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Theatre is a collaborative art form that uses live performers to 

present a story or idea in front of live audiences in a 

particular place. The well-known theatre director Peter Brook 

says that, to do a theatre one can need one actor, one space 

and one audience. Theatre word came from Greek word 

called ―Theatron‖ which means‖ a watching place‖ or ―a 

viewing place‖. But later, the word ‗Theatre‘ is used as a 

particular art form. In theatre art form the actors 

communicates the story through the songs, rhythmic steps, 

gestures, music, and dance. 

The ancient Greek theatre influenced modern western theatre 

in terms of technology, stock characters, structure and plot of 

the story. Modernist writers borrowed the concept of catharsis 

from Aristotle‘s ‗Poetics‘.  Aristotle used the term catharsis to 

explain the effect of tragedy on audiences. Catharsis means 

‗purgation and purification‘. The scholars have argued about 

the different use of term catharsis. But most of them agree 

with ‗purgation‘ and ‗purification‘. Some scholars argue 

catharsis as being Intellectual clarification. The scholars draw the modern period in theatre from 

the late nineteenth century to early twentieth century. Modernism is a conscious practice of art, 

rejecting the traditional ways of practice and innovating new forms. The modern theatre has its 

own roots with its literature. Emile Zola was an important contributor to the development of 

theatrical naturalism. 

The history of modern theatre is often seen as with the establishment of Andre Antoine‘s 

―Theatre Libre‖ in 1887. It was a workshop theatre, a stage for new writing and a platform for 

those works that were rejected by the mainstream practitioners in those days. Antoine opposed 

the traditional ways of teaching theatre and focused on the naturalistic way of acting and 

staging plays. Andre Antoine took the works of Emile Zola and presented it in Paris. Realism 

and naturalism were became significant forms of theatre.  The waves of realism and naturalism 

spread all over the world and it flourished in different countries. The dramatists like Ibsen from 

Norway, Chekov from Russia, and Strindberg from Sweden are considered the pioneers of 

naturalistic and realistic drama. Antoine‘s theatre served as a model for other experimental 

theatre across Europe. The core element of this theatre practice is to provide an alternative 

theatre against mainstream theatre.  

Learning Objectives: The learner is 
able to: 

 Understand the influence of 
Greek Theatre on Modern 
Western Theatre. 

 Know about the various 
personalities who helped in the 
growth of drama literature.  

 Learn about different writing 
styles of Western playwrights. 

 Understand the contributions 
of: 

 Anton Pavlov Chekov 

 Henrik Ibsen 

 August Strindberg 

 Bernard Shaw 

 Eugene Gladstone O'Neill 

 Eugene Ionesco 

 Samuel Beckett 

 Tom Stoppard 
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Modernism is closely associated with the idea of the ‗avant–garde‘. Avant-garde are people or 

works that push the boundaries of what primarily exists in the cultural realm. The concept of 

‗avant-garde‘ is to oppose the cultural values, thinking and to promote innovative ideas, 

technology, forms and experiments.  

The term ‗modernism‘ is applied to various developments in all art‘s in the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth century. These developments are happened against realism. The new 

innovations are emerged in all branches of theatre, including acting, stage design, direction and 

play writing. Stanislavsky, a Russian director, actor invented a ‗method‘ in acting. This is 

widely accepted around the world. Later, the techniques of ‗method acting‘ are become popular 

through film. In Germany Bretlot Brecht brought new dimensions to theatre. With the 

collaboration of Erwin Piscator, Brecht brought the concept of ‗alienation effect‘ to 

performances. Brecht primarily rejected the concept of the fourth wall.  In which actors were 

isolated from the audience. The fourth wall is a concept in which actors imagine an imaginary 

wall between them and audience so that the audience can get an illusion of reality. But Brecht 

rejected this idea. The ‗epic theatre‘ proposes that the play should not cause the spectator to 

identify emotionally with the characters or action with the performance, but a play should 

provoke a rational self-reflection and a critical view of the action on stage. The epic theatre 

brought many new devices like film clippings, cartoons to the stage. The first major modernist 

movement in the theatre was ‗symbolism‘. Edward Gordon Craig introduced symbolic scenery 

to stage design. Adolphe Appia, on the other hand, brought three dimensional sets on stage and 

created integrity between actors and design. 

The World War I and World War II had a greater impact on the arts. The war effects were 

represented in theatre performances. The new ideologies were emerged. In that, Existentialism 

is important. Existentialism explains the existence of human beings. The actual life of the 

human being is governed by the ―true essence‖. Human beings, through their consciousness, 

create their own values and meaning to their life. Samuel Beckett and Eugene Ionesco are the 

important writers in the ‗Theatre of Absurd‘. ‗Waiting for Godot‘ is one of the well-known plays 

in the Absurd Theatre. 

Antonine Artaud‘s works were in the 1960s. Artaud believed that the theatre should represent 

reality and its effect should reach the audience as much as possible. His work ‗The Theatre and 

Its Double‘ were largely discussed. Artaud formulated his ideas in to a manifesto and named it 

the ‗Theatre of Cruelty‘. His focus is to give a sensorial experience to the audience with a 

combination of design and performance skills. 

In the 1970s and 80s the new technology use took place in the theatre. At this time, many 

directorial works were visually high, non-realistic and director, came into main focus. During 

this period, the theatre slowly emerged as a performance art. The non-structured events took 

place, the mixed media materiel such as video and film were used as media for design, juggling, 

clown and dance movements were used for theatrical performance. The realistic drama 

remained throughout twentieth century and gave the basis for many non-realistic approaches in 

the twentieth century. 
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Anton Pavlov Chekhov 

Writer Leo Tolstoy called Chekhov, an incomparable artist…an artist 

of life. 

Anton Chekov was a Russian playwrights who is considered as 

one of the greatest playwrights in realistic plays. As a dramatist, he 

produced four classical. He is considered as the greatest short story 

writer in the world. His four classical works are Seagul, Uncle 

Vanya, Three Sisters and Cherry Orchard. These plays were 

performed all over the world in many languages and directed by 

renowned directors. 

Chekhov renounced the theatre after the disastrous reception 

of The Seagullin 1896, but the play was revived to acclaim in 1898 

by Stanislavsky's Moscow Art Theatre, which subsequently also 

produced Chekhov's Uncle Vanya and premiered his last two 

plays, Three Sisters and The Cherry Orchard. These four works 

present a challenge to the acting ensemble [6] as well as to 

audiences, because in place of conventional action Chekhov offers a ‗Theatre of Mood‘ and a 

"submerged life in the text." Chekhov was advised and praised by Dmitry Grigorovich, who was a 

well-known writer in those days with words such as ‖A real talent—a talent which places you 

in the front rank among writers in the new generation." 

To understand Chekov, it is important to understand the philosophy of his knowledge. The 

characters in Chekov‘s plays do not have the ultimate truth. The relative, conditional nature of 

ideas and opinions, and of stereotypical ways of thinking and behaving; the refusal to regard an 

individual solution as absolute; and the baselessness of various claims to possession of the ‘real 

truth‘: these are constants in Chekhov‘s world. In Chekhov‘s characters are often, experiences 

with melancholy and nostalgia. 

Chekhov wrote about ordinary events and the relationships in small towns and villages. He 

used a variety of techniques, including choices of words, pacing and construction of a sentence 

which all lead to creating his characters and revealing their changing moods. In the letters that 

Chekhov sent to his writing contemporaries, as well as his family, he often discussed his work 

and ideas about story craft. His principle of writing is still relevant to this time. In May 10, 1886, 

his letter to his brother, Alexander, also a writer, Chekhov noted six principles of good writing. 

 Absence of lengthy verbiage of a political-social-economic nature 

 Total objectivity 

 Truthful descriptions of persons and objects 

 Extreme brevity 

 Audacity and originality: flee the stereotype 

 Compassion 

Anton Pavlov Chekhov 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Seagull
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moscow_Art_Theatre
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Uncle_Vanya
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Three_Sisters_(play)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Cherry_Orchard
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anton_Chekhov#cite_note-6
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dmitry_Grigorovich
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Cherry Orchard: Ranevskaya returns after five years to her estate to find that it has been heavily 

mortgaged to pay for her extravagances and that it is to be auctioned. Generous and 

scatterbrained, she seems incapable of recognizing her desperate situation. Gaev, 

Ranyevskaya‘s brother, makes some impractical suggestions, but his chief hope lies in an 

uncertain legacy or a rich marriage for Anya, Mme. Ranevskaya‘s young daughter. She, in turn, 

is attracted by the feckless student, Trofimov, and his dreams of social progress. The only 

apparently feasible proposal comes from Lopakhin, a merchant whose father was once a serf of 

the Gaev family. He suggests cutting down the famous cherry orchard and dividing the land 

into plots for summer cottages. The idea of destroying such beauty is rejected as a sacrilege, and 

with no specific plan in mind for saving the estate, the family drifts aimlessly, but hopefully, 

towards the day set for the auction. On that very evening, Mme. Ranyevskaya gives a party that 

she can ill afford. In the midst of the festivities, Lopakhin arrives and happily announces that he 

has acquired the estate and intends to carry out his suggested plan for cutting down the 

orchard. The estate and the orchard now gone, the family prepares to leave. Lopakshin fails to 

propose to Varya, Mme. Ranyevskaya‘s adopted daughter, who becomes a housekeeper for 

others. Forgotten in the confusion is the very old and ailing Firs, the devoted former family serf, 

and as the sound of an axe rings from the cherry orchard, he lies down, a symbol of the past.  

Three Sisters: Three Sisters is a play by the Russian author and playwright Anton Chekhov, 

perhaps partially inspired by the situation of the three Brontë sisters. It was written in 1900 and 

first performed in 1901 at the Moscow Art Theatre. Three Sisters is a naturalistic play about the 

decay of the privileged class in Russia and the search for meaning in the modern world. It 

describes the lives and aspirations of the Prozorov family, the three sisters (Olga, Masha, and 

Irina) and their brother Andrei. They are a family dissatisfied and frustrated with their present 

existence. The sisters are refined and cultured young women who grew up in urban Moscow; 

however, for the past eleven years, they have been living in a provincial town. 

Moscow is a major symbolic element: the sisters are always dreaming of it and constantly 

express their desire to return. They identify Moscow with their happiness, and thus to them it 

represents the perfect life. However, as the play develops, Moscow never materializes and they 

all see their dreams recede further and further, meaning, it never presents itself and they are 

forced to seek it out for themselves. 

Realism necessitated changes in theatrical architecture. Earlier playhouses were designed to 

house the elaborate scenery required for melodrama. These enormous spaces forced actors to 

enlarge gestures to portray characters in larger-than-life dimensions. New theatre spaces 

provided intimacy so that actors could sit and talk in natural tones necessitated by the scripts. 

Actors who could speak naturally and no longer needed grand gestures and grimaces. 

Henrik Ibsen 

Henrik Ibsen is universally known as the Father of Modern Drama as well as the Father of 

Realism, was born on 20th March, 1828 was a major 19th century Norwegian playwright, poet, 

theatre director. He is one of the important playwrights in modern theatre. His major works 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anton_Chekhov
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bront%C3%AB
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1900_in_literature
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moscow_Art_Theatre
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include Brand, Peer Gynt, An Enemy of the people, Emperor and 

Galilean, A Doll‟s House, Hedda Gabler, Ghosts, The Wild Duck, 

Rosmersholm, and The Master Builder. Among all of his plays A Doll's 

House became the world's most performed play by the early 20th 

century. 

Ibsen is often ranked as one of the truly great playwrights in the 

European tradition. Richard Horn by describes him as ‗a profound 

poetic dramatist—the best since Shakespeare‘. He influenced other 

playwrights and novelists such as George Bernard Shaw, Oscar 

Wilde, Arthur Miller, James Joyce and Eugene O'Neill.  

The characters in his plays represent his own parents, and his 

themes often deal with issues of financial difficulty. He always 

portrayed the darkness of society with conflicts of moral values. A 

central theme in Ibsen's plays is the "unremitting portrayals of 

suffering women". Ibsen's sympathy with women came from his 

understanding of their powerlessness. 

Ibsen‘s provocative dramas stuck a chord as he outraged the old establishment, who considered 

him dangerous. He left Norway and wrote the majority of his plays in German and Italian. The 

new generation saw in Ibsen‘s work a defiant voice that spoke for them. Women also emerged 

as important voices as characters in the play.  He was most influential in portraying social 

dilemmas. Ibsen claimed that he wished to produce the illusion of reality.  

Ibsen largely founded the modern stage by introducing a critical eye and free inquiry into the 

conditions of life and issues of morality. Some of his major works include playwrights in 

modern theatre. His major works include Brand, Peer Gynt, An Enemy of the people, A Doll‟s 

House, The Wild Duck and The Master Builder.He is considered to be the most frequently 

performed dramatist in the world after Shakespeare and his famous play, ‗A Doll‟s House‟ 

became the world‘s most performed play by the early 20th century. His plays were considered 

scandalous to many of his era, where Victorian values of family life and propriety largely held 

sway in Europe, and any challenge to them was considered outrageous. Ibsen‘s work examined 

the realities that lay behind many facades, possessing a revelatory nature that was disquieting 

to many contemporaries.   

A Doll’s House (Et dukkehjem, 1879): A three-act psychological and social drama. Nora  

Helmer is pampered by her complacent husband Torvald, who treats her as an adorable but 

scatterbrained child. She is actually leading a life bordering on desperation. Seven years 

previously, she had forged her father‘s name in order to obtain a secret loan to finance a trip 

necessary for Torvald‘s health, since his pride precluded borrowing money. Nora is now 

pressured by her unscrupulous creditor, Krogstad, an employee in the bank where her husband 

has become the manager. Krogstad is about to be dismissed by the unsuspecting Torvald, and 

Nora is in imminent danger of being exposed. When her desperate efforts to forestall the crisis 

Henrik Ibsen 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Shakespeare
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_Bernard_Shaw
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fails, Krogstad sends Torvald a letter revealing 

Nora‘s forgery. Torvald turns on her viciously, 

calling her immoral, hypocritical, and unfit to be the 

mother of his children. His blind, convention-bound 

reaction to her selfless gesture opens Nora‘s eyes to 

her own intolerable position as his wife. Although he 

later forgives her, to his astonishment, their children, 

and the artificial dollhouse in which she has been 

living, determined to seek a life in which her value as 

a human being, can be realized.  

The Wild Duck (1884) is considered Ibsen's finest 

work, and it is certainly the most complex. Late in his 

career, Ibsen started to examine his own thoughts 

and ideas in play writing. In Hedda Gabler (1890) and The Master Builder (1892), Ibsen explored 

psychological conflicts which goes beyond the current conventions. Hedda Gabler is probably 

Ibsen's most performed play, with the title role regarded, as one of the most, challenging for any 

actress. Hedda Gabler and A Doll‟s House are both women centric plays. Hedda has similarities 

like Nora in A Doll‟s House but Hedda is portrayed with much more complexity. 

Ibsen had completely redefined the structure of the play with a sense of reality. The issues 

drawn in his plays with a greater sensibility, has made him the greatest play wright of the 19th 

century. 

August Strindberg 

August Strindberg, in full Johan August Strindberg (born Jan. 22, 1849, Stockholm, died May 14, 

1912, Stockholm), Swedish playwright, novelist, and short-story writer, who combined 

psychology and Naturalism in a new kind of European drama that evolved into Expressionist 

Drama. His chief works include The Father (1887), Miss Julie (1888), Creditors (1888), A Dream 

Play (1902), and The Ghost Sonata (1907). 

Strindberg‘s father, Carl Oskar Strindberg, was a bankrupt aristocrat who worked as a 

steamship agent, and his mother was a former waitress. His childhood was marred by 

emotional insecurity, poverty, his grandmother‘s religious fanaticism, and neglect, as he relates 

in his remarkable autobiography Tjänstekvinnans son (1886–87); ‗The Son of a Servant‟, (1913). He 

studied intermittently at the University of Uppsala, preparing in turn for the ministry and a 

career in medicine but never taking a degree. To earn his living, he worked as a free-lance 

journalist in Stockholm, as well as at other jobs that he almost invariably lost. Meanwhile, he 

struggled to complete his first important work, the historical drama 'Master Olof' (1872), on the 

theme of the Swedish Reformation, influenced by Shakespeare and by Henrik Ibsen‘s 'Brand'.  

Strindberg‘s career spanned four decades, during which time he wrote over 60 plays and more 

that 30 works of fiction, autobiography, history, cultural analysis and politics. From his earliest 

work, Strindberg developed forms of dramatic, action, language, and visual composition so 

A scene from A Doll's House 
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innovative that many were to become technically possible to stage only with the advent of film. 

He is considered the ‗father‘ of modern Swedish Literature and his The Red Room (1879) has 

frequently been described as the first Swedish novel.   

He also wrote more plays, of which 'Lucky Peter‟s Travels' (1881) contains the most biting social 

criticism. In 1883, the year after he published ‗Detnyariket‘ (The New Kingdom), a withering 

satire on contemporary Sweden, Strindberg left Stockholm with his family, and for six years, 

moved restlessly about the Continent.  

His new faith, coloured by mysticism, re-created him as a writer. The immediate result was a 

drama in three parts, 'To Damascus', in which he depicts himself as The Stranger, a wanderer 

seeking spiritual peace and finding it with another character, The Lady, who resembles both Siri 

and Frida. 

By this time, Strindberg had again returned to Sweden, settling first in Lund and then, in 1899, 

in Stockholm, where he lived until his death. The summers he often spent among his beloved 

skerries. His view that life is ruled by the ‗Powers‘, punitive but righteous, was reflected in a 

series of historical plays that he began in 1889. Of these, Gustav Vasa is the best, masterly in its 

firmness of construction, characterization, and its vigorous dialogue. (In 1901, he married the 

young Norwegian actress, Harriet Bosse; in 1904, they parted). 

Yet his last marriage, this ‗spring in winter,‘ as he called it, inspired, among other works, the 

plays 'The Dance of Death' and 'A Dream Play', as well as the charming autobiography Ensam 

(Alone) and some lyrical poems. Renewed bitterness after his parting from his last wife 

provoked the grotesquely satirical novel SvartaFanor (Black Banners), which attacked the vices 

and follies of Stockholm‘s literary coteries, as Strindberg saw them. Kammarspel (Chamber 

Plays), written for the little Intima Theatre, which Strindberg ran for a time with a young 

producer, August Falck, embody further developments of his dramatic technique: of these, 'The 

Ghost Sonata' is the most fantastic, anticipating much in later European drama. His last play, 

'The Great Highway', a symbolic presentation of his own life, appeared in 1909. 

The Father (Fadern, 1887): The Captain, a cavalry officer, scientist, and freethinker, lives 

surrounded by women: his wife Laura, their daughter Bertha, his old nurse Margaret, his 

mother-in-law, and a governess. The Captain wants to send his daughter away for her 

education, but Laura is determined to keep her at home. To get her way, she insinuates that 

Bertha may not be the Captain‘s child and therefore not legally under his control. By creating an 

atmosphere of suspicion, in which she is unwittingly abetted by the family doctor, Laura 

succeeds in forcing her husband to question his own sanity. Driven to distraction by uncertainty 

and by Laura‘s machination, he loses his temper, is put into a straitjacket by his nurse, then 

suffers a stroke and dies. 

Miss Julie (1888): The major theme of the play is Darwinism, a theory that was a significant 

influence on the author during his naturalistic period. It isn't explicitly stated in the script, but it 

is in the preface, where Strindberg describes his two lead characters, Miss Julie and Jean, as 

vying against each other in an evolutionary ―life and death‖ battle for a survival of the fittest. 
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The character, Miss Julie, represents the last of an old aristocratic breed about to die out. 

Whereas Jean represents one who is clambering upwards, and who is more fit to thrive because 

he is better able to adapt in terms of the ―life roles‖ he can take on. The play contains a variety 

of themes, partly because Miss Julie‘s actions are motivated by a range of factors and influences: 

Her class, her desires and impulsive nature, her father, and the dynamic traumas of her family 

histories. She is given a number of motivations because the author, in wanting to be naturalistic, 

realizes that in life people can be motivated in a number of ways, and also because the author is 

taking a stand against the dominant theatrical idea that says that characters should be written 

with only one primary motivation. 

Bernard Shaw 

Bernard Shaw was an Irish playwright born on July 26th 1856, 

Dublin. Shaw was the only son among three. His father was an 

unsuccessful merchant; his mother was a singer who taught 

singing in London. Shaw left school at 14 to work in an estate 

agent's office. He wrote five novels, several of them published in 

small socialist magazines. Work as a journalist led to his 

becoming a music critic for the Star in 1888 and for the World in 

1890. In 1898, Shaw married Charlotte Payne-Townshend, a 

wealthy, well born Irishwoman. By this time, his plays were 

beginning to be produced. 

Shaw's plays focus on ideas and issues, which represent the society as a mirror. The 

characterizations in his plays are remarkable with a brilliant command of language. His early 

plays were published as ‗Plays Pleasant, and Unpleasant‟ (2 vol., 1898). The "unpleasant" plays 

were ‗Widower's Houses‘ (1892), on slum landlordism; ‗The Philanderer‘ (written 1893, 

produced 1905); The "pleasant" plays were ‗Arms and the Man‟ (1894), satirizing, romantic 

attitudes toward love and war; ‗Candida‟ (1893); and ‗You Never Can Tell‟ (in 1895). 

In 1897, ‗The Devil's Disciple‘, a play on the American Revolution, was produced with great 

success in New York city and published in the volume ‗Three Plays for Puritans‟ (1901) along 

with ‗Caesar and Cleopatra‘ (1899), notable for its realistic, humorous portraits of historical 

figures, and ‗Captain Brass bound's Conversion‘ (1900). 

In early 20th century, Shaw wrote his well known and most popular plays, ‗Man and 

Superman‘ (1903), ‗Major Barbara‘ (1905), which postulate that poverty is the cause of all evil; 

and Pygmalion (1913), which satirizes the English class system through the story of a cockney 

girl's transformation into a lady at the hands of a speech professor. The latter has proved to be 

Shaw's most successful work—as a play, as a motion picture, and as the basis for the musical 

and film „My Fair Lady‟ (1956; 1964). 

Saint Joan (1923): The most regarded play of Shaw; it argues that Joan of Arc, a harbinger of 

Protestantism and nationalism, had to be killed because the world was not yet ready for her. In 

Bernard Shaw 
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1920, Shaw, much criticized for his anti-war stance, wrote ‗Heartbreak House‟, a play that 

exposed the spiritual bankruptcy of the generation responsible for World War I. 

Bernard Shaw's other plays are ‗John Bull's Other Island‘ (1904), „The Doctor's 

Dilemma‘ (1906), „Fanny's First Play‘ (1911), „Back to Methuselah‘ (1922), „The Apple 

Cart‘ (1928), „Too True to Be Good‘ (1932), „The Millionairess‘ (1936), „In Good King Charles's 

Golden Days „(1939), and „Buoyant Billions‘(1949). 

Shaw collaborated his first work with William Archer, „Widowers Houses‘ in 1885, who 

supplied the structure. Archer decided that Shaw could not write a play, so the project was 

abandoned. Years later, Shaw tried again and, in 1892, completed the play without 

collaboration. Widowers' Houses, a scathing attack on slumlords, was first performed at 

London's Royalty Theatre on 9 December 1892. Shaw would later call it one of his worst works, 

but he had found his medium. His first significant financial success as a playwright came from 

Richard Mansfield‘s American production of ‗The Devil‘s Disciple‘(1897). He went on to write 

63 plays, most of them full-length. 

Arms and the Man (1894): A romantic comedy, set in Bulgaria. After a disastrous battle, 

Blunstschli, a retreating Swiss mercenary serving in the Serbian Army, takes refuge in the 

bedroom of Raina, the daughter of pretentious Bulgarian family. A practical and experienced 

Buntschli carries chocolates into battle instead of bullets; Bluntschli manages to undermine 

Raina‘s romantic notions of war and heroism. These ideas are personified in her fiancé, Sergius, 

the Byronic Bulgarian officer who won the battle as a result of his heroic folly and a quirk of fate. 

Returning to Raina‘s home after peace has been signed; Bluntschli helps the incompetent 

Sergius and Raina‘s father, Major Petkoff, to demobilize their regiments. Sergius declares that 

he is going to marry Louka, the servant girl, whereupon Bluntschli declares himself a suitor for 

Raina‘s hand. Her parents are hesitant, as he is a poor soldier and she is accustomed to a lavish 

(by Bulgarian standards) style of living. Bluntschli, however, reveals himself as heir to a fortune, 

and all ends happily.  

Widowers’ House (1892): The play comprises three acts. In Act I a poor, but aristocratic young 

doctor named Harry Trench and his friend William Cokane are vacationing at Remagenon the 

Rhine. There, they encounter fellow travelers: Mr Sartorious, a self-made businessman, and his 

daughter Blanche. Harry and Blanche fall in love and become engaged. 

Act II opens with everyone back at home in London: Sartorius, is talking to Mr Lickcheese, 

whom he employs as a rent-collector, reveals himself to be a slumlord. He discharges 

Lickcheese for dealing too leniently with tenants. Trench and Cokane arrive to visit, but when 

Trench discovers that Sartorius makes his money by renting slum housing to the poor, he is 

disgusted and refuses to allow Blanche to accept money from her father after they are married 

and insists they must live on Harry's small income. They break up over this, after a bitter 

argument. Sartorius reveals that Trench's income depends on interest from mortgaged 

tenements and, therefore, is as dirty as the money made by Sartorious, but the lovers do not 

reconcile: Blanche utterly rejects Harry because of her wounded feelings. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Remagen
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In Act III, Trench, Cokane and Lickcheese return to Sartorius' house to plan a shady business 

venture (Trench, disillusioned and coarsened by knowing that his income is tainted by its 

source, no longer takes the moral high-ground). In the final scene, notable for its tension, Harry 

and Blanche reunite. 

The Second Phase of Realism is from 1930 to the 1950, considered the golden age of realist 

drama, such as those by O‘Neill, Lillian Helman, Clifford Odets, Tennessee Williams and 

Arthur Miller. 

Eugene Gladstone O'Neill 

Eugene Gladstone O'Neill was an Irish American playwright and Nobel 

laureate in Literature born on October 16, 1888. He was the son of Irish 

immigrant actor James O'Neill and Mary Ellen Quinlan. In his plays, the 

characters struggle to maintain their hopes and aspirations, but 

ultimately slide into disillusionment and despair.  

O'Neill wrote only one well-known comedy ‗Ah, Wilderness‘ nearly all 

of his other plays involve some degree of tragedy and personal 

pessimism. O‘Neill‘s plays were written from an intensely personal 

point of view, deriving directly from the scarring effects of his family‘s 

tragic relationships—his mother and father, who loved and tormented 

each other; his older brother, who loved and corrupted him and died of 

alcoholism in middle age; and O‘Neill himself, caught and torn between 

love for and rage at all three. 

The first full-length play in which O‘Neill successfully evoked the starkness and inevitability of 

Greek tragedy that he felt in his own life was Desire under the Elms (1924). Drawing on Greek 

themes of infanticide, and fateful retribution, he framed his story in the context of his own 

family‘s conflicts. This story of a lustful father, a weak son, and an adulterous wife who 

murders her infant son was told with a fine 

disregard for the conventions of the 

contemporary Broadway theatre. Because of 

the sparseness of its style, its avoidance of 

melodrama, and its total honesty of emotion, 

the play was acclaimed immediately as a 

powerful tragedy and has continued to rank 

among the great American plays of the 20th 

century. 

‘The Great God Brown (1926): The play dealt 

with a major theme that he expressed more 

effectively in later plays—the conflict 

between idealism and materialism. Although 

the play was too metaphysically intricate to 

The Great God Brown featured actor  
William Harrigan in 1926 

 

Eugene Gladstone 
O'Neill 
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be staged successfully when it was first produced, in 1926, it was significant for its symbolic use 

of masks and for the experimentation with expressionistic dialogue and action—devices that 

since have become commonly accepted both on the stage and in motion pictures. In spite of its 

confusing structure, the play is rich in symbolism and poetry, as well as in daring technique, 

and it became a forerunner of avant-garde movements in American theatre. 

O‘Neill‘s innovative writing continued with „Strange Interlude‟. This play was revolutionary in 

style and length: when first produced, it opened in late afternoon, broke for a dinner 

intermission, and ended at the conventional hour. Techniques new to the modern theatre 

included spoken asides or soliloquies to express the characters‘ hidden thoughts. The play is the 

saga of Everywoman, who ritualistically acts out her roles as daughter, wife, mistress, mother, 

and platonic friend.  

The Iceman Cometh (1939): The most complex and perhaps the finest of the O‘Neill tragedies, 

although it did not appear on Broadway until 1946. Laced with subtle religious symbolism, the 

play is a study of individual‘s need to cling to his/her hope for a better life, even if he/she must 

delude himself/herself. 

Even in his last writings, O‘Neill‘s youth continued to absorb his attention. The posthumous 

production of „Long Day‘s Journey into Night‘ (1941-42) brought to light an agonizingly 

autobiographical play, one of O‘Neill‘s greatest. It is straightforward in style but shattering in 

its depiction of the agonized relations between father, mother, and two sons. Spanning one day 

in the life of a family, the play strips away layer after layer from each of the four central figures, 

revealing the mother as a defeated drug addict, the father as a man frustrated in his career and 

failed as a husband and father, the older son as a bitter alcoholic, and the younger son as a 

tubercular, disillusioned youth with only the slenderest chance for physical and spiritual 

survival. 

Until some years after his death in 1953, O‘Neill, although respected in the United States, was 

more highly regarded abroad. Sweden, in particular, always held him in high esteem, partly 

because of his publicly acknowledged debt to the influence of the Swedish playwright, August 

Strindberg, whose tragic themes often echo in O‘Neill‘s plays. In 1936, the Swedish Academy 

gave O‘Neill the Nobel Prize for Literature, the first time the award had been conferred on an 

American playwright. 

Beyond the Horizon (1920): It was O'Neill's first full-length work, and the winner of the 

1920 Pulitzer Prize for Drama. The play focuses on the portrait of a family, and particularly two 

brothers, Andrew and Robert. In the first act of the play, Robert is about to go off to sea with 

their uncle Dick, a sea captain while Andrew looks forward to marrying his sweetheart Ruth 

and working on the family farm as he starts a family. 

O'Neill saw the theatre as a valid forum for the presentation of serious ideas. Imbued with the 

tragic sense of life, he aimed for a contemporary drama that had its roots in the most powerful 

of ancient Greek tragedies--a drama that could rise to the emotional heights of Shakespeare. For 

more than 20 years, both with such masterpieces as Desire Under the Elms, Mourning Becomes 
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Electra, and The Iceman Cometh and by his inspiration to other serious dramatists, O'Neill set 

the pace for the blossoming of the Broadway theatre. 

Eugene Ionescu: (Born on November 26th 1909 in Slatina, Romania). 

Many sources indicate that he was born in 1912. The error is due to 

vanity on the part of the author. In the early fifties, he had "lied" 

himself three years younger after having read a statement by the critic, 

Jacques Lemarchand, who greeted the advent of a new generation of 

young authors, among them Ionescu and Beckett! 

Eugene, returned to Romania in May 1922, together with his sister. He 

learnt Romanian and attended the college Sfântul Sava (Saint Sava) in 

Bucharest. 1934 ‗Nu‘ (No!) is a collection of critical, protest essays 

provoked an enormous scandal in the Romanian literary world, by its 

devastating, subversive attack, perpetrated in a lively and sarcastic 

style the established values of Romanian literature: Tudor Arghezi, 

Ion Barbu, Camil Petrescu and Mircea Eliade. This volume received a 

prize from the Royal Foundations Publishing House, granted by a jury chaired by the literary 

critic and theorist, Tudor Vianu. 

His article ‗Vocabulary of Criticism‘, was published in ‗Vremea‘ in 1938. The same year, he 

obtained a Romanian state grant to go to Paris to write a thesis (which he never finished) on: 

"The topic of sin and the topic of death in French poetry since Baudelaire". From 1945 to 1949, 

he translated the works of Urmoz (1883-1923), a Romanian poet, who was a forerunner of 

surrealism, the literature of the absurd and the anti-prose. During this period the Ionesco family 

received financial help from a relative. 

In 1948 Ionescu started writing the play that was later to be entitled the ‗Bald Prima Donna‘, 

and which was performed for the first time on May 11, 1950 at the Théâtre des Noctambules, 

under the direction of Nicolas Bataille.  

1958 was the year of the ‗London Controversy‘ where Ionescu defended his theatre and his 

vision of the theatre in a virulent polemic with the English critic, Kenneth Tynan from ‗The 

Observer‘. On May 8, 1969, he received the Medal of Monaco and in December the Great 

National Theatre Prize. On the 22th of January 1970, Eugène Ionescu was elected a member of 

the French Academy, to take over the seat of Jean Paulhan.  

December 15, 1982: ‗Freshwater‟ was performed in the George-Pompidou Centre in celebration 

of the 100th anniversary of Virginia Woolf's birth. Adaptation and direction by Simone 

Benmussa, with the following actors: Jean-Paul Aron, Florence Delay, Guy Dumur, Viviane 

Forrester, Eugène and Rodica Ionesco, Alain Jouffroy. On April 21-23, 1983, at the seventh 

meeting of the American-Romanian Academy of Arts and Sciences, in Davis, California, chaired 

by Richard Coe, Ionesco was the guest of honor. Other prominent participants were Martin 

Esslin and Emmanuel Jacquart. 

Eugene Ionescu 
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Eugène Ionesco's health was fragile. In February 1984 he was hospitalized and lay in a diabetic 

coma for two days. In spite of this crisis, later the same year, he travelled to and gave 

conferences in several European countries and the United States. 

On April 16, 1985 Ionesco received two medals: that of Mayenne and that of la Flèche. In May, 

he received the Monte-Carlo International Prize of Contemporary Art. He was a member of the 

jury of the Venice Film Biennial. On 22 November he received the T S. Eliot-Ingersoll-prize in 

Chicago, in presence of Saul Bellow and Mircea Eliade. He then went to Bern where he took an 

active part in a meeting in support of human rights.  

On February 23, 1987, Théâtre de la Huchette celebrated the thirtieth anniversary of its Ionesco 

Performance, in the presence of Eugène and Rodica Ionesco and of the actors who, all along the 

years, had taken turns in playing ‗The Bald Prima Donna‘ and ‗The Lesson.‘ 

On November 27, 1992 the UniwersytetŚląski, Katowice, Poland, gave Eugène Ionesco the title 

of honorary doctor. The ceremony took place in Paris. Ionesco was a member of the C.I.E.L. 

(Comité international des écrivains pour la liberté) which militates for the observance of human 

rights in all countries and for freedom of scientists, writers and artists.  Eugène Ionesco died on 

March 28, 1994 in his residence in Paris. He was buried in the Cemetery of Montparnasse. 

The Lesson (La lecon, 1951): A student appears at the Professor‘s house to be coached for her 

―total doctorate‖ examination. As they settle down to work, the meek Professor becomes more 

and more intense and authoritarian; the Maid warns him to keep calm. After the arithmetic 

lesson, a strange combination of simple, practical examples and abstract mathematical 

conceptions, the professor angrily decides that the Student can only hope to pass the ―partial 

doctorate‖, and against the Maid‘s warning, proceeds to a philology lesson. Disdaining 

interruption by the Student, he launches into a pseudo-scholarly compilation of nonsense about 

the ―new-Spanish‖ languages, growing increasingly excited. When the student punctuates his 

comments with complaints about a toothache, the Professor loses all patience. Arithmetic leads 

to philology, and philology leads to crime, she scolds, as, putting on swastikalike armbands, 

they prepare to dispose of the bodies. As the curtain falls, the Maid is ushering in a new student. 

The Bald Soprano or the Bald Prima Donna: Nicolas Bataille directed the premiere on 11 May 

1950 at the Théâtre des Noctambules, Paris. Since 1957 it has been in permanent showing at the 

Théâtre de la Huchette, which received a Molière d' honneur for its performances. With a record 

number of interpretations, it has become one of the most performed plays in France. 

The Smiths are a traditional couple from London who have invited another couple, the Martins, 

over for a visit. They are joined later by the Smiths' maid, Mary, and the local fire chief, who is 

also Mary's lover. The two families engage in meaningless banter, telling stories and relating 

nonsensical poems. At one point, Mrs. Martin converses with her husband as if he were a 

stranger she just met. As the fire chief turns to leave, he mentions "the bald soprano" in passing, 

which has a very unsettling effect on the others. Mrs. Smith replies that "she always styles her 

hair the same way." After the Fire Chief's exit, the play devolves into a series of complete non-

sequiturs with no resemblance to normal conversation. It ends with the two couples shouting in 
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unison "It's not that way. It's over here!", right before a blackout occurs. When the lights come 

back on, the scene starts from the beginning with the Martins reciting the Smiths' lines from the 

beginning of the play for a while before the curtain closes. 

Samuel Beckett 

Samuel Beckett is widely regarded as among the most influential 

writers of the 20th century. He is considered one of the last 

modernists. As an inspiration to many later writers, he is also 

sometimes considered one of the first post-modernists. Samuel Beckett 

was born on Good Friday, 13 April 1906 to William Frank Beckett, a 

quantity surveyor, and Maria Jones Roe a nurse. Beckett had one older 

brother, Frank Edward Beckett (born 1902). Beckett attended a local 

playschool, where he started to learn music, and then moved to Earls 

fort House School in the city centre near Harcourt Street. In 1919, 

Beckett went to Portora Royal School in Enniskillen, County 

Fermanagh, where Oscar Wilde also studied.  

Samuel Beckett moved to Paris in 1926 and met James Joyce. He soon 

respected the older writer so much that at the age of 23 he wrote an essay defending Joyce's 

magnum opus 'Ulysses to' the public. In 1927, one year later, he won his first literary prize for his 

poem entitled 'Whoroscope'. The essay was about the philosopher, Descartes, meditating on the 

subject of time and about the transiency of life.  

Beckett journeyed through Ireland, France, England, and Germany and continued to write 

poems and stories. It is likely that he met with many of the tramps and vagabonds who later 

emerged in his writing, such as the two tramps, Estragon and Vladimir in 'Waiting for Godot'.   

Beckett's great success came on January 5, 1953, when ‗Waiting for Godot‘ premiered at the 

Theatre de Babylone. Although critics labeled the play "the strange little play in which 'nothing 

happens,'" it gradually became a success as reports of it spread through word of mouth. It 

eventually ran for four hundred performances at the Theatre de Babylone and was heralded 

with critical praise from dramatists such as Tennessee Williams, Jean Anouilh, Thornton 

Wilder, and William Saroyan. Saroyan even remarked that, "It will make it easier for me and 

everyone else to write freely in the theatre." An interesting production of ‗Waiting for Godot‘ 

took place when some actors from the San Francisco Actor's Workshop performed the play at 

the San Quentin penitentiary for over fourteen hundred convicts in 1957. The prisoners 

immediately identified with both Vladimir and Estragon about the pains of waiting for life to 

end, and the struggle of the daily existence. The production was perhaps the most successful 

ever, Beckett's second masterpiece, ‗Endgame‘, premiered on April 3, 1957 at the Royal Court 

Theatre in London.  

All of Beckett's major works were written in French. He believed that French forced him to be 

more disciplined and to use the language more wisely. However, ‗Waiting for Godot‘ was 

eventually translated into the English by Beckett himself.  

Samuel Beckett 
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Samuel Beckett also became one of the first absurdist playwrights to win international fame. His 

works have been translated into over twenty languages. In 1969, he received the Nobel Prize for 

Literature, one of the few times this century that almost everyone agreed the recipient deserved 

it. He continued to write until his death in 1989, but towards the end, he remarked that each 

word seemed to him "an unnecessary stain on silence and nothingness." 

Samuel Beckett's first play was 'Eleutheria' and involved a young man's efforts to cut himself 

loose from his family and social obligations. This has often been compared to Beckett's own 

search for freedom. 'Eleutheria' is a play by Samuel Beckett, written in French in 1947. It was his 

first completed dramatic endeavour (after an aborted effort about Samuel Johnson). Roger 

Blin considered staging it in the early 1950s, but opted for ‗Waiting for Godot‘, because it was 

easier to stage. At this point, Beckett suppressed the manuscript. Beckett later recycled the name 

"Krap" (with two Ps) for his play ‗Krapp's Last Tape‘. 

The plot concerns the efforts of a young member of the bourgeoisie, Victor Krap, to cut himself 

off from society and his family—while at the same time accepting hand-outs from his mother. 

The title, 'Eleutheria' is Greek for "liberty". Each act takes place on successive Winter days in 

Paris. 

Waiting for Godot (En attendant Godot, 1953): A tragic-comedy, in two acts, which was the 

first theatrical success of the theatre of the absurd. At dusk, two tramps, Vladimir and Estragon, 

who call each other Gogo and Didi, meet near a bare tree on a country road to wait for 

promised arrival of the elusive Godot. They pass the time in a variety of ways: trying to recall 

their past, quoting from the Bible, discussing the nearby tree, speculating about Godot, telling 

jokes, recounting dreams, eating, and urinating. Before nightfall, Pozzzo, a capricious master, 

and Lucky, his brutalized servant, appear briefly. Their relationship as master and slave 

provides a sharp contrast to the friendly equality of the two come that day, but will surely come 

the next. In Act II, the tree has grown four or five leaves more, but the state of Gogo and Did has 

deteriorated. Their memories 

are even less dependable, and 

they find less and less to say. 

They are more conscious of 

their activities as pastime, or 

plays. Pozzo and Lucky 

reappear briefly, the former 

now blind, the latter dumb. 

Once more Godot sends word 

that he cannot come that day. In 

despair, the tramps make an 

unsuccessful attempt to hang 

themselves. Then, as at the end 

of Act I, they declare their 

intention of leaving, but they do not move.  

Jeffery Kissoon and Patrick Robinson as Vladimir and Estragon in Waiting for 
Godot at West Yorkshire Playhouse. Photograph: Richard Hubert Smith 
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Harold Pinter 

Harold Pinter was a Nobel Prize-winning English playwright. One of 

the most influential modern British dramatists, his writing career 

spanned more than 50 years. His best-known plays include ‗The 

Birthday Party‘ (1957), ‗The Homecoming‘(1964), and ‗Betrayal‘(1978), 

each of which he adapted for the screen. His screenplay adaptations of 

others' works include ‗The Servant‘(1963), ‗The Go-Between‘ (1970), 

‗The French Lieutenant's Woman‘(1981), ‗The Trial‘(1993), and 

‗Sleuth‘(2007). He also directed or acted in radio, stage, television, and 

film productions of his own and others' works. 

Pinter was born and raised in Hackney, east London, and educated at 

Hackney Downs School. He was a sprinter and a keen cricket player, 

acting in school plays and writing poetry. He attended the Royal 

Academy of Dramatic Art, but did not complete the course. Subsequently, he continued 

training at the Central School of Speech and Drama and worked in repertory theatre in Ireland 

and England. In 1956, he married actress Merchant and had a son, Daniel, born in 1958. He left 

Merchant in 1975, and married author, Lady Antonia Fraser, in 1980. 

Pinter's career as a playwright began with a 

production of ‗The Room‘ in 1957. His second play, 

‗The Birthday Party‘, closed after eight 

performances, but was enthusiastically reviewed 

by critic Harold Hobson. His early works were 

described by critics as "comedy of menace". Later 

plays such as No Man's Land (1975) and 

Betrayal(1978) became known as "memory plays". 

He appeared as an actor in productions of his own 

works on radio and film. He also undertook a 

number of roles in works by other writers. He 

directed nearly 50 productions for stage, theatre 

and screen. Pinter received the Nobel Prize in Literature in 2005 and the French Légiond' 

honneur in 2007. 

Harold Pinter occupies a position as a modern classic as illustrated by his name entering the 

language as an adjective used to describe a particular atmosphere and environment in drama: 

'Pinteresque'. The Swedish Academy defines characteristics of the Pinterestquein greater detail. 

Pinter restored theatre to its basic elements: an enclosed space and unpredictable dialogue, 

where people are at the mercy of each other and pretence crumbles. With a minimum of plot, 

drama emerges from the power struggle and hide-and-seek of interlocution. Pinter's drama was 

first perceived as a variation of the absurd theatre, but has later more aptly been characterised 

as 'comedy of menace', a genre where the writer allows us to eavesdrop on the play of 

domination and submission hidden in the most mundane of conversations. In a typical Pinter 

The Room 

Harold Pinter 
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play, we meet people defending themselves against intrusion or their own impulses by 

entrenching themselves in a reduced and controlled existence. Another principal theme is the 

volatility and elusiveness of the past. 

There are two silences in Herald Pinter plays. One when no word is spoken. The other when 

perhaps a torrent of language is being employed. This speech is speaking of a language locked 

beneath it. That is its continual reference. The speech we hear is an indication of that which we 

don't hear. It is a necessary avoidance, a violent, sly, anguished or mocking smoke screen which 

keeps the other in its place. When true silence falls we are still left with echo but are nearer 

nakedness. One way of looking at speech is to say that it is a constant stratagem to cover 

nakedness. 

One of the "two silences"–when Pinter's stage directions indicate ‗pause‟ and ‗silence‘ when his 

characters are not speaking at all–has become a trademark of Pinter's dialogue called the "Pinter 

pause": "During the 1960s, Pinter became famous–nay, notorious–for his trademark Pinter 

pause. Actors and directors often find Pinter's "pauses and silences" to be daunting elements of 

performing his plays. 

The Dumb Waiter (1959): In the basement of an old lodging house, two men chat aimlessly 

about news and sports, and as they nag each other, it becomes evident that they are gunmen 

waiting for their victim, though still ignorant of his identity. A sense of fear and menace, 

suggested in the nervous irritability of their chance remarks, is increased when an envelope 

with a box of matches is slid under the door and when a dumbwaiter goes up and down 

bearing demands for the sending up of food, demands which the two men frantically, and even 

farcically, endeavor to fulfill. The tension increases until, at the end, Gus steps out of the room 

and Ben receives a final order to shoot the first person to come in, Gus re-enters, and Ben levels 

his revolver at him. All the actions, mingling laughter with a growing terror, are in themselves 

less important than the general atmosphere of fear enveloping the entire play.  

‗Betrayal‘ is a play written by Harold Pinter in 1978. Critically regarded as one of the English 

playwright's major dramatic works, it features his characteristically economical dialogue, 

characters' hidden emotions and veiled motivations, and their self-absorbed competitive one-

upmanship, face-saving, dishonesty, and (self-) deceptions. 

Tom Stoppard 

Sir Tom Stoppard, original name, Tomas Straussler, (born July 3, 1937, 

Zlín, Czechoslovakia, now in Czech Republic), whose work is marked 

by verbal brilliance, ingenious action, and structural dexterity. 

He began to write plays in 1960, after moving to London. His first 

play, ‗A Walk on the Water‘ (1960), was televised in 1963; the stage 

version, with some additions and the new title ‗Enter a Free Man‘, 

reached London in 1968. 

His play, ‗Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead‘ (1964–65) was 
Tom Stoppard 
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performed at the Edinburgh Festival in 1966. That same year his only novel, ‗Lord Malquist and 

Mr. Moon‘, was published. His play was the greater success: it entered the repertory of Britain‘s 

National Theatre in 1967 and rapidly became internationally renowned. The irony and brilliance 

of this work derive from Stoppard‘s placing two minor characters of Shakespeare‘s „Hamlet‟ into 

the centre of the dramatic action. 

A number of successes followed. Among the most-notable stage plays were ‗The Real Inspector 

Hound‘ (1968), ‗Jumpers‘ (1972), ‗Travesties‘ (1974), ‗Every Good Boy Deserves Favour‘ (1978), 

‗Night and Day‘ (1978), ‗Undiscovered Country‘ (1980, adapted from a play by Arthur 

Schnitzler), and ‗On the Razzle‘ (1981, adapted from a play by Johann Nestroy). ‗The Real 

Thing‘ (1982), Stoppard‘s first romantic comedy, deals with art and reality and features a 

playwright as a protagonist. ‗Arcadia‘, which juxtaposes 19th-century romanticism and 20th-

century ―chaos theory‖ and is set in a Derbyshire country house, premiered in 1993, and ‗The 

Invention of Love‘, about A.E. Housman, was first staged in 1997. The trilogy ‗The Coast of 

Utopia‘ (Voyage, Shipwreck, and Salvage), first performed in 2002, explores the lives and 

debates of a circle of 19th-century Russian émigré intellectuals. ‗Rock ‘n‘ Roll‘ (2006) jumps 

between England and Czechoslovakia during the period 1968–90. 

Stoppard wrote a number of radio plays, including In the ‗Native State‘ (1991), which was 

reworked as the stage play ‗Indian Ink‘ (1995). He also wrote a number of notable television 

plays, such as ‗Professional Foul‘ (1977). Among his early screenplays are those for ‗The 

Romantic Englishwoman‘ (1975), ‗Despair‘ (1978), and ‗Brazil‘ (1985), as well as for a film 

version (1990) of ‗Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead‘ that he also directed. In 1999 the 

screenplay for ‗Shakespeare in Love‘ (1998), co-written by Stoppard and Marc Norman, won an 

Academy Award. Stoppard also adapted the French screenplay for the English-language film 

‗Vatel‘ (2000), about a 17th-century chef, and wrote the screenplay for ‗Enigma‘ (2001), which 

chronicles the English effort to break the German Enigma code. He later penned scripts for a 

lavish miniseries (2012) based on novelist Ford Madox Ford‘s tetralogy ‗Parade‘s End‘ and for a 

film adaptation (2012) of Leo Tolstoy‘s ‗Anna Karenina‘. 

Arcadia (1993): Concerns the relationship between past and present, order and disorder, 

certainty and uncertainty. It has been praised by many critics as the finest play from one of the 

most significant contemporary playwrights in the English language. 

Arcadia is set in Sidley Park, an English country house in Derbyshire, and takes place in both 

1809/1812 and the present day (1993 in the original production). The activities of two modern 

scholars and the house's current residents are juxtaposed with those of the people who lived 

there in the earlier period. 

In 1809, Thomasina Coverly, the daughter of the house, is a precocious teenager with ideas 

about mathematics, nature and physics well ahead of her time. She studies with her tutor 

Septimus Hodge, a friend of Lord Byron (an unseen guest in the house). In the present, writer 

Hannah Jarvis and literature professor, Bernard Nightingale converge on the house: she is 

investigating a hermit who once lived on the grounds, he is researching a mysterious chapter in 
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the life of Byron. As their studies unfold - with the help of Valentine Coverly, a post-graduate 

student in mathematical biology - the truth about what happened in Thomasina's time is 

gradually revealed. 

Every Good Boy Deserves Favour: A stage play with music by André Previn. It was first 

performed in 1977. The play criticises the alleged Soviet practice of treating political dissidence 

as a form of mental illness. The play concerns a dissident, Alexander Ivanov, who is imprisoned 

in a Soviet mental hospital, from which he will not be released until he admits that his 

statements against the government were caused by a (non-existent) mental disorder. 

In the hospital, he shares a cell with a genuinely disturbed schizophrenic, also called Ivanov, 

who believes himself to have a symphony under his command. Alexander receives visits from 

the doctor and from a Colonel in the KGB. 

Meanwhile, his son, Sacha, is seen in a school classroom with a teacher who attempts to 

convince him of the genuineness of his father's illness. 

Summary 

 Theatre is a collaborative art form that uses live performers to present a story or idea in front of live 
audiences in a particular place. 

 The word „Theatre‟ came from the Greek word “Theatron” which means” a watching place” or “a 
viewing place”. But later, the word „Theatre‟ is used as a particular art form. 

 The ancient Greek theatre influenced modern western theatre in terms of technology, stock 
characters, structure and plot of the story. 

 Catharsis means purgation and purification.  

 Modernism is closely associated with the idea of the avant–garde. Avant-garde are people or works 
that pushes the boundaries of what primarily exists in the cultural realm. The concept of „Avant-
garde‟ is to oppose the cultural values, thinking and to promote innovative ideas, technology, forms 
and experiments.  

 The term „modernism‟ is applied for various developments in all of other art‟s in the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth century. 

 Stanislavsky, a Russian director, actor invented a method in acting. This is widely accepted around 
the world. Later the techniques of „method acting‟ became popular through film. 

 In Germany, Bertolt Brecht brought new dimensions to theatre. With the collaboration of Erwin 
Piscator, Bertolt Brecht brought the concept of „alienation effect‟ in performances. 

 The „epic theatre‟ proposes that the play should not cause the spectator to identify emotionally with 
the characters or action with the performance, but a play should provoke a rational self-reflection 
and a critical view of the action on the stage.  

 The epic theatre brought many new devices like film clippings, cartoons to the stage.  

 Edward Gordon Craig introduced „symbolic scenery‟ in stage design.  

 Adolphe Appia brought three dimensional sets on stage and created integrity between actors and 
design. 

 Anton Chekov was a Russian playwright who is considered to be one of the greatest playwrights of 
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realistic plays. His four classical works are „Seagul‟, „Uncle Vanya‟, „Three Sisters‟, and „Cherry 
Orchard‟. These plays were performed all over the world in many languages and directed by the 
renowned directors. 

 Chekhov proposed six principles of good writing. 

 Absence of lengthy verbiage of a political-social-economic nature 

 Total objectivity 

 Truthful description of persons and objects 

 Extreme brevity 

 Audacity and originality: flee the stereotype 

 Compassion 

 Henrik Ibsen is universally known as “The Father of Modern Drama” as well as “The Father of 
Realistic Drama”. 

 August Strindberg, was a Swedish playwright, novelist, and short-story writer, who combined 
psychology and Naturalism in a new kind of European drama that evolved into Expressionist 
drama. 

 Bernard Shaw was an Irish playwright. He wrote five novels, several of them published in small 
socialist magazines. Worked as a journalist led to his becoming a music critic for the Star in 1888 
and for the World in 1890. 

 Eugene Gladstone O'Neill was an Irish American playwright and Nobel laureate in Literature. His 
poetically titled plays were among the first to introduce into American realism. 

 The first full-length play in which O‟Neill successfully evoked the starkness and inevitability of 
Greek tragedy that he felt in his own life was Desire Under the Elms (1924). 

 Samuel Beckett is widely regarded as among the most influential writers of the 20th century. He is 
considered one of the last modernists. As an inspiration to many later writers, he is also sometimes 
considered one of the first post-modernists. 

 Harold Pinter was a Nobel Prize-winning English playwright. One of the most influential modern 
British dramatists, his writing career spanned more than 50 years. His best-known plays include 
„The Birthday Party‟ (1957), „The Homecoming‟(1964), and „Betrayal‟ (1978), each of which he 
adapted for the screen. 

 Tom Stoppard, Czech-born British playwright, whose work is marked by verbal brilliance, 
ingenious action, and structural dexterity. 

Comprehension Questions: 

Q.1.  Answer the following in about 15 words: 

(i) Theatre means _______________. (Greek word) 

(ii) Aristotle used the term ____________ to explain the effect of tragedy. 

(iii) _____________was an important contributor to the development of theatrical 

naturalism. 

(iv) _____________ introduced symbolic scenery in stage design. 
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(v) Name the world‘s most performed play by Henrick Ibsen. 

(vi) Richard Hornby describes_________________ as ‗a profound poetic dramatist-the 

best since Shakespearre‘ 

(vii) Bernard Shaw‘s plays focus on _____________ and ________ which represent the 

society as a mirror. 

(viii) Name the only person who won both an Oscar nomination and Noble Prize for 

Literature._______________________________ 

(ix) O‘ Neill received the Noble Prize for Literature in ______________. 

(x) a)  ‗The Bald Prima Donna‘ was written by________________________ 

1) Eugene Ionesco 

2) Eugene O‘ Neill 

3) Samuel Beckett 

4) Bernard Shaw 

 b)  This famous playwright was born on a Good Friday____________________ 

1) Bernard Shaw 

2) Tom Stoppard 

3) Samuel Beckett 

4) Harold Pinter 

c)  Which of the following is not a work of the playwright Samuel Beckett? 

1) ‗Eleutheria‘ 

2) ‗Waiting for Godot‘ 

3) ‗Endgame‘ 

4) ‗The Homecoming‘ 

 d)  Sir Tom Stoppard was a playwright from 

1) Czechosloveakia 

2) Scotland 

3) Romania 

4) Ireland 

 e)  Eugene Ionescu had his debut as a poet in Parrot-notes.  True / False 

(xi) The strange little play in which ‗nothing happens‘ is________________. 

(xii) ‗Every Good Boy Deserves Favour‘ was written by __________________________. 

(xiii) Who translated ‗Waiting for Godot‘ from French to English?____________ 
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Q.2.  Answer the following in about 50 words: 

(i) How does ancient greek theatre influence modern western theatre? 

(ii) Explain the concept of ‗epic theatre‘? 

(iii) What is ‗Existentialism‘? 

(iv) What changes were brought about by Shaw through his plays? 

(v) How did ‗Rosencrantz and Guildstern are Dead‘ bring Tom Stoppard international 

recognition? 

(vi) Describe the two ‗silences‘ in Harold Pinter‘s plays. 

(vii) Discuss ‗Waiting for Godot‘ as an absurdist play. 

(viii) What do you understand by the term ‗Painteresque‘? 

(ix) Discuss Eugene Ionesco‘s contribution to modern western theatre. 

Q.3.  Answer the following in about 75 words: 

(i) Explain ‗Catharsis‘. 

(ii) What is the ‗Fourth Wall‘ in theatre? 

(iii) Write a short note on ‗Widower‘s  House‘ written by Bernard Shaw? 

(iv) Discuss Tom Stoppard‘s contribution to radio and television plays. 

(v) How did Eugene Ionesco‘s works provoke an enormous scandal in the Romanian 

Literary World? 

(vi) Write a short note on anyone of Eugene Gladstone O‘Neill‘s plays. 

(vii) ‗Pauses and silences‘ are daunting elements of Pinter‘s plays. Substantiate. 

Q.4.  Answer the following in about 150 words: 

(i) What are the six principles of good writing, according to Chekhov? 

(ii) Write a short note on August Strindbeg. 

(iii) Discuss Pinter‘s versatility as successful playwright, an actor and a director. 

(iv) ‗Samuel Beckett was an Irish novelist and a playwright well-known for his avante-

garde works, peppered with black comedy.‘ Discuss. 

Activities 

Prepare a chart of Ibsen‘s plays characters. 
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Crossword Puzzle – 2 

Solve the crossword with the given clues: 

 
                            

                          2.A   

        1.L       6.R             

                          C   

    3.M               B         

                              

                              

  4.M                           

                M             

                              

                              

  5.J           S               

  U                           

                              

                              

                              

                              

Across 

1.  The title, Eleutheria is Greek for  __________ 

3.  A play by Bernard Shaw which postulate that poverty is the cause of all evil 

4.  A conscious practice of art, rejecting the traditional ways of practice and innovating new 

forms. 

5.  Play written by Tom Stoppard in 1972 

Down 

2.  Play by Tom Stoppard set in Sidley Park, an English country house in Derbyshire 

4.  Written by August Strindberg, the major theme of the play is Darwinism 

6. The Second Phase of _________ is from 1930 to the 1950, considered the golden age of 

realist drama, such as those by O‘Neill, Lillian Helman 




