; From Aeschylus to 
Turgenev, ed, John Gassner (rev, ed,; New York; Simon and Schuster, 
W5l), p. 207, 

^^Herbert J, Muller, The Spirit of Tragedy (New York; Alfred 
A. Knopf, 1956), p. 295. 

^OEliot, Murder in the Cathedral, p, 73, 

^ILOUIS L, Martz, "The Saint as Tragic Hero," Tragic Themes in 
Western Literature, ed, Cleanth Brooks (New Haven, Connecticut; Yale 
University Press, 1955), p. l68, 

52Frank Wilson, Six Essays on the Development of T, S, Eliot 
(London; The Fortune Press, 194^5), p. ii6. 
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Murder in the Cathedral combined a wide variety of verse forms 

with two typc3 of prose. The play mingled so many diverse elements as 

to be almost a "pastiche."^3 Eliot had expressed his disapproval of 

too much theatrical novelty in the same essay in which he advocated 

the music hall as a possible form for verse drama. He added that he 

was already sorry he had said it because someone might "tickle aesthe

tic society into one more quiver and giggle of art debauch,"5u Eliot's 

next experiments in his search for a verse form usable through an en

tire play will be discussed in another section of this chapter. First, 

however, a brief discussion of the work of two of his followers, might 

reveal the limitations of the methods Eliot had been using, 

W. H. Auden and Christopher Isherwood collaborated on three 

plays in which they used "mass cultural forms as a dramatic frame

work,"^^ The Dog beneath the Skin, their first effort, was produced 

in 1935, and in verse form seems to be based on Eliot's previous ef

forts , 

The jazz rhythms of Sweeney Agonlstes reappear in the song of 

the Four Proprietors; 

Let us remember in a little song 
Those who were with us but not for long. 
Some were beautiful and some were gay 
But Death's Black Maria took them all away. 

53John Gassner, Form and Idea in Modem Theatre (New York; The 

Dryden Press, 1956), p. 16. ^ 

^^T. S, Eliot, "The Possibility of a Poetic Drama," The Sacred 
^ood (London; Methuen and Co., Ltd., 1928), p, 70, 

^^Raymond Williams, Drama from Ibsen to Eliot (London; Chatto 

and Windus, 1952), p. 2U7. 
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When we are dead we shan't thank for flowers. 
We shan't hear the parson preaching for hours. 
We shan't be sorry to be white bare bone 
At last we shan't be hungry and can sleep alone,^^ 

The principal choruses, addressed directly to the audience, resemble 

the choruses in The Rock; 

I see barns falling, fences broken. 
Pasture not ploughland, weeds not wheat. 
The great houses remain but only half are inhabited. 
Dusty the gunrooms and the stable clocks stationary. 

Those who sang in the inns at evening have departed; 
they saw their hope in another country , , , ̂ 7 

Prose alternates with verse, the action proceeds at high speed, and 

songs are interpolated frequently in The Dog beneath the Skin. 

The Ascent of F 6 and On the Frontier are much more serious in 

intent, but both are based on the same "idiomatic music hall and vari

ety tradition."5® 

The ratio of prose to verse in the plays increased, until On 

the Frontier, the last collaboration of Auden and Isherwood, was com

posed entirely in prose, except for the lovers' dialogue, which is in 

a form very much like blank verse, but with occasional rhyming lines 

at climactic moments. In Act II, in their first conversation, Eric 

says to Anna; 

5 ^ . H, Auden and Christopher Isherwood, The Dog beneath the 
Skin (London; Faber and Faber Ltd., 1935), pp. 63-6U. 

57ibid., p, 12, 

^^Richard Hoggart, Auden; An Introductory Essay (London; 
Chatto and Windus, 1951), p. 72, 
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In the place that I have found for us. 
The place that 1 have hoped for since I was bom. 
Born, as we all are, into a t̂ orld full of fear. 
Where the faces are not the faces of the happy. 
Where the disappointed hate the young 
And the disinherited weep in vain,^^ 

At the close of the play, when Anna and Eric meet after death, they 

speak just before the final curtain; 

ANNA: Europe lies in the dark 
City and flood and tree; 
Thousands have worked and work 
To master necessity, 

ERIC: To build the city where 
The will of love is done 
And brought to its full flower 
The dignity of man, 

ANNA: Pardon them their mistakes. 
The impatient and wavering will. 
They suffer for our sakes. 
Honour, honour them all, 

BOTH; Dry their imperfect dust. 
The wind blows it back and forth. 
They die to make man just 
And worthy of the earth, 

CurtainoO 

The excerpts given are typical of the best of the play. On the Fron

tier is quieter and more philosophical than the other Auden-Isherwood 

dramas but less interesting. 

The Ascent of F 6 , a tragedy, has two unusual characters in "Mr, 

and Mrs, A," who occupy a stage box at the right of the stage and "de

liver choral commentaries on their own dreary lives" throughout the 

play. The monotony of their lives is expressed in monotonous couplets. 

^^. H, Auden and Christopher Isherwood, On the Frontier (New 

York: Random House, 1938), p, 66. 

60lbid., pp, 120-21, 

^iHoggart, p, 8U, 
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deliberately boring to express boredom,^^ ^^^ technique is somewhat 

dangerous for a dramatist to ertqploy. Here are Mr. and Mrs. A; 

MR. A: Night after night we have listened to the 
ignoble news. 

MRS. A; We have heard 
The glib justification of the sorry act. 

MR. A: The frantic washing of the griny fact. 
MRS. A; But nothing to bring a smile to the face. 
MR. A; Nothing to make us proud of our race.§3 

"The strongest scene in the play,"^^^ that between Michael Ransom and 

the Abbot in the first scene of the second act, is in prose. In the 

climactic moment during the ascent of the peak called "F6," after Ran

som's only companion dies. Ransom speaks in traditional verses 

0 senseless hurricanes. 
That waste yourselves upon the unvexed rock. 
Find some employment proper to your powers. 
Press on the neck of Man your murdering thumbs 
And earn real gratitude I Astrologers, 
Can you not scold the fated loitering star 
To run to its collision and our end?^^ 

Verse forms based on music hall rhythm and idiom.«? have been com

pletely successful in only one play, and it is far from complete— 

Sweeney Agonlstes. With the addition of several other rhythms, the 

music hall form could be expanded into full-length plays as Auden and 

Isherwood demonstrated. These plays used colloquial idioms to such an 

^^Ibid., p. 83. 

^3w. H, Auden and Christopher Isherwood, The Ascent of F6 (Lon
don; Faber and Faber Ltd., 1936), p, 19. 

^%oggart, p . 79. 

"^Auden and Isherwood, The Ascent of F 6 , p. 106. 
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extent that they became dated, Eliot mixed his forms more subtly in 

Murder in the Cathedral, and attempted a timeless idiom, rather than 

a conterr^oraiy, but he solved his problem only for the one play. No 

form emerged from the six plays that have been discussed in this sec

tion upon which an aspiring playwright could rely, 

Eliot's Later Verse Line 

In "The Music of Poetry,"°° Eliot discussed the two tasks for 

poets in any period; the first, to move "from artificiality to sim

plicity, from stiffness to suppleness , , , adapting his form to 

colloquial speech , . . "; the second, to move "from simplicity to

wards elaboration . . . experimenting to see how elaborate, how cora-

plicaited, the music could be made without losing touch with colloquial 

speech . . . " The time of the first task is a time for exploration, 

avoiding the danger of becoming too "prosaic and pedestrian," The 

second task is the time "for the development of the territory acquired," 

remembering the danger of ceasing "to talk a social idiom at all." 

In an essay written in 1950,^7 Eliot recalled the writing of The 

Family Reunion (1939); he remembered the search for versification as 

his main problem. He wanted to "find a rhythm close to contemporary 

speech, in which the stresses could be made to come wherever we should 

naturally put them, in uttering the particular phrase on the particular 

On Poetry and Poets, pp, 29-32, 

6? 
"Poetry and Drama," On Poetry and Poets, 
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occasion." The verse pattem he worked out for The Family Reunion 

and was still employing in 1950 was; 

. . . a line of varying length and varying number of 
syllables, with a caesura and three stresses. The cae
sura and the three stresses may come at different places, 
almost anywhere in the line; the stresses may be close 
together or well separated by light syllables; the only 
rule being that there must be one stress on one side of 
the caesura and two on the other."^ 

In The Family Reunion Eliot still did not trust his new line to 

express everything and varied it in two ways. The Chorus (of Aunts and 

Uncles) speak in a rhythm a little like previous choruses (in The Rock 

and Murder in the Cathedral^, and in a longer, looser line; 

Why do we all behave as if the door might suddenly open, 
the curtains be drawn. 

The cellar make some dreadful disclosure, the roof dis
appear. 

And we should cease to be sure of what is real or unreal? 
Hold tight, hold tight, we must insist that the world is 

what we have always taken it to be.70 

To represent deep, almost trance-like emotion, Eliot used a shorter 

71 
line with two stresses, Harry and Mary have a "lyrical duet"' in the 

following passage, returning to the normal line as their emotion less

ens; 

^8ibid,, p, 88, 

^^Ibid. 

70T. S . Eliot, The Family Reunion (New York; Harcourt, Brace 
and Co., 1939), p. U3. 

7lEliot, "Poetry and Drama," On Poetry and Poets, p.88. 
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HARRY: Spring is an issue of blood 
A season of sacrifice 
And the wail of the new full tide 
Returning the ghosts of the dead 
Those whom the winter drowned 
Do not the ghosts of the drowned 
Return to land in the spring? 
Do the dead want to return? 

MARY: Pain is the opposite of joy 
But joy is a kind of pain 
I believe the moment of birth 
Is when we have knowledge of death 

And what of the terrified spirit 
Coii5)elled, to be reborn 
To rise toward the violent sun 
Wet wings into the rain cloud 
Harefoot over the moon? 

HARRY: What have we been saying? I think I 
was saying 

That it seemed as if I had been always 
here 

And you were someone who had come from 
a long distance.'^ 

The two-stress line is further tightened by reducing the number of un

stressed syllables and is used for Agatha's incantatory passages which 

close Part I and Part II: 

The eye is on this house 
The eye covers it 
There are three together 
May the three be separated 
May the knot that was tied 
Become unknotted73 

Eliot's description of his verse line, however, does not fit 

several passages, which are not "lyrical duets," choruses,or incanta

tions. E. Martin Browne has described the verse line of The Family 

72Eiiot, The Family Reunion, pp. 58-59. 

73ibid.. p. 68. 
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Reunion, differing with Eliot, as; 

. . . based on four main stresses to a line, with a 
complete flexibility in the number of syllables; the 
rhythm is strongly trochaic with many dactyls inter
spersed: there is a definite caesura^, and the end of 
the line invariably has significance,7^* 

Browne's description seems more accurate than Eliot's in such 

lines as the following: 

You are all people 
To whom nothing has happened, at most a continual impact 
Of external events. You have gone through life in sleep. 
Never woken to the nightmare, I tell you, life would be 

unendurable 
If you were wide awake. You do not know 
The noxious smell untraceable in the drains. 
Inaccessible to the plumbers, that has its hour of the 

night; you do not know 
The unspoken voice of sorrow in the ancient bedroom 
At'three o'clock in the morning . . . 75 

In The Family Reunion, Eliot had not arrived at a stable verse idiom. 

In his next three plays, he retained the three-stress pattem, used 

for part of The Family Reunion, and began to use it to express every

thing. The consistency of his verse norm can be illustrated by pas

sages from The Cocktail Party (19^9), The Confidential Clerk (195U), 

and The Elder Statesman (1959), arranged in that order; 

Oh, I thought that I was giving him so much J 
And he to me—and the giving and the taking 
Seemed so right; not in terms of calculation 
Of what was good for the persons we had been 

"̂ "̂The Dramatic Verse of T. S. Eliot," T. S, Eliot; Syiig)osium, 

p. 203. 

'^Eliot, The Family Reunion, p, 28, 
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But for the new person, us. If I could feel 
As I did then, even now it would seem right.7^ 

You're afraid of what would happen if you left 
things to themselves. 

You jump—because you're afraid of being pushed. 
I think that you're brave—and I think that you're 

frightened. 
Perhaps you've been very badly hurt, at some time. 
Or at least, there may have been something in your 

life 
To rob you of any sense of security.77 

I've spent ny life in trying to forget myself. 
In trying to identify myself with the part 
I had chosen to play. And the longer we pretend 
The harder it becomes to drop the pretence. 
Walk off the stage, change into our own clothes 
And speak as ourselves . . ,78 

Of more actual significance than mere meter, however, is Eliot's 

trend toward greater simplicity of imagery and language. In an essay 

on John Marston, written in 193k, Eliot had admired MJarston's ability 

to say "something else than appears in the literal actions and characters 

whom he manipulates,"'° He went on to state a principle which he found 

important: 

It is possible that what distinguishes poetic drama from 
prosaic di*ama is a kind of doubleness iB->'the action, as 
if it took place on two planes at once,"^ 

7^T. S, Eliot, The Cocktail Party (New York; Harcourt, Brace and 
Co,, 1950), p, 137. 

77T. S, Eliot, The Confidential Clerk (New York: Harcourt, Brace 
and Co,, 195ii), p. 61. 

78T, S, Eliot, The Elder Statesman (New York; Farrar, Straus 
and Cudahy, 1959), p. 102. 

79T, S, Eliot, Essays on Elizabethan Drama (New York; Harcourt, 
Brace and Co., 1956), p, 17^. 

QOjbid, 
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For a time he continued to find this "doubleness in the action" the 

basis for any poetic play. The Family Reunion has been described; 

. , , it is one of the most remarkable products of his 
genius. It is of a richness and complexity comparable 
with the best of his non-dramatic poetry. In it he 
often writes at the height of his personal style , , ,81 

The language in its meticulous flatness, its careful 
juxtapositions, its veiled veil el ties, its echoes from 
previous poems, creates a nebulous swirling of communica
tion , , ,°2 

The language of Murder in the Cathedral had contained "long tentacles 

of correlated imagery, "°3 a phrase which might be applied also to pas

sages of The Family Reunion; 

The bright colour fades 
Together with the unrecapturable emotion. 
The glow upon the world, that never found its object; 
And the eye adjusts Itself to a twilight 
Where the dead stone is seen to be batrachian. 
The aphyllous branch ophidian,8u 

In and out, in an endless drift 
Of shrieking forms in a circular desert 
Weaving with contagion of putrescent embraces 
On dissolving bone. In and out, the movement 
Until the chain broke, and I was left g^ 
Under the single eye above the desert. 

^^Jones, p, 122, 

82T, R, Henn, The Harvest of Tragedy (London; Methuen and Co., 

Ltd., 1956), p, 221;, 

83Martz, "TJie Saint as Tragic Hero," Tragic Themes in Western 
Literature, p. 171;;̂ ^ 

^^Ellot, The Family Reunion, p. 51;. 

85ibld., p, lOU, 
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Eliot's thinking seemed to change after The Family Reunion. In The 

S.99^1^3i Party the results of his new thought were at once apparent. 

He had decided that: 

• • . the self-education of a poet trying to write for the 
theatre seems to require a long period of disciplining his 
poetry, and putting it, so to speak, on a very thin diet in 
order to adapt it to the needs of the stage,o^ 

After being put "on a very thin diet," Eliot's poetry, even in moments 

of serious revelation, emerges as: 

There is another way, if you have the courage. 
The first I oould describe in familiar terms 
Because you have seen it, as we all have seen It, 
Illustrated, more or less, in lives of those about us. 
The second is unknown, and so requires faith— 
The kind of faith that issues from despair. 
The destination oannot be described; 
You will know very little until you get there; 
Tou will journey blind. But the way leads towards 

possession 
Of what you have sought for in the wrong place.""^ 

Critical opinions differed as to the value of the new verse medium. 

It was called "eminently speakable and also the instrument of com-
00 

plete precision in the expression of feeling."^ Opposing opinions 

were "poetry merely by the printer's courtesy,"8? and "rhythms which 

adapting themselves to the rhythms of colloquial speech, run sometimes 

Sofipoetry and Drama," On Poetry and Poets, p. 92. 

^^Eliot, The CocktaiJ Party, p. ll;l. 

88williain8, p. 2l;0. 

°^John Mason Brown, "When Words Sing," Saturday Review of Liter
ature, XXXIV (April 28, 1951), 25. 
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closer to prose."°^ Eliot himself agreed that it was "an open ques

tion whether there is any poetry in the play at all."^-^ However, he 

had previously maintained that prose and poetry have common problems 

of expression and should develop together: 

Prose which has nothing in common with verse is dead; 
verse which has nothing in common with prose is probably 
artificial, false, diffuse and sjmtactically weak.^^ 

Eliot retained the unadorned verse line of The Cocktail Party, stripped 

of imagery, bare of adjectives, syntactically direct, for The Confi

dential Clerk and The Elder Statesman. His progressive simplification 

has been described as a process of "thinning out his customary opaci

ties of image and tying his effects to a running line of consecutive 

statement."^3 isolated lines of beauty and quotable metaphors in a 

few words cannot be fo\md in Eliot's last two plays. The dramas must 

be taken as a whole or not at all. The language of these plays is "a 

means of transport, to get from one point to another" rather than "a 

sounding-board to signal news in depth,"^^ In this extreme sin^Dlicity, 

Eliot's new verse has disappointed many critics. He has been success

ful in breaking away from the Elizabethan drama pattem, at least. In 

addition, he has found a line suitable for contemporary drama of some 

5^^mund Wilson, The Triple Thinkers (New York: Oxford Univer
sity Press, 19l;8), p. 26. 

^^"Poetry and Drama," On Poetry and Poets, p. 91. 

^^Eliot, John Dryden, p. 1;3. 

^3Kenner, p, 2l;3. 

^^Donoghue, p, 178, 
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types, though not for all, Bonnany Dobr^e praised Eliot's verse form 

in terms which Indicated, by implication, its limitations: 

. . . beautiful stage speech, neither strict nor inpeccable 
prose, but the best possible stage instrument. . . . de
lightful to listen to . . . sounds like ordinary speech, 
though it is not so . . . the most perfect theatre measure 
since Congreve. This sort of verse can do anything.95 

The corrrparison with Congreve is significant; so is the mention of "or

dinary speech." Eliot has been engaged in what he called the first 

task of the poet, moving as close to ordinary speech as possible with

out becoming pedestrian. He has not, at least in his published work, 

attempted the second task of elaborating his verse,9° 

"Wrought-Iron Poetry" 

In The World's Body, John Crowe Ransom put into words the com-

•plex feelings evoked in the reader or the listener by some modern 

poetry: 

, , For such modems as we are the poetry must be modern , 
It is by its thickness, stubbornness, and power that it 
must impress them. First must come respect, and then, if 
then, love,97 

He was not speaking of Archibald MacLeish, but the qualities of thick-

ness, stubbornness, and power are characteristic of MacLeish's poetry. 

^^Bonnamy Dobr^e, "The Confidential Clerk," The Sewanee Review, 
LXII (1951;), 127, 

^^Supra. p, 39. 

97John Crowe Ransom, The World's Body (New York: Charles Scrib-
ner's Sons, 1938), p. xl. 
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Respect is the emotion evoked first by "the wrought«iron poetry that 

MacLeish hammers out like a master, "98 Respect, more than love, is 

expressed in such comments as these on the verse of Panic (1935), his 

first attempt at a stage play: 

A secure achievement . . . packed too tight . . . not a 
waste phrase or idea in the play . , ,'^9 

firm and strong , . , rather surprisingly speakable . . . 
somberly impressive . . ,100 

nothing cheap or easy . . . even its faults are painstak
ingly honest.101 

The verse of J. B. (1958), MacLeish's second full-length play for the 

stage,^^2 inspired similar description; 

, , • diction . . . satisfying within the limits of 
decorum . . , style . . . consistently restrained to 
the limits of the mind which is speaking . . , language 
which is lithe and sinewy . . . honest verse , , , 103 

98John Gassner, Masters of the Drama (3rd ed, rev,, reprinted 
special permission Random House, Inc.; New York; Dover Publications, 
Inc, 1951;), p. 689. 

°9Edith Isaacs, "Broadway in Review," Theatre Arts Monthly, XIX 
(May, 1935), 325. 

•̂ *̂ Ĵoseph Wood Krutch, "Drama: Man's Fate," The Nation, CXL 
(March 27, 1935), 369. 

I'^lMalcolm Cowley, "Books in Review; Men and Ghosts, =* The New 
Republic, LXXXII (March 27, 1935), 190, 

•̂ '̂ P̂anlc, although only ninety minutes long, was written to be 
perfonaed alone as a full-length play. Fall of the City and Air Raid 
were written for radio. This Music Crept by Me upon the Waters (1953)* 
a one-act play, has been performed on tne radio and on the stage of 
The Poets' Theatre in Cambridge. 

103Donoghue, pp. 210-11. 
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MacLeish was intensely interested in metrical experiment at the 

time he wrote Panic. In a preface, "A Note on the Verse,"^^^ he ex

plained the verse pattem he was attempting to create. As Eliot and 

others were writing at the same time, he argued for accentual rather 

than syllabic prosody for poetry written in English. The principal 

scenes in Panic were written In a line of five accents but no specified 

number of syllables. The number of syllables ran anywhere from five to 

seventeen, but the number of beats was always five. The pattem is 

illustrated by the following extracts: 

The man they praise is the man who has gotten away with it— 
The slave with the wise slave's tricks—the cleverest victim. 
Virtue and nobleness: honor and love they laugh at I... 
Their speech is irony: the whipped man's speech: 
They've lived a long life in the world you made them. 
They've learned well in your world. You need not fear. 105 

Do as you like I Do as you like and be damned! 

Cover your tracks! Save your skins! Run for it! 
Where will you run? for the Isles of Greece? like 

Byron?—but 
Not quite? Friends of Greece and of Freedom! 
God you're a beautiful sight to see with the-fright in your 
Wet eyes and the fat in your belts and the fear on you! 
Do as you like! I'll stay! I'll stay and fight it! . 
Christ I'll fight it! One-will! I'll be standing!-LOo 

107 
The basic line in J. B., although a line of four rhetorical stresses, 

closely resembles the line in Panic: 

lOliMacLeish, Panic, pp. vii-x. 

105lbid., p. 29. 

lO^Ibid., p. U3. 

107])onoghue, p. 211. TEXAS TECHMOL'l^GlCAL COLLEGE 
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You can't see? He saw it. 
Touched me with tiny finger tips that saw it. 
Nobody told him what to see. He saw it,l08 

He was wrong. 
It isn't luck when God is good to you. 
It's something more. It's like those dizzy 
Daft old lads who dowse for water. 
They feel the alder twig twist down 
And know they've got it and they have; 
They've got it. Blast the ledge and water 
Gushes at you. And they knew. 
It wasn't luck. They knew. They felt the 
Gush go shuddering through their shoulders, huge 
As some rysterious certainty of opulence. 
They couldn't hold it. I can't hold it.l09 

Of course, rhetorical stresses are not the same as accents. (Donoghue 

equates rhetorical with primary stresses.)HO in a line of five ac

cents, in normal English usage, not all are likely to be primary, or 

rhetorical, stresses: 

Gawking as girls would at a waking scarecrow! 
Watching a shifting shadow like a hen that 
Sees the Hawk shape circle on the grass. To 
Hell with, it! To Hell with cries and courage 
Pacing the darkness on an empty stair! 
I'll close the door' With you I willlHl 

Lines described as having four rhetorical stresses may vary consider

ably in the number of accents: 

Would have, if God had been content 
With this poor crawling victory. He isn't. 
Still He must pursue, still follow— 

108MacLeish, Panic, p. i;7. 

109Archibald MacLeish, J. B,: A Play in Verse (Boston; Houghton 
Mifflin Co,, 1958), p. 37. 

llODonoghue, p. 170. 

lllMacLeish, Panic, p, 79, 
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Hunt His creature through his branching veins 
With agony until no peace is left him— 
All one blazing day of pain;112 

In "A Note on the Verse," MacLeish advocated the trochaic or 

dactylic rhythm for contemporary stage speech, rather than the lanibic, 

particularly for American verse plays: 

The voices of men talking intently to each other in the 
offices or the mills or on the streets of this country 
descend from stressed syllables; they do not rise toward 
stressed syllables as the voices of men speaking in Shake-
speare«s plays.-̂ -̂ ^ 

Accented syllables, even syllables of primary stress, will be found 

at the beginning of most of the lines in Panic; 

Calling it love of humanity! Love of humanity! 
What's the love of humanity? Hatred of manhood! 
Hatred of one man: Love of man by hundreds! 
Love of what's least like a man: Unliving: -, 
Nameless: faceless; sexless: odorless: blank; "^ 

Similar strength of accent at the beginning of a line is characteris

tic of the verse in J. B.; 

Thousands—not with camels either; 
Millions and millions of mankind 
Burned, crushed, broken, mutilated, . 
Slaughtered, and for what? For thinking!-̂ -̂ ^ 

112MacLeish, J. B,, p, 9U. 

l^^MacLelsh, Panic, p. viii. 

l^Ibid., p. 1;9. 

•^•^^MacLelsh, J. B., p. 12. 
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MacLeish's experiments in verse drama have not been as exten

sive as Eliot's, but the resemblances noted between Panic and J. B. 

would indicate that MacLeish has arrived at a fairly stable verse 

idiom, suited to his cast of thought. The two plays were written 

about thirteen years apart; the themes are different, but the verse 

forms are quite similar. The main difference is the shorter line 

of J. B.; fewer unstressed syllables separate the stresses. MacLeish's 

relatively heavy line (more stresses) is perhaps the technique respon

sible for the effect described by the adjectives, "honest," "sinewy," 

and "wrought-iron,"!-^" 

One other metrical experiment by MacLeish is worth noting. In 

1953 he published a short play. This Music Crept by Me upon the Waters, 

written in unrhymed iambic tetrameter,^7 ^ sampling of the verse in-

dicates MacLeish's change to a shorter line of three stresses instead 

of fours 

We're all the same; 
We live Tpy what's still left to live for; 
Something in another life. 
Another love, another country. 
Even in another world. 
At least some other day. In Paradise 
Everything is here, is this: g 
The ordinary heart can't bear it,"̂ °̂ 

At least one reviewer called the play "the most in5)ortant poetic drama 

ll^Su£ra, p, 1;8. 

117Henry Hewes, "Play by Meters," The Saturday Review, XXXVn 
(March 6, 195U), 26. 

ll8Archibald MacLeish, This Music Crept by Me upon the Waters 
(Cambridge, Mass.; Harvard University Press, 1953), p. 13. 



53 

to appear within the last several months , , , sinple and idyllic 

, , . at his lyrical best," and regretted that it was not the third 

act for a long play. 9 The relatively weighty line, however, was a 

little heavy for the conversational portions of the play. The reviewer 

suggested the possibility of mixing MacLeish's tetrameter with Eliot's 

new linel^O in a single play—using Eliot's lighter form for the frame

work of the action, and MacLeish's line for emotional scenes. "It 

might be a way out of the dilemma which at present haiT5)ers both poets' 

work,"-̂ -̂̂  

Apostles of Beauty 

Maxwell Anderson and Christopher Fry were poles apart in style, 

but they greatly resemble each other in their reasons for trriting in 

verse instead of prose, their lack of concern for meter, and their 

area of greatest achievement in verse form. 

Both Anderson and Fry have been eloquent on the subject of 

verse as opposed to prose. Here is Anderson's credo, 1935: 

, . , I have a strong and chronic hope that the theater of 
this country will outgrow the phase of journalistic social 
comment and reach occasionally into the upper air of poetic 
tragedy, I believe with Goethe that dramatic poetry is 
man's greatest achievement on his earth so far, and I be
lieve with the early Bernard Shaw that the theater is 

119Hewes, "Play by Meters," The Saturday Review, XXXVH, 26. 

120supra, p. UO. 

12lHewes, "Play by Meters," The Saturday Review, XXXVII, 26. 
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essentially a cathedral of the spirit, devoted to the exal
tation of men , , .122 

. • , the best prose in the world is inferior on the stage 
to the best poetry . , . To me it is inescapable that prose 
is the language of information and poetry the language of 
emotion,123 

. , , now is the time for our native amusements to be trans
formed into a national art of power and beauty. It needs 
the touch of a great poet to make the transformation , , ,121; 

Eighteen years later, Fry defined the place of poetry in the theater: 

. . . how lost, how amazed, how miraculous we are. And 
this reality is the province of poetry, 125 

Poetry is the language in which man explores his own amaze
ment. It is the language in which he says heaven and earth 
in one word,^26 

It has the virtue of being able to say twice as much as 
prose in half the time . . .127 

Fry's language is more persuasive, but the argument for poetry is vir

tually the same as Anderson's, 

Neither Anderson nor Fry was concemed with experiments in meter. 

Both wrote what was essentially blank verse. Anderson's meter is regu

lar enough to lead to the conclusion that he wrote blank verse deliber

ately, because he regarded it as a suitable verse form; 

122Maxwell Anderson, "Poetry in the Theater." Off Broadway (New 
York: William Sloane Associates, Inc, 19l;7), p. u8, 

123ibid,, p. 50, 

12Uibld,, p, 53. 

125christopher Fiy, "Poetry in the Theatre," The Saturday Review. 

XXXVI (March 21, 1953), 18. 

126ibid, 

127ibid., p. 19. 
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No one to hurt us. And you and I will lie 
Sometime like this, and folk will be afraid 
Because we lie so still. How strange it is 
That he should frighten us who wished us well. 
And would still if he lived. We must take him up 
And lay him on ny bed, I'll sleep with Beaton 
Tonight,128 

Much of Winterset. although written as free verse to the eye, can be 

scanned as regular blank verse: 

I have no house, 
nor home, nor love of life, nor fear of death, 
nor care for what I eat, or who I sleep with, 
or what color of calcimine the Government 
will wash itself this year or next to lure 
the sheep and feed the wolves. Love somewhere else, 
and get your children in some other image 
more acceptable to the State! This face of mine 
is stamped for sewage!l29 

In the foreword to the English edition of The Lady's not for Burning. 

Fry indicated that the verse had merely been "written down in this way 

because I find it convenient,"-^^^ A free verse pattem appears on 

the page, but the rhythm is essentially iambic, with an occasional 

variation; 

I tell you 
The heart is worthless. 
Nothing more than a pomander's perfume 
In the sewerage. And a nosegay of private emotion 
Won't distract me from the stench of the plague-pit. 
You needn't think it will,—Excuse me Richard.— 

128iyjaxwell Anderson, Mary of Scotland, Eleven Verse Plays: 1929-
1939 (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Co., 19i;0), p. 92. 

129Anderson, Winterset. Eleven Verse Plays; 1929-1939, p, 50. 

l^^Quoted in Donoghue, p, 238, 
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Don't entertain the mildest interest in me 
Or you'll have me die screaming,131 

In one ai-ea of verse form, diction, Anderson and Fry made ex

perimental contributions, in opposing styles. 

William O'Connor has defined two types of poetic vision, the 

poetry of "exclusion" and the poetry of "synthesis." ^2 jhe first is 

emotional and portrays "beauty that is the result of careful selec

tion." The second is intellectual and includes "the heterogeneous com

plexities of the everyday scene"; the poet refuses to "exclude experi

ences . . , simply because they are unlovely," O'Connor was writing 

about tragic poetry, but his classifications apply equally well to 

comedy. 

Fry is only one of the many verse dramatists who have written 

poetry of exclusion, but he has been more successful than most. His 

sheer exuberance of language, his "baroque efflorescence, "-̂ 33 and 

"shimmering wit"-'-̂ ^ have won over many critics who were less than 

enthusiastic about verse drama as such, Walter Kerr said; "I am so 

grateful for the method of saying it that I am willing to indulge 

131christopher Fry, The Lady's not for Burning (New York; 
Oxford University Press, 1950), p, 5&. 

132o«Connor, p, 98, 

133Kenneth Rowe, A Theater in Your Head (New York; Funk and 

Wagnalls Co,, I960), p, 239. " """̂  

13Ujohn Mason Brown, As They Appear (New York; McGraw-Hill 
Book Co,, Inc., 1952), p. 120. 
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him . . .»r- His highly ornamented language was "verbally exasperating" 

to some critics who were less indulgent.•^36 

Fry's methods of using words are not new but are rather redis

coveries of Elizabethan principles. He delights in elaborate meta

phors ; 

Take notice 
Of the excellent marksmanship of the year, whose arrow 
Singing from the April bow crossed over the width 
Of summer straight for the gold, where now, if you look. 
You will see it quivering,137 

He modifies almost every noun with one or two adjectives, even in pas

sages meant to be climactic: 

I know. There was a soldier. 
Discharged and centreless, with a towering pride 
In his sensibility, and an endearing 
Disposition to be a hero, who wanted 
To make an example of himself to all 
Erring mankind, and falling in with a witch-hunt 
His good heart took the opportunity 
Of providing a diversion, 0 Thomas, 
It was very theatrical of you to choose the 

gallows,-^38 

He is inventive in phrasing invective: 

that rag of hell 
Richard Gettner; that invertebrate. 

13^alter Kerr, Pieces at Eight (New York; Simon and Schuster, 

1957), p. 136, 

136wiiiiams, p, 268. 

137christopher Fry, Venus Observed (New York; Oxford University 

Press, 1951), p. 39. 

138Fry, The Lady's not for Burning, p, 89, 
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That self-drunk, drunken, shiftless, heartless, 
lying malingerer, Richard Gettner, ̂ 39 

Fry's fulsomeness was experimental in that it was introduced at a 

time when plainness and simplicity had become the keynotes of modern 

verse drama,^^ 

Anderson's prose dialogue in What Price Glory? was regarded by 

many critics as a model of color and wit; much of his poetic dialogue 

was considered less successful,•̂ •̂'- A great deal of his verse attempted 

to be "beautiful," with language that sometimes failed him; 

When we have first conceived to bear a child 
still there's a whisper in the blood, a fear 
lest some swart ancient strain look back at us 
from opening eyes. But yours were golden eyes 
trembling toward amber, and the little one's 
shadowed, but sweet and grave. This was happiness. 
The little dancing body, delicate 
to run the wind, to set a foo4) on moon-glade 
and leave no print—to bear his pointed ears 
and sweet blunt hands, but with a grace your own—11^2 

However, he made significant advances in his use of language in at 

least one play, his most experimental in all areas. In Winterset, he 

achieved poetry of synthesis-^^3 and wrote "lines that could come only 

from the twentieth century,"•'•^^ lines such as these; 

139Ghristopher Fiy, The Dark Is Light Enough (New York; Oxford 
University Press, 1951;), p."'̂ "̂ ^ 

lUORowe, p, 2l;2. 

l^^Edraund Wilson, The Triple Thinkers, p. 26. 

1^2Anderson, The Wingless Victory, Eleven Verse Plays; 1929--

1939, p. 122. 

1^3supra, p. 56, 

1W;0'Connor, p. 118. 
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That night the guards 
walking in the flood-lights brighter than high noon, 
led him between,them with his trousel»s slit 
and a shaven head for the cathodes. This sleet and rain 
will find him under thirteen years of clay 
in prison ground.1^5 

If modern dramatic poetiy's greatest need is "a tragedian who 

understands our heritage . . . who knows our idiom, "l^^ ^^^ Anderson, 

who wrote Winterset in 1935, made a valuable contribution to verse 

drama early in the experimental period. 

A Modem Primitive 

"Long ago . . . it became evident to me that poetry—if it was 

to survive at all--must reclaim some of the power and reality that it 

was so hastily surrendering to prose."^7 power and reality have con

cemed Robinson Jeffers more than prosody throughout his years of 

writing poetry. His style is unmistakable but resists technical anal

ysis ."^ His verse has been classified as "long and loose free verse 

of the sort that Whitman wrote."•'^9 jĵ g ̂ QJ-J^ ̂ ag ̂ Qgjj described as 

"reeling out yards of what are really prose dithyrambs with a loose 

hexametric base."-^^^ Jeffers himself has given few clues to his verse 
0' 

pattern; 

l^^Anderson, Winterset, Eleven Verse Plays; 1929-1939, p, 50, 

li^^O'Connor, p . 117. 

-'-̂ 7RQljingon Jeffers, "Foreword," The Selected Poetry of Robinson 
Jeffers (New York: Random House, 1938), p, xiv. 

l^^Lawrence Clark Powell, Robinson Jeffers; The Man and His Work 
(Pasadena, Cal,: San Pasqual Press, 19i;0), p, 117, 

^^9ibid., p. 118, 

•^^^dmund Wilson, The Triple Thinkers, p, 25. 
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I want it rhythmic and not rhymed, moulded more closely 
to the subject than older English poetry is, but as 
formed as alcaics if that were possible too , , , I 
like to avoid arbitrary form and capricious lack or 
disruption of form, I^ feeling is for the number of 
beats to the line. There is a quantitive element too 
in which the unstressed syllables have part. The 
rhythm comes from many sources . , .^^^ 

An unpublished study of Jeffers' prosody has clarified the 

metrical pattern of his long narratives as a ten-stress line alter

nating with a five-stress line, varied by lines of irregular length.^^^ 

However, this pattem is not definite in Jeffers' plays, even in The 

Tower beyond Tragedy which was originally a long narrative. 

Other elements of Jeffers' prosody are more important than 

meter^^3 and are consistently used in all of his plays.^^ Allitera-

tion^^^ and multiple adjectives^ are favorite devices: 

— I wish the long black ship that 
brought me here 

Had split on the sharp reef in the raging storm. I wish 
my bones were churning unfleshed forever. 

White in black water, out of the sun, wide-washed, far-
apart, scattered; and slime-running seaweed— 

Those cold black leaves—grew where my blood runs—where 

l^lQuoted in Powell, p, 118. 

'^^2Herbert Klein, "The Prosody of Robinson Jeffers" (unpub
lished Master's thesis. Occidental College, 1930), quoted in Powell, 
p, 121, 

l53powell, pp, 117-li;6. 

l^iiJeffers' plays, with date of first printing: The Tower be
yond Tragedy (1925); Dear Judas (1929); Medea (19l;6); The Cretan Woman 
(195U). 

l55powell, p. 125. 

l^^ibid,, p. 135. 
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my heart beats—here in the ribs—here— 
Where your red sword should rest soonil57 

Unusual word usage is another Jeffers' mannerism:'^^° 

That's now . . . that's my calling. 
I have seen dread in ny life. I have seen a crucified man: 

I can't . . . He was a robber ano murderer. 
The black spread-eagle against the white cloud 
Is cut in my mind past cure: strained basket ribs, and 

pale clay mouth opening and closing in the air. 
If Jesus should persist in Jerusalem, preaching 

destruction, rousing the looting street-people: 
I see 

The future as bitter clearly as the unendurable memory: 
the sudden Roman hand of suppression. 

The machine squadrons, the screaming streets cleared: 
And the Roman vengeance, all the* Roadside masted with . 

moaning crucifixions, from the city to Bethany.-^^9 

Occasionally ellipses make the long lines, studded with phrases and 

clauses, obscure:1"0 

Iron and stone core, 0 stubborn axle of the earth, 
you also 

Dissolving in a little time like salt in water. 
What does it matter that I have seen Macedon 
Roll all the Greek cities into one billow and strand 

in Asia 
The anthers and bracts of the flower of the world? 
That I have see Egypt and Nineveh 
Crumble, and a Latlan village 

^57Robinson Jeffers, The Cretan Woman, From the Modem Reper
toire; Series Three, epl. Eric Bentlqy ^Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana 
University Press, 1956), p. 5o6, 

^^^Powell, p. 13U. 

' l59Robinson Jeffers, Dear Judas, Dear Judas and Other Poems 
(New York: Horace Liveright, 1929;, p. 27. 

l^Opowell, p. 133. 
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Plant the earth with javelins? It made laws for all 
men, it dissolved like a cloud,1^1 

Jeffers' imagery ranges from similes in the traditional manner to slm-

pie metaphors: 

. . . There is a goddess, Hippolytus, 
A terrible one: she rides me . . . 

Merciless, with quirt and spur . . . She'is like'a'leopard 
That has leaped on a deer: the great hooked claws drag 

through the tender flesh: the young doe staggers 
Under that weight of pain, sobbing and running—i§2 

. . . death is the only water to wash this dirt.-^^3 

The wine 
I was pouring for you spilled on ny hand-
Dear were the little grapes that were crushed to make it; 

dear were the vineyards.1°^ 

Jeffers brought vitality and power to the verse drama, probably 

only in his own work, since he has not had followers or imitators as 

Eliot has. Lack of these strong qualities has been diagnosed as one 

of the major problems of poetic drama—a "Paleface theater" blocked 

away from "some of the deepest areas of experience,"1^^ Jeffers' 

plays were written in a consistent verse form "unadorned and forceful 

1°1 Jeffers, The Tower beyond Tragedy, The Selected Poetry of 
Robinson Jeffers, p. 113. 

•^2Jeffers, The Cretan Woman, From the Modern Repertoire: 
Series Three, pp, i;88-89, 

°̂3]fjobinson Jeffers, Medea, Best American Plays: Third Series, 
19i;5-195l, ed. John Gassner (New York: Crown Publishers, Inc, 
1952), p, 397. 

l^Uibid., p, i;13. 

l^^Donoghue, p, 253. 
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but slack enough to contain description, speech, stage directions and 

asides."166 The problem of creating a poetic language to express dra

matic events was solved by Jeffers, at least for his own plays. 

Poets and Playwrights 

During the period from 1930 to i960 two groups of writers at

tempted to restore verse drama to a high place in the theater. Men 

who were already established poets (T, S, Eliot, W, H, Auden, Archi

bald MacLeish, and Robinson Jeffers) turned to playwriting. Men with 

a talent for playwriting (Maxwell Anderson and Christopher Fry) tumed 

to poetry. 

The poets concentrated on the invention of a new verse language. 

Eliot's early experiments, imitated by Auden and Isherwood, were based 

on mass entertainment forms and Middle English poetry. His later ex

periments (based on conten5)orary, but not colloquial, speech) have 

won no followers but have yielded a flexible and individual verse 

idiom. MacLeish and Jeffers have each been successful in achieving a 

verse form suited to each poet's individual style and usable through 

an entire play. Neither MacLeish or Jeffers has been imitated. 

The playwrights were primarily interested in writing effective 

drama; they adopted poetry because poetry had been the dramatic medium 

in previous golden periods of the theater. Both Anderson and Fry 

achieved great popular success in the commercial theater. Neither dra

matist received critical praise as a poet. 

l^^Selden Rodman, "Transhuman Magnificence," Saturday Review of 
Literature, XXXI (July, 19l;8), H;, 



CHAPTER H I 

EXPERIMENTS IN THEATER FORM 

To establish a basis for a discussion of experiments in theater 

form in the verse drama during the period of this study (1930-1960), 

theater form will be divided into two parts—type and style. This di

vision is sanctioned by definitions of theater form from three author

ities , 

Millett and Bentley considered form the equivalent of type (or 

genre) and divided drama into four types—tragedy, comedy, melodrama, 

and farce. 

John Gassner defined form more broadly as; 

. . . the distinctive structure of a play and the distinc
tive texture of the writing—that is, the style in which 
it is.written. I also use the term more loosely to signify 
an over-all type or style of theatre. Moreover, I relate 
the forms of modern drama to certain "ideas of theatre"— 
that is, to certain conceptions of theatrical art and cer
tain expectations from it.2 

Brooks and Heilman gave perhaps the most inclusive definition; 

The total organization of materials—ideas, characters, 
situations, scenes, etc; the arrangement of all the parts 
to create a desired effect; the wa^ in which the author 
sets forth his theme.3 

iFred B. Millett and Gerald Eades Bentley, The Art of the Drama 
(New York; D. Appleton-Centuiy Co., 1935), p. H . 

2Gassner, Form and Idea in Modern Theatre, p. 1;. 

3Brooks and Heilman, Understanding Drama, p. 501. 

61; 
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The verse dramas of the period (1930-1960) will be discussed 

first as to experiments in type (or genre), and, second, as to experi

ments in style (or "total organization of materials"), A statement of 

the norm (or conventional practice) in type or style in verse drama of 

the period (1880-1930) immediately preceding the period of this study 

will preface the discussion of experiments in each category. 

Dramatic Types 

Tragedy and comedy, the dramatic types recognized by Aristotle 

in the fourth centuiy B, C , have developed variants in succeeding per

iods. Melodrama grew out of an emphasis on the sensational aspects of 

tragedy. Farce came into being as a more boisterous and less analyti

cal type of comedy. In addition, minor varieties of the standard types 

developed from time to time. Such mutations as chronicle plays, pro

blem plays, and sentimental comedies have been popular at certain per

iods.^ 

Modern theater practice has tended toward great freedom in com

bining and varying the principal types of drama. Pure comedy and 

tragedy are rare in the twentieth century. Most playwrights mix types 

intentionally, naming their creations ambiguously—"a winter comedy," 

"a charade," "a fragment of an Aristophanic melodrama." The occasional 

dramatist who boldly claims he is writing pure comedy or tragedy is a 

target for contradictory critical opinion. In the period under study, 

1930-1960, experimental types may be classfied loosely as variants of 

either tragedy or comedy. 

^Millett and Bentley, The Art of the Drama, pp. 11-13. 
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Tragedy and its variants 

Each of the playwrights discussed in this study wrote at least 

one tragedy, or one play with tragic or deeply serious implications. 

These plays may be divided into four categories: the contemporary 

tragedy of Anderson; the "transhuman" tragedy of Jeffers; the reli

gious drama of Eliot, Fry, and MaoLeish; and the thesis drama of Auden 

and Isherwood, and MaoLeish. 

Contemporary tragedy.—The expected subject matter for verse 

drama during the first three decades of the twentieth century was "the 

legendary, the biographical-historical, the mystical religious."^ 

Since dramatists had "never tried to make tragic poetry out of the 

stuff of their own times"° and verse drama had automatically equalled 

tragic drama after 1700, some critics despaired: 

It seems that nothing short of a theatrical revolution will 
bring dramatic poetry once more into touch' with common life, 
instead of lurking forever in the shades of Celtic twilight 
or Biblical myth.? 

The revolution occurred when Maxwell Anderson wrote Winterset 

in 1935. His previous plays in verse had conformed with conventional 

notions of traditional tragedy. With one exception. Key Largo (1939), 

^Ashley Dukes, "Forms of Dramatic Verse," Theatre Arts Monthly, 

XI (July, 1927), 529. 

^Anderson, "Poetiy in the Theater," Off Broadway, p. 51;. 

7Dukes, "Forms of Dramatic Verse," Theatre Arts Monthly, XI, 

528. 
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Anderson returned after Winterset to a form of dramatic verse^ "far 

more Victorian than either Greek or Elizabethan,"9 

Anderson's view of tragedy remained constant whether the chosen 

t^eme was historical or contemporary. He stated that view specifically; 

The theme of tragedy has always been victory in defeat, a 
man's conquest of himself in the face of annihilation. The 
last act of a tragedy contains the moment when the wheel of 
a man's fate carries him simultaneously to spiritual reali
zation and to the end of his life. The message of tragedy 
is sinply that men are better than they think they are, and 
this message needs to be said over and over again in every 
tongue lest the race lose faith in itself entirely, 10 

Although Anderson's formula for tragedy was based on a study of Aris

totle's Poetics and Shakespeare's plays,^^ his themes, at least in 

Winterset and Key Largo, were based on a deep concern with contempo-

raiy ethical standards. The protagonists have lost the capacity to 

believe in right or wrong as absolutes. Without such belief life be

comes impossible. 

King McCloud (Key Largo) has saved his own life by abandoning 

his comrades in a hopeless rear-guard action in the Spanish Civil War. 

Attenrpting some sort of expiation, he visits the families of the dead 

men, arriving last at the isolated key where Victor d'Alcala's survi-

vors (father and sister) are fighting their own delaying action against 

o 
Anderson's full-length historical verse dramas with dates of 

first performances; Elizabeth the Queen (1930); Night over Taos (1932); 
Maiy of Scotland (1933); Valley Forge (1931;); The msque of Kings 
(1937); Journey to Jerusalem (19i;0); Anne of the Thousand Days (19l;8), 

9Krutch, "Modernism" in Modem Drama, p, 119, 

l^Anderson, "The Uses of Poetry," Off Broadway, p. 90. 

llAnderson, "The Essence of Tragedy," Off Broadway, pp. 55-56. 
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a group of gangsters. Once more King has a choice. Just before he 

decides to fight for the d'Alcalas, he says: 

A man must die 
for what he believes—if he's unfortunate 
enough to have to face it in his time— 
and if he won't then he'll end up believing 
in nothing at.all—and that's death, too,12 

Although he is unable to believe the solar system is anything more than 

"a vast merry-go-round of eyeless gods turning without resistance, "^3 

King deliberately gives his life to save two individual human beings. 

A similar inability to achieve belief in anything permanent 

tortures Mio Romagna in Winterset. First, he lives to avenge his 

father's unjust conviction and execution as a murderer. The discovery 

that proving his father's innocence will involve convicting the brother 

of the girl he has begun to love makes Mio cry: "I've lost my taste 

for revenge if it falls on you.""^ He gives up vengeance and turns to

ward love, only to lose his life in an attempt to save it. The "mes-

sage"l^ of Anderson's tragedy is always: 

this is the glory of earth-bom men and women, 
not to cringe, never to yield, but standing, 
take defeat lj!^lacable and defiant, 
die unsubmitting.l° 

A faith based solely on the glorification of man may not be a valid 

12Anderson, Key Largo, Eleven Verse Plays; 1929-1939, p. 118, 

^3ibld., p. 113. 

llAnderson, Winterset, Eleven Verse Plays: 1929-1939. p. 125. 

l5supra, p. 67. 

llAnderson, Winterset, Eleven Verse Plays; 1929-1939, p. 133. 
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basis for true tragedy.^7 However, in Winterset and Key Largo Anderson 

made a strong effort to explore and diagnose the ills of conten^joraiy 

life. In a study of Anderson's work, John Adklns lists Winterset and 

Key Largo among the plays in which Anderson achieved a high degree of 

correlation between a social or cultural crisis and a theatrical pro

duction. 1° To Joseph Wood Krutch the themes of these two plays seemed 

"of all possible tragic themes those most relevant to us.""̂ 9 

"Transhuman" tragedy. —Robinson Jeffers is the possessor of a 

completely individual and uncompromisingly tragic view. Whatever the 

original source for his plays, whether the Bible (Dear Judas) or Greek 

myth (The Tower beyond Tragedy, Medea, The Cretan Woman), the basic 

theme remains the same—the necessity of "breaking out of humanity." 

The meaning of such action Jeffers explained in a personal letter; 

We have learned within the past century or so that humanity 
is only a teit^ovary and infinitesimal phenomenon in a large 
universe. The knowledge Involves a readjustment of values 
that can only be managed by looking at humanity objectively, 
from the outside.20 

In each of Jeffers' plays one of the central characters achieves freedom 

17o'Connor, p. 72. 

iQjohn Franklin Adkins, "Attitudes and Opportunities for Crea
tive Achievement in the Plays of Maxwell Anderson, 1923-19l;6" (unpub
lished Master's thesis, Texas Christian University, 19l;8), pp. 77, 
96, 99. 

19nModernism" in Modem Drama, p. 122. 

2^acslmile in Rudolph Gilbert, Shine, Perishing Republic: Robin
son Jeffers and the Tragic Sense in Modem Poetiy (Boston:Bruce Hum
phries, J!nc., 1930;, frontispiece. 
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from humanity's "loving, hating, governing, cajoling, amusing its 

own members."21 This freedom is attained at tragic cost. In the 

beginning of each play all the characters are enmeshed in humanity; 

the action of the play is the breaking away of one. 

The one who breaks away, however, is not necessarily without re

gard for humanity. Indeed, the one who views from a distance is pic

tured as capable of deep conpassion for the struggling mass of humanity, 

Judas (in Dear Judas) is one outside the crowd; Jesus is enmeshed in it: 

JESUS: Dear Judas, does it make you glad 
To see men joyful? To watch them feasting 

or laughing or fine with drunkenness? 
JUDAS: Master: I don't know why. 

But I am never,joyful to see that. Cer
tainly I'm not grieved; but others' joy 
is not mine. 

Only their pain, Ify heart is lonely; I 
groan for their pain, 

JESUS: You have then only the night side of love. 
Be with me, Judas, and I will teach you to 

love by day and by night,22 

When Jesus begins to dream of establishing a kingdom, Judas betrays 

him to his enemies "all for deliverance,"23 to save Jesus from the 

corruption of power, to save the people from a minous rebellion. 

Jesus welcomes the cross: 

. , . without that 
The fierce future world would never kneel down to 

21lbld. 

22Jeffers, Dear Judas, Dear Judas and Other Poems, pp. 11-12. 

23ibid., p. 1;7. 
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slake its lusts at my fountain. Only a crucified 
God can fill the wolf bowels of Rome.21; 

Judas hangs himself to escape forever "the useless and endless moan

ing of beasts and men,"25 leaving others to continue to "praise God 

after the monstrous manner of mankind."2° 

The Tower beyond Tragedy is a combination of the material of 

two Greek plays (Agamemnon and The Choephori by Aeschylus). Jeffers 

has followed the original story closely except in allowing Cassandra 

to live to see Orestes' vengeance and to perish by his sword. (Cas

sandra is slain by Clytemnestra in Agamemnon.) Also, the relationship 

between Electra and Orestes reflects a characteristic Jeffers theme 

rather than the original myth. In several long narratives, as well 

as in this play, Jeffers uses incest as a symbol of his belief that 

27 

"almost the whole of human energy is expended inward.""" Orestes ex

presses this view of mankind: 

I saw a vision of us move in the dark; all that we did 
or dreamed of 

Regarded each other, the man pursued the woman, the 
woman clung to the man, warriors and kings 

Strained at each other in the darkness, all loved or 
fought inward, each one of the lost people 

Sought the eyes of another that another should praise 
him; sought never his own but another's; the 
net of desire 

Had every nerve drawn to the center, so that they 
writhed like a full draught of fishes, all matted 

2^Ibid., p. 37. 

2^Ibid., p. W . 

26lbid., p. 1;9. 

^^Jeffers, letter, facsimile in Gilbert, frontispiece. 
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In the one mesh; when they look backward they see only a 
man standing at the beginning. 

Or forward, a man at the end; or if upward, men in the 
shining bitter sky striding and feasting, 

Whom you call Gods . . . 
It is all tumed inward, all your desires incestuous.28 

Electra, caught in the "mesh," remains in the palace. Orestes becomes 

a wanderer in the wilderness; he "climbed the tower beyond time, con

sciously, and [having] cast humanity, entered the earlier fountain. "29 

The fullest expression of Jeffers' philosophy is found in The Tower 

beyond Tragedy. 

Medea is not a translation, but an extremely free adaptation 

of Euripides' play, colored throughout by Jeffers' grim individualism, 

Medea is his mouthpiece when she talks to the Women of Coilnth; 

You've come—let me suppose 
With love and sympathy—to peer at my sorrow. 

I understand well enough 
That nothing is ever private in a Greek city; 

whoever withholds anything 
Is thought sullen or proud—undemocratic 
I think you call it. This is not always just, 

but we know that justice, at least on earth. 
Is a name, not a fact; . . . 30 

She is relentless in her scom for all human beings except her two 

children. Even with them her brief tenderness becomes mixed with her 

hatred of her faithless husband: 

28jeffers, The Tower beyond Tragedy, The Selected Poetry of 
Robinson Jeffers, p. 13H. 

p. 399. 

29ibid., p. ll;0. 

30Jeffers, Medea, Best American Plays: Third Series, 1915-1951, 
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They are his cubs. They have his blood. 
As long as they live I shall be mixed with him,31 

She belongs to Jeffers' world when she yeams for absolute annihila

tion, beyond mere physical death: 

If I could tear off the flesh and be bones; naked bones; 
Salt-scoured bones on the shore 
At home in Colchis. 

Annihilation. The word is pure music: annihilation . . . 
• . . Better to be clean 

Bones on the shore. Bones have no eyes at all, how could 
they weep? White bones 

On the Black Sea shore—32 

Although the basic facts of the original story are closely followed, 

even the bloody myth scarcely contains the implacable creature of 

Jeffers' imagination. When Medea departs with her slain children, 

her destination cannot be any sanctuaiy on earth. The chariot at the 

gate which she mentions seems to be somehow inadequate. Her final 

words to Jason are triumphant; she is casting off humanity: 

But I, as woman, despised, a foreigner, alone 
Against you and the might of Corinth, 
Have met you, throat for throat, evil for evil, 

vengeance for vengeance. 

Now I go forth 
Under the cold eyes of heaven—those weakness-

despising stars:—not me they scom.33 

The Cretan Woman, a restatement of Euripides' Hippolytus, deals 

with a characteristic Jeffers theme, incestuous love. In this play. 

31lbid., p, 1;12. 

32xbid,, pp. 1;03-I;0l;, 

33ibid., p. UlU, 
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however, the guilty passion represents, not humanity's inversion, 

but a force greater than humanity. Aphrodite, the powerful goddess 

of that force, describes it: 

I make the orchard-trees 
Flower, and bear their sweet fruit, I make the joyful 

birds to mate in the branches. I make the man 
Lean to the woman. I make the huge blue tides of the 

ocean follow the moon: I make the multitude 
Of the stars in the sky to love each other, and love 

the earth. Without my saving power 
They would fly apart into the horror of night. And even 

the atoms of things, the hot whirling atoms. 
Would split apart: the whole world would burst apart 

into smoking dust, chaos and darkness; all life 
Would gasp and perish. But love supports and preserves 

them: Jftr saving power.34 

The horror of the play is increased by three departures from the orig

inal story; Artemis, the goddess of chastity, does not appear; Hip

polytus' aversion to love is explained as a tendency to homosexuality; 

Theseus does not appeal to the gods for vengeance but kills his son 

himself. As Theseus crouches over his son's body, and the women wail 

that Phaedra has hanged herself (thus breaking out of humanity). 

Aphrodite appears, smiling, to make a final statement of the theme: 

In future days men will become so powerful 
That they seem to control the heavens and the earth. 
They seem to \mderstand the stars and all science-
Let them beware. Something is lurking hidden. 
There is always a knife in the flowers. There is 

always a lion just beyond the firelight,35 

3^ Jeff ers, The Cretan Woman, From the Modern Repertoire; Series 
Three,pp. l|.80-l;8l. 

3^Ibid., p. 510. 
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Medea has been called "the one distinguished high tragedy written 

by an American poet";3o The Cretan Woman has been cited as "surely one 

of the finest of American plays";37 and Jeffers himself has been named 

"the only contemporary American poet capable of communicating with a 

wide audience in the grand manner."38 y^^^ ĵj spite of his magnifi

cent gifts as a poet, Jeffers has failed to achieve a wide audience for 

his tragedies. (The exception was Medea in which a fine scenic produc

tion and a universally admired performance by Judith Anderson in the 

title role may have contributed heavily to the play's success.) The 

answer to Jeffers' limited success may lie in his tragic philosophy, 

his "Shifting of emphasis from man to not.man.»39 He has refused to 

recognize the dignity of man, except in those characters who search 

out suffering for its own value. Jeffers' view of man is the antithesis 

of true tragedy which not only "asserts the dignity of man," but is 

"also an evidence of that same dignity."^^ 

Religious drama.—One large area of human experience "has given 

rise to less great drama than any other of even con^jarable signifi

cance."̂ -'" Indeed, questions of greatness seldom arise about dramas of 

3%assner, Introduction to Medea, Best American Plays; Third 
Series. 19l;5-195l. p. 396, 

37Bentley, "Foreword," From the Modern Repertoire: Series 
Three, unnumbered page preceding the text of the book, 

3SRodman, "Transhuman Magnificence," Saturday Review of Litera
ture, XXXI, ll;. 

39ibid., quoting Jeffers. , 

^OKrutch, "Modernism" in Modem Drama, p. Il6. 

^^Una Ellls-Fermor, The Frontiers of Drama (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 19l;6), p. U. 
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religious experience. Many authorities believe that true drama is not 

even possible when supernatural elements dictate the action,^2 QJ. ̂  

saint or martyr is the protagonist.^3 

To answer similar objections to several Greek dramas which did 

hot fit the Aristotelian pattem, H. D. F. Kitto postulated the exis

tence of a separate type of "religious drama." In this form "the real 

focus is not the Tragic Hero but the divine background." Catharsis 

is accon5)anied by "Awe and Understanding" rather than "Pity and Fear." 

The catastrophe may or may not be caused Tjy a Tragic Flaw; the play 

may end happily or unhappily. "One thing is constant: the assertion 

of a world-order . . ."^ 

Objections to the theater experlenoes afforded by such works 

as Murder in the Cathedral. The Family Reunion. A Sleep of Prisoners, 

and J. B. seem to be based on the assunqption the writers were unsuc

cessful in writing tragedy. Instead, Eliot,^^ Fiy,^^ and MacLeish were 

perhaps returning to a type of drama practiced in the Qreek and medie

val theaters, but somewhat neglected since. 

ii2o'Connor, p, 73. 

U3Martz, "The Saint as Tragic Hero," Tragic Themes in Westem 
Literature, p. l50. 

^ H . D. F. Kitto, Form and Meaning in Drama (London: Methuen 
and Co., Ltd., 1956), pp. 231-2U5. 

^^The Cocktail Party, The Confidential Clerk,and The Elder 
Statesman have religious implications but, because of their lighter 
approach, will be discussed in "Comedy and its variants." 

^^ly has written other religious plays (The Boy with a Cart, 
Thor with Angels,and The Firstborn) irtiich, because of their conven-
•bional raiher -fclian experimental approach, do not come under this study. 
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nxTder in the Cathedral is, of course, in a formal sense, 

the most r e l i g i o u s of the group, telling as it does of the 

martyrdom of Thomas a Becket, The play is also the earliest of the 

modem religious dramas; it was first produced in 1935. Becket's 

story has been told Ipefore, biographlcally as in Tennyson's Becket. 

Eliot chose to set the Archbishop in "the theological scene" in a way 

"unique in our time": 

The play does not rest upon direct perception or natural 
faith; it does not base itself upon analogies in common 
experience. It does not assume that reason . . . can 
capture the truth of the human situation: it rests upon 
revealed truth, which can only reach us here below in 
the form of the paradoxical formulas of theology, at 
once reasoned and beyond reason. From the concepts of 
theology all is deduced: the very idea of a theater as 
well as the clue to the form of the play and the selection 
of illustrations.^7 

The play revolves around the figure of the Archbishop, presented not 

as a man but as a martyr. His death is remarkable, not because of 

the king's reasons for demanding it, but because of Becket's reasons 

for submitting to it. Indeed, the king does not even appear on the 

stage; the characters who do appear—the Priests, the Chorus of Women, 

the Tempters, and the Knights—exist only in relation to the martyrdom 

of the Archbishop. Part I is a preparation for this martyrdom; the 

Tempters appear; three of them offer worldly pleasure, worldly power, 

and worldly revenge; the fourth offers spiritual vainglory. Becket 

rejects them all, even the last which is "the greatest treason: to do 

^7Francis Fergusson, The Idea of a Theater (Princeton, New Jer
sey: Princeton University Press, 19U9), pp. 220-21, 
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the right deed for the wrong reason, »^^ In the Interlude between 

Parts I and H , Becket reveals in his sermon his readiness to become 

a martyr "by the design of Qod."^^ In Part H the Knights carry out 

the murder and then speak to the audience in their own defence. After 

their departure the Priests and Women who have been witnesses give 

thanks to God "who has given us another Saint in Canterbury, "̂ ^ 

Although based on an historical act which took place on Decem

ber 29, 1170, Murder in the Cathedral is not in any sense a "costume" 

play. The placing of the action in a theological frame of reference 

and the choice of language,^"^ varying from medieval to modem, give a 

timeless quality to the work. 

A second approach to religious drama is illustrated by The 

Family Reunion (1939), in which the age-old themes of guilt and purga

tion are presented through a contemporary story, Greek and Christian 

elements combine in an English drawing room, Harry, Lord Monchensey, 

returns to his ancestral home to a family gathering in honor of his 

mother's birthday. Haunted by guilt for his real or fancied part in 

the death of his wife, Hariy is followed by the Eumenides, "the sleep

less hunters."^^ He learns of the enmity that existed between his own 

father and mother and realizes that this guilt also belongs to him. 

^^Eliot, Murder in the Cathedral, p, 1;1;, 

^^Ibid,, p. 1;9. 

^Qlbid., p. 81;, 

^^Supra, pp. 30-35. 

^2Eliot, The Family Reunion, p, 60, 
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Accepting his burden he chooses the "one way out of defilement—which 

leads in the end to reconciliation, "^3 He is a little vague about his 

destination; 

Somewhere on the other side of despair. 
To the worship in the desert, the thirst 

and deprivation, 
A stony sanctuary and a primitive altar. 
The heat of the sun and the icy vigil, 
A care over lives of humble people. 

I must follow the bright angels.^^ 

The message of The Family Reunion is that acceptance of the way of 

expiation transforms "the sleepless hunters" into "the bright angels." 

A Sleep of Prisoners and J. B. illustrate a third method of 

presenting religious drama. In both plays a problem of contemporary 

life is revealed through familiar Bible stories as a problem which 

has been confronting mankind since the beginning of time. 

In A Sleep of Prisoners (1951), four prisoners-of-war, confined 

in an empty church, dream they are characters in Bible narratives. Fry 

has used a complicated design in which "each of four men is seen through 

the sleeping thoughts of the others, and each, in his own dream, speaks 

as at heart he is, not as he believes himself to be." The last dream 

is "entered into by all the sleeping men, as though, sharing their pri

son life, they shared, for a few moments of the night, their sleeping 

life also."^^ The basic conflict in each dream story is the eternal 

^3ibid,, p, 108, 

^^Ibid,, p. 111. 

55christopher Fry, "To Robert Qittings," A Sleep of Prisoners 
(New York; Oxford University Press, 1951), unnumbered page preceding 
text of play. 
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difference between the man of action, reluctant to show mercy, and 

the man of peace, reluctant to commit himself to conflict. In the 

final moments the men realize: 

The human heart can go to the lengths of God, 
Dark and cold we may be, but this 
Is no winter now. The frozen misery 
Of centuries breaks, cracks, begins to move. 

Thank God our time is now when wrong 
Comes up to face us everywhere. 
Never to leave us till we take 
The longest stride of soul men ever took. 
Affairs are now soul size. 
The enterprise 
Is exploration into God, 
Where no nation's foot has ever trodden yet.^" 

A balance has been reached between the two types of man, symbolized in 

the dreams by Cain and Abel, David and Absalom, Abraham and Isaac. The 

soldiers' commitment to each other as they begin "exploration into God" 

is represented by their dreaming they are Shadrach, Meshach, and 

Abednego. 

J. B. (1958) follows the Biblical story of Job closely but re

fers strongly to the contemporary problem of unmerited suffering. The 

play probably grew, not out of MacLeish's desire to enhance the story 

of Job by giving it a modern setting, but out of his preoccupation with 

contemporary dilemmas and his realization that they are not new: 

Oh, there's always 
Someone playing Job, , . 

Thousands—not with camels either: 
Millions and millions of mankind 
Burned, crushed, broken, mutilated, 
Slflughtered, and for what? For thinkingI 

56 Fry, A Sleep of Prisoners, pp. U7-l;8, 
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For walking round the world in the wrong 
Skin, the wrong-shaped noses, eyelids: 
Sleeping the wrong night wrong city-
London, Dresden, Hiroshima, 
There never could have been so many 
Suffered more for less,^7 

If the plot of J, B, is sin5)le—the gradual stripping away of children, 

wealth, and bodily health from a strong, prosperous man—the final in

terpretation of J, B,'s experiences is not quite so easy to understand. 

J, B, has asked God to justify his suffering; he has been answered by 

a Distant Voice recounting God's power and glory, J, B,'s wife, Sarah, 

who had left him, has come back to him. He has asked for justice, but 

Sarah says, "There is none—only love,"-^ As they turn to rebuild 

their lives, Sarah words the final statement: 

Then blow on the coal of the heart, my darling, 
, , , It's all the light now. 

Blow on the coal of the heart. 
The candles in churches are out. 
The lights have gone out in the sky. 
Blow on the coal of the heart 
And we'll see by and by , , . We'll see where we are 
The wit won't burn and the wet soul smoulders 
Blow on the.coal of the heart and we'll know , . , 
We'll know , , , P^ 

Apparently the core of the play is the realization that unmerited human 

suffering, although still an enigma, is bearable with the support of 

human love. 

The action of the play proceeds within an interesting framework 

^7MacLeish, J, B,, p, 12, 

58ibid,, p, l5l. 

^^Ibid,, p, 153. 
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of discussion between two circus vendors, Mr, Zuss portraying God and 

Nickles playing Satan, The device of the two commentators enables 

MacLeish to include many statements on the philosophical implications • 

of J, B.'s ordeal, while confining J. B.'s own utterances to a fairly 

realistic level. 

Thesis drama.—Social consciousness was the guiding force behind 

another group of dramatists. W. H. Auden and Christopher Isherwood 

(in The Ascent of F 6 and On the Frontier), and Archibald MacLeish (in 

Panic) used verse drama as a vehicle for topical social messages. Con

cern with "the intelligent, which is to say the practical scientific— 

which is to say the real—effort to solve the problems of life on this 

planet" had been advocated as the answer to the problem of re-estab

lishing verse in the theater.60 However, special pitfalls attend thesis 

drama, in prose or poetry. The thesis may be developed at the expense 

of the drama; the playwright may lose sight of the play itself in his 

anxiety to teach a lesson,"1 Themes which might be provocative in 

discussion have a way of becoming static on the stage. Characters 

created to embody social or political issues are likely to be two-

dimensional. Perhaps the faults cited are not inherent in thesis drama. 

At any rate Auden, Isherwood, and MacLeish failed to produce plays in 

this genre without these typical flaws. 

60Max Eastman, quoted in Anderson, "The Uses of Poetry," Off 
Broadway, pp, 87-88, 

6lDonoghue, p. 69. 
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The Ascent of F6 (1936) has two themes concemed with the life 

of man: the corruption attending the use of power, and the fatal ef-

feet of clinging to a mother-image. Both themes are dramatized by the 

story of Michael Ransom, leader of a climbing expedition to the moun

tain peak called "F6." A group representing the organized power of the 

government, the press, the military, and the nobility want to conquer 

the invulnerable F6 to maintain their own prestige. They are unable 

to persuade Ransom to lead an expedition, but he yields to his mother's 

appeal. In turn, he uses his personal magnetism to recruit four 

climbers for the dangerous mission. F6 is called the "Haunted Mountain" 

by the natives of the area who believe a man-eating demon lives on the 

summit. During the ascent, Ransom's companions die one by one. He 

reaches the summit alone and finds the demon—his mother. As Ransom 

dies a Chorus intones: 

Free now from indignation. 
Immune from all frustration 
He lies in death alone; 
Now he with secret terror 
And every minor error ^2 
Has also made Man's weakness known.°^ 

The synopsis of the plot does not include "every minor error" Auden and 

Isherwood portrayed. In their anxiety to castigate "Man's weakness," 

they wrote an incoherent drama in which characters acted and reacted 

as though pulled by strings. 

On the Frontier (1938), more coherent but less interesting, tells 

of the conflict between two imaginary countries, Ostnia (a decaying 

62Auden and Isherwood, The Ascent of F6, p, 123, 
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constitutional monarchy) and Westland (a fascist state). Attention 

is focused on two middle-class families, one from each country, and 

two lovers, one from each family. The two lovers meet only in an 

imaginary zone "on the frontier" between their warring countries. As 

they die they speak together: 

ANNA: In sorrow and death 
We tasted love, 

ERIC: But in the lucky guarded future 
Others like us shall meet, the 

frontier gone. 
And find the real world happy, 

ANNA: The place of love, the good place ,63 

The same targets attacked in The Ascent of F6 appear in On the Frontier 

—the corruption of the government, the press, the military, the nobil

ity, and the family. Anna and Eric, the ill-fated lovers, are the only 

characters with human interest. The others represent political or 

social concepts. 

Even before Panic was performed in 1935, Archibald MacLeish had 

advanced his view that poetry must concern itself with problems of con

temporary life. Although less of a doctrinaire than Auden or Isher

wood, MacLeish had a strong conviction that: 

Poetry, which owes no man anything, owes nevertheless one 
debt—an image of mankind in which men can again believe, 
I do not know to whom this debt is owed or why,°5 

63Auden and Isherwood, On the Frontier, p, 120, 

61;j^QXieish's essays on poetry (written before 1935) with dates 
of first printings: "Nevertheless One Debt" (1931); "The Poetry of 
Karl Marx" (193U); "Preface to an American Manifesto" (1931). 

65Archibald MacLeish, "Nevertheless One Debt," A Time to Speak; 
The Selected Prose of Archibald MacLeish (Boston; Houghton Mifflin " 
Co., mt). p.!»«. 
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This "image of mankind" is presented in Panic by the Street Crowd of 

"men, women, some well-dressed, some miserably-people of all kinds 

and classes,"66 The time is Februaiy, 1933; the fourth year of the 

depression is beginning; another bank closure has just been announced; 

the Crowd which has been swept by panic earlier suddenly speaks cour

ageously: 

The world's to the nameless now. 
The world's to the unnamed man with the 
Reckless speech who will stand to the 
Cold marching of stars and 
Shriek in the face of it . . . 

The world's to the nameless man who'll 
Brag in the sun and withstand it . ... 

Theirs is the world who will stand to the 
Circle of anguish opposing it . . . 
Till the hunger of hope is among us.°7 

The reader of Panic does not wonder where MacLeish bestows his syn5)athy. 

He is obviously on the side of the Crowd, but he has not made monsters 

of all the Bankers even so. He was conscious, as Auden and Isherwood 

were not, of the deadllness of one-sided vision: 

And from hatred there springs no life. Not even when 
its object is worthy of its spleen. The Great American 
Capitalist and hisf son and his daughter-in-law and his 
banking system might well have been begotten explicitly 
for hatefulness. They have all the attributes of 
hatefulness: they are greedy; they are arrogant; they 
are gross; they lack honor; their existence insults 
the intelligence. It is a pleasure—almost a.duty— 
to hate them. But . . . hatred merely kills,°° 

66MacLelsh, Panic, p, 2. 

67ibid., pp. 76-77. 

^^l^BLcLelah, "Preface to an American Manifesto," A Time to Speak, 

pp. 17-18. 
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Therefore, MacLeish made a fairly sympathetic and interesting human 

being of McGafferty, the leader of the Bankers, who fights to keep 

his bank open and kills himself when he loses, lone, his mistress, 

although soft and selfish at the first of the play, is genuinely in 

love with him and remains loyal to the end. 

Although Panic is more interesting and contains better poetry 

than The Ascent of F 6 and On the Frontier, it suffers from some of the 
• — ^ ^ • — — a a i m a iTi i — • W I M I I IIMW I I — — • m^mmmimmmmm^m>iu»00umt0mi0t00m^00mmmi^^ 

same limitations of plot and characterization. All three plays have 

only sociological interest, now that the disturbed decade they mirrored 

is over. "One is tempted to study them as syn^jtoms rather than as 

plays . . . Their interest as drama is marginal,"^ 

Comedy and its variants 

No statement can be made of conventional practices in verse 

comedy for the first three decades of the twentieth century. The de

vice of using verse to express a predominantly comic view of life went 

out of fashion before 1700, Therefore, any venture in verse comedy in 

the period from 1930 to I960 may be regarded as experimental. 

Widely varying opinions exist among theater authorities as to 

the classification of types of comedy, A complete analysis of comedy 

by types is not necessary in this study, since the verse comedies 

written in the period from 1930 to I96O will fit into one of four cate

gories: comedy of romance, comedy of manners, tragi-comedy, and comedy 

with elements of fantasy and farce. The plays in each group may contain 

"^Donoghue, p, 69, 
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influences from other comic groups. Each type of comedy is also 

strongly related to similar comic types in the history of theater. 

Comedy of romance,—One of the genres Shakespeare perfected was 

the romantic comedy,"^^ "Pure comedy" has been suggested as an alter

nate term for this type of drama which expresses a view of life directly 

opposite to that of pure tragedy: 

Pure tragedy is a long established phrase and pure comedy 
would seem the most accurate description of the complemen
tary form. . . . [Pure comedy] shows man in freedom and 
power of will attaining his ends and desires of earthly 
happiness. . . . Pure comedy expresses awareness of all the 
good things of life . . .71 

This type of comedy, needing, like pure tragedy, "the heightening of 

poetry, "72 vanished from the English stage along with comic poetry. 

After more than three hundred years of neglect, the romantic comedy 

almost vanished even from theoretical discussion of comedy. Nothing 

could be further from the rules of romantic comedy than this general

ization; 

Comedy needs just that which tragedy avoids, the lack of 
distance, . . . The comedy is a symbolic simplification of 
the world to a narrow environment. , . . The comical is 
. . , not only narrow in.-its content, but also in its uni
fying effect on mankind,73 

70supra, p. 7. 

7lRowe, pp. 151;-56, 

72ibid., p. 156. 

73Martin Foss, Symbol and Metaphor; In Human Experience (Prince
ton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 19h9), p, li;0. 
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Distance and p o e t r y returned to comedy in the work of Fry, 

His comedies of romance are A Phoenix too Frequent (a "long-short" play, 

I9I16) and The Lady's not for Bumin^ (1950), These plays have been com

pared to Shakespeare's romantic comedies,"^^ Without slavish imitation 

Fry has returned to a Shakespearean world; he is using "a form long 

dormant to convey a vision long unpopular,"75 That vision, "perilously 

close to . , , denial of the existence of evil, "76 ^g s t m slightly 

unpopular with some earnest critics who see a lack of any conflict in 

plot or theme in Fry's work,77 

The allegation of lack of conflict is particularly interesting 

in the light of a study by Derek Stanford, who has analyzed the themes 

of Fry's plays solely in terms of struggle: 

. . . in A Phoenix too Frequent, of convention with the 
life-force; In A e Lady's iiot for Burning, of the life-
force with the death-wish;.. . . io 

79 
Fry's romantic comedies are located "away from the here and now,"'^ 

but not for the purpose of giving "an excuse for costumes"; each play 

'^^Adler, "Shakespeare and Christopher Fry," Educational Theatre 
Journal, XI, 85-98. 

75ibid.. p. 96. 

'''̂ Monroe K. Spears, "Christopher Fry and the Redemption of Joy," 
Poetiy, LXXHI (April, 1951), 1*2. 

'̂ '̂ Ibid., p. 36. 

"^^Derek Stanford, Christopher Fry: An Appreciation (London: 
Peter Nevlll, Ltd., 1951), P. 52. 

79Adler, "Shakespeare and Christopher Fry," Educational Theatre 
Journal, XI, 96. 
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"embodies the spiritual climate of a historical period."^^ In addi

tion to the climate of the historical setting, Fry has provided a sea

sonal reference. His comedies are: 

, , , a series of four comedies for each of the seasons of 
the year,81 four comedies of mood, I don't know whether a 
comedy of mood is an accepted category, or whether it's 
something I've coined to cover my particular aim. It means 
that the scene, the season, and the characters are bound 
together in one climate,°2 

A Phoenix too Frequent (a "spring" comedy), is a lively re

telling of a story from Petronius about a dutiful Ephesian widow, 

determined to join her husband in death. She is accompanied in her 

vigil in his tomb by her maid, somewhat less pious, who regrets leav

ing "this double-bed of a world,""3 A handsome young soldier (assigned 

to guard six criMnals hanging on trees near the tomb) invades their 

solitude. The widow has difficulty concentrating on death; 

Oh, how the inveterate body. 
Even when cut from'the heart, insists on leaf. 
Puts out, with a separate meaningless will. 
Fronds to intercept the thankless sun. 
How it does, oh, how it does. And how it confuses 
The nature of the mind,°^ 

"̂̂ Spears, "Christopher Fry and the Redemption of Joy," Poetry, 

LXXIII, 37. 

^^Two other seasonal comedies, Venus Observed and The Dark Is 
Li^ht Enough, will be discussed under other categories, 

^2Fry, quoted in Stanford, p. 57, 

^3christopher Fry, A Phoenix too Frequent (London; Oxford Uni

versity Press, 19l;6), p. 1, 

^Wd,, pp, 17-18. 
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In a short time the widow has forgotten her husband, and the young 

soldier has forgotten his bodies. When one is stolen by relatives, 

the soldier is ready to fall on his sword. The widow solves the 

problem with a body to which she has the right of possession: 

I loved 
His life not his death. And now we can give 

his death 
The power of life. Not horrible; wonderful'. 
Isn't it so? That I should be able to feel 
He moves again in the world, accomplishing 
Our welfare? It's more than my grief could do.°^ 

The Lady's not for Burning (a "summer" comedy) takes place in 

"the small market-town of Cool Clary," in the fifteenth century "either 

more or less or exactly,"" Thomas Mendip, a discharged soldier, has 

seen so much death in Flanders he is ready to welcome it for himself. 

He requests the Mayor to hang him for the murder of a rag-and-bone 

man: 

Tou can't postpone me. Since opening-time I've been 
Propped up at the bar of heaven and earth, between 
The wall-eye of the moon and the brandy-cask of the 

sun. 
Growling thick songs about jolly good fellows 
In a mumping pub where the ceiling drips humanity. 
Until I've drunk myself sick, and now, by Christ, 
I mean to sleep it off in a stupor of dust 
Till the morning after the day of judgement. 
So put me on the waiting-list for your gallows 
With a note recommending preferential treatment,"' 

Q^Ibid,, p, 1;3. 

86pjy^ The Lady's not for Burning, unnumbered page preceding the 

text of the play, 

Q^ibid,, pp, 18-19. 
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The Mayor is too busy to hang Thomas; he is dealing with an accused 

witch. Jennet Jourdemayne, who is asking not to be bumt, (The peo

ple of Cool Clary are sure she tumed the missing rag-and-bone man 

into a dog.) Jennet interferes with Thomas' death-wish by falling in 

love with him and saying so: 

You may be corrupt as ancient apples, well then 
Corruption is what I most willingly harvest. 
You are Evil, Hell, the Father of Lies; if so 
Hell is my home and my days of good were a holiday: 
Hell is my hill and the world slopes away from it 
Into insignificance. I have come suddenly «« 
Upon ny heart and where it is I see no help for.°° 

However, the world of pure comedy is "a good world, in which . . . 

go 

obstacles to happiness will be overcome." ^ After a touch of the thumb

screw, a riot, an engagement party, the return of the unharmed rag-and-

bone man, and an elopement (the engaged girl and another man), Thomas 

and Jennet are allowed to slip away in the moonlight. Thomas has sur

rendered to the life-force, but not unconditionally; 

Girl, you haven't changed the world. 
Glimmer as you will, the world's not changed, 
I love you, but the world's not changed. Per

haps 
I could draw you up over my eyes for a time 
But the world sickens me still," 

A director and critic who admires a different type of drama has 

^^Ibid., p. 58. 

°%owe, p. l56, 

^^ry. The Lady's not for Burning, p, 9k. 
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expressed both the individual quality and the limitations of Fry's 

romantic comedies; 

, . , humorous, gentle, almost sweetly ironic . . . a state 
of being rather than a point of view . . . almost without 
action . . . [Fry] has managed to find himself a small nook 
from which he may develop in quiet aiid safety . . . [without] 
coming to grips with every-day experience . , .91 

Those apparent limitations may, however, be part of a deliber

ate technique. Stanford, after explaining that Fry does most of his 

writing at night, goes on: 

, , , the sense of mystery expressed by the poet—his feel
ing for the strangeness of human existence and its inexpli
cable theatre, the earth—owes something to a mode of com
position removed from the eye of daylight reason, free from 
the censorship of crude pragmatic thought,^2 

Any decision as to whether plays free "of crude pragmatic 

thought" are worth writing must depend on individual tastes and ideas 

of theater. At least Fry possesses a consistent and expressive lan

guage for such plays. 

Comedy of manners.—Three verse plays with some resemblance, in 

their witty dialogue and polished atmosphere, to the Restoration comedy 

of manners,93 are Fiy's Venus Observed (1951), and Eliot's The Cocktail 

Party (19l;9) and The Confidential Clerk (1953). All three show other 

influences; Venus Observed has a hint of the romantic comedy; The 

9lHarold Clurman, "Theatre; In Contrast to Fry," New Republic 
CXXV (August 20, 1951), 21-22, 

92stanford, p. 22, 

93sunra, pp, 12-13. 
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0'̂ Q]gtail Party and The Confidential Clerk have subtle religious in^jli-

cations. 

In Venus Observed "the season is autumn, the scene is a house 

beginning to fall into decay, the characters, most of them, are in mid

dle life."94 Although the time is the present day, the setting of the 

decaying countiy house of the Duke of Altair removes the action from a 

realistic frame of reference. However, the world of the play is not 

quite the "good world" of romantic comedy, but rather a world in which 

the suspension of everyday moral standards is required,9^ The Duke of 

Altair has decided to marry, as he delicately phrases it, one of "three 

handsome women, all of them at some time implicated iii the joyous rou-

tine"9° of his life. However, he shrinks from deciding which one and 

asks his twenty-five year old son, Edgar, to make the decision. The 

women are invited to the Duke's estate to watch an eclipse of the sun. 

^^en Edgar has almost chosen his stepmother, an interruption causes 

the Duke to change his plans. Reedbeck, his agent, welcomes home a 

long-lost and enchanting daughter, Perpetua. "The generations join in 

a life-and«death struggle, "97 but in the prevailing mood of the play; 

EDGAR; I'm only asking you to forgo yourself 
This once, to suspend your animation 
For a few short months, for my sake, 

DUKE; Edgar, 
I mean to be a good father to you, but 
A good father must be a man , • , 

^^Fry, quoted in Stanford, p, 57. 

95stanford, p, 72, 

9"Fry, Venus Observed, p, 1, 

97ibid,, p, 51. 



9k 

Loneliness, The note, ny son, is loneliness. 
Over all the world 
Men move unhoming, and eternally 
Concemed; a swarm of bees who have lost 

their queen,9° 

The final curtain finds Edgar and Perpetua properly paired off and the 

Doke, tucked in a comfortable chair, in a mellow mood; 

Shall I be soriy for myself? In mortality's name 
I'll be sorry for myself. Branches and boughs. 
Brown hills, the valleys faint with brume, 
A burnish on the lake; mile by mile 
It's all a unison of ageing. 
The landscape's all in tune, in a falling-cadence. 
All decaying,. And nowhere does it have to hear 
The quips of spring, or, when so nearing its end. 
Have to bear the merry mirth of May.99 

Francis Fergusson has suggested "ceremonious occasions are 

especially useful to dramatists who are seeking poetry. "-̂ ^̂  A type 

of ceremonious occasion, peculiar to modem society, is the framework 

for The Cocktail Party, in which the first and third acts are cocktail 

parties in the London flat of Edward and Lavinla Chamberlayne. Edward 

and Lavinla are "used to each other" and are solacing themselves 

rather joylessly with extra-marital affairs (Edward with Celia Cople-

stone, Lavinla with Peter Quilpe). Present at the first cocktail party 

are Edward, Celia, Peter, tijo friends (Alex and Julia), and aii Unidenti

fied Guest, Lavinla is mysteriously absent from her own party, a fact 

98lbid., p. 52. 

^^Ibid., p. 97. 

lOOperguggon, The Human Image in Dramatic Literature, p. 153, 

lOlEliot, The Cocktail Party, pp, 10-11, 



95 

that symbolizes her estrangement from Edward, as the cocktail parties 

symbolize conten5)orary human relationships. However, the conversation 

at the party is amusing on one level, without symbolical considerations; 

CELIA: It's your turn, Julia, 
Do tell us that stoiy you told the other day, about 

Lady Klootz and the wedding cake, 
PETER: And how the butler found her in the pantry, rinsing 

her mouth out with champagne, 
I like that story. 

CELIA: I love that story. 
ALEX; I'm never tired of hearing that story. 
JULIA: Well, you all seem to know it. 
CELIA 2 Do we all know it? 

But we're never tired of hearing ^ou tell it. 
I don't believe everyone here knows it. 

-(To the Unidentified Guest) 
You don't know it, do you? 

UNIDENTIFIED GUEST: No, I've never heard it.l^^ 

In the second act, the mysterious guest is revealed as a psychiatrist, 

Harcourt-Reilly, when Edward, Lavinla, and Celia come to his office 

for help. More omniscient than a real life psychiatrist, Reilly "re

conciles" Edward and Lavinla to "the human condition":^°3 

They may remember 
The vision they have had, but they cease to 

regret it. 
Maintain themselves by the common routine. 
Learn to avoid excessive expectation. 
Become tolerant of themselves and others. 
Giving and taking, in the usual actions 
What there is to give and take. They do not 

repine; . 
Are contented with the moming that separates 
And with the evening that brings together 
For casual talk before the fire 

lQ2lbid., pp, 10-11, 

^Q^Ibid,, p. 139. 
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Two people who know they do not understand each 
other 

Breeding children whom they do not understand 
And who will never understand them, 104 

This is one way of life; for Celia he suggests another; 

The second is unknown, and so requires faith— 
The kindvof faith that issues from despair. 
The destination cannot be described; 
You will j o u m ^ blind. But the way leads 

towards possession 
Of what you have sought for in the wrong place.^^^ 

Edward and Lavinla go away together to seek "a good life";^^^ Celia 

departs on the difficult second way. Reilly, Alex, and Julia, lift

ing their glasses in "the libation," speak, in unison, "the words for 

the building of the hearth, "•̂ '̂ 7 gj^^ u^Yie words for those who go upon 

a journey." ^° At the third-act cocktail party two years later, both 

ways of life have been fulfilled. Lavinla and Edward are amicably 

arranging the party and planning a trip together. The end of the 

second way is revealed when Alex describes how Celia, caring for the 

natives in a far-off village, was "crucified very near an ant-hill, 5'-̂ 9̂ 

Reilly assures the Chamberlaynes that both ways, if fully accepted, are 

good. 

lOUibid,, 

1 0 % i d „ 

lO^Ibid. , 

107ibid. , 

iQSibid. , 

109ibid. , 

pp. 139-1;0. 

p , l i ; l . 

p . lUo. 

p , l l ;9. 

p, i5o. 

p , 175, 
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The Cocktail Party (19l;9) puzzled audiences and critics with 

its cryptic mixture of the sacred and the profane, resembling a "joint 

effort of Paul Claudel and Noel Coward,"^^^ 5 ^ y^^g later. The Con

fidential Clerk seemed equally puzzling in its very simplicity. 

On the surface, The Confidential Clerk is an involved story of 

lost children and searching parents. The comic possibilities of such 

a plot are infinite. Three young people—Colby, Lucasta, and B. Kaghan 

—are uncertain who their parents were. Sir Claude and Lady Elizabeth 

Mulhammer have each "lost" a child in the past. After several mistakes. 

Sir Claude finds Lucasta is his daughter. Lady Elizabeth discovers B. 

Kaghan is her son, and Colby chooses a way of life, not as heroic as 

Celia's in The Cocktail Party, but still spiritually dedicated. He is 

going to become a church organist. The final revelations have not 

been without some disappointment. Sir Claude and Lady Elizabeth had 

both wanted Colby as a son. Behind the outward misunderstanding and 

confusion of the parents and the children, the real message of the play 

is perhaps the fatherhood of God, as phrased by Lady Elizabeth in a 

moment of insight: 

Of course, there's something in us. 
In all of us, which isn't just heredity. 
But something unique. Something we have been 
From eternity. Something . , , straight from God, 
That means that we are nearer to God than to anyone, 

Bonnamy Dobree distinguishes three levels of meaning in The 

^•'-^Gassner, Form and Idea in Modem Theatre, p, l5. 

lllEliot, The Confidential Clerk, p, 87, 
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Confidential Clerk, the third, the deepest level, being man's rela

tionship to God,^^2 ^^ gg^^^^ ^̂ ^̂ ^ repeats the message of The Cock-

tailj^^rt^;: Both ways of life, the hearth and the joumey, are good 

if lived fully. 113 On the first level is the sheer enjoyment of the 

characters which "are temporarily plausible" and the stoiy which "is 

so fantastically and so delightfully improbable,"^^ 

The three comedies of manners discussed illustrate the close re

lation of verse form to theater form, the impossibility of separating 

"the verse f o m from the poetic substance, the pulse from the lnpulse."ll^ 

Fry's highly ornamented language is suitable for the autumnal Venus Ob

served; Eliot's plain verse line delineates the crisp, modem characters 

0^ The Cocktail Party and The (Confidential Clerk. The three plays, how

ever, belong to the same genre. 

Tragi-comedy.—A form of drama with some resemblances to both 

comedy and tragedy has been called tragi-comedy (or dark comedy).^^^ 

It may Include plays composed of serious, almost tragic, events which 

end happily (such as Shakespeare's A Winter's Tale), or plays with a 

number of humorous incidents which end in serious fashion (such as Jon-

son's Volpone). The sentimental comedy of the eighteenth and nineteenth 

527. 

112nThe Confidential Clerk," The Sewanee Review, IXU, 120. 

^13ibid., p. 121. 

^^Ibid., p. 120. 

•̂ •'•̂ Dukes, "Forms of Dramatic Verse," Theatre Arts Monthly, XI, 

^^^Supra.pp. 7-8. 
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centuries—in which "the evil characters are invariably defeated . , . 

and the good characters win out because of their compassionate love 

for their fellow men"117—is a variant of tragi-comedy. Two verse 

dramas written during the period covered by this study fall in the 

tragi-comlc category. They are Fry's The Dark Is Light Enough and 

Eliot's The Elder Statesman. In the plot and atmosphere of both plays 

there is a hint of sentimental comedy, controlled, in keeping with con

temporary standards, to no more than a hint. 

Fry concluded his series of seasonal"comedies of mood" ° with 

the "winter comedy," The Dark Is Light Enough (1951;). The setting is 

an Austrian country-house near the Hungarian border; the time is win

ter, 181;8, the year of the Hungarian revolt against Austrian authority. 

The central character is the Countess Rosmarin Ostenburg, who has lived 

"twenty-thousand days of life, "•̂ •̂ 9 y^y her own rules of "divine non

interference. "•'•̂^ In spite of her rules, "lives malce and unmake them

selves in her neighborhood, "-̂ "̂̂  a process which forms the action of the 

play. She gives sanctuary to Gettner, formerly her son-in-law, pres

ently a deserter from the Hungarian army. Rosmarin's daughter, Gelda, 

is now married to a Hungarian serving in the Austrian government. With 

both armies in the neighborhood of her estate, and with Gettner, her 

•̂ '̂̂ Millett and Bentley, The Art of the Drama, p. 109. 

^^^Supra, p. 89. 

•^^^Fiy, The Dark Is Light Enough, p. 92. 

^^^Ibid., p. 5. 

^ ^ ^ I d . 
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daughter, and her daughter's husband taking refuge in her house, the 

Countess moves beautifully on in her own way: 

Let us say 
We are all confused, incomprehensible. 
Dangerous, contemptible, corrupt. 
And in that condition pass the evening 
Thankfully and well. In our plain defects 
We already know the brotherhood of man. 122 

A quotation from Fabre, describing the butterfly's flight through dark

ness, is the epigraph to the play: 

Under such conditions the screech-owl would not dare 
to forsake its olive-tree. The butterfly . . . goes for
ward without hesitation. . . . So well it directs its 
tortuous flight that, in spite of all the obstacles to be 
evaded, it arrives in a state of perfect freshness, its 
great wings intact, , , , The darkness is light enough. 

. . . 

Like the butterfly, the Countess goes forward without hesitation, even 

when a relentless Hungarian colonel is demanding Gettner: 

I give you one promise; I shall never make 
JfyBelf, or ny friends, my way of life 
Or private contentment, or any 
Preference of my nature, an obstacle 
To the needs of a more true and living world 
Than so far I have understood.124 

When the fortunes of wa,r make the colonel a fugitive, she offers him 

the same refuge. However, when the Austrian army hammers at the door, 

the Countess cannot answer them. The destination, toward which she 

^22ibid., p, 21. 

•^23xbid,, unnumbered page preceding the text of the play. 

I2^1bid., p. 29. 
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has directed her flight through darkness, is death. Gettner's life 

has been made "in her neighborhood," and he prepares to face the 

Austrians. 

In imagery and language. The Dark Is Light Enough is the sim

plest and most sombre of Fry's comedies. He is, apparently, moving 

toward a wider and more serious range.-̂ 25 

In an interview given the first night of The Confidential Clerk 

(the Edinburgh Festival, 1953) Eliot said: "If one wanted to say some-

126 
thing serious nowadays, it was easier to say it in comedy. "-̂ ^̂  In his 

comedies, Eliot has made serious comments; in The Elder Statesman 

(1958) he makes them with increased simplicity and the beginning of 

real human warmth. 

Lord Claverton has led a public, political life at the expense 

of his private self. Now retired from active public life because of 

his health, he has time to look back and assess his life. He reviews 

his disappointment in his wayward son, Michael, and the lack of warmth 

in his relationship with his dutiful daughter, Monica. He neglects to 

review the moral mistaĴ es of his youth until he is sharply reminded 

of them by two people out of the past. They do not want m.oney but 

friendship, acknowledgement of their identity as human beings. Humbled, 

stripped of his pretenses. Lord Claverton is able for the first time 

to converse honestly with Mchael, who then goes abroad to try a new 

way of life. Lord Claverton makes a full confession to Monica and her 

125Adler, "Shalcespeare and Christopher Fry, ''• Educational Theatre 

Journal, XI, 98. 

•'•2̂ Quoted in Jones, p. 155. 
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fiance'', Charles. Their love for each other and for him leads him to 

says 

I've only just now had the illumination 
Of knowing what love is. We all think we know. 
But how few of us do I And now I feel happy— 
In spite of everything, in defiance of reason^ 
I have been brushed by the wing of happiness .^27 

He goes into the garden leaving Charles and Monica together. Although 

Monica cannot see her father, she somehow knows he is dead. Her final 

words are: 

Age and decrepitude can have no terrors for me. 
Loss and vicissitude cannot appal me. 
Not even death can dismay or amaze me 
Fixed in the certainty of love unchanging. 

I feel utterly secure 
In you; I am a part of you. Now take me to my father.-^28 

The tragi-comlc genre is, at this date, the latest stage in the 

development of the two most prolific living playwrights of verse drama. 

Although the difference in language of the two plajnwrights is still 

present in The Dark Is Light Enough and The Elder Statesman, there is 

a similarity in the atmosphere of the final scenes. Both plays end 

with a death, from natural causes, of a central character. Both plays 

end on a note of warmth and hope. 

Comedy with fantasy and farce,—These elements were predominant 

in Greek Old Comedy and present in many of Shakespeare's comedies, in 

a slightly different guise. In periods succeeding the Elizabethan, 

127Eliot, The Elder Statesman, p, 128, 

128Tbid,, p, 132. 
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fantasy remained in the verse drama in the ethereal f o m associated 

with "the shades of Celtic twilight or Biblical nyth."129 Farce was 

almost non-existent in verse drama, except for an occasional jester or 

humble citizen in a pseudo-Shakespearean play. This type of farce had 

a tendency to remain somewhat refined. It is far from the fonn analyzed 

by Eric Bentley in his essay, "The Psychology of Farce."^30 ^^^^^^ 

preceded his discussion with a definition taken from an encyclopedia 

of theater terms: 

II an extreme form of comedy in which laughter is 
raised at the expense of probability, particularly by 
horseplay and bodily assault. . . . has small literaiy 
merit, but great entertainment value . . , lack of sub
tlety . . ."131 

Although Bentley viewed this definition as unduly patronizing, his 

analysis of the art of farce did not present an opposite view, but 

an expanded one: farce is the most "direct" of all forms of theater;^32 

it must impart a sense of "primitive" life and energy;^33 its aim is to 

communicate "a particular vision . . . of life.""^34 p̂̂ g ^ Q Qf fantasy 

most compatible with farce must possess some of the same energy and 

directness. 

•^29supra, p. 66. 

^30introduction, Let's Get a Divorce I: And Other Plays, ed. 
Eric Bentley (A Mermaid Dramabook; New Tork: iiill and Wang, Inc., 
1958), pp, vii-xx. 

131lbid., p. vii. 

^32ibid., p. xvl. 

133ibld., p. xvli, 

13^1bid,, p. xljc. 
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In the period from 1930 to i960, the best exan?)les of this 

particular mixture of fantasy with farce (in full-length verse plays) 

are The Dog beneath the Skin (Auden and Isherwood, 1935) and High Tor 

(Anderson, 1937). Both plays have a discemible serious purpose beneath 

the hilarious surface. Each play reflects a somewhat different in

fluence: The Dog beneath the Skin, with its topical references, inter

polated songs and dances, and framework of serious choral comment,^35 

resembles Greek Old Comedy; High Tor, in its combination of comic by

play with romance. Is reminiscent of A Midsummer Night's Dream. 

The Dog beneath the Skin is the story of a quest. Ten years be

fore the beginning of the play Francis Crewe, eldest son of Sir Bingham 

Crewe, ran away from the village of Pressan Ambo. Every year a young 

man from the village is chosen to search for Francis and bring him back 

to the village. Young Alan Norman's joumey in search of the missing 

heir is the action of the play. Alan is joined by a large Dog, who has 

been straying around Pressan Ambo for some time. Together they visit 

a series of places which furnish Auden and Isherwood with their favorite 

targets; the Ostnian court, a red light district, a lunatic asylum, an 

expensive sanatorium, the Nineveh Hotel, and Pressan Ambo again. Alan 

is confined for a time in the lunatic asylum and questioned by two medi

cal officers: 

1st M. 0.: Was your mother a negress? 
AUN: Noll 
2nd M. 0.: Do .you drink your bathwater? 
AT AM* M A ! f t AUN: Noll I 

135supra, p. 36. 
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1st M, 0.; Do you like my face? 
ALAN; Noll!I 
2nd M. 0.; Just as I feared, A typical case 

of negativism.136 

In the dining room of the Nineveh Hotel, the line of Nineveh Girls do 

a song-and-dance routine, after which one of the diners calls a waiter 

to bring him the third girl from the right. The waiter holds her head 

under his arm as though she were a fowl, so the diner can pinch her 

thigh; 

WAITER: Will she do, sir? 
Or will you choose anew, sir? 

DINER: No, I'll have this one, 
WAITER: Will you have her roast, sir. 

Or on Japanese Toast, sir? 
With Sauce Allemagne, sir, 
Or stewed in white wine, 
Sir? 

DINER: Stewed, I think. But I'll have the 
finger-nails served separately as a 
savoury. Oh, and don't ibrget to re
mind the Chef to stir.the pot with a 
sprig of rosemary. It makes all the 
difference. 

(Waiter bows and retires, carrying the girl over 
his shoulder.)137 

The exan5)les given are typical of the humor of the piece. After as

sorted adventures, Alan discovers the Dog is really Francis Crewe in 

disguise. The villagers of Pressan Ambo are not nearly so glad to see 

him as they had thought they would be. After giving a lecture on their 

vices and hypocrisies, Francis departs forever, accompanied by Alan and 

a few of the more thoughtful villagers. The other villagers turn into 

•'•36Auden and Isherwood, The Dog beneath the Skin, pp, 66-67, 

137ibid,, p, 128, 
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animals before the eyes of the audience and at the final curtain are 

"barking, mewing, quacking, grunting, or squeaking, according to 

iiieir characters."^38 rpĵ ^ Chorus which has supplied lyric commentaries 

throughout the play recites a philosophical epilogue, concluding, "To 

each his need: from each his power."-^39 j^ The Dog beneath the Skin 

Auden and Isherwood had "one leg in the Theater of Dionysus and the 

other in the Savoy Opera House."^^ 

The title of High Tor comes from a mountain on the Hudson River, 

said to be haunted by the ghosts of a Dutch crew who sailed with Hudson 

and lost their ship. The Tor is the only untouched mountain in the 

area; the others have been cut down by a trap-rock company. The com

pare's representatives. Biggs and Skimmerhom, are trying to buy the 

Tor, but the owner. Van Dom, refuses to sell. He leads an untrammeled 

life on the mountain, hunting, fishing, and working occasionally. He 

is engaged to a practical girl who would like to make him over into the 

sort of man who would not have an old Indian for a friend and would not 

be able to see the ghostly Dutchmen, During a stormy night on the Tor, 

Biggs, Skimmerhom, two bank robbers, and the ghosts of the Dutch crew 

become involved with each other. The bank robbers lose their loot; 

Biggs and Skimmerhom are forced to spend the entire night suspended in 

a steam shovel; their cries for help convince the phantom Dutchmen that 

the Tor is Inhabited by devils; and Van D o m falls in love with Lise, 

138ibid., p. 178, 

139ibid., p. 180. 

l^ODo^mer^ "The New Theatrum Poetarum," Poetry, LX, 208. 
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the wife of the Dutch captain. In the moming Lise and the crew have 

sailed away on a phantom ship. The bank robbers are caught by the 

police. Biggs and Skimmerhom are rescued from the steam shovel. Old 

John, the Indian, persuades Van D o m to sell the mountain; 

This little hill, 
let them have the little hill, and find your peace 
beyond, for there's no hill worth a man's peace 
while he may live and find it,-"^^ 

Van D o m will remember Llse,but he will marry his practical girl and 

go west to "wilder land and , , . higher mountains,"^ The last word 

is spoken by Old John; 

There is nothing made , , , 
and will be nothing made by these new men, 
high tower, or cut, or buildings by a lake 
that will not make good ruins. 

Why, when the race is gone, or looks aside 
only a little while, the white stone darkens, 
the wounds close, and the roofs fall, and the walls 
give way to rains. Nothing is made by men 
but makes, in the end, good ruins,-"^^ 

The writers of High Tor and The Dog beneath the Skin employed 

verse for only a portion of the comic scenes. In both plays the most 

successfully farcical scenes were in prose. Possibly true farce is in-

con5)atible with the type of verse now being written. Perhaps farce is 

a form that does not need verse. Eliot has said that verse "must 

ll^lAnderson, High Tor, Eleven Verse Plays; 1929-1939, p, 128, 

lU2xbid,, p, 139. 

^3ibid., p, ll;2. 
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justify itself dramatically, , , , No play should be written in verse 

for which prose is dramatically adequate,"-^ 

Dramatic Styles 

A discussion of theater art is really a discussion of two arts-

dramatic literature and stage production,-^^ so interwoven that separate 

consideration is almost impossible. This study is concemed with the 

one art of dramatic literature, actually with only one branch of that 

art, verse drama. However, in the period from 1930 to I960, verse 

dramatists were vitally interested in aspects of stage production. They 

experimented as widely in dramatic styles, involving the use of various 

dramatic conventions and staging devices, as in dramatic types. Just 

as types, have been combined and re-shaped, so a bewildering variety and 

mixture of dramatic styles has been employed. 

At first glance the various dramatic styles in modem verse 

dramas appear chaotic. However, when the history of dramatic styles 

in the modem prose drama is considered, a pattem begins to emerge. 

Verse drama entered a modem phase later than prose drama. Modem 

theater began in approximately the last quarter of the nineteenth cen

tury, although some forerunners of modernism had appeared earlier,-"^ 

Realism was the first distinguishing characteristic of modem theater. 

However, types of anti-realism appeared very soon and have been as 

^^"Poetry and Drama," On Poetry and Poets, p, 76. 

l^^Gassner, Form and Idea in Modem Theatre, p. 3. 

l^^Ibid,, p, k. 



109 

important as realism. Symbolism, expressionism, theatricalism, and 

formalism appeared in prose drama, in approximately the order given, 

combining with and modifying realism. Modern verse drama, lagging 

behind other types of theater, remained virtually unaffected by realism, 

but began to be greatly influenced by symbolism in the 1920's and ex

pressionism in the 1930's, Theatricalism and formalism appeared in 

turn in verse drama, also several years later than in prose plays. Fi

nally, the most recent manifestation in verse drama, the latest style 

to appear, has been realism. 

The norm—romanticism 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, verse dramas, trag

edies concemed with historical and Biblical subject matter, were 

being staged in a style which represented a compromise between the 

classical and the Elizabethan,"^^7 playwrights, without strict regard 

for the three unities, nevertheless, limited the number of locales in 

each play to about three or four, seldom more. They used an act struc

ture resembling classical tragedy more than the episodic scenes of the 

Elizabethan drama. In a given play, the number of characters repre

sented a compromise between the three actors of the Greek theater and 

the numerous personages in an Elizabethan drama. With this form went 

a romantic view of the importance of individual emotions and of the 

beauty of the long ago and the far away. 

Verse dramas in this style have continued to be written and pro

duced throughout the period of this study. 

^7MJLllett and Bentley, The Art of the Drama, pp, 176-177, 
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The purest example of the romanticist playwright is, of course, 

Christopher Fry, His four seasonal comedies (A Phoenix too Frequent, 

The Lady's not for Burning. Venus Observed.and The Dark Is Light Enough) 

are basically in a conventional romantic style. 

Although Maxwell Anderson took a highly experimental step in 

placing his verse dramas (Winterset, Key Largo, and High Tor) in a 

conterr5>orary setting, the basic motivations of the individual charac

ters in these three plays are as traditionally romantic as those in 

any of his historical verse dramas. Realistic elements appear in the 

three plays, but they cannot be called exar5)les of realism in verse. 

Some elements of theatricalism appear in the vaudeville atmosphere of 

the gambling scenes in Key Largo, in which an elaborate game is staged 

by comic gangsters to fleece some tourists. High Tor enploys the stage 

almost in cons true tivist-^° style in using a steam shovel to motivate 

frantic activities by Biggs and Skimmerhom for two-thirds of the play. 

Depiction of dark emotions is not incompatible with the princi

ples of romanticism.^9 Although based on Greek sources, Medea and The 

Cretan Woman by Robinson Jeffers, are essentially romanticist in style. 

Unity in setting and the intensity of the emotions depicted are decep

tively classical, as is the introduction of Aphrodite in The Cretan 

Woman, However, the climate of the plays is romantic (somewhat in the 

tone of Webster or Ford) with some elements of symbolism in Aphrodite 

l^^Non-representational use of the stage setting as a construc
tion, a machine for the use of the actor, defined in Gassner, Form and 
Tdfia^in Modem Theatre, pp, 109, H I . 

lit9Millett and Bentley, The Art of the Drama, pp. U;0-la. 
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and in the Choruses composed of three women each. The members of the 

Chorus speak: individually, not in unison, and do not represent a retum 

to the communal chorus of the Greek theater. 

A distinction should be drawn between the romantic climate of the 

plays cited and the con?)aratively realistic use of the stage in the same 

plays to represent actual locales, however long ago and far away they 

may be. There is nothing incompatible with realistic stage design and 

staging methods in any of the romantic plays named; an illusion of 

reality is represented in each of them. 

Subjective anti-realism 

The playwrights' revolt against realism took the forms of sym-

bolism^^^ in the 1920's and expressionism-'-̂ -̂  in the 1930's. The objec

tive in both styles was the representation of an illusion of unreality. 

Symbolism made its most important appearance in verse drama in 

the work of Yeats before the period treated in this study. Two symbol

ist plays by Robinson Jeffers, written in the 1920's, were performed 

during the period (Dear Judas in 19l;7 and The Tower beyond Tragedy in 

1951), but they do not represent a symbolist trend in the theater of 

those years. Except for traces in certain plays, by 1930 symbolism 

was no longer an important style in verse drama. 

•^^^ramatic representation of meanings and values by "acts, ob
jects, and images," defined in Millett and Bentley, The Art of the 
Drama, pp, I6I-6I1., 

-̂ -̂̂ Dramatic representation of "inner psychological realities" 
by visual and audible devices, defined in Millett and Bentley, The Art 
of the Drama, pp, 165-68, 
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Expressionism, which had appeared in the prose drama about the 

turn of the century, was the strongest single style in the verse drama 

in the first ten years covered by this study. Vestiges of expressionism 

will be noted in many verse plays written since that time, 

Gassner has described the effect of "the expressionist assault 

on the theatre"^^2 ^^ ^^^ ^^ "disintegration. "^^3 Established dramatic 

forms and styles were more drastically affected by expressionism than 

by any other single influence.-^^^ 

Expressionist verse dramas of the '30«s are: Eliot's Sweeney 

Agonlstes; Auden and Isherwood's The Dog beneath the Skin, The Ascent 

of F 6 , and On the Frontier; and MacLeish's Panic. Traces of other in

fluences will be found in these dramas, and expressionism will be found 

in milder form in later plays. 

The cumulative effect of the dramas cited is violent, distorted, 

and fragmented. The action shuttles freely in time and space. Dramatic 

shocks are administered in the form of physical transformations of 

characters and settings, sound effects, lighting effects, and weirdly 

telescoped dialogue. "The dramatic moment , . , was hurled at him [the 

spectator] like a missile," -̂-̂  

The expressionistic verse dramas resemble each other in enploy-

ing musical and rhythmical sound effects, which could be useful in 

1^2Qassner, Form and Idea in Modem Theatre, p, 117. 

^^hhld,, p, 109, 

^-^^Tbid,, p, 120, 

l^^Tbid. 
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representing psychological states. Two other characteiistics found 

in the verse dramas of this group are not true manifestations of 

expressionism, but mere trends of the tlme-the use of a choms as 

a framework for the action of the play, and an orientation toward 

political comment. 

Occasionally, the employment of music or rhythm was combined 

with the use of the chorus. Most of the choral comment in the three 

plays by Auden and Isherwood is sung, solving the problem of unison 

speech, which is difficult to manage artistically in English. The 

problem of speaking verse at all is partially evaded in their plays by 

setting most of the verse to music. The choruses of Auden and Isher

wood function as a group entity; the members are not individualized. 

MacLeish uses a chorus of individual characters, each speaking alone, 

to emphasize man's isolation. His chorus does not sing, but does, a 

few times, speak in "a regular lagging beat"-^56 accon5)anied by the 

jerking flashes of an electric news bulletin. 

The use of rhythm, music, song, and dance in these plays may 

be regarded as the beginning of theatricalism. The devices are 

borrowed from non-verbal popular theater—minstrel shows, revues, music 

halls, and vaudeville. Panic is the only one of the group without re

semblance to these popular forms. 

The expressionist verse dramas of the '30's are politically 

oriented to the left and attenpt to appeal to an audience not usually 

receptive to poetic theater, Sweeney Agonlstes, although without 

l^^TfecLeish, Panic, p, 3. 



lÛ  

political intent, does illustrate, in its depiction of -'fumished 

flat sort of people," the strategy suggested by Eliot in 1920 and 

used by the poets of the '30's: 

The Elizabethan drama was aimed at a public which wanted 
entertainment of a crude sort, but would stand a good 
deal of poetry; our problem should be to take a form of 
entertainment, and subject it to the process which would 
leave it a fonri of art. 157 

The decline of the more ?octreme form of expressionism is illus

trated by On the Frontier (Auden and Isherwood), written in 1937. The 

play has some music and a chorus of seven, but no masks or sudden trans* 

formations, 

In 1951, A Sleep of Prisoners (Fry), described as an expression

istic play,-̂ ^̂  illustrated the core of expressionism, in its represen

tation of the dream-world of the sub-conscious mind. However, the 

dreaming state of the prisoners is pictured in the dialogue, without 

the elaborate stage machinery and excessive distortions characteristic 

of the method in the 1930's. 

Objective anti-realism 

Discontent with illusionistic styles of presentation and a de

sire to achieve a more direct contact with the audience led dramatists 

1^7Eiiot, "'The Possibility of a Poetic Drama," The Sacred Wood, 

p, 70, 

l^^stanford, p. 207, 
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to try theatricalism^^^ and formalism, 1^0 Both styles appear in 

jtoder^,^th.e Cathedral (Eliot) and in J , ^ (MacLeish), Fonnalism 

mixed with realism is the style of The Family Reunion (Eliot). 

Murder in the Cathedral illustrates pure fomalism in its frame

work of church ritual with processions and formal prayers. The Arch

bishop's Christmas sermon, although a part of regular church ritual, 

becomes a theatricalist device in being addressed directly to the 

theater audience. Of course the Knights' defense of the murder is 

pure theatricalism. Murder in the Cathedral is the extreme exatrple 

of both styles in the modem verse drama in English. 

In less radical form both styles appear in J. B.; theatricalism 

in the circus setting and the admission that the actors are acting "a 

play"; 161 formalism In the use of the God-mask and the Satan-mask^^2 

and the suggestion of ritual in the Messenger's recitation of the 

successive disasters. 

The Family Reunion has a good deal of realism in dialogue and 

setting, but the plot is so heavily, based on the actual appearance of 

the Eumenides that formalism is the dominant style. At climactic 

^ 9 ^ presentational dramatic method in which the objective is 
not imitation but creativeness; dramatic mediums are used without con
cealment, defined in Gassner, Form and Idea in Modem Theatre, pp. li|.l-
kh. 

•̂ °̂ A presentational dramatic method using formal play structure, 
characterization, action,or speech; borrows conventions and rituals from 
religious and historical sources, defined in Gassner, Form and Idea in 
Modern Theatre, pp. 165-68. 

l6lMacLeish, J. B., p, 3. 

l62MacLeish's description of the masks indicates a resemblance 
to iriasks in the Greek theater. 
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moments the action becomes a rituals two aunts and two uncles speak 

in unison as a chorus; an incantation is recited;-^°3 ^ Q characters 

march around a lighted birthday cake blowing out the candles one by 

one,l°^ Eliot himself was later dissatisfied with the mixture of 

styles in The Family Reunion^^^ and abandoned them in his next play 

(The Cocktail Party). 

Realism 

The dilution of the extreme styles of symbolism, expressionism, 

theatricalism, and formalism previously mentioned wa K perhaps due to 

the beginning of a new influence in verse drama. Since 1950 realism 

has been the most experimental style in dramatic verse. Realistic 

elements appeared in The Family Reunion, were more dominant in The 

Cocktail Party (with a few traces of formalism), and prevailed com

pletely in The Confidential Clerk and The Elder Statesman. 

The Cocktail Party exhibited a slight trace of formalism in 

the "libation " spoken by Reilly, Alex, and Julia in Act 11,-̂ ° but 

concession is made to realism in maicing the ceremony the drinking of 

a toast. The remainder of the play is realistic in every particular, 

except that the characters speak in verse instead of prose. However, 

even the verse, with few exceptions, is closely related to ordinary 

speech. 

1^3supra, p. Ul. 

l61iEliot, The Family Reunion, pp. 129-131, 

l^^Eliot, "Poetry and Drama," On Poetry and Poets, p, 90, 

^^^Supra, p. 96. 
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In The Confidential Clerk and The Elder Statesman ritual and 

ceremony are abandoned, and the verse sounds much like prose. The im

pression of fidelity to life is intensified by the deeper humanity of 

the characters in the two plays. 

Three Decades of Theater Form 

From 1930 to I960 verse playwrights explored theater form in 

dramatic types and styles. They produced types completely new in 

verse drama, such as conten^jorary tragedy and thesis drama. Religious 

drama and comedy (in all its possible variations), types which had dis

appeared from the poetic theater, were restored. Personal dramatio 

viewpoints as far apart as Jeffers' grim stoicism and Fry's exuberant 

romanticism existed side by side in the theater; no single viewpoint 

167 
achieved the status of representing an "idea of the theater" to 

which playwrights might adhere. 

Stylistic experiments ranged as widely as those of type. Suc

cessive vogues in the prose drama passed through the verse drama, each 

leaving some traces of influence. The over-all trend in style, however, 

was away from extreme freedom (represented by symbolism and expression

ism) and toward more discipline (represented at first by theatricalism 

and formalism). The trend culminated in the emergence of realism, a 

style new in verse drama. In an essay written in 1950, Eliot contended; 

If the poetic drama is to reconquer its place, it must 
enter into overt competition with prose drama. , . . 

Whit we have to do is to bring poetiy into the world in 

l67Fergusson, The Idea of a Theater, pp, 1-2, 
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which the audience lives and to which it returns when it 
leaves the theatre; not to transport the audience into 
some imaginary world totally unlike its own, an unreal 
world in which poetry Is tolerated.l^o , 

In i960 a period of wide-ranging experimentation in style ended in the 

dominance of a style of disoiplined moderation, in which verse dramas 

portrayed "the world in which the audience lives." 

l68i»Poetry and Drama," On Poetry and Poets, p. 87. 



CONCLUSION 

In the period from 1930 to i960, poetic playwrights attenpted 

to restore verse drama to a place in the English language theater. 

Perhaps they did not really hope to bring about a new golden age ri

valing the Elizabethan era. However, they did intend to win an 

audience for modem verse drama by inventing a verse form relevant 

to contemporary life and combining it with an appropriate theater 

form. They hoped to create a verse drama reflecting the spirit of 

the modem period as the Elizabethan drama had mirrored its age. 

Some of the writers of modern verse drama were spokesmen for 

the movement in essays on the principles of dramatic verse. Eliot 

led the group in the amount and quality of his critical writing, but 

Anderson, MacLeish, and Fry contributed articulate statements of their 

dramatic philosophies. 

Eliot was the leader, also, in poetic experimentation. He in

vented and discarded a diversified poetic language, imitated by Auden 

and Isherwood. Eliot later developed a dramatic verse line of great 

simplicity and clarity. Jeffers and MacLeish achieved their own indi

vidual verse forms. Anderson and Fiy were not particularly interested 

in experiments in verse and wrote in a Shakespearean pattem. 

The playwrights were students of theater. They adapted and com

bined dramatic types from past theater history, attempting to avoid 

Shakespeare's influence which, ho-7ever, remained strong, particularly 

in the work of Anderson and Fry. The various dramatic styles influenc

ing the prose drama were adopted in turn by the verse dramatists. No 

119 
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one draiTiatic type or style could be called really dominant in i960. 

Comedy and realism seemed to be current trends, but only time could 

reveal their significance. 

The present status of the playwrights discussed in this study 

is of great significance to the future of the verse drama, Anderson 

is no longer living, Auden and Isherwood have not written a play since 

1937, Robinson Jeffers (bom 1887) was last represented in the public 

theater in 1951; (The Cretan Woman). Eliot (bom in 1888) is, appar

ently, still writing; his last play to be produced was The Elder 

Statesman (1958). However, he cannot be regarded as a prolific play

wright; his plays have been separated from each other by lapses of 

time ranging from four to ten years, MacLeish (bom in 1892) was rep

resented in 1958 by J. B., his second full-length play for the stage, 

Fiy (bom in 1907) was last represented in the theater by a full-

length original play in 1951; (The Dark Is Light Enough). Since then, 

his dramatic output has been restricted to adaptations of foreign 

plays. Apparently, if the movement to restore verse drama to the 

stage is to maintain its impetus, new playwrights, not yet in evidence, 

must join the group. 

Also of crucial importance to the future of verse drama is the 

fact that no clear-cut verse form and theater form have emerged from 

the experiments of the past thirty years. Each of the playwrights, 

discussed in this study, has achieved at least one success in the pub

lic theater in terms of number of performances and critical acclaim. 

Some plays have had long theatrical runs in both England and America, 

translations into other languages and performances in other countries. 
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However, a listing of the successful plays would not furnish guide-

posts for future verse dramatists, A list of verse dramas that have 

been popular successes would include plays as different as J. B,, The 

Lady's not for Burning, Medea, Winterset, and Murder in the Cathedral, 

The central fact emerging from such a list would be that no verse 

drama embodying in itself the spirit of the age has been produced. 

Instead, the verse dramas of the period (1930-1960) reflect the "cen-

terless diversity of our theater." Each playwright who has solved 

the problem of creating modern verse drama has found the solution only 

for himself, not for other writers. 

In 19l;9 Francis Fergusson wrote; "The context in which modern 

2 
poetic drama struggles to be born is of unmanageable complexity." 

In i960, after thirty years of intense interest and creative effort 

by poets and playwrights, modem verse drama is still not in a viable 

state. 

•̂ Fergusson, The Idea of a Theater, p. 2. 

2lM^., p. 196, 
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