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The Unique Aspects of Drama 

The transition from writing fiction to writing plays is not as great as you might think.  Both depend heavy on plot.  Both reveal character through action and dialogue.  Both are presented with a distinct done and unified with some kind of central concern or theme.  


The primary difference, however, that that a play is a live performance.  It is produced physically in front of an audience and is performed by actors.

There are six aspects of Drama that are unique to this genre.  

First, drama is by definition a dramatic art.  That is, it generally has an emotional impact or force.  In the case of comedy, we call it vitality.


This impact is often established early in the play with a dramatic question that seizes the attention of the audience long before the theme become evident. Dramatic questions are usually blunt and simple.


Is this stranger a threat?


Whom are they waiting for?


Why do these characters hate each other?

In most cases, these initial questions develop into specific conflicts.  Although the need for tension like this is not as strong in very short plays and in comedies, it is usually is greater in drama than in very short fiction or poetry.


As in fiction, irony or satire often adds to the dramatic aspects of the play.  Still another device is the use of shock.  Unusual or violent situations can explode when the audience least expects it.


Dramatic impact is hard to sustain.  For this reason, most plays work up to a series of peaks, allowing the emotions of the audience to rest in between.  This system of rising and falling action does not follow any prescribed pattern and is often intuitive on the part of the playwright, just as it is in writing of short stories.  But the need for such structure tends to make drama more sharply divided into scenes and acts -divisions that helps to control the dramatic impact.

Second, drama is a visual art.  Action on the stage is usually a significant and organic part of the whole productions.  In most cases, the movement of characters on the stage is as important as the lines themselves.


The visual concern extends beyond the characters.  The set itself is often an important part of production.  Sophisticated lighting boards can convert the set from a static backdrop to a dynamic factor in developing the modes of each scene.  The addition of projected images and even movie sequences - experiments in media - offers one more appeal to the visual aspects of theater.

Third, drama is an auditory art.  It appeals to the ear.  Except for stage directions, every word is dialogue and is intended to be spoken out loud.  The sound of those lines becomes very important.  In some respects, this element brings playwrights closer to poets than to writers of fiction. Playwrights often read their lines out loud or have others read them, listening to the composition rather than studying it on the page.


This special attention to the sound of language applies as much to plays that are in the tradition of realism as to those that create the dream like distortions of unrealistic drama.  Not only are the sounds important, but the space between the lines can be utilized.  In theater, silence can have a much impact as a shout.

Fourth, drama is a physically produced art.  This is sometimes difficult to remember for those who have been writing fiction.  Since sets have to constructed with wood and nails, there is not the freedom to shift from scene to scene the way one can in short stories.  Scriptwriters should keep in mind just what kinds of demands they are placing on set designers and stage crews.


Playwrights have an intense, almost personal contact with their audiences that is entirely different from the detached connection fiction writers have with their readers.  Also the constraints of the stage often stimulate the imagination.  For many playwrights these aspects outweighs any disadvantage.

Fifth, drama is a continuous art.  Members of the audience, unlike readers of fiction or poetry, must receive the play at whatever pace the playwright sets.  They cannot linger on a stage observation or a moving episode.  They cannot turn back the page or review an earlier scene.  If you are shifting from writing fiction to drama, you can be more blatant with your themes and can make use of refrains to highlight key phrases.
Sixth and closely connected, is the fact that drama is a spectator art.  Even more than with spectator sports, audience reaction is important.  Poets are relatively far removed from such concerns.  It is rare indeed for poets to change lines of their verse because of critical review or poor public response.  Novelist are slightly more susceptible to "audience" reaction.  All of this is not true with playwrights.  Playwrights often revise when their work is in rehearsal and after opening-night reviews and even later if changes seem necessary.  They frequently base their revisions on audience reaction - the awful moments when the audience laughs at the wrong moments or moments when the audience squirms with boredom.

