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Moreover the novelist’s medium — which is fiction — sets up no formal
barriers to the range of his imagination. But the dramatist is tightly
restricted to only such words, deeds and characters as actors can represent
on the stage and as can be appreciated by the audience. It follows that,
although a novel is longer, and requires more labour than a play, it is
comparatively more flexible and adaptable. In Alan Thompson’s words:
“It is like clay; the drama is like marble.”V

In the previous paragraphs of this article we have pointed out some
aspects of difference between drama and fiction. It should be borne in mind
that this distinction between them is not always so sharp as we have shown,
In some cases the gulf between them is narrowed, and then we have what
may be called novelistic drama or dramatic novel. Both Scott and Dickens
wrote novels which could be, and were actually, dramatized?. This
happened when melodrama was prevailing , and when dramatists of the
nineteenth century had lost their dramatic spirit. Writers turned to novels
which had obvious dramatic elements and adapted them for the stage.
Thomas Hardy’s ‘Tess of the Derberville’ was changed into an opera. John
Steinbeck, in America, has written short novels that could be played simply
by lifting out the dialogue. He gave them the name “play novelettes”. This
group includes his plays “The Moon is Down’, ‘Of Mice and Men’, and
‘Burning Bright.” The first two have been produced as plays and films with
success®

On the other hand long and frequent stage directions in a play bring it
nearer to fiction. Many modern playwrights such as Bernard Shaw and
James Barrie have made use of this point to achieve a novelistic purpose,
that is to enable readers to appreciate their plays better.@

Now both novels which have dramatic elements and plays which have
novelistic qualities, fall midway between drama proper and fiction. They
are even more closely associated with fiction than with drama, since they
are, like fiction, better read than acted. These can be called closet drama.

1 — Alan Reynolds Thompson. op. cit. p. 13.

2 — Allardyce Nicoll. A. History of English Drama. pp. 77 & 97.
3 — Fred B. Millett. op. cit. 33.

4 — TIbid., p. 33
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play or a French classical play, in which the audience sees none of the action
whatever, there is nothing but dialogue!"’ But in a novel there is a great deal
besides the talk. There are long passages of description, analysis of the
character’s state of mind, of observations on the situation and other
transitional remarks. These passages enable the reader’s mind to slip from
one scene to another with hardly an effort of the imagination. This is why a
typical novel is easy to read. But all these aids to the imagination are absent
from the script of a play. The stage directions are often meagre, dry and
technical, and to a novel réader the dialogue (in a play) seems bald and
incomplete!?

A further distinction may be made between dialogue in drama and
dialogue in fiction. In the main, dialogue in drama should preserve its
functional relationship to the plot and advance the action with a steadiness
that fiction does not always demand. It is the particular business of the
playwright to secure and to hold the interest of his audience. The most
certain means of doing so is to keep the dialogue pointed clearly in the
direction in which the action is developing. Also the dialogue of a play must
be such that the normally competent actor can speak his lines without
stumbling, stopping for breath in the wrong place or speaking with so little
animation or such a false intonation that it is obvious he does not
understand what he is saying®. It must also be easily heard and
understood by the audience for whom the play is written.

The candid playwright must acknowledge the advantages a novelist
enjoys over him. The latter may expect readers to spend many hours over
his book. But a playwright can expect a playing time of less than three
hours including intermissions. It follows that concentration is essential to
drama while a very wide scope is given to the writer of fiction. It follows
also that no digression or surplusage of any kind should be allowed in
drama: whereas this may be tolerated in fiction.

I — Marjorie Boulton. The Anatomy of Drama. London. 1960, p. 97.

2 — Alan Reynolds Thompson. The Anatomy of Drama. p- 2.
3 — Marjorie Boulton, op. cit., p. 100.



DRAMA AND FICTION
BY
ABDUL HAMID RASLAN
Associate Professor

Drama and fiction both present a series of related actions or events
which, normally, form a pattern called the plot. Both of them are deeply
concerned with characterization, since actions take on meaning only as
they are functionally related to the characters who act or are acted upon.
Both show a common concern for discovering a style that is appropriate to
the material chosen for expression.!’

Yet the basic and most important distinction between fiction and
drama is that fiction is written to be read — silently or aloud — and drama
is chiefly written to be acted. In fiction we read what the characters say and
do; in the acted drama we hear what the characters say and (we) see what
they do. Drama, of course, can be read and not heard or seen. Its actions
and incidents can merely be visualized and imagined. In this case it has the
function of fiction. The printed drama is, in a certain sense, only a rough
sketch of what the writer intends the acted play to be. It is said that the
effect of drama on the printed page is as remote from that of drama on the
stage as the effect of a musical score of a symphony is from the performance
of it in the concert hall?. Nevertheless drama has a dual nature which
differentiates it from fiction. For playgoers it lives in the theatre; for the less
fortunate lovers of plays, in books.

The constituents of the printed text of a play are only two: the dialogue
and the stage directions. The dialogue in drama does not only play the most
important part, but it also constitutes the larger part of the text. In a Greek

1 -— Fred B. Millett; Reading Drama. New York, 1950, p. 3.
2 — Ibid., p. 3.
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