Theatre and literature

work is a work of art, the text has to be stylized in accordance with liter.
rules, though the stylization must not impair its theatricality (/bid.: 382-38
We can read a dramatic text, but in order to understand it we must i
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stage is merely an inferior substitute for a performance (/bid.: 19-22 and 8]
83). While it is true that certain plays were written only to be read, they ar
not dramatic texts properly so called but merely very much like them (/6id.
24). Only theatre, in the sense of performance, can be dramatic. Hence there
exist only two literary genres: the lyric and the narrative, and plays intended for
reading belong to the narrative genre (/bid.: 74).

The manifestly paradoxical character of this reasoning must not blind us to
the magnitude of the underlying intellectual effort to reintegrate the text con-
ceptually in a theatre at last recognized for what it is and has always been: an

autonomous art, distinct from all the other arts. In retrospect,

it is not easy to
imagine the obstacles —

made up of preconceptions — that stood in the way of
such an enterprise. But we can get some notion of them if we re
arguments that Allardyce Nicoll, another scholar strongly influ
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with, while acknowledging that a drama is a work of literatur
it may never be taken to exist in a merely literary,
hence it follows that drama has to be interpreted on a stage, by actors, before
an audience. Therefore, although theatre is distinct from drama, it includes
drama. Then, in order to appreciate a play as we read it, we must imagine it
being performed by actors, in a playhouse, with scenery; few readers are able
to do this. And, since many great dramatists have written for a particular ac-
tor or troupe, in reading Hamlet, for instance, we must transport ourselves
in imagination to the Globe theatre and create for ourselves the image of the
Elizabethan actor Burbage. Lastly, plays that are weak from a “poetic” point of

view may yet possess great theatrical qualities, while others, lamentably lacking
in almost every theatrical requirement,

in the world (Nicoll s.a. 31 and 60-64).
In short, the paradox that mars the arguments Zich constructed in order to
restore the text to its place in the theatrical structure is equalled only by the
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and dialogue is action expressed through language: in the theatre, the speeches

that make up the dialogue turn into a chain of actions and reactions. Support
for this thesis can be found in the abiding attraction that many non-dramatic
texts written in the form of dialogue, such as La Celestina, Le Neveu de Rameau,
or Paul Valéry’s philosophical dialogues, have for theatre. However, theatre’s
undeniable preference for dialogue remains to be explained in its turn.
The thesis also seems to me to suffer from oversimplification. After all, it
is quite easy to convert many narrative or lyric works into dialogue, without
subjecting them to the more radical recasting called dramatization, simply be-
cause of the way they use language; Mukafovsky himself (1940c) examined a
case in point. And many more texts can be converted into dialogue provided
that certain passages of descriptive or narrative monologue, not representing
the utterances of any particular character, are allowed to remain. We know that
such monologic passages fit perfectly well into the most varied forms of theatre
and that they can even be found in drama, first and foremost in the choruses of
Greek tragedy. The reason why theatre more often opts for drama is, I believe,
that drama tends to impose on acting, and on the performance as a whole, a
broad range of norms arising from its own structure (Veltrusky 1941b). When
narrative or lyric texts are staged, they do not produce such an effect, at least
not to the same extent. What is at issue here is a factor of great importance for
the art of theatre in general and acting in particular: one of the constant fea-
tures of any theatrical structure involving a dramatic text is a dialectical opposi-
tion between the requirements of this text and certain features intrinsic to act-
ing (Veltrusky 1941b, 1976b and 1991); and this opposition tends to prevent
acting from carrying the theatre beyond the domain of art. This point will be
examined later. At all events, Mukatovsky’s thesis — put forward, as it happens,
in an article surveying the contemporary state of theatrical studies — clearly
shows how determined the theoreticians of the Prague Circle were to tackle
the relations between theatre and literature within the widest possible frame of
reference, in order to avoid any preconceptions. The task of investigating these
relations in more detail fell to separate empirical analyses.




