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There has lo n g  b e en  c o n tro v e rsy  as to  the  n ecess i ty  a n d  valid i ty  o f  
generic  d is t in c t io n s  in l i t e ra tu re ,  especially  d ra m a t ic  l i te ra tu re .  S o m e  o f  the  
earliest  crit ica l c o m m e n t  o n  l i te ra tu re  was c o n c e rn e d  yiiilh generic  d is t in c ­

t io n  a n d  as A r i s to t le ’s ideas ( the  earliest  e x ta n t  crit ica l c o m m e n t  on  l i te rary  
genre) w ere  f irm ly  based  o n  a s tu d y  o f  p lay s  p e r fo r m e d  a t  th e  t im e  it w o u ld  
seem  t h a t  he  reco g n ize d  th a t  a generic  ty p e  r e p re se n te d  a p a r t icu la r  a t t i tu d e  
a n d  vision o f  life o n  th e  p a r t  o f  the  au th o r .

M art in  Ksslin (1 9 7 8 ,  p. 76) has suggested  t h a t  “ th e  th e o ry  o f  genres deals 
w ith  a b s t r a c t  c o n c e p ts  o f  g reat  i m p o r t a n c e  a n d  purit>  . Its s tu d y  is essentia l  
fo r  a n y o n e  w h o  w a n ts  to  u n d e r s t a n d  d ra m a  an d  th ro u g h  it  h u m a n  n a tu r e  i t ­
se lf” . While this is still a very  a b s t rac t  view, He i lm an  (1 9 7 8 ,  p. 7) has m ad e  a 
m o re  usefu l  suggest ion .  A cco rd in g  to  h im  the  s tu d y  o f  genre  is a w ay  in to  

t h e  p lay ,  a n d  if o n e  a ccep ts  t h a t  c o m e d y  is th e  e x p ress io n  o f  a p a r t icu la r  vi­
s ion o f  life a n d  o f  soc ie ty ,  th e n  an  u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f  w h a t  a p a r t icu la r  genre  
implies  (b o th  as to  fo rm  a n d  c o n te n t )  will be  a va luab le  w ay  in to  th e  p lay ,  
an  u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f  th e  w ay  in w h ich  p a r t icu la r  c o n c re t io n  o f  rea l i ty  fu n c ­
tions.

A c a u t io n a ry  n o te  sh o u ld  be  so u n d e d .  In  the  first p lace  it w o u ld  be  t o ­
tally  w ro n g  to  insist  p e d an t ica l ly  on  a “ p u r e ”  d e f in i t io n  o f  c o m e d y .  This  is 
ju s t  n o t  poss ib le  in deal ing  w ith  s o m e th in g  as varied a n d  d iverse as l i te ra ­
ture .  T h u s  any  th eo re t ic ia n  will t r ea d  c au t io u s ly  a n d  suggest a n d  describe  
r a th e r  th an  to  prescribe .

C o m e d y  p re sen ts  th e  d e f in e r  w ith  seemingly  in su p e rab le  d iff icu l ties .  V a ­
r ious  crit ics  f rom  Sam uel J o h n s o n  o n w a rd s  have c o m m e n te d  o n  this fact.  
T h e  c o m ic  vision is an a ll -encom pass ing  one ,  dea l ing  w ith  m a n  in the  
e n t i r e ty  o f  his ex is tence .  It lo o k s  a t  all his w eaknesses  a n d  fo ib les a n d  i ro n i ­
cally e x p o ses  th e m .  It deals also w ith  m an  in his social in te r re la te d n es s  
r a th e r  t h a n  in his p r iva te  ag o n y  (w hich  is the  d o m a in  o f  t rag ed y ) .  Because 
this vision is so en co m p ass in g ,  an d  becau se  the  field is so i l l im itab ly  wide
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a n d  varied,  visions o n  it can  sc tn i  to  be  im possib ly  d iverse a n d  f rag m en ted .  
I lie th eo r is t  dealing  w ith  c o m e d y  is th e re fo re  faced  w ith  a d o u b le  task.  In 
t h e  first  p lace  he  has to  iso late  a n d  id e n t i fy  th e  c o m p o n e n t s  o f  w h a t  
H e i lm an  (1 9 7 8 )  has cal led  the  “ p e r m a n e n t  w a y s”  o f  c o m e d y  (which  will be 
i n d ic a te d  la te r  as c o n s t i t u t in g  th e  t r a d i t io n a l  view  o f  c o m e d y ) .  In th e  
se c o n d  p lace  he  has to  be  a le r t  t o  th e  a p p e a ra n c e  o f  e le m en ts  t h a t  c an  be 
c h a ra c te r i z e d  as c o n s t i t u t in g  th e  “ variable  s u p e r s t r u c t u r e ”  o f  c o m e d y  
c r e a te d  by  ch an g in g  fash ions  a n d  ideas a m o n g  th e  m e m b e rs  o f  th e  soc ie ty  
f rom  w h ich  it  n a tu ra l ly  arises.

P o t t s  (1 9 4 9 )  has s t a te d  t h a t  the  c h ie f  d i f f ic u l ty  in a n y  a t t e m p t  to  d is ­
c o v e r  the  c h a r a c t e r  o f  c o m e d y  by  in d u c t iv e  m e th o d s  is th e  se lec t io n  o f  sp e ­
c im en s  f ro m  w h ich  to  genera l ize ;  fo r  wc c a n n o t  m ak e  th e  se lec t io n  w i th ­
o u t  first  fo rm in g  a n o t io n  o f  c o m e d y  to  gu ide  us in m a k in g  it.

Thus, o n  th e  basis o f  a survey  o f  l i t e ra tu re  so m e  n o t io n  o f  c o m e d y  has 
b e e n  e s tab l ished .  T h e  ideas m o s t  c o m m o n l y  h e ld  b y  th e o r i s t s  f ro m  A r is to t le  
to  H e i lm an  (1 9 7 8 )  a n d  Davis (1 9 7 9 )  have b e en  e x a m in e d .  T h e  s t u d y  has 
y ie ld e d  the  im p ress io n  th a t  th e re  are c e r ta in  m a in  areas o f  in te re s t  w h ich  
sh o u ld  be  lo o k e d  a t  in the  p ro cess  o f  a rriv ing  a t  a valid  idea  o f  w h a t  c o n s t i ­
tu te s  c o m e d y .  T h e  va r ious  areas o f  c o n c e r n  to g e th e r  w i th  an  in d ic a t io n  o f  
w h a t  is genera lly  th o u g h t  in each  in s tan c e  will be  b r ie f ly  ind ica ted .

Before  p ro c e e d in g  to  this c o n s id e ra t io n ,  h o w e v e r ,  an  i m p o r t a n t  d is t in c ­
t io n  sh o u ld  be  m ade .  C o n t r a r y  to  p o p u l a r  belief,  c o m e d y  is n o t  a s y n o n y m  
fo r  laugh te r .  L au g h te r  th e o r y  a n d  co m ic  th e o r y  have b e c o m e  a lm o s t  in ­
e x t r i c a b ly  e n ta n g led ,  a n d  while  it  w o u ld  be  u n n ecessa r i ly  p e d a n t ic  to  e x ­

c lu d e  an y  c o n s id e ra t io n  o f  lau g h te r  f ro m  a c o n s id e r a t io n  o f  th e  co m ic ,  
o n e  has to  t r e a d  very  warily .  H e i lm an  has c au t io u s ly  advised  t h a t  lau g h te r  
sh o u ld  be  re g ard e d  as a h e q u e n t  s y m p t o m  o f  th e  co m ic .  G enera l ly  speak ing ,  
h o w ev er ,  l a u g h te r  th e o ry  has n o  p lace  w i th in  c o m ic  th e o r y  -  if  it sh o u ld  be  
given to o  m u c h  p r o m in e n c e  it w o u ld  c o n s t i t u t e  an  invas ion  in to  th e  field
o l  l i te ra ry  th e o r y  b y  a c o n c e rn  w h ich  w o u ld  m o re  p r o p e r ly  be  a t  h o m e  in 
p sy c h o lo g y  a n d  p h y s io lo g y .  T h u s ,  th e  m o s t  t h a t  sh o u ld  be  said w o u ld  be  
t h a t  l a u g h te r  is an  inessen tia l  a d ju n c t  o f  c o m e d y .

T o  deal th e n  w ith  th e  p e r m a n e n t  w a ys  o f  c o m e d y .  I t  has b e en  e s ta ­
b l ished  th a t  th e  co m ic  f lourishes  o n ly  in so c ie ty ,  t h a t  th e  w o r ld  c o n s t i ­
tu te s  th e  c o m ic  rea lm  a n d  t h a t  c o m e d y  consis ts  in th e  im p l ic i t  o r  exp lic i t  
e x a m in a t io n  a n d  r e v e la t io n  o f  re la t io n sh ip s  b e tw e e n  m e n  a n d  b e tw e e n  m en  
an d  soc ie ty .  C o m e d y  is in tr in s ica l ly  a social fo rm  as o p p o s e d  to  th e  lo n e  i n ­
div idua l i ty  o f  m o s t  tragic heroes.

W ith in  th is  c o m ic  rea lm ,  the  w o r ld ,  th e re  is a lw ays  a keen  aw aren ess  o f  
the  d ispara teness  o f  rea l i ty ,  l .ssential  in co n g ru i t ie s  a b o u n d  a n d  c rea te  the  
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i ronic  u n d e rp in n in g  th a t  d e te rm in e s  the  charac te r  o f  m an y  great com edies .  
The iron ic  p r inc ip le  is im p l ic i t  in m a n ’s p e rcep tiv e  re sp o n se  to  th e  w o r ld  he 
inhab i ts .  T h e  d isp a ra te  is t o  be  f o u n d  b o t h  in m a n  a n d  in t h e  w o r ld  th a t  
c o n s t i tu te s  th e  rea lm  o f  c o m e d y .

M any  crit ics  h o ld  t h a t  e m o t io n  is a foe  to  c o m e d y ,  t h a t  p u r e  reason  bes t  
a p p re h e n d s  w h a t  is seen  as a d ispass iona te  a p p ro a c h  to  life a n d  to  m an .  I t  is 
t ru e  t h a t  th is  in te l le c tu a l iz ed  vision h o lds  t ru e  o f  m a n y  co m e d ie s  o f  m a n ­
ners b u t  t h a t  i t  is n o t  a p re re q u is i te  fo r  the  c o m ic .  I t  is t ru e ,  h o w e v e r ,  t h a t  
an  a t t i t u d e  o f  i ron ic  d e ta c h m e n t  is an  a id  t o  g re a te r  pe rcep tiv en ess  in all r e ­
la t io n sh ip s ,  b u t  th is  d e ta c h m e n t  n e e d  n o t  be  to ta l  o r  m isa n th ro p ic .

A c o n s t a n t  in ear l ie r  c r it ic ism  o f  c o m e d y  has b e en  the  idea  o f  r e d u c t io n ,  
m o ra l i ty  a n d  c o r re c t io n .  More r e c e n t  c r it ic ism  has m e l lo w e d  th is  view to  
th e  e x t e n t  t h a t  i t  has  p rac t ica l ly  d isa p p ea red  f ro m  ser ious c o m ic  th eo ry .  
W hat  has r e m a in e d  is t h e  fa in t ly  u t i l i ta r ian  view t h a t  c o m e d y ,  in revealing 
m a n ’s fo ib les  a n d  w eaknesses ,  is an  a id to  u n d e r s ta n d in g  a n d  ins igh t  i n to  
m a n ’s essentia l  c o n d i t io n .  This  in te n t io n  is n o w  seen, h o w e v e r ,  as heu r is t ic  
r a th e r  t h a n  m ora l is t ic  as i t  n e e d  n o t  lead  to  im p r o v e m e n t  o r  r e fo rm a t io n .  
By the  sam e  to k e n ,  th en ,  sa t ire  is seen  to  be  a very n a r ro w  se g m en t  o f  the  
t ru ly  co m ic ,  see ing t h a t  th e  satiric  vision is b a le fu l  r a th e r  t h a n  c o m p a s ­
siona te .

T h e  idea  o f  c o m p a ss io n  is an  i m p o r t a n t  o n e  in t ru e  c o m e d y ,  even  t o  th e  
m o d e m ,  b lea k  va r ie ty .  I t  im plies  t h e  a c k n o w le d g e m e n t  a n d  th e  sha r ing  o f  
p a in ,  o f  t h e  ag o n y  o f  b e in g  alive a n d  b e in g  in c o n s t a n t ,  even  abrasive  c o n ­
t a c t  wdth o n e ’s fe l lo w m en .

C o m e d y ’s searingly  a cc u ra te  vision o f  th e  l im ited  an d  im p e r fe c t  aspects  
o f  rea l i ty  is a n o th e r  im p o r t a n t  co n s id e ra t io n .  The vision o f  g rea t  c o m e d y  is 
c lea r  a n d  u n b l in k e re d ,  a m erciless  rev e la t io n  o f  every  c h e r i sh e d  fo ib le  an d  
w eak n ess  t h a t  m a n  is h e ir  to .  I t  is essentia l  to  n o t e  t h a t  even th o u g h  th is  r e ­
ve la t ion  m ay  in d u c e  lau g h te r  in the  au d ie n ce ,  th e  l a u g h te r  is n o t  in any  way  
to  be  re g a rd e d  as a real o r  p o te n t i a l  scourge  — it  is s im p ly  a p r o b a b le  e f fec t  
o f  m a n ’s ( sh o ck ed )  re a l iza t io n  o f  his k insh ip  w ith  im p e r fec t io n .

W h at  is s ign if ican t  is t h a t  th e  aw areness  o f  l im i ta t io n  w i th in  th e  co n f in es  
o f  th e  p lay  sh o u ld  be  im pl ic i t ly  a c c o m p a n ie d  by  a c c e p ta n c e  a n d  insight. 
In th is  c o n te x t ,  H e i lm an  (1 9 7 8 )  has sp o k e n  o f  b o t h  a c c e p ta n c e  a n d  over­
a cc ep ta n c e :  th e  ove r-accep ting  a t t i tu d e  be in g  a c o n c o m i t a n t  o f  th e  c o n ­
t e m p o r a r y  co m ic  vision. T h e  over-accep ting  a t t i tu d e  will also be  seen l a te r  
to  be  in tr in s ica l ly  l in k e d  to  th e  n o n - red e m p tiv e  m o d e  o f  c o n te m p o ra r y  c o ­
m ed y .

It  has b e en  a rgued  t h a t  c o m e d y  has a r i tua l  o r  m y th ic  s u b s t ru c tu re .  While 
th is  a p p ro a c h  m ay  be use fu l  t o  e stablish  in te rp re t iv e  paral le ls ,  it d oes  n o t



a d d  e ssen tia l ly  t o  o u r  u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f  th e  n a tu r e  o f  c o m e d y .

Tradit iona l  c o m e d y ,  c r e a te d  w i th in  th e  sp ir i tua l  f r a m e w o r k  o f  the  C hris­
t ian  w o r ld  view, reveals a p a t t e r n  o f  sy m b o l ic  r e d e m p t i o n  w i th in t  the  to ta l  
s t r u c tu r e  o f  th e  p lay  t h a t  has lo n g  ex is te d  as an  essentia l  f ea tu re  o f  c o m e d y .  
Inc reas ing ly ,  h o w e v e r ,  in c o m e d ie s  w r i t te n  in the  co u rse  o f  the  p re se n t  
c e n t u r y  in Bri ta in  th e  a sp e c t  o f  r e d e m p t i o n  has b e e n  e r o d e d  to  t h e  e x te n t  
t h a t  it  has n o w  v ir tu a l ly  d i sap p ea red .  T h e  p revailing  w o r ld  view in W estern  
K urope  has to  be  seen  as th e  p r im e  re a so n  fo r  th is  b leakness  t h a t  is n o w  a 
pervasive  q u a l i ty .  T h e re fo re ,  c o m e d y  is increas ing ly  be in g  used  as a m eans  
to  t ran s la te  the  d e sp a ir  a f f l ic t in g  s ign if ican t  n u m b e r s  o f  p e o p le  in th e  m o ­
d e rn  w orld .

T h e  im age  o f  th e  abyss,  th e  void ,  has su d d e n ly  b e c o m e  an a p t  o n e  to  
ev o k e  th e  s i tu a t io n  in w h ich  m o d e m  m a n  has b e c o m e  e n t r a p p e d .

1' arce  as a d r a m a t ic  device  to  t ran s la te  i r ra t io n a l i ty  has b e c o m e  p e cu l ia r ­
ly su i tab le  t o  m o d e m  d ra m a tis ts .  I ' ro m  its  m u c h  m al ig n ed  p o s i t io n  as a d is­
re p u ta b le  low-class co u s in  o f  c o m e d y  farce  has g a in ed  n e w  a r tis t ic  va lid i ty ,  
p a r t icu la r ly  b e cau se  th e  v io lence  a n d  aggression o f  t h e  farcical m o d e  is a 
very  a p t  id io m  in the  t w e n t i e th  c e n tu ry .

Hy th e  sam e  to k e n ,  t rag ed y  has d e c l in ed  — in d i rec t  p r o p o r t i o n  to  the  
loss o f  gods  m an  has b e c o m e  in ca p ab le  o f  a t t a in in g  p a ss io n a te  g ra n d e u r  a n d  
has s e t t l e d  in s tea d  fo r  a t a t t e r e d  d ig n ity ,  agonis ing ly  e v o k ed  in th e  language  
an d  images o f  d is in teg ra t io n .

W hen the  fo reg o in g  a b s t r a c t io n s  are t ran s la ted  in to  fo rm al  te rm s ,  o n e  
f inds  t h a t  t r ad i t io n a l ly
(a) c o m ic  c h a ra c te rs  are e v e ry m en ,  r e p re se n t in g  im p e r fe c t  a n d  fall ible  
h u m a n i ty ;
(b) c o m ic  p lo ts  are o f t e n  im p ro b a b le .  In c o m e d y  th e  s tress is n o t  on  c o h e ­
r e n t  p lo t  s t r u c tu r e  b u t  on  th e  e f fec t ive  c re a t io n  o f  a n u m b e r  o f  s i tu a t io n s  
in w h ich  c h a ra c te r s  a rc  sh o w n  to  r e s p o n d  to  o t h e r  p e o p le  in a social  c o n ­
t e x t .  In t r a d i t io n a l  c o m e d y  th e  c h a ra c te r s  a re  usua lly  e x p o se d  to  a g reat  
m a n y  d if f icu l t ie s  a n d  o n ly  c o m e  to  te rm s  w ith  th e  social s i tu a t io n  a f te r  
m a n y  trials a n d  t r ib u la t io n s .  D u r in g  this p e r io d  in s igh t  is g a ined  a n d  a c c e p ­
tan c e  d ev e lo p ed .  The t r a d i t io n a l  h a p p y  end ing ,  sy m b o l iz e d  by  a w ed d in g ,  is 
o f t e n  arti f ic ia l  b u t  is c o n v e n t io n a l ly  r e q u ire d ;
(c) language  is o n e  o f  the  s t ro n g  p o in t s  o f  c o m e d y  — b u t  the  language  o f  so ­
cial i n te ra c t io n ,  n o t  th e  language  o f  soul  search ing ,  is u sed ;  a n d
(d) c o m ic  th e m e s  usua lly  have so m e  social  s ign if icance  a n d  are usually  
e v e ry d a y  c o n c e rn s ,  n o t  lo f ty  m ora l  p ro b lem s .  In b r ief ,  c o m ic  th e m e s  u su a l ­
ly c e n t r e  on  sex,  m o n e y  a n d  po lit ics .
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A n o t io n  o f  c o n ic d y  has th u s  b e en  es tab l ished  an d  se r \es  as an aid to  th e  
selec t io n  o f  sp ec im ens u p o n  w hich  to base  a descrip t ive  a n d  in d u c t ive  t h e o ­
ry o f  c o m e d y  valid fo r  th e  p re sen t  age.

I'he c o n te m p o ra r y  British p lay w rig h t ,  Tom S to p p a rd ,  will be discussed 
as a r e p re sen ta t iv e  o f  th e  n ew  c o m ic  vision in British d ra m a ,  a n d  so m e  d e ­
d u c t io n s  m ad e  f ro m  his w o rk  w h ich  m ig h t  be  re g ard e d  as valid in the  f ram e ­
w o rk  o f  c o n te m p o r a r y  British d ram a .

T o m  S to p p a r d

S to p p a r d  has b e en  called  a serious j o k e r  — his w o rk  can  be re g a rd e d  as an 
i ro n ic  jo k e  des igned  to  p e n e t r a t e  to  th e  m ar ro w ,  a farce  in w h ich  discussions 
a b o u t  a r t  a n d  life are s u b o r d in a te d  to  q u e s t io n s  a b o u t  th e  n a tu re  o f  real i ty  
itself.  S to p p a r d  h im se l f  has said  o n  o n e  o ccas ion  t h a t  he  w an ts  t o  d e m o n ­
s t ra te  th a t  he  c an  m a k e  ser ious p o in ts  b y  f linging a c u s ta rd  pie a r o u n d  the  
s tage fo r  a c o u p le  o f  ho u rs .  In the  course  o f  a n o th e r  in te rv iew  he asse r ted  
th a t  he  cons iders  his d ra m a t ic  w o rk  a m ean s  o f  w i th d raw in g  w ith  s ty le  
f ro m  chaos .

These r e m a rk s  t o  a large e x te n t  ty p ify  his w ork .  He poses  th e  m o s t  se­
r ious  q u e s t io n s  a b o u t  th e  n a tu re  o f  rea l i ty ,  th e  loss o f  id e n t i ty ,  th e  c o n t i n ­
g en t  a n d  re la tive  n a tu re  o f  t ru th ,  the  loss o f  m y s te ry ,  in tu i t io n  a n d  w o n ­
der,  a n d  th e  to ta l  an d  te r r i fy in g  d is lo ca t io n  o f  th e  fam il ia r  a n d  c o m fo r t in g  
d im en s io n s  o f  t im e  a n d  p lace.  He achieves his d ra m a t ic  ends  by  ex q u is i te  
c h a ra c te r iz a t io n ,  th e  ju d ic io u s  use o f  the  farcical as a device  a n d  th ro u g h  
language  full o f  allusive a n d  suggestive p o w e r .  In fact ,  in S t o p p a r d ’s w o rk  
th e  e legance o f  his language  rep re se n ts  an  im p o sed  o rd e r  on  the  wild dis­
o rd e r  t e e m in g  u n d e r n e a th  th e  surface .  Language  is th u s  a device  fo r  keep ing  
an  aw areness  o f  cosm ic  hom elessness  a t  bay .

T w o  o f  his p lays  m ig h t  be  re g a rd e d  as seminal.  In R o se n c r a n tz  a n d  Guil- 
d c n s tern  A re  Dead  he  i l lustra tes  th e  th e m e  o f  th e  loss o f  id e n t i ty  o f  m o d e m  
m an  by  using  th e  tw o  m o s t  per iphera l  charact' .-rs in H am le t .  T h e re  is a very 
e f fec t ive  th e a t r ic a l i ty  a t  w o rk  in th e  p lay  — o n e  c o u ld  well imagine  H a m le t  
b e in g  p e r fo r m e d  on  an  a d ja ce n t  stage. The p lay  gains im m en se ly  in p o w e r  if  
o n e  k n o w s  H a m le t  well,  as th e  a llusions are basically  to  th e  b e s t -k n o w n  o f  
S h a k e sp e a re ’s p lays.  In using H am le t ,  t h e  p lay w rig h t  succeeds  in g rea t ly  e n ­
r ich ing  his o w n  play  t h ro u g h  th e  allusive f r a m e w o rk  p ro v id ed  by  th e  o t h e r  
play.

R o se n c ran tz  a n d  Cluildenstern  are the  e te rnal  l i t t le  m en .  A t  th e  m erc y  o f  
a c o r ru p t  g o v e rn m e n t ,  th e y  b a t t le  on  valiantly ,  fo rever  o u t  o f  th e i r  d e p th ,  
forever  t ry in g  d esp e ra te ly  to  ad ju s t  to  the  d e m a n d s  o f  soc ie ty .  They are in
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m ortaJ  t e r r o r  b e cau sc  th e  o rd in a ry  n a tu ra l  laws have b e c o m e  su s p e n d e d  (as 
a p p ea rs  f ro m  th e  wild ly  im p ro b a b le  resu l t  o f  th e  g am es  o f  c h an c e  th e y  p lay  
w i th  co ins ) .  T h e y  l a m e n t  th e  loss o f  m y s te ry ,  i n tu i t io n  an d  w o n d e r  (Guil- 
d e n s te r n  w is t fu l ly  re m a rk s  t h a t  “ It  w o u ld  have b e e n  n ice  i t  if  h a d  b e e n  a 
U n ic o m ” — th e  m y th ic a l  b e as t  w i th  o n e  h o r n  in t h e  c e n t r e  o f  its fo reh ead ,  
r e p re se n t in g  m y s te ry ) .  W hen  th e y  f inally  a c c o m p a n y  H a m le t  to  E n g lan d  
t h e y  f ind  o u t  well in a d v an ce  a b o u t  th e  te rr ib le  fa te  aw a i t in g  th e m ,  b u t  th ey  
go on .  They are c a u g h t  in ex t r i c a b ly  in a w eb  th e y  c a n n o t  see an d  c a n n o t  
u n d e r s t a n d  b u t  w h ich  u l t im a te ly  th e y  have to  accep t .  T h e y  d o  a c c e p t  w i th  
a c u r io u s ly  fo r lo rn  d ign ity .  Pe rhaps ,  even,  th e y  will gain a f ixed  id e n t i ty  
o n c e  th e y  are d e a d  a n d  w r i t te n  i n to  h is to ry .

K s tab lished  t r u th  d isappea rs  — in s tea d ,  t r u th  n o w  b e c o m e s  o n ly  t h a t  
w h ic h  o n e  believes to  be  t ru e .  This aw aren ess  in d u ces  se l fp i ty  in t h e m ,  u n ­
til th e  P layer  s c o rn fu l ly  tells t h e m  t h a t  “ u n c e r t a in ty  is th e  n o rm a l  s ta te .  
Y o u ’re n o b o d y  sp ec ia l” . Th is  is th e  p o i n t  — t h e y ’re also n o w h e re  specia l  — 
f o r  “ we c a m e  f ro m  ro u g h ly  s o u th  a c c o rd in g  to  the  ro u g h  m a p ” , a n d  n o w  
th e y  are “ s l ipp ing  o f  the  m a p ” in w h a t  th e y  reg ard  as “ a c o n sp i rac y  o f  
c a r to g r a p h e r s ” , l inally ,  R o se n c ra n tz  dec lares  t i red ly  t h a t  he  has h ad  
e n o u g h ,  fo r ,  “ to  tell y o u  th e  t r u th ,  1 am  re l ieved” . T h ese  l i t t le  m en ,  n o t  
k n o w in g  the  ins a n d  o u t s  o f  th e i r  h o s t i le  su r ro u n d in g s ,  m ov ing  idly o n  t o ­
w ard s  e te r n i ty  w i t h o u t  “ p oss ib i l i ty  o f  reprieve  o r  h o p e  o f  e x p la n a t i o n ” b e ­
c o m e  m o d e r n  m a n  p o se d  p re ca r io u s ly  o n  th e  b r in k ,  nev er  q u i te  fall ing in to  

t h e  vo id  b u t  never  q u i te  r e d e e m e d  a n d  p u l le d  back .
The p lay  is h i la r iously  fu n n y  in places ,  b u t  every  laugh  is ed g ed  w i th  h y s ­

ter ia .  The farcical m e t h o d  is u sed  w i th  d ev as ta t in g  e f fe c t  by  S to p p a rd .
■Ml the  t r a d i t io n a l  c o m ic  e le m e n ts  c an  be  f o u n d  in th is  p lay  e x c e p t  the  

fe a tu re  o f  grace a n d  r e d e m p t io n ,  a  p h e n o m e n o n  r o o t e d  in th e  aw areness  o f  
c o sm ic  hom elessness ,  th e  b r o k e n  c e n t r e ,  th e  loss o f  fa i th  in a n y th in g  to  sus­
t a in  oneself .

In  J u m p e r s  th is  p re  o c c u p a t io n  is ta k e n  fu r th e r .  The m a in  c h a ra c te r  is a 
P ro fe sso r  o f  Moral P h i lo so p h y  w h o  has to  use  c o n c r e te  o b jec ts  to  p ro v e  reli­
g ious t en e ts  b e cau se  p e o p le  do  n o t  l is ten  to  a n d  c a n n o t  u n d e r s t a n d  a b s t r a c t  
reaso n in g  a n d  re fuse  to  have fa ith .  S o m e  b ro a d ly  farcical s i tu a t io n s  resu lt  
f rom  th is  i n c o n g ru o u s  j u x ta p o s i t io n .  M o o re  is an  o d d i ty  in his w o r ld ,  as he 
w a n ts  to  p ro v e  the  e x is te n ce  o f  a m o ra l  a b so lu te  -  he  is p o i n te d  o u t  to  visi­
to rs  a long  w i th  th e  sta ined-glass  w in d o w s  in w h a t  u sed  to  be  th e  c h u rc h  b u t  
is n o w  th e  g y m n a s iu m .  The P ro fe sso r  o f  Logic ,  his co lleague ,  is also a g y m ­
n a s t ,  fo r  th is  u n ivers i ty  th e re  is a c lose  l ink  b e tw e e n  g y m n as t ic s  a n d  p h i lo ­
s o p h y  w i th  an  o b v io u s  im p l ica t io n .

The s e c o n d a ry  p lo t  in th is  p lay  is a l s o 'fa s c in a t in g .  M o o re ’s wife  D o t ty
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has re t i red  as a m usical c o m e d y  star. She u sed  to  specialize in songs a b o u t  
th e  m o o n ,  b u t  ever since the  firs t m o o n - la n d in g  b y  B ri tons (w h o  ac t  very 
u n ch iva lrous ly  in th e  co u rse  o f  the ir  p io n ee r in g  mission) she feels t l ia t  the  
essentia l  m y s te ry  o f  life has been  v io la ted  a n d  she su c c u m b s  to  a b re a k ­
d o w n .  (It is sign if ican t  t h a t  m adness  o r  ne rvous  b r e a k d o w n s  figure largely  in 
c o n te m p o ra r y  d ra m a  — it is o f te n  felt  t h a t  m ad n ess  is a su i tab le  re sp o n se  to  
th e  in c o m p reh e n s ib le  d e m a n d s  o f  the  c o n te m p o ra r y  w orld .)  She  is accu sed  
o f  hav ing  killed th e  P ro fesso r  o f  Logic a n d  th e re  is a n ig h tm ar ish  p o l ice  in ­
q u iry .  Th is  in q u iry ,  su p e r im p o sed  u p o n  M o o re ’s in q u iry  in to  the  poss ib i l i ty  
o f  a m o ra l  ab so lu te ,  is very e ffec tive ly  used. The c o n t in g e n t  n a tu re  o f  the  
t r u th  is o n c e  m o re  d e m o n s t r a t e d  th ro u g h  th e  f ind ing  o f  McKee’s b o d y  an d  
th e  b la n d  a cc e p ta n c e  by  th e  po lice  o f  th e  g ro te sq u e  a n d  im p ro b a b le  s to ry  
to ld  by  ev e ry b o d y .

O th e r  c o n te m p o r a r y  d ra m a t is ts  have d ea l t  w ith  s imilar  topics .  They have 
so u g h t  to  exp ress  th e  aw areness  o f  de spa ir  w h ich  a cc o m p a n ie s  m o d e r n  m an  
by  re so r t in g  to  fo rm er ly  t a b o o  sub jects .  Pe ter  Nichols ,  fo r  e x am p le ,  has 
w r i t te n  p lays a b o u t  m en ta l  r e ta r d a t io n  an d  a b o u t  illness a n d  d e a th .  It w o u ld  
seem  t h a t  m a n y  o f  these  c o n te m p o ra r y  p lay w r ig h ts  feel t h a t  by  jo k in g  
a b o u t  s o m e th in g  u n sp e a k ab le  th ey  r e m o v e  its st ing, th e y  b e c o m e  able  to  
face  it.

T h e  ch a ra c te rs  in c o n te m p o ra r y  d ra m a  em erge  as l i t t le  m en ,  c o n fu se d  by  
the  w o r ld  a n d  its c la ims, having all to o  u n c o m f o r t a b ly  c lear  a p ic tu re  o f  
h im se l f  a n d  his weaknesses .  T h ro u g h o u t  these  p lays ,  th ro u g h  the  abrasive  
an d  corros ive  c o n ta c t  w i th  o th e rs ,  th e  c h a ra c te rs  c o m e  to  a p a in fu l ly  c lear 
u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f  them selves .  This h a p p en s  in t rad i t io n a l  c o m e d y  as well,  o f  
course .  H ow ever ,  w h a t  h a p p en s  in t rad i t io n a l  c o m e d y  a f te r  th is  p ro cess  o f  
u n d e r s ta n d in g  is th e  real a cc ep ta n ce ,  th e  r e a so n e d  su r re n d e r ,  to  the  c la ims 
o f  o n e ’s im p e r fec t io n .  This so r t  o f  at c ep ta n c e  finally a llows a so r t  o f  re ­
d e m p t io n ,  because  real  a c c ep ta n ce  implies  a n e g o t ia te d  surrender  -  o n e  a c ­
c ep ts  o n e ’s l im i ta t io n s  b u t  o n e  also keeps to  h o p e ,  to  love a n d  self-respect,  
as m ed ia t in g  a n d  r e d ee m in g  qualit ies.  In th is  m o re  c o n te m p o r a r y  version  o f  
th e  c o m ic ,  h o w ev er ,  th e  h e ro  is s t r ip p ed  o f  all his p re te n ce s ,  a n d  he is m ad e  
aw are  o f  his l im i ta t io n s ,  b u t  n o w  a change  occurs .  The h e ro  n o w  also a c ­
cep ts  his weaknesses ,  b u t  w i th  an  excessive degree  o f  re s igna t ion ,  w h a t  Heil­
m a n  (1 9 7 8 )  has cal led  over-accep tance .  In w h a t  is o f t e n  called  b lack  c o m e ­
d y ,  th e  m ain  c h a ra c te r  rem ains ,  a t  the  e n d  o f  th e  p lay ,  in an a lm o s t  c a t a ­
to n ic  s tan ce  o n  the  edge o f  the  abyss (in t rad i t io n a l  c o m e d y  he is pu l led  
back  from  the  b r in k  in th e  n ick  o f  t im e  a n d  re d e e m e d ) ,  s u s p e n d e d  for  ever 
seem ingly  in his m isery  — y e t  still laughing, still r e ta in in g ,  becau se  he a c ­
c ep ts  all th e  se tb ack s  a n d  com es  b a ck  fo r  m o re ,  a d ig n ity  t h a t  c a n n o t  be de-
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nied .  W alter  K err  (1 9 6 7 )  has suggested  w ith  g rea t  p e r c e p t io n  t h a t  the  n a m e ­
less m isery  w h ich  m o d e r n  m an  clings to  p e rh a p s  c o n s t i tu te s  the  n e w  p r e ­
ten c e  th a t  o u g h t  to  be  r id icu led  (p. 3 6 3 ) .  In m o s t  c o n t e m p o r a r y  co m e d ie s  
m an  a cc ep ts  (w i th in  th e  f r a m e w o rk  o f  the  p revailing  w o r ld  view) his be ing  
t h e  m o s t  w r e tc h e d  o f  beings.  He laughs d isd a in fu l ly  a b o u t  f u n d a m e n ta l  im ­
p e r fe c t io n s ,  b u t  th e  l a u g h te r  is ed g ed  w ith  h y s te r ia  a n d  is o f t e n  a b r u p t ly  
t r u n c a te d .  He c o m e s  to  a c o m p le te  a n d  b leak  k n o w led g e  o f  h im se l f  b u t  re ­
fuses to  a cc e p t  a n d  t h e n  to  forgive. T h e  p ic tu re  o f  m o d e r n  c o m ic  m a n  is 
i r res is tib ly  th a t  o f  th e  l i t t le  figure tee te r in g  on  th e  edge o f  the  void ,  the  
abyss.  He has seen  h im s e l f  a n d  all his w eaknesses  a n d  tak es  a d ec id ed ly  
j a u n d ic e d  view. He a ccep ts ,  b u t  he  d oes  n o t  forgive - n e i th e r  h im se l f  n o r  
th e  w or ld .  He re ta in s  a c e r ta in  t a t t e r e d  d ig n ity ,  d ra w in g  his m o ra l  t a t te r s  
c lose  a b o u t  h im self ,  so t h a t  o n e  re sp o n d s  to  h im  becau se  o n e  shares his h u ­
m a n i ty  a n d  b e cau se  he  invites co m p a ss io n .  T h e  co m ic  h e ro  has a lw ays b e en  
b o t h  beas t  a n d  angel,  a n d  r e d e m p t i o n  was poss ib le  gl im pses o f  th e  engelic  
k e p t  re m in d in g  h im  th a t  m an  does  have a l i t t le  c la im  to  g reatness .  The c o n ­
t e m p o r a r y  h e ro  p r o u d ly  re jects  th e  angelic  a n d  e m b ra ce s  th e  vision o f  h i m ­
self  as a “ p o o r ,  ba re  fo rk e d  a n im a l” , w h o  is an  a lien  in a h o s t i le  universe  b u t  
w h o  re so lu te ly  if r id ic u lo u s ly  strives to  im p o se  so m e  m ea su re  o f  in te l l ig i­
b i l i ty  o n  his universe.  It  has b e e n  said t h a t  t h e  vision o f  m o d e rn i sm  is b lack ,  
s t a rk  a n d  im p lacab le  -  c o m e d y  in th is  vision is ha rsh ,  a n d  it  m akes  no  
waivers. T h e  w o r ld  c a n n o t  be  t ra n s c e n d e d  as in th e  p as t  t h r o u g h  d e p e n ­
d e n ce  on  su p e rn a tu ra l  fo rces ,  th ro u g h  d e p e n d e n c e  on  fa i th ,  b u t  it  is a rg u ed  
t h a t  so m e  m easu re  o f  t r a n s c e n d e n c e  is poss ib le  t h ro u g h  an  u n f l in c h in g  c o n ­
f r o n t a t i o n  w ith  th e  fo rces  o f  b leakness  a n d  e m p t in es s  p e rv ad in g  in w o r ld  
m a d e  to ta l ly  c o m fo r t le s s .  M o d e rn  c o m ic  m a n  m ig h t  t h e n  be re g ard e d  as p e r ­
f o rm in g  a m ac a b re ,  fu n n y ,  p a th e t ic  d a n c e  o n  the  edge o f  th e  abyss.
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