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Christopher Fry was instrumental in the early twentieth-century resurgence of 

plays dealing with religious themes. This movement can at first be seen as anomalous 

within the era of modernism, when many writers and theorists considered religious 

sentiment to be a barrier to the more crucial aspects of living authentically within a 

modem society haunted by history. Nevertheless, Fry's particular appropriation of a 

sacred conceptualization of time on the modem stage reveals a degree of congruity 

between him and his contemporaries in their varied attempts to represent transcendent 

value on the stage without simultaneously removing the audience from their own 

historical present. In The Boy with a Cart, Fry's superimposition of the life of a tenth

century saint onto modem experience infuses the temporality of the play with 

transcendent value. Fry shifts his focus to the question of authentic action in A Sleep of 

Prisoners, and uses a series of biblical dreams to stress the need for a conceptualization 

of eternity in the passing moment in order for one to act authentically within history. 
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Chapter One: 

Time and Eternity on the Modern Stage 

In Human Shadows, Bright as Glass, Howard Pearce describes the theater's 

complex relationship with time: "The play is comprised of the disparity of temporality: its 

existence is possible only as immediate experience, the coming together in time of 

audience and represented event or text, and possible only as a moment in the frame of 

time and preparedness" (152). For Bert 0. States, the opening of any play-whether 

medieval, realist or absurdist-"is really the surreptitious planting of an embryo future in 

a reported past and the sealing off of time in an inevitable space" ( 48). It is precisely this 

temporal disparity that gives a sense of heightened attention to the dramatic experience, 

and which sets the theater apart as an especially time-bound art form. 

While books, paintings, and other art forms can be made to represent a world in 

which time is unceasingly passing, only the action of a play actually unfolds within that 

same fleeting temporality. Contemplation of other forms of art remains in the spectator's 

control to a greater extent than does the dramatic experience. For example, in the reading 

process, which could also be said to unfold within time, the reader is free to pause for 

reflection, to tum back a few pages for review, or to appeal to intermediary resources 

during the process itself. Such is not the case in the theater, where each production 

presents its audience with a sort of crisis of attention. 



This crisis was eminently sensed by Christopher Fry, who was first and foremost a 

man of the theater, unlike many of the early twentieth-century playwrights who only 

turned to drama after becoming established in other genres. Fry articulates the theater's 

unique relationship to time in his defense of dramatic verse, "Looking for a Language": 

There still does remain the problem (in the theatre, which has been my 
principal concern) of bringing several hundred individuals, each different 
from another, to share the single experience of the play. The 
communication-some communication, at any rate-has to be made 
instantly .... We can stand in front of a picture and let it gradually work 
its will on us, and sometimes when we have saturated ourselves in the 
work of a painter we can see the world through his eyes, or at least find 
that we're seeing things differently. We can sit with a novel in our hands 
and tum back to re-read, or take a rest from it until we are in the mood. 
But a play must use every moment of passing time as though it would 
never be met with again, and in that sense it is art's nearest approach to the 
nature oflife. We have to identify ourselves with it as it vanishes. ( 6-7) 

Fry perceived the dramatic experience as fleeting, and yet he desired to present his 

audience with something of transcendent value-extending beyond the fall of the curtain: 

"Life ... is complex as well as passing. How are we to mirror its complexity, while 

remembering that an audience has to grasp the words on the wing?" (7). This question 

serves as a compelling creative impetus not only for Fry, but for other dramatists who 

want their audience to grasp artistic transcendence "on the wing." If we consider the 

spectator's perception of the play as uniquely unfolding within time, an interesting 

paradigm emerges from which to view the many disparate approaches to theater in the 

twentieth century. In an attempt to present authentic action on the stage, dramatists as 

incongruous as Eliot, Brecht, and Ionesco make various efforts to negotiate this crisis of 

attention in their audiences by somehow intensifying the temporality of their plays while 

at the same time consciously eschewing the trite appeal to "the timeless" which they 
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perceived in their predecessors. 

Before considering Fry and his contemporaries, let us first elaborate the elements 

of the dramatic medium that cause it to be so conspicuously time-bound. In order to 

delineate the ways in which the theater differs from the other representational arts, the 

obvious place to begin is with the dramatic theory of the Greeks. In his Poetics Aristotle 

inaugurated, with his six elements of the tragedy, a tradition of literary criticism that 

continues to this day. It is precisely because of Aristotle's treatment of these six elements 

that most study of the theater has since been tied intransigently to the study of a dramatic 

text, apart from performance. One finds his influence in as recent a writer as Paul 

Ricoeur in his monumental study Time and Narrative. Ricoeur decides early on in the 

course of his three-volume work to lump drama together with other forms of narrative, 

like history and the novel. He looks to Aristotle for precedence in this move, and claims 

that, of the six elements of tragedy, the two which are particular to drama, namely 

"spectacle and music," are not essential ones (36). Aristotle claims in his Poetics that 

spectacle is "of all the parts the least technical in the sense of being least germane to the 

art of poetry. For tragedy fulfills its function even without a public performance and 

actors" (1450b 17-19). Considering the many aspects of phenomenological perception 

that have been discussed in the past century, it is somewhat troubling that Ricoeur would 

agree with Aristotle concerning the negligible effect of"public performance and actors." 

So, while Time and Narrative is undoubtedly an important contribution to the study of the 

phenomenology of literature, it reveals a blind spot concerning the dramatic experience 

that appears in many examples of critical theory.' 
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The chief characteristic that makes the experience of a play quintessentially 

different from the experience of reading a book or viewing a painting in a museum is its 

critical tie to time. While all of these acts involve both subject and object in the creation 

of meaning, and have all been theoretically shown to entail a process rather than an 

objective contemplation of a dead artifact,2 the dramatic experience remains beyond the 

spectator's control in a way that words on a page or images on a canvas do not. This 

evanescence of the theater can be compared to the experience of music, or-to put it 

more simply-the experience of sound itself. In order to draw a sharp contrast between 

the sensation of sound and the sensation of vision in Orality and Literacy, Walter Ong 

relies on the fugacity of sound: 

All sensation takes place in time, but sound has a special relationship to time . 
. . . Sound exists only when it is going out of existence. It is not simply 
perishable but essentially evanescent. ... There is no way to stop sound and 
have sound. I can stop a moving picture camera and hold one frame fixed on 
the screen. If I stop the movement of sound, I have nothing--only silence, no 
sound at all. All sensation takes place in time, but no other sensory field 
totally resists a holding action, stabilization, in quite this way. (32) 

This description is reminiscent of Fry's previously cited comments on the theater, 

wherein he claims that "[ w ]e have to identify ourselves with it as it vanishes." In the 

dramatic production, silence and stillness are not felt to be merely the empty result of "a 

holding action," but are instead as pregnant with meaning as are sound and action.3 This 

is entirely because the play is an ephemeral work of art. 

Thus, the two categories which Aristotle and Ricoeur both place at the bottom of 

their hierarchies (largely in order to make their theories more comprehensive) prove to be 

of primary importance when considering the dramatic experience as a whole. The 
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presence of an actual spectacle which unfolds in a specific amount of time, and the 

musical evanescence of the speech (and even the gestures )4 of the actors could almost be 

said to define theater. So while most theoretical study in this genre has traditionally 

confined itself to Aristotle's "plot, characters, diction, and reasoning" ( 1450a 8), much 

can be gained by pushing on into these two "time-bound" elements. 

Michael Bell's comments on music and narrative in his discussion of James 

Joyce's Ulysses provide valuable insight as we attempt to use musicality as a metaphor 

for the fleeting nature of the theatrical performance: 

When music is performed, the temporality of the form is inseparable from 
that of the performance. But, more importantly, the momentary experience of 
musical sound has no meaning without the structural whole of which it is a 
part, and this meaning is only present to the listener through a spatialised 
memory or anticipation ... music has been a vital metaphor and structural 
device for modernist writers seeking a transcendence of time. (76) 

We will return to these "modernist writers seeking a transcendence of time" later, but for 

now, Bell's comments on the structure of music require some comment. Because music 

goes out of existence even as it is being performed, the listener must construct any 

significant meaning by perceiving each individual sound contextually: by remembering 

what has come before and anticipating what will follow. The authenticity of this 

meaning will always be tenuous, relying as it does on the ability of the listener to 

comprehend the "structural whole" of the larger musical composition in order to attain a 

valid understanding of its individual elements. Once the reverberations of the final note 

give way to silence, the work of art can only be said to "exist" for the audience within the 

confines of their own experience.5 Here we see the difference between narration in the 

theater and in the novel. Even in the epitome of narrative musicality-the "Sirens" 
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episode of Ulysses-the fugal introduction Joyce provides in the beginning of the section, 

which appears at first to be a string of nonsensical phrases, remains accessible to the 

reader's eyes throughout the navigation of the text, and contributes to the interpretation of 

the entire chapter. The option of providing the audience with a constant record of what 

has gone before is unavailable to the playwright,6 and therefore Bell's reflections on the 

use of music in modernist narrative seem to apply even more to the stage than to his 

intended subject. Whatever the case, he introduces to our discussion the crucial role of 

"memory" and "anticipation" in any attempt resembling that of the theater audience to 

discern meaning within the realm of an evanescent present. 

Pearce gives a similar account of the present in which the theater is witnessed by 

an audience. It is a "nexus of presentation, recollection, and projection" (23). This filled 

present is the realm in which theater is seen and made. As members of an audience 

witness the unfolding of a play in time, their perception of the play is governed by the 

various expectations with which they approach the event. This phenomenological 

"horizon of expectation" of the particular spectator becomes a tacit dimension which 

affects the perception of the explicit object of focus: namely, the progressive action ofthe 

play.7 No spectator can ever witness a play in a vacuum. Instead, the individual 

constantly "refers the play back to the audience's own world" (Pearce 17) in an attempt to 

understand and appropriate meaning from the experience. And while it should be clear 

from the earlier music example how the memory influences a retrospective view of the 

experience, the role of anticipation in the spectator's temporally emerging experience of 

the play should not be neglected. 
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Even before the curtain rises on a given play, the spectator anticipates what is to 

come with a certain degree of competence. This awareness can range from familiarity 

with the play itself (perhaps having seen it performed recently), to relative knowledge 

about the play's topic or subject matter ("the Great Depression," or "a re-telling of the 

martyrdom of Thomas Beckett"), to vague speculations on the title itself ("The Real 

Inspector Hound? Must be a detective story"). Such expectations as emerge from these 

pre-play musings color the perception of what will follow, as assumptions are confirmed 

or declared faulty; furthermore, each moment of the play is witnessed in anticipation of 

the inevitable closure to the performance. The tacit awareness that the play is being 

experienced in unrelenting time-or, as States calls it, "the menace of successiveness" 

(States 49)-charges the present experience of the play with a crisis of attention, 

enhancing every word, gesture, and image on the stage with the anticipation of what will 

immediately follow and the memory of what is already irretrievable. 

The notion of a "three-fold present" can be traced back to Augustine's 

Confessions. In book XI of that work, the contemplative saint wrestles with the various 

aporias of experiencing time. (Revealingly for our study, the major events on which he 

meditates are the resonation of individual sounds and the recitation, or performance, of a 

memorized psalm.) Augustine's moment of revelation occurs as he suggests that the 

extension of time can be explained as a "distentio animi," a distension of the mind in 

which it "performs three functions, those of expectation, attention, and memory" ( qtd. in 

Ricoeur 19). Of course, as Ricoeur points out, even though this revelation is highly 

significant for the history of Western thought, it is far from a joyous one for Augustine. 
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The contemplation on the nature of time appears within a meditation on eternity that casts 

a shadow of sorrow on the constant "passing away" of time. According to Ricoeur, the 

thought of eternity becomes a "limiting idea against the horizon of which the experience 

of the distentio animi receives, on the ontological level, the negative mark of a lack or a 

defect in being," and eventually, "the experience of distension is raised to the level of a 

lamentation" (26). 

Paradoxically, Ricoeur sees within this apparently negative framework of the 

temporality of human existence not a pious desire to passively await the swallowing of 

time in eternity, but instead a positive impetus toward "extracting from the very 

experience of time the resources of an internal hierarchization, one whose advantage lies 

not in abolishing time but in deepening it" (30 emphasis mine). In sentiments that echo 

those with which Augustine concludes Chapter XI, Ricoeur proceeds in his study to 

characterize narrative as a potentially "deepening" and intensifying response to the 

somewhat lamentable "within-time-ness" of the human being. 8 There is no room here for 

a full explication ofRicoeur's use of the eleventh chapter of Augustine's Confessions, nor 

would there be any point in providing one for our present discussion of the theater. 

However, the proposed movement toward a deeper sense of time shows itself again and 

again in modem drama, especially in the many responses to the multifaceted realism of 

the nineteenth century.9 Rather than banish temporality altogether from their plays by 

attempting to "represent the universal," many dramatists attempted to charge their plays 

with an acute experience of the temporal. They wrestled between the poles of the 

disingenuous "timeless" and the distressing linearity of the "menace of successiveness" as 
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they anticipated the crisis of attention in their audiences. Even in the realistic plays of the 

tum of the century, this tendency can be seen in the self-conscious "emplotment" of 

chaotic human experience. 

In accord with the positivist science which inspired it, the realistic theater of the 

nineteenth century, which perhaps reached its fullest manifestation in the naturalism of 

Emile Zola, was "essentially an art of pinning things down" (States 61 ). Like any term 

employed in classification, "realism" refers to a vast range of theoretical stances and 

artistic practices that can hardly be said to congeal into a nicely unified whole. However, 

Zola's description of his type of scientific naturalism as deployed on the stage effectively 

captures the spirit of such theories: "Instead of abstract man I would make a natural man, 

put him in his proper surroundings, and analyze all the physical and social causes which 

make him what he is" ( qtd. in States 61 ). He felt that the situational present was the only 

storehouse from which the dramatist should draw inspiration, and he called for "the 

abandonment of all legendary tales," because "the past, indeed, is dead" ( qtd. in 

Dickenson 28). Here Zola provides the first example of the inimical stance that many 

modernists took toward the tendency in drama to withdraw nostalgically into a somehow 

supra-temporal conceptualization of the past. Authentically realistic plays were to present 

a world that would be inherently verifiable and rational. However, as realistic 

playwrights displaced experiences from the succession of events in the world and gave 

them a beginning, a middle, and an end, they relied heavily on Aristotle's concept of 

emplotment. Ricoeur makes much use of this translation of Greek muthos in Time and 

Narrative. He claims that emplotment works against the distention felt by Augustine and 
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thus creates a circular movement between narration and human action (53). Thus, even in 

these attempts at realism, the desire to transcend the meaningless of successive time is 

evident. 

Other aspects of Aristotle's Poetics also regained currency in the realist and 

naturalist schools of drama-namely, the three unities of time, space, and action. Plays 

were confined increasingly to one locale (often the ubiquitous bourgeois drawing room) 

and to a time scheme that corresponded strictly to the duration of the production, all in an 

attempt to present the audience with a believable dramatic experience. Of course, these 

restrictions are arguably what give realism its own unique sense of ethereality. The claim 

that the play presents a veritable "slice-of-life" often rings false to the spectator precisely 

because ofthe action's unity; the audience is certain that no "two-hours' traffic" of their 

own lives would be so easily contained or so pregnant with symbolic meaning. Many 

modernists rebelled against the limitations that the realistic fetters placed on art, and they 

sought various means of altering their audience's experience of temporality. The sense of 

time that was being represented on the stage became increasingly highlighted rather than 

either remaining strictly mimetic or disappearing behind the "universal truths" that 

emerged through the course of the play. 

In response to the realism of the period, there was a resurgence in efforts to 

portray classical myths on the stage during this time that seems at first to contradict the 

aversion toward nostalgic withdrawal that I have posited thus far. The use of myth in 

drama is typically understood to appeal to what is "universally human" in everyone, and 

therefore seems to swing the pendulum back toward a simple abolishment of time in 
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favor of the timeless. Although this may be true in some cases-where myths are simply 

retold in order to cash in on their pre-formed plots and the resonance they evoke in the 

audience-the more effective playwrights used classical myths in a way that could 

uniquely heighten their plays' sense of presence. By examining the use of myths by ten 

dramatists of the modem period, Hugh Dickenson examines what he sees to be the chief 

difficulties that faced these playwrights as they turned back to the storehouse of myth: 

If they should seek to divorce classical myth from its religious origins and 
implications-that is to 'displace' the myth-what problems will they 
encounter because of such a displacement? In using old matter in an original 
manner, how do they transfer mythical plots and characters from epic and 
tragedy without succumbing to mere imitation? And how are they to make 
them acceptable and compelling to modem audiences? (3) 

These questions guide Dickenson in his overall judgment of a play's effectiveness. The 

authentically modem playwright will be able to divest the myth of its original religious 

garment (though he may be a bit over-reductive here in assuming religion as the sole 

producer of myth) and to clothe it in the spirit of modernism, making it acceptable for the 

modem theatergoer. While Dickenson's definition of myth is a particularly narrow one, 

the aims of his study hinge on the temporal issues at stake in our discussion. 

One ofthe examples he gives is Jean-Paul Sartre's appropriation of the myth of 

Orestes and Electra in The Flies . According to Dickenson, Sartre "uses the spectator's 

knowledge of the myth and the tragedy both to arouse his expectations and then, by 

departing from the story, to defeat them" (223 ). In some ways, Sartre uses the myth to 

reverse the universalizing effect that is often highlighted in mythic drama. He removes 

fatality and determinism from the experience of the play, even as the spectator is 

beginning to "recognize the territory," and thus leaves his audience with a sense of the 
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existentially free temporality of authentic human experience. Here we have a perfect 

example of a playwright manipulating the expectation, memory, and primarily the 

attention of his audience. On the other hand, some of the examples that Dickenson 

considers seem to use the myth merely as a means of easy transcendence which 

inadvertently strips the play of its temporality. Such is the case with Jean Cocteau's 

Antigone and Orphee, in which it is obvious that the dramatist retells the myth simply so 

that the play will "be more appealing to the heart" (30). These plays seem markedly less 

modem in their presentation, and Dickenson notes that they were generally received with 

less enthusiasm by the time-conscious audiences of the early twentieth century. 

On the other hand, two dramatists who were writing contemporaneously with 

Cocteau, Bertolt Brecht and Antonin Artaud, were extremely concerned with temporal 

issues in their work. Interestingly for our study, the means by which these two dramatists 

underscore the temporality of the dramatic experience stand in sharp contrast to each 

other, demonstrating again the disparity of dramatic method during this period of theater 

history. Where Artaud was adamant about immersing his spectator into the temporality 

of the play's action, Brecht desired to keep his theatergoer firmly seated within the 

temporality of the actual dramatic experience. 

Brecht's politically-motivated plays are arguably the most successful and 

consistently modern drama that was produced during the first half of the century. Innes 

goes as far as dubbing him "the most influential dramatist of the century," claiming that 

"his work effectively gathered together the major streams of theatrical Modernism" (150). 

When he established his famous concept of Epic Theater as a response to what he called 
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the Dramatic Theater of the bourgeoisie, Brecht highlighted the different ways each mode 

dealt with temporality . Brecht felt that the tendency to present any sort of timeless state 

of man on the stage enervated the theater and rendered it ineffective for social change. 

But his response did not simply mirror the "real men in real time" approach of the 

naturalists. In his "Short Organum For the Theatre," he makes his position clear: 

The field must be defined in historically relative terms. In other words we 
must drop our habit of taking the different social structures of past periods, 
then stripping them of everything that makes them different; so that they look 
more or less like our own, which then acquires from this process a certain air 
of having been there all along, in other words of permanence pure and simple. 
Instead we must leave them their distinguishing marks and keep their 
impermanence always before our eyes. (192) 

For Brecht, it was much more important for the audience to witness the uniqueness of the 

represented time period than for them to become entranced or coerced into thinking that 

the actor on the stage was a real man being affected by his surroundings. This aesthetic 

distance was achieved for the audience by means of his well-known "Alienation effect," 

or A-effect. 10 His goal was to "leave the spectator's intellect free and highly mobile" 

(191) so that his or her critical capacity was never compromised. In order for this 

mobility to be attained, the spectator of the theatrical event must be allowed to remain 

rooted firmly within his or her own temporal moment. The actors shouldn't "pretend that 

the events taking place on the stage have never been rehearsed, and are now happening 

for the first and only time," because the contradiction between the actors' apparent 

naivete and the audience's tacit knowledge of the play as play would undermine the 

effects of all that is presented on the stage (194). 

Brecht also used various means of superimposing one temporality over another, 
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creating a montage effect. Innes points to this technique as a demonstration of the 

playwright's kinship to Modernists working in other genres: "Thus in The Caucasian 

Chalk Circle each half of the play starts at the same point, and covers the same time

frame from completely opposed perspectives. The double action then fuses together in 

the final scene to provide a solution to the apparently very different type of problem 

raised in the preface, which is not only set in another century but presented in a radically 

different style" ( 151 ). Brecht was convinced that these complex temporal constructions 

forced the audience to perceive the time of the play's action as distinct from their own 

historical moment, forcing them to consider the possible ramifications of the staged 

revolutionary action for their own present experience. 

This approach is in some ways diametrically opposite to the one found in Antonin 

Artaud' s writing on the Theater of Cruelty, where he calls for "a thorough involvement, a 

genuine enslavement of the attention" (92). In his desire to place the audience 

inescapably within the midst of the action, he claims that the ideal theater experience will 

flood the senses of the audience: "In this spectacle the sonorisation is constant" (81 ). In 

fact, Artaud declares that what he wants is "a theater that induces trance" (83)-quite 

different from the objective distance of Brecht's Alienation-effect. On the other hand, 

both writers stress the importance of a heightened sense of temporality in the audience: 

for Artaud, the spectacle itself is immediate, and the spectator is to be enthralled in the 

temporality of the play's action; for Brecht, it is the temporality of the theatrical event 

that is stressed. Ultimately, both were revolting against the universalist bourgeois theater, 

which according to Brecht, "emphasized the timelessness of its objects," because "[i]ts 
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representation of people is bound by the alleged 'eternally human"' (96). This revolt was 

extended even further by the plays of Eugene Ionesco. 

Ionesco's Notes and Counter Notes are aptly named, as the playwright wrestles 

back and forth with various aspects of the theater-first hazarding a proposition and then 

blowing it apart and showing it to be without foundation. His form of theater, which has 

been categorized as A vant-Garde, Absurd, Abstract or Anti-theater, presents a world that 

is nonsensical, distorted and, importantly for our purposes, temporally disjointed. The 

crisis of attention as felt by a playwright is perhaps most fully seen in Ionesco. He is 

insistent on the fact that the play is an event that exists only as it is being witnessed, and 

he eschews anything which would distract his audience from this knowledge. His version 

of accurate mimesis of the absurd world that he sees around him results in plays in which 

"there is no plot, no architectural construction, no puzzles to be solved, only the 

inscrutable enigma of the unknown." Instead of an attempt to ground his audience firmly 

in a believable temporality, he gives "simply a sequence of events without sequence, a 

series of fortuitous incidents unlinked by cause and effect" ( 159). Within this foray of 

"pure scenic movement," he desires that the play will unfold for the spectator "without 

the help of any proper plot or any special subject." 

Iflonesco succeeds in this feat, then his reliance on the temporality of the 

theatrical moment is much greater than the other theorists we have considered. Without 

relying on traditional plot conventions of the theater and, in the words of one critic, 

"bearing no relation to a living past" (Dickenson 31 0), his plays are given to his 

audiences as-is, and any "meaning" that a spectator takes from the theater will come from 
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the actual experience-stripped of outside influence. Thus, the sheer temporal unfolding 

of the play itself produces a dynamic "reality," one that is more "emphatically present" 

than that of a play which is clouded by allusion to an external referent. Or, as Ionesco 

puts it, his unique writing style creates "[t]he progression of purposeless passion, a rising 

crescendo that is all the more natural, dramatic and exciting because it is not hampered by 

content, and by that I mean any apparent content or subject which conceals the genuine 

subject from us: the particular meaning of a dramatic plot hides its essential significance" 

( 181 ). This "rising crescendo" is experienced by an audience that remains intensely 

aware of the distended present in which the play is being created, and it is precisely the 

crisis of attention that stems from this awareness that gives Ionesco's plays their 

unforgettable uniqueness. They serve as a clear indication that issues of theatrical 

temporality only intensify as modernism slowly gives way to post-modernism, wherein 

the concerns of the first half of the century are often converted into ironically tinged 

obsessions. 

Against this backdrop of early twentieth-century drama, we can now consider the 

somewhat surprising resurgence of religious verse drama as a variance on a common 

theme. The Christian verse drama movement, which was predominantly conducted in 

England and reached its peak in the years immediately following World War II, provides 

yet another example of the way in which dramatists charged their plays with an intense 

temporality. Playwrights like Christopher Fry, T. S. Eliot, and Dorothy Sayers felt that 

they could negotiate the crisis of attention by drawing together the two poles of time and 

eternity. By relying on what was eventually called a Sacramental Aesthetic for the 
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theater, they attempted to "heal this split on religious grounds" (Leitch American 170). 

In his introduction to The Christian Tradition in Modern British Verse Drama, 

William Spanos describes the predicament to which the modem artist must respond by 

borrowing a phrase from Karl Jaspers, referring to it as a "boundary situation" in which 

"man, stripped of protective philosophical or theological systems, naked, 

unaccommodated, and alone, stands face to face with Nothingness" (7). According to 

Spanos, artists of modernity attempted to negotiate this predicament according to two 

different sensibilities: the "empirical" and the "angelic" imagination, represented in the 

theater by naturalism and symbolism, respectively. (As per our discussion of temporality, 

these two sensibilities could just as easily be labeled "immersion in time" and 

"withdrawal out of time.") Naturalism produced drama that many felt to be devoid of 

transcendent value, while the drama of the symbolists was accused by many ofbeing 

solipsistic and "not grounded in the existentially real world of the audience" (I 0). 

In contrast to these two extremes, Spanos posits the "sacramental aesthetic" as a 

retrospectively unifying term for the religious drama of the period, claiming that, by 

means of this artistic concept, Christian dramatists hoped to fuse the two views on 

religious grounds. The sacramental aesthetic "reconciles the concrete reality and value 

that the empirical world view dichotomizes; and, in so doing, it rescues value from 

naturalistic and reality from idealistic art" (50). For Spanos, as well as for other writers 

who attempt to treat this movement comprehensively,'' the most important (and modem) 

innovation of this group of dramatists was "the rediscovery and reaffirmation of the 

integrity as well as the significance of the temporal process" for the Christian faith (ix). 
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And the key to this new attitude toward time and history lay in the doctrine of the 

Incarnation: 

The fusion, through the agency of the Incarnation, of spirit and matter is of 
crucial importance to the Christian poet, especially to the modem Christian 
poet-dramatist in the twentieth century .... Since the Incarnation occurs in 
time, in a moment of history, it absorbs the temporal into the eternal order, 
extending itself within history, perpetually reordering it, reshaping its broken 
structures, never abandoning history, but redeeming it. (27-8) 

Thus, the Christian playwright is able to infuse the temporality and historicity of his play 

with the transcendent without falling into an enervating "abandonment" that would rid it 

of existential authenticity: "Every moment in history, every human action, is infused by a 

discoverable universal and permanent significance without the loss of its unique actuality, 

its historicity" (29). These writers considered the action of their plays to already 

comprise the type of transcendent significance we have been describing so far; therefore, 

they felt they could authentically represent spiritual realities on the stage and at the same 

time confirm "both the incamational redemption of time and the necessity of existential 

immersion in it" (Leitch American 171 ). The sacramental aesthetic gives the artist the 

liberty of superimposing the eternal onto the temporal as opposed to sacrificing one for 

the other. While the a posteriori quality of Spanos's work tends to make it somewhat 

reductive and oversimplifying in its scope, it does help in placing this movement within 

the broader milieu of the twentieth century. Contrary to the assertions by many 

modernists that the appearance of religious drama during the modem period was 

anomalous, or simply reactionary to the spirit of the times, it is evident that the forging of 

the sacramental aesthetic coincides perfectly with contemporary attempts to position 

drama between the poles of positivism and idealism that were reflected in time and the 
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timeless. 

Christopher Fry stands as one of the most successful of this loosely-grouped 

coterie of playwrights. Along with T. S. Eliot, whose prowess as a modernist poet 

contributed greatly to the popularity of his drama, Fry produced some of the most widely

received and critically acclaimed religious plays of his era. He was particularly popular 

in America, where he has the distinction of being the only playwright to ever have four 

plays running simultaneously on Broadway (Tucker 124). 12 Devoted to the theater as the 

most communal of arts, Fry was familiar with the difficulties of presenting transcendence 

through an ephemeral medium. His previously cited comments on the experience of the 

theater audience-"the many-headed monster of the auditorium" ("Looking" 7)-reveal 

his desire to alleviate the persistent crisis of attention. However, he goes on in the same 

essay to reject several methods he observed his contemporaries using in order to 

manipulate the attention of their spectator. He descries the danger of carrying Eliot's 

advice of"iterated words of the simplest kind" too far and "err[ing] on the side of 

lucidity." He also rejects the tactics of Artaud and his fellow dramatists, referring to the 

Theater of Cruelty as "the shock -system." Although this technique may in fact create an 

experience that is more "valid" for the audience, Fry points to its negative long-term 

effects: "Shock to complacency is good; but shock for shock's sake, to grab the attention, 

though sometimes advantageous, can end in a compulsive exhibitionism, and an audience 

which has become thick-skinned and immune" (7-8). Unfortunately, this comment has a 

certain ring of truth for the post-modem theatergoer. 

As opposed to Artaud's "scandalised" shock, where audiences are flooded with 
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sensuous stimulation and remain in a consistent state of shock based on their adherence to 

convention and moral norms, Fry desires shock of a different sort in his plays: namely, 

"the shock of recognition of what till then was not consciously recognised, the sensation 

of overtaking what had always been waiting for us" (8). Thus, he conceptualizes the 

artist as playing a revelatory role in the theater-a role which is characterized by an 

insistence on the inherent mystery in the presentation of everyday life. He seeks to reveal 

through his drama the immanence of "the timeless" within the progression of existential 

time. In The Firstborn, he has the tragic character of Rameses elaborate on the "mystery" 

of the present moment: 

Listen-look-
What is this 'now', the moment we're now crossing? 
Can this truth vanish? 

It is true for us now, but not till now, and never 
To be again. I want it for myself. 
This is my life. ( 41) 

Thus, the uniqueness of each passing moment points to the mystery of existing in the 

world, and further, the phenomenological perception of the world is no less mysterious. 

James Woodfield sees Fry's constant reliance on mystery as primarily reflecting his 

perspective on divinity: "Fry's recognition of the 'mystery' of existence is no wide-eyed 

wonder, but the expression of the Affirmative Way, that God is immanent as well as 

transcendent" (101). Woodfield claims that Fry's affirmation of images as being 

presently "filled" with the mystery of divine immanence keeps his feet on solid ground. It 

frees him to shun the necessary removal of his audience into a transcendent realm, unlike 

artists who feel that God can only be known through the negation of the physical world. 13 
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It is this awareness of mystery's prevalence that most effectively serves as a 

unifying element for Fry's body of work. Most critics tend to divide Fry's plays into two 

groups- religious plays and secular, or pagan plays-classifying them according to their 

content. 14 In a foreward to a volume containing three of the so-called "religious plays," 

Fry resists such classifications, and claims that a thread of unity runs through his entire 

oeuvre: "But if any are religious they are all religious, and if any are pagan they are all 

pagan. They reflect the world I know, as far as my understanding has taken me." Instead 

of dividing them along the lines of "religious subject matter," Fry claims that the two 

groups of plays only differ according to the location of their original performance: "The 

real difference is that the comedies were written to be played in a theatre; the others either 

in, or not far away from, a church" (Preface vii). While some plays present characters 

from well-known Biblical stories and others are filled with disaffected soldiers, atheistic 

rebels, and estranged sons and daughters, all speak to the eternal mystery of the present. 

In all of his productions, Fry attempts to awaken his spectator to the transcendental value 

inherent in the passing moment, the depth of meaning within the evanescent dramatic 

expenence. 

We can already observe that his particular view of temporal existence as 

containing within it a glimpse of a quasi-eternal mystery positions Fry closer to the 

speculations of Augustine than any of the playwrights we have considered thus far. The 

contemplative saint closes Book XI of his Confessions with an expression of longing for 

an experience of time that would be nearer to the "changelessness" of eternity-an 
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experience, as Ricoeur points out, in which "the advantage lies not in abolishing time but 

in deepening it" (Ricoeur 30). That the longing for the eternal present, when he "shall be 

cast and set firm in the mould of your truth" (279; ch. 30), occurs within time testifies to 

the redemptive power of such longing. Existence within time is hierarchised based on 

"how close or how far a given experience approaches or moves away from the pole of 

eternity" (Ricoeur 28); thus, the sensitive artist will press toward that pole. When 

Augustine exclaims earlier, "If only men's minds could be seized and held still!" and 

rhetorically asks, "Could mine be the hand strong enough to seize the minds of men? 

Could any words of mine have power to achieve so great a task?" (262; ch.ll ); the words 

could almost be attributed to the modem dramatist, contemplating his audience's 

reception. For Fry, this "seizing" and "holding" is achieved through the revelation of 

mystery. 15 He considers his work a success when his audience is made to "see our reality 

in a different aspect: as though we were looking at it for the first time" ("Looking" 

1 0)-he succeeds through renewal, as opposed to removal. And it becomes increasingly 

evident to Fry that any attempt at meaningful action in this world must be conducted from 

this renewed paradigm. 

In order to consider Fry's work specifically as a vantage point from which to view 

the intersection of religious sensibility and the spirit of modernism in early twentieth

century theater, we will look in the following chapters at two of the plays originally 

written to be played "in, or not far away from, a church." In both the saint play that began 

his career, The Boy with a Cart, and the post-war dreamscape A Sleep of Prisoners 

(hereafter, Boy and Sleep), Fry brings sacred concepts of time to the stage in order to 
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reveal the significance of the dramatic action. In Boy, what Mircea Eliade has described 

as the "reintegration of mythical time" effected by the religious festival (Sacred 68) 

enables Fry to infuse the evanescence of the dramatic experience with the transcendent 

value of a sacred past; while with Sleep, written seven years after his troubling brush with 

the violence of World War II, he is more concerned with the possibility of authentic 

action to which this perception of mystery will hopefully lead. 

The struggle against the fugacity of time is undoubtedly a prevalent motif in the 

drama of the early twentieth century. We have seen in the plays of various modem artists 

examples of what Pearce refers to as an "accounting against erosion" ( 156) in the theater. 

The theatrical event is effectively an attempt to covert "detritus into relics" (157)-to 

redeem actions performed in the endlessly-flowing dimension of time by means of a 

deeper sense of temporality that will be more meaningful for the witness. By retelling the 

story of the boy-saint Cuthman according to a cyclical concept of sacred time, Fry is 

making just this sort of attempt; the extent to which it succeeds will be considered in the 

next chapter. 
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Chapter Two: 

Superimposed Temporality in The Boy with a Cart 

Christopher Fry rose to prominence in the British theater scene following World 

War II. His one-act comedy A Phoenix Too Frequent was received with enthusiasm when 

it was performed in London's Mercury Theater in 1946. But Fry was no newcomer to the 

stage at this point in his career; five of his plays had already seen small productions 

before he was drafted into the military in 1941. 16 After serving a four-year stint in the 

noncombatant Pioneer Corps, Fry returned to the theater and began his professional 

career in earnest, writing eight plays and translating five in the course of the next sixteen 

years. 17 The Boy with a Cart (hereafter, Boy) is Fry's only prewar play to be published, 

and it is "one he has a particular affection for" (Leeming 1 0). Written for the fiftieth 

anniversary of the church in the Sussex village of Steyning, the play is one of many 

"festival plays" written during this period, the purpose of which, according to the director 

E. Martin Browne, "was to be the same as that of most Greek tragedies-to celebrate the 

cult associated with a sacred spot by displaying the story of its origin" ( qtd. in Pizzato 5). 

In portraying the mythical foundation of the original Steyning church by St. Cuthman in 

the tenth century, Fry superimposes that sacred time onto the time of the dramatic 

presentation. Instead of the ancient Greek mystery cults, here the "cult of the saints" 

lends its mythic quality to the staged event, infusing it with transcendent value and 
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rendering it a quasi-religious experience. 

The reunion of religion and drama was sought by many theatergoers during the 

early years of the twentieth century. In fact, the enthusiasm of Christopher Fry's early 

reception by mid-century audiences has been attributed by one critic to "the yearning that 

assails many devotees of drama, namely, that drama, poetry, and religion be reunited as 

they were in the theaters of ancient Greece and Elizabethan England" (Tucker 124). Chad 

Walsh echoes this "yearning" in his preface to a book on Fry, and he confidently assures 

his reader that he is not alone in "nursing the hope" of such a reunion ( 11 ). Even as 

unlikely a collaborator as Friedrich Nietzsche-though he deplored what he saw as the 

"life loathing" nature of Christianity ( 11 )--seems to suggest a similar lamentation over 

the secularization of drama as he contemplates the Dionysiac spirit in The Birth of 

Tragedy. In his discussion of Nietzsche's influence on Eliot's Murder in the Cathedral 

(hereafter, Murder), Mark Pizzato sees both writers desiring a return to the ritual 

beginnings of the theater, as evidenced by their emphasis on a liminal chorus (1; 10): 

"Nietzsche, like Eliot, desired illumination and transfiguration in theater, but through a 

different deifying mechanism than that in Eliot's later drama. Nietzsche treasured the lost 

ur-chorus of Greek drama with its dithyrambic song and dance" (8). He asserts that 

tragedy was born out of the experience of the dithyrambic "satyr chorus" and thus draws a 

vital link between the ideal experience ofthe theater audience and that of the participant 

in sacred ritual. In their own distinct ways, both Eliot and Nietzsche saw in the ritual 

roots of theater important implications for the burgeoning world ofmodernity. 18 

When faced with the complexities of life in modernity, many theatergoers felt that 
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the ineffectual bourgeois melodrama to which the theater had degenerated was inadequate 

for the production of authentic art. The stage was in need of an aesthetic renewal that 

would restore integrity to the mundane medium. While we have already considered 

various means by which modem dramatists attempted to infuse their work with 

transcendent value, for dramatists with a Christian world view, this desire took the form 

of a return to ritual drama and found its most literal expression in the modem religious 

festival. It was no accident that the Christian verse drama movement was centered 

around the annual festival at Canterbury. 19 Fry eventually contributed to this festival with 

his 1948 production of Thor with Angels, but this was not his first time writing a festival 

play. With the 1938 production of Boy, the young playwright presents a story self-

consciously in the festival style-constantly alerting his audience to the implications of 

what they are witnessing and appealing to the mythic qualities of hagiologicallore to 

effect an intromission of the eternal into the fleeting dramatic experience. 

Before moving on to the discussion of Fry's play, it is necessary to consider the 

phenomenology of the religious festival-in particular, the way in which time is 

manipulated through the re-enactment of the sacred action. The historian of religion 

Mircea Eliade makes the following observation concerning time as it is experienced in 

the religious festival setting: 

Every religious festival, any liturgical time, represents a reactualization of 
a sacred event that took place in a mythical past. ... Religious 
participation in a festival implies emerging from ordinary temporal 
duration and reintegration of the mythical time reactualized by the festival 
itself. Hence sacred time is indefinitely recoverable, indefinitely 
repeatable. (Sacred 68-69) 

We will return later to Eliade's implication of"emerging from ordinary temporal 
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duration," but we can already begin to see the way in which the festival experience 

receives the "stamp of eternity" (Nietzsche 43) in a way that other drama does not. 

Eliade's views on myth and the sacred come from years of studying and 

classifying the rituals of pre literate societies, and he constantly searches for evidence of 

the "survivals" of myth in modem society.20 In the ultra-dichotomized The Sacred and 

The Profane, he defines sacred time as appearing "under the paradoxical aspect of a 

circular time ... a sort of eternal mythical present that is periodically reintegrated by 

means of rites" (70); and profane time as "ordinary temporal duration" (68). The 

circularity he refers to in sacred time is accomplished through perennial renewal through 

some sort of sacred rite: "for religious man of the archaic cultures, the world is renewed 

annually; in other words, with each new year it recovers its original sanctity, the sanctity 

that it possessed when it came from the Creator's hands" (75). Just as the necessary 

spatial renewal of an endlessly decaying world is accomplished through an annual re-

enactment of the cosmogony (32), it is likewise necessary that the temporal dimension of 

that world be renewed, as it is continuously retreating from "primordial mythical time." 

This temporal renewal is effected through the religious festival. Eliade gives the 

example of the festivals of a Polynesian tribe, highlighting particularly the special quality 

that is attributed to the acts and gestures that are perceived there: 

The numerous ceremonies that make up the periodical festivals-and 
which, once again, are only the reiteration of the paradigmatic acts of the 
gods-seem not to be different from normal activities; they comprise ritual 
repairing of boats, rites relative to the cultivation of food plants (yam, taro, 
etc.), repairing of sanctuaries. But in reality all these ceremonial activities 
differ from similar labors performed at ordinary times by the fact that they 
... take place in an atmosphere saturated with the sacred. (86-87) 
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The persons performing the rituals are perceived as being "contemporary with the gods," 

and therefore the duration of the ritual is augmented by the original, mythic time. It is as 

if the mythic time becomes superimposed upon the temporality of the festival, and it is 

precisely this effect of superimposition that Fry attempts to translate to his modem 

festival play. 

Of course, it rapidly becomes evident when studying Eliade that his views must be 

used with caution in a discussion of temporality in the modem theater. For in his strict 

dichotomy of all realms of experience into the categories of sacred and profane, he 

eventually pushes his "religious man" into a position of withdrawal that would render his 

experience inauthentic in light of the temporal concerns we have considered thus far. 

Observe the extreme sentiment of the following characterization: "[The religious man] 

experiences intervals of time that are 'sacred,' that have no part in the temporal duration 

that precedes and follows them, that have a wholly different structure and origin" (71; 

emphasis mine). This is exactly the type of withdrawal that is antithetical to the spirit of 

modernism. In "The Metaphysics of Modernism," Bell discusses the unspoken 

boundaries that are imposed on the modem writer's use of myth in terms of its 

relationship to history. The stress was not to be placed on myth's revelation of the 

"timeless human condition"; instead, modem usage of myth was to serve as a "form of 

historical motivation" and to provide "a way of acting purposefully within history." This 

assessment of the complex relationship between myth and history proves itself in the 

hierarchizing of modernist literary works, where the writer's appropriation of myth is 

judged according to the degree of withdrawal from historical time that is implied: 21 "For 

28 



this is the important emphasis: not a withdrawal into some realm of the timeless but a 

recognition of the intrinsic and foundational import of these values [represented in myth] 

for the given community or 'world"' (15). 

Eliade acknowledges this objection to his position in his relatively early 

discussion of sacred time in The Sacred and the Profane: "this desire on the part of 

religious man to travel back periodically ... may appear intolerable and humiliating to 

modem eyes .... From one point of view it may even be said that religious 

man-especially the religious man of primitive societies-is above all a man paralyzed 

by the myth of the eternal return." He even postulates the opinion of a "modem 

psychologist" that the mythic consciousness could evidence an "anxiety before the danger 

of the new, refusal to assume responsibility for a genuine historical existence" (92-93). 

Before these objections, Eliade is satisfied to admit, "That problem is too complex to be 

discussed here," as he considers it to lie outside the milieu of the historian of religions. 

But for us, of course, the question is central, and requires careful consideration. Is it 

possible to viably re-enact sacred or mythic matter on the modem stage without requiring 

the audience to make a break with their historical present? Can sacred time be 

appropriated in the evanescent theatrical experience without rendering such an experience 

invalid according to modem standards? 

For Fry, the key to this dilemma is found in his view of mystery, wherein he uses 

intimations of the sacred to indicate the mystery inherent in all temporal experience. His 

artistic goal is more of a desire to disclose than a desire to present; not to show the 

audience something they have never seen before, but to show them something they have 
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seen many times-have in fact grown quite accustomed to-and urge them to see it in a 

different way. He aims at producing a new type of realism, based on a different 

conceptualization of reality. In a brief essay "A Playwright Speaks" that bears the 

weighty subtitle "How Lost, How Amazed, How Miraculous We Are," Fry attempts to 

describe his ontological stance: "Reality is incredible, reality is a whirlwind. What we 

call reality is a false god, the dull eye of custom" (27). In his opinion, by the middle of 

the twentieth century, this "dull eye of custom" had dominated the theater for too 

long-had been exhausted as a form of dramatic inspiration-and something new was 

necessary. Further in the same essay, he considers the effect that the protracted reign of 

this false reality has had on modem drama: 

The other cozier reality of everyday appearances has had a long day in the 
theatre, and the theatre has profited by it, but we have gone, as the song 
says, about as far as we can go. We have invaded every room in the house, 
except perhaps the water-closet, and our escape from that has been a pretty 
near thing. We have thumped out political tracts, and burrowed with 
Freud, and the thumping and burrowing have made, at times, a lively 
theatre, but we cannot live by Freud alone; we are still left with the 
mystery ... there is still the element of doubt, which is also the element of 
faith, and the element we are condemned to live in. (73) 

Here we see a critique similar to the one referenced earlier concerning Artaud's Theater 

of Cruelty. Fry does not deny the capability of this type of realism to present to the 

audience an accurate picture of the world as they already see it. For him the underlying 

deficiency was to be found instead in the very mode of perception. 

Because the various forms of realism that fill the stage are ultimately grounded in 

the "cozier" conceptualization of reality with which the audience is already familiar--one 

that has been jaded by the process of time itself-the temporality of Fry's theater, which 
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is to re-present a different, "mysterious" reality, will necessarily involve the complex 

superimposition of temporality we have alluded to earlier. Although, as Fry asserts, "We 

can do it no service by thinking of it as a return to an earlier manner, as a sudden reversal 

to the seventeenth century, for example"; his revelatory theater cannot be on the other 

hand an unadorned mirror-image of the audience's historical moment-meeting only the 

standards of their natural expectations. Though his terms are somewhat vague in "A 

Playwright Speaks," we can nevertheless see him reaching for the type of superimposed 

experience alluded to earlier: 

Our difficulty is to be alive to the newness, to see through the windows 
which are so steamed over with our daily breath, to be able to be old and 
new at one and the same time. And the theatre we should always be trying 
to achieve is one where the persons and events have the recognizable ring 
of an old truth, and yet seem to occur in a lightning spasm of discovery. 
(96) 

This view toward the world of theater is echoed in the essay's most often-quoted phrase, 

where Fry defends poetry as "the language in which [man] says heaven and earth in one 

word" (73). Similarly, in an earlier discussion of the theoretical issues underlying his 

work, he characterizes the ideal theatrical event as one "which would be both the 

immediate appearance of things and the eternal nature of things, combined with felicity'' 

("Why" 58). For Fry, the valuable stage-image is essentially one that is superimposed. 

If such a superimposition of the eternal onto the present moment is accomplished, 

the result in the spectator would be described more as an alteration than an increase. As 

Eugene Prater puts it in "Christopher Fry: Reconsidered," Fry's plays are attempts at 

"capturing the freshness of life and conserving those values which dart behind the false 

outer curtain of phenomena to that of the 'mystery'" (72). He is more concerned with 
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showing his audience the transcendental value of their historical moment than presenting 

to them some separate temporality that is qualitatively more sacred. Unfortunately, Fry's 

emphasis on the mystery of quotidian experience is one which critics often misconstrue, 

assuming that the "ebullient streams of words" by which he ornaments somewhat 

pedestrian dramatic action merely serve as a "sophisticated defence mechanism for not 

having anything to say-a highly trained and but inexpensive substitute for a personal and 

convincing attitude" (Bewley 81 ). Such a comment only demonstrates the extent to 

which the modem conscience has evicted transcendent meaning from everyday life 

expenence. 

On the other hand, while Fry prefers the revelation of immanent mystery to the 

more disorienting presentation of transcendent mystery, he is not opposed to using the 

presence of the sacred on the stage to indicate the prevalence of the mysterious, provided 

the audience is not required to break with the validity of their own experience. Of course, 

as one reviewer points out, it is possible that, by emphasizing mystery, Fry "seems to be 

trying to say something more than mere good theatre can state" (qtd. in Lecky 83). 

Whether this is true is not the key issue, although we will briefly revisit the problem at 

the end of the chapter. The important thing at this point is to note that, while Eliade sees 

the religious festival participant "emerging from ordinary temporal duration," Fry senses 

the decidedly negative connotation that such a prospect carries for the modem audience, 

and he seeks a different route. He considers it incumbent on the writer of the modern 

festival play that the mythical time represented on the modern sacred stage be 

appropriated to infuse the existential present of the audience with transcendental value, 
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instead of to somehow extricate them from the presence of their historical moment. In 

Boy, he achieves this effect primarily through his chorus of "The People of South 

England," as well as in the play's prevailing theme of meaningful work. 

Fry tells the relatively simple "mythic" story of the young shepherd-cum-saint in 

an episodic fashion, uniting several vignettes from his life by means of a poetic chorus. 

Briefly, the play recounts the youthful Cuthman's journey from Cornwall to the Sussex 

village of Steyning, where he eventually fulfills his God-ordained mission by building a 

"church among whortleberries" (8). He makes the journey through five counties pulling a 

handmade cart-which holds his volubly objecting elderly mother-and in the process is 

witness to, and active participant in, several miraculous events. 

The play begins as Cuthman is told of his father's death and begins work on the 

cart. He embarks on a pilgrimage without destination, confident that God will be with 

him and that, through the labor of the journey, he will discern his place in the world.22 

The traditional hagiography of St. Cuthman is marked by four miracles, two ofwhich are 

defensive: a localized downpour ruins the crop of a group of mowers as they have a laugh 

at Cuthman and his mother's expense; and later, a violent windstorm whisks away a 

dissenting neighbor as she attempts to hinder the church's construction. The two miracles 

that are more constructive in outcome appear at the beginning and the end of Fry's play, 

although they are both merely reported to the audience. We hear early on of the young 

shepherd's custom of drawing a circle around his sheep, "Though as a fence I knew it was 

less I Good than a bubble" (10); and how the sheep obediently remain within, guarded by 

God. But the chief miracle occurs at the climax of the story. The nearly-completed 
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church is threatened when the king post swings out of position. As the townspeople 

lament this tum of events, Cuthman enters and reports that a mysterious figure has 

appeared to him, righting the king post with a touch and revealing himself as Jesus Christ: 

"I heard him say 'I was a carpenter' ... " (45). 

These few narrative elements provide Fry with the structure of his story. As 

Leeming points out, "The Emblem of the cart and the journey too suggested an episodic 

structure" ( 11 ). Within this framework, the poet developed his sense of mystery through 

beautifully versed imagery and naturist paean, as well as comical prose and nonsensical 

lyric. In this early work, Fry was attempting to find his dramatic footing, and, even 

though he would subsequently write his plays mostly in irregular blank verse, his 

experimental approach to style in Boy adds to the play's charm. Yet of all the styles in 

the play, the most skillfully written speeches are spoken by the chorus-a point of 

similarity with Eliot's Murder. In fact, it is with the liminal chorus that Fry was to 

accomplish his dramatic goal of revelation. It is to the chorus that he would assign the 

burden of responsibility for conveying the theme of superimposition that would allow the 

audience to see the mystery of their own historical moment, the sacred value of their own 

evanescent present. 

In his discussion of Murder entitled "Redressing the Chorus," Pizatto says that, 

although Eliot claims to have employed a chorus primarily to cover up the defects of his 

theatrical technique, the Women of Canterbury play a much more vital role as per the 

play's effectiveness for modem audiences: "His Canterbury 'bacchants' .. . (re)cover the 

theological and theatrical chasm between a twelfth century saint being martyred onstage, 
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and the twentieth century audience, watching him with varying degrees of complicity and 

faith" (7). This mediatory effect of the chorus is downplayed by Spanos, who claims that, 

while Eliot's Chorus (the "type of the common man") no doubt "mediates between the 

audience and the action," they provide "the least direct link"; instead, it is with the direct 

addresses to the audience that the playwright effects the strongest connection between the 

natural time of the audience and the sacramental time and transcendental significance of 

the play (100-01). Pizzato would disagree. He considers the liminal chorus-located as 

they are on the "edge of the stage"-to be the primary link that "connects at least some 

spectators to the sacrifice onstage and thus gives birth to its modem meaning"; and he 

undertakes to show how "the semiotic hysteria of the Chorus, along with the symbolic 

focus of their poetry, becomes crucial to the performative credibility of Eliot's modem 

tragedy" (7). Although Eliot's chorus has little in common thematically with Fry's 

affirming People of South England, it is evident that the mere presence of a liminal 

chorus on the stage provides a crucial ligature uniting the spectator with the religious 

action. 

Fry enhances this effect by making his chorus self-consciously liminal. They 

occupy a position from which they can present the story as eyewitnesses: 

We saw him; we saw him with a grass in his mouth, chewing 
And traveling. We saw him building at last 
A church among whortleberries. (8) 

And yet, they also continually insist on the reality of their presence within the shared 

temporality of the theatrical event, as can be seen in the continuation of the previous 

speech: 
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And you shall see 
Now, in this place, the story of his going 
And his building.-A thousand years in the past 
There was a shepherd, and his son had three 
Sorrows come together on him. Shadow 
The boy. Follow him now as he runs in the meadow. (8) 

"We saw ... And you shall see." This is the peculiar domain of Fry's chorus: "Now, in 

this place" locates them firmly within the spatial and temporal realm of the theater, while 

they obviously maintain some sort of congruity with the characters. They inhabit a 

liminal "edge of the stage" from which they recount the mythic elements of Cuthman' s 

tale to the audience as if reporting a bit of gossip to a neighbor-an important metaphor 

that appears in both the chorus's prologue and their epilogue: "We have discerned a little, 

we have learned [known] I More than the gossip that comes over our gates" (7; 46). 

Glenda Leeming sees Fry's People of South England as inhabiting a more 

authoritative sphere than the choruses of Eliot's Murder and The Rock (18), and while 

their knowledge is admittedly only partial, it seems to surpass that of any of the other 

characters, as well as-most importantly-that of the audience. While Eliot's lamenting 

Women of Canterbury may be aware of "Some presage of an act I Which our eyes are 

compelled to witness" (11 ), the chorus of Boy takes greater control over the telling, 

arranging the episodic story of Cuthman 's life for the viewers. Leeming sees the chorus 

filling several roles in this play: "Fry is able to use the chorus's wider viewpoint in 

evaluating implications of events and by offering an overview of the life of Cuthman" so 

that his "straightforward lamentations are confronted with the wider problem of pain." 

This wide viewpoint expands to allow the chorus to "express not only the experience of 

humanity but the presence of the natural world in its reassuring agricultural routine, its 
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impersonal beauty, and its embodiment of God's hidden purpose and control. It speaks 

for man and nature" (18-19). While her characterization of the chorus points to the 

diversity with which Fry treats his liminal group, by etherealizing them away from the 

sphere of humanity into some sort of cosmic consciousness, Leeming pushes the play 

toward a more archaic sense of the festival play. On the contrary, even though their role 

is a complex one-somehow "being" in the tenth century and the twentieth 

simultaneously- to treat them as a "type of the common man" as Eliot does would be 

antithetical to Fry's revelatory aims. He does not desire that the chorus convince the 

spectator that he has somehow been transported to the time of the represented action. 

This is the primary point of contrast between the ways Eliot and Fry employ the chorus,23 

and it points to a significant means by which Fry infuses the present theatrical moment 

with transcendent value. 

The way in which Fry's chorus directly addresses the audience is markedly 

different from the well-known Christmas sermon by Becket or the speeches of the Four 

Knights in part two of Murder. The People of South England present the story of 

Cuthman as a story. Though there is a level of ambiguity as to their perception of the 

events' reality (e.g., the previously quoted "we saw ... " as well as the insistence 

regarding the crop-damaging rainstorm: "That is rain on dry ground. We heard it" [25]), 

the chorus continually avers that what is taking place in the theater is an act of 

storytelling. When the rope around his neck breaks, Cuthman decides to make a rope of 

withies, vowing that he "will build I A church where the withies are broken" (28). As he 

resumes his journey, the speech which the chorus gives could only be spoken by 
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storytellers. They describe the action with the retrospective clarity that comes from 

knowing its full extent: 

For the lifetime of a sapling-rope 
Plaited in the eye of God, 
Among the unfamiliar twine 
Of England, he still must strain 
And plug the uneasy slope, 
And struggle in heavy sun, and plod 
Out his vision; still must haunt 
Along the evening battlement 
Of hills and creep in the long valleys 
In the insect's trail, the small the dogged 
Pinhead of dust, by whose desire 
A church shall struggle into the air. 

A church, a church will branch at last 
Above a country pentecost, 
And the vision at last will find its people 
And the prayers at last be said. (29) 

This is obviously no mere "presage of an act" in the manner of Eliot's chorus. Here the 

audience is told a story by competent storytellers who, rather than being surrogate 

characters in the dramatic action, self-consciously present the mythic elements of the 

story. 

The competence of the People of South England is asserted through their lack of 

naivete as they comment on the more spectacular elements of the play. This can be seen 

especially in the windstorm that miraculously carries off Mrs. Fipps as she attempts to 

thwart Cuthman's project. The chorus first presents the incident to the audience through 

the eyes of an objecting and frightened Nature: 

The arms of the wood were not ready for this, 
The turbulent boy who has pitched himself suddenly in, 
The headlong ruffian hurling himself in the lap of the valley: 
What can protect us from this ragamuffin 
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Who has stampeded into his manhood with 
The shudder of the first anger of a rocket? 

He has belaboured the homeflight of the day 
Into a staggered bird, The word's gone round: 
There will be no quarter, no pouring of oil. 
The roots clutch in the soil, frantic against 
The sobbing of the bough. The gates of evening 
Clang in vain. Darkness will topple down 
Under the guns of the enormous air. (40-41). 

The tempo of the speech crescendoes rapidly, and it is reminiscent of the terror expressed 

by the confused chorus in Murder as Becket is martyred (76-78). But just as the modem 

audience is beginning to grow uncomfortable with the degree to which the chorus appears 

complicit in this "miracle," the mood is broken by a comic aside: "It has lifted an old 

woman off her feet! I This is a matter of considerable local interest"; and further 

alleviated by the repetition of the absurd (and conspicuously anachronistic) line, "Zigzag 

like a paper bag, like somebody's hat!" And as the stage directions indicate that "The 

Neighbors with shrieks and squeals rush off to follow the old woman's flight," the chorus, 

in order to restore the shaken confidence of the audience, assertively resume their role as 

storytellers: 

You may not think it possible, but tradition 
Has it that this old woman was carried five 
Miles and dropped in a pond. It's scarcely 
Credible, but that is the story that got 
About. And when the hurricane had dropped her 
It dropped itself and the incident was closed. ( 41) 

Fry reaffirms the chorus's storytelling capacity even as they fill the traditional 

choric role of glossing the passing of time. The chorus has always been used to cover any 

liberties taken by the playwright in regards to Aristotle's unity of time. However, Fry is 
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not content with simply having his chorus provide a poetic synopsis of the interim period. 

Instead he takes the opportunity of a six month leap to further empower his chorus as 

storytellers and, by doing so, comments on the troublesome nature of theatrical time: 

Let time rely on the regular interval 
Of days, but we do no such thing. We pull 
Down the weeks and months like a bough of cherry 
To decorate our room: strip off the year 
As lightly as we tear off the forgotten 
Calendar. But the story must be told. 
We make a country dance ofCuthman's labours 
And widely separated days become near neighbors. (36) 

And later, the chorus glosses a two-year period with a similar celerity, as they address the 

audience directly, personifying the carefully selected episodes from Cuthman's life as if 

they sought refuge from the power of the play itself. The miraculous events that have 

been related thus far seem to augment the erratic temporality of the play: 

It will not come as anything fresh to you 
That instead of events keeping their proper stations 
They are huddling together as though to find protection 
From rain that spoils the mowers' crop 
From wind sweeping old women off their feet. 
We merely remind you, though we've told you before, 
How things stand. We're apt to take the meticulous 
Intervention of the sun, the strict 
Moon and the seasons much too much for granted. ( 42) 

The chorus remain above the temporality of the action as well as that ofthe audience's 

perception of that action. By commenting on the complacence with which we accept the 

"meticulous" passing of time, they prove themselves (and the theater) to have somehow 

surpassed it. This speech directly follows the comically absurd "miracle" of the 

whirlwind, and Fry uses the episodic structure to reinforce the sense of trust between 

spectator and chorus. 
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We can see that Fry employs the chorus in a manner that is markedly different 

from Eliot's, although both wrote plays to be viewed in a festival setting. While the 

Women of Canterbury serve more as a set of characters through which the audience is 

meant to participate in the play's sacred action, Fry's chorus-though still in a liminal 

position-relate the sacred action to the audience in order to effect a similar "alteration I 

Beyond experience" to the one they have at times experienced (8). In order to maintain 

this privileged position throughout, it is necessary for the chorus to continually reassert 

their lack of naivete while at the same time relating the elements of the story to the 

audience in a meaningful way. 

In addition to stressing the storytelling aspect of the choric People of South 

England, Fry relies on the imagery of their language to further accentuate the play's 

theme of temporal superimposition. They incorporate several metaphors that suggest the 

possibility of seeing the temporal and the eternal encompassed within a single frame. 

Several ofthese images occur in the play's prologue, in which Fry sets the mood of the 

play and presents the thematic elements to be considered. As the members of the chorus 

contemplate the prevailing theme of human and divine work, they use the following 

metaphors: 

or at the end 
Of a furrow, watching the lark dissolve in sun, 
We have almost known, a little have known 
The work that is with our work, as we have seen 
The blackthorn hang where the Milky Way has been: 
Flower and star spattering the sky (7 -8) 

Here are two instances of the tangibly near and the immeasurably far perceived in a single 

glimpse. The farmer that looks down the furrow at a lark flying into the distance 
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observes the perpetual movement of the bird in contrast to the stasis of the blinding sun, 

and the smaller object is eventually swallowed up by the greater. In the case of the 

blackthorn, one can easily envision the branch blowing gently in the wind-within arm's 

reach-set against the background of the countless stars and galaxies that make up the 

Milky Way. In the eye of the observer, without the benefit of learned depth perception, 

both phenomena inhabit the same frame of vision. The flower that can be picked and the 

star that is reverently contemplated spatter the same sky, urging the viewer to "discern" 

the mystery inherent in both. 24 

The recurring metaphoric use of "root and sky" provides yet another means of 

alerting the spectator to the theme of superimposition. The chorus identifies these two 

elements in the prologue as symbolizing the human and the divine: "We have felt the 

joint action of root and sky, of man I And God" (7), and they continue to reference them 

throughout. By bringing these two together in their speech, the People of South England 

effect a syntactic superimposition to match the visual one accomplished by the 

metaphors. Root and sky are envisioned as "working together" in the prologue (8); later, 

"root and sky break" as the boy hears of his father's death (12); they achieve an almost 

conjugal union as he works at the cart, determined to find his place in the divine plan: 

"The first conception, the fusion of root and sky" ( 16); and finally the two ostensibly 

divisible elements are used by Cuthman to symbolize perfect union: "Death and life were 

knotted in one strength I Indivisible as root and sky" ( 45). It is easy to underestimate the 

full implications of the superimposition that is thus accomplished, wherein the audience 

is consistently led to imagine the two disparate elements in a natural union. 
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Thematically, it reveals Fry's ultimate goal for the festival play-that his audience would 

be "shocked" into considering the apparently disparate elements of humanity and divinity 

as "working together," as being joined by an indivisible fusion. 

This leads to the most powerful symbol in the play: the hand. Fry is obsessively 

fascinated by the human hand. In "Looking For a Language," he shows this obsession in 

a lengthy contemplation on the three words "this my hand" from Macbeth (56-57); and 

the hand shows up again in his discussion of mystery that was cited previously, where Fry 

imagines himself having cleared his mind of all knowledge of existence: "And now I 

come into existence, and I see my hand lying on the table in front of me, and that one 

thing alone, the first impact of a hand, is more dramatic than Hamlet" ("Playwright" 27). 

In Boy the working hand serves as the link between man and God: "In root and sky we 

can discern the hand" (8). Just as the audience witnesses Cuthman's hands at work on the 

cart, on the church, on the invisible sheepfold, so they are urged to witness the divine 

hand at work. As he prepares to start work on the church, Cuthman prays, "God be on the 

hill, and in my heart I and hand. God guide the hammer and the plane I As the root is 

guided" (35). This appears to be Fry's primary purpose in using the medium of the 

festival play. By presenting physical action on the stage, he is able to point the audience 

towards the hidden action of the divine-first in the legend of Cuthman, and subsequently 

in their own historical moment. As the audience bears witness to the mythic action 

portrayed by visible hands, they can begin to discern the invisible hand at work. 

Fry intimates that theater is the ultimate medium for religious experience, as it 

represents an "invisible" reality (here invisible because it is past) by means of visible 
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action. He supplies a thinly-veiled comment on the religious power of the theater in 

Cuthman's memory of his father- expressed primarily as a memory of his hands: 

Each morning my father buckles himself to, 
Like a leather strap, and at night comes to the fire 
His hands bare with well-water to tell 
The story of Jesus. So he will talk tonight, 
Clenching his hands against Gethsemane, 
Opening his hands to feel the Ascension 
As though after dry weeks he were feeling 
The first rain. Every evening I have watched, 
And his face was like a live coal under the smoking 
Shadows on the ceiling. ( 11) 

Even though he is said to "tell I the story of Jesus," the manner of his telling is theatrical: 

"So he will talk tonight, I Clenching his hands ... Opening his hands." Just as his father 

performs the Christian story for Cuthman, his hands being perceived as the hands of 

Jesus, the actors are now performing the saint's story-and the type of perception needed 

to "discern the hand" of St. Cuthman in the hand of the actor is identical to the perception 

required to discern the mysterious hand of divinity in the workings of mundane reality. 

As Cuthman relates this vivid memory to his neighbors-and of course, simultaneously to 

his audience-he typifies the ideal religious festival experience as Fry envisions it. 

The significance of the hand symbolism is played out through the overarching 

theme of work in the play. Cuthman is a working saint, not the type of saint that 

traditionally inspires dramatic consideration-namely, the martyred saint. Though Fry is 

not hesitant to discuss death and dying on the stage, the two saints whose lives he chooses 

to dramatize received their sainthood for acts of creation as opposed to their manner of 

death. 25 For Caedmon, whose story is recounted in Fry's final play, One Thing More, or 

Caedmon Construed, the creation is musical, while for Cuthman, the results are tangible 
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artifacts: first the rudimentary cart and then the humble church. With the dominant theme 

of work in Boy, Fry effects a union between the working saint and the eternally working 

God.26 The chorus begins the play by affirming, "In our fields, fallow and burdened ... 

with God we work shoulder to shoulder" (7). In the very acts of dividing, sowing, 

pruning, and building, we become like God, who is constantly working behind the 

phenomenal world. Cuthman's decision that, after the incident with the mowers, "We 

shall go as far I As the withies take us," founds their actions on the phenomenon of the 

withies breaking. At first he says, "There, where they break"; but then corrects himself: 

"Where God breaks them ... I shall build my answer in plank and brick,/ Labour out my 

thanks in plaster and beam I And stone." He views the breaking and building as 

cooperative labor as he vows to work alongside a working God: 

The church 
And I shall be built together; and together 
Find our significance. Breaking and building 
In the progression of this world go hand in hand. (28) 

As he presents the audience with this cooperation between the hands of Cuthman and 

God, Fry's hope is not that they see how things once were, but that they see the ever-

present potential of humanity working "shoulder to shoulder" with divinity. This 

metaphor recalls to mind Eliade's description of the religious festival, where men could 

temporarily consider themselves "contemporaries of the gods"; however, it also provides 

the clearest indication of the way Fry appropriates and alters the traditional concept of the 

festival play for his modem, temporally-conscious audience. 

We considered earlier Eliade's assertion that, by means of the festival, "religious 

man periodically becomes the contemporary of the gods in the measure in which he 
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reactualizes the primordial time in which the divine works were accomplished" (Sacred 

87). His desire for divine contemporaneity is the temporal parallel to the spatial need "to 

have his abode in a space opening upward" in order to as close as possible to the gods 

(91). But for Eliade, the important time is always removed from the present: it is "the 

time of origin, what took place 'in the beginning,' in principia" (92). From this vantage 

point, it is impossible to view the religious festival as anything but a retrogressive 

action-an escape from the present moment into either a distant past or an extra-temporal 

plane similar to Nietzsche's concept of the "superhistorical." Eliade considers it a 

necessity that the actions conducted during the festival-repairing a ship, cultivating 

yams, etc.- be perceived as qualitatively different from those same gestures performed 

on a day-to-day basis (85). How then can what takes place in the festival setting 

effectively translate to the historical present of the "religious man"? Eliade is correct in 

expecting an objection from the conscientious inhabitant of the modern world. 

It seems at this point that Fry's goal is nearly a polar opposite to that found in 

Eliade's religious festival. He wants the witness of his festival play to see the actions 

conducted on the stage as synonymous to the everyday activities he himself partakes in. 

Fry relies (perhaps to too great of an extent) on his audience being extremely familiar 

with the experience ofworking, of"dividing, sowing, and pruning"-in fact, it is 

precisely this familiarity that is to be counteracted by the play's insistence on mystery. 

The contemporaneity with the divine is meant to be experienced in the present; it would 

probably be more apposite to say "the gods are contemporary with them," making the 

important time now as opposed to some remote temporality. As the audience sees the 
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saint working "shoulder to shoulder with God," they are led to see God as immanent 

rather than transcendent-as present in the mystery of their own historical moment rather 

than in some imported sacred time. 

Fry reinforces the dominant theme of work in the unique theophany with which 

he concludes the dramatic action. This is the only point at which he alters the received 

hagiography of St. Cuthman. Traditionally, when questioned by the saint as to his name, 

the shining figure that appeared to him in the church replies, "I am He in whose name you 

are building this shrine" (Ferguson 285). Fry's audience receives the episode as Cuthman 

relates it to his Steyning neighbors. After appearing to the young man in stillness, "so 

still that there was not I Other such stillness anywhere on the earth," the stranger asks 

why he is alone in the unfinished church. As Cuthman answers, the language is pared 

down to direct narration, consisting almost entirely of one-syllable words: 

I told him: It is the king-post. 
He stretched out his hand upon it. At his touch 
It lifted to its place. There was no sound. 
I cried out, and I cried at last 'Who are you?' 
I heard him say 'I was a carpenter' ... (45) 

This of course reveals the mysterious visitor as Jesus Christ, and thus Fry's play 

concludes with a literal deus ex machina, with the incarnate God setting things to rights. 

However, Fry brings Christ to the stage in a way that few others have done. 

John Ditsky chronicles several other instances of modem theophany-whether 

overt, typological, or symbolic-in The Onstage Christ: Studies in the Persistence of a 

Theme. He demonstrates the many ways Christ is represented on the stage: 

The general incidence ofthe Christ-pattern in modem drama shows great 
variety. It is by no means confined to the predictable figure of the 
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sacrificial victim; there are examples that correspond to many phases of 
the life and career of Christ, including those of the teacher, the redeemer, 
the giver of love or hope or peace or justice, and of course the martyr to a 
cause. (7-8) 

We can now add Christ-as-carpenter to Ditsky's list, and remark briefly that Fry seems to 

be unique in this manner of appropriating the "Christ-pattern." Perhaps this is because 

the occupation of carpenter typically seems to be the least deific aspect of the recorded 

life of Christ, paling in comparison to the more thrilling crucifixion, resurrection, 

ascension motifs that often serve as dramatic inspiration. In Boy, however, the fact that 

the incarnate God became a carpenter proves to be of extreme importance to Cuthman, 

who is himself an amateur builder. 

Fry attempts the apotheosis of all creative work in this play, not merely of one 

particular event that took place in a remote sacred time. By doing so, he reveals the 

potential transcendent value in each passing moment, in labor conducted in the 

spectator's own historical present. These sentiments reach their fullest expression in the 

play's final speech, where what has been implicit so far becomes manifest. Because of 

this speech's significance for our discussion, it will be quoted in full: 

The candle of our story has burnt down 
And Cuthman' s life is puffed like a dandelion 
Into uncertain places. But the hand 
Still leads the earth to drink at the sky, and still 
The messenger rides into the city of leaves 
Under the gradual fires of September; 
The Spring shall hear, the Winter shall be wise 
To warning of aconite and freezing lily, 
And all shall watch the augur of a star 
And learn their stillness from a stiller heaven. 
And what of us who upon Cuthman's world 
Have grafted progress without lock or ratchet? 
What of us who have to catch up, always 
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To catch up with the high-powered car, or with 
The unbalanced budget, to cope with competition, 
To weather the sudden thunder of the uneasy 
Frontier? We also loom with the earth 
Over the waterways of space. Between 
Our birth and death we may touch understanding 
As a moth brushes a window with its wing. 

Who shall question then 
Why we lean our bicycle against a hedge 
And go into the house of God? 
Who shall question 
That coming out from our doorways 
We have discerned a little, we have known 
More than the gossip that comes to us over our gates. ( 45-46) 

This is one of Fry's most successful speeches, demonstrating his talent for composing 

poetry that is at once beautiful and utterly "speakable" on the stage.27 But apart from the 

beauty of the verse, we can also note the felicity with which Fry simultaneously closes the 

narrative action and the theatrical experience. As "Cuthman's life is puffed like a 

dandelion I Into uncertain places," the chorus makes a transition from the tenth century to 

the present moment of theatrical presentation with the word "still," showing that there is 

in fact very little transition to be made: "But the hand I Still leads the earth to drink at the 

sky, and still I The messenger rides ... " Thus, we are convinced of the persistence of the 

mystery of"Cuthman's world" into our own world of"ratchet," "high-powered car," and 

"unbalanced budget." In fact, Fry makes much use here of the pun on "stillness," so that 

the assertion that "all shall ... learn their stillness from a stiller heaven" pertains both to 

the Augustinian striving for the stasis of eternity as well as to the individual spectator's 

awareness of his own "still-ness"-the persistence of the sacred, mythic "past" into his 

own present experience. 
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Corbin S. Carnell compares the "still point" found in the work of Eliot with that 

of Fry's plays. He borrows the familiar imagery of the still center of a turning wheel from 

Murder in order to elucidate the different aesthetic goals of the two playwrights. For 

Eliot, "Beatitude is found in 'the still point,' which resembles the mentally conceived 

pure point of mathematics. It is a timeless release from the compulsions and 

enchantments of the world" (141). The chaos of the world is ordered by a willful act of 

the individual mind, as Thomas provides a model of stillness for the chaos personified in 

the Women of Canterbury. In contrast to this "release" from the "enchantments of the 

world," Fry encourages his audience to immerse themselves in them. For Fry, "Mystery 

and goodness and beauty are primarily mediated through created things, if not wholly 

through them. Thus we cannot know what the still point is like till we have sat by a still 

stream or waked to a green, still morning. The world of sense is inadequate, but it is the 

necessary beginning place for all our life" (145). The prevalence of nature imagery in 

Boy reinforces Carnell's point, as the following "augur of a star" from the prologue 

indicates : 

Coming out from our doorways on October nights 
We have seen the sky unfreeze and a star drip 
Into the south: experienced alteration 
Beyond experience. (8) 

This brief movement in the autumn sky serves to highlight the frozen stillne'ss of the 

stars-their seemingly unchanging configuration. If the audience is led to consider the 

life of Cuthman-or at least the selective presentation of his life they have just 

witnessed-as a star dripping from the stillness of a sacred past, they will hopefully be 

better equipped to discern the mystery and still-ness of the eternal in their own historical 
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moment. 

It is also important to note that this equipping of the spectator was not intended to 

be a solipsistic one. Just as other modernist artists were concerned with the social 

implications of their work, one of the chief motives behind Fry's view of mystery is the 

desire to provide his spectator with the necessary perspective for living authentically 

within history. Though this aspect of Fry's theater will be brought out more in the 

discussion of the post-war Sleep, even in this earlier play, Fry makes an important 

qualification for Cuthman's spiritual growth-that it must produce social benefit instead 

of merely leading to a self-aggrandizing delusion of grandeur. During the boy's own 

conversion to the awareness of mystery, as he acknowledges that in the past he saw "Only 

the blue-print of a star and not I The star; accepted only the light's boundary I To the 

shadow and not the shadow"; the social responsibility is not far from his mind: 

Let me see now with truer sight, 0 God 
Of root and sky; let me at last be faithful 
In perception, and in action that is born 
Of perception. ( 14) 

This element of Cuthman' s awakening is important as we consider the potential 

awakening of Fry's audience. It is vital that the spectator of the twentieth century be 

alerted to a sense of mystery that does not lead to an incurably private nostalgia for some 

transcendent realm, but instead produces "action that is born of perception." 

Perhaps this is one way in which the play failed to meet Fry's over-arching goals. 

The nostalgia of this "quaint pageant" could be the chief reason that Boy was considered 

by some theater critics to be "not really strong enough for professional performance" 

(Tucker 120). The primary fault seems to lie in the transference of the play from its rural 
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beginnings in a Sussex village to the metropolitan theater of the modern city. In fact, 

instead of the typical view that Fry didn't receive his due because of Modernism's ban on 

religious sentiment-its animosity towards everything overtly Christian (Tucker 124; 

Wiersma 242)-a more realistic explanation would attribute the play's limited reception 

to the fairly universal anti-rural stance of modernism. As the bustling city seemed to 

embody all that was modern in the minds of many early twentieth-century thinkers, the 

rural landscape of the Romantic pastorals symbolized all that was bound to the past, and 

therefore was held in polite contempt. To the New York audience of the 1954 revival of 

the Boy, the chorus of south England farmers, with their "scythe, flail, or harrow" more 

than likely recalled to mind the stereotype of country bumpkins rather than the type of 

nature-wise storytellers that Fry had meant them to be. 

Consequently, Fry's desire to infuse the evanescent theatrical present with a sense 

ofthe eternal while eschewing a withdrawal into some vague notion of the timeless was 

compromised in his first attempt at a festival play. Though his concerns about 

temporality show Boy to be a play written specifically for modern audiences, the lack of 

competence that an urban audience would likely concede to his liminal chorus threatens 

to attenuate the experience outside of a rural setting. Fry became more attuned to the 

twentieth-century milieu to which modernism was responding when he encountered the 

atrocities of World War II during his four-year service in the Pioneer Corps. 

Simultaneously, his further acquaintance with the fickle praise of the "many-headed 

monster of the auditorium" also served to sharpen his skills as a playwright. His deeper 

understanding of the modern dramatic experience is evident in his later plays, and in the 
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1951 Festival play A Sleep of Prisoners, Fry was able to bring his mystery-revealing 

theater to its fullest expression in a way that spoke more directly to the modem audience. 
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Chapter Three: 

Authentic Action Between the Poles in A Sleep of Prisoners 

The years directly following the second World War proved to be a period of great 

professional success for Fry, with his seasonal comedies finding a ready audience in war

tom Britain. Some critics cite this enthusiastic reception as evidence ofthe essential 

escapism of Fry's work, often paying him soi disant tribute that effectively precludes any 

lasting significance in the plays: "To be sure, there is a charm, a nostalgic note about 

Christopher Fry that captivates us as we sit transported to his fantasy land. For a moment 

we become like children. We feel sure that life is good, is secure, is that world we hoped 

for in earlier years" (Prater 79). This description is one that has unfortunately been given 

far too much currency by contemporary literary scholars and theater critics alike-many 

of whom have had little or no contact with Fry's work. To the contrary, a cursory 

examination of even his most lighthearted comedies reveals a self-consciously "present" 

author, with his eyes fully open to the world of modernity. His four-years of military 

service during World War II had a profound effect on Fry's view of the world, of 

humanity, and of the theater. The temporal issues that so greatly affect his approach to 

the theater are in his mature years increasingly cloaked in the question of authentic action, 

an issue that is only briefly touched on in Boy, when Cuthman prays to be "faithful I In 

perception, and in action that is born I Of perception" ( 14 ). In his most relevant post-war 
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work-particularly in the complex dreamscape of Sleep-the poles of time and eternity, 

between which Fry strives to direct his attentive spectator, find tangible expression in the 

similarly disparate extremes of action and passion. 

Although Fry rarely speaks openly about his experiences during the years of 1940-

44, the two world wars were paradigmatic for the formation of his views, both 

philosophically and artistically. Although he was a pacifist, firmly opposed to violence of 

any kind, he did not consider it a conscionable option to refuse all involvement in the 

war, and upon being drafted, served with the noncombatant Pioneer Corps for four years. 

He spent those years fighting blitz fires and clearing bomb damage in Liverpool, until his 

health broke down in 1944 and he was hospitalized (Roy 11 ). Fry's pacifism was shaped 

largely by his connections to Quakerism at a young age. Being led to believe that he was 

descended from the famous Quaker Fry family-the most notable member being the 

prison reformer Elizabeth Fry-the aspiring young playwright, who was born Arthur 

Hammond Harris, took the surname Fry from his mother's maternal Grandmother at the 

age of seventeen (Wiersma 23). Though the familial connection eventually proved to be 

false, Fry retained a spiritual tie to the Society of Friends all his life, claiming of the 

relationship, "if there is anything I have always 'felt in the blood and felt along the heart' 

it is this .... I'm reluctant to deny it after living with the belief so long and so 

compatibly" (Can 17).28 Fry's philosophy was certainly compatible with the Quakers' 

stance toward social issues, and pacifism is consistently one of the crucial concepts 

explored through the course of his dramatic output. 

Robert Gittings, a close friend of Fry to whom he dedicated Sleep, sees an 
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important tie between these war experiences and the subsequent plays: "the somewhat 

horrific experiences of a Military Hospital to some extent contributed to [the character] of 

Thomas Mendip" (qtd. in Leeming 4). Mendip, the "hero" of Fry's most popular play 

The Lady's Not for Burning, who returns from battle comically determined to be hanged, 

is but the most well-known example of the disaffected soldier/warrior character that 

recurs throughout Fry's oeuvre. In fact, eight of the ten plays written after the war 

contain a similar character; and even in one of the exceptions, The Firstborn, Fry 

underlines Moses's rash murder of the Egyptian, characterizing him as a retired soldier 

who has rejected violence for other means.Z9 This motif comes to fruition in Sleep, which 

includes not only one war-scarred soldier but an entire cast of them. Because Fry 

considers the possibility of war on a worldwide scale to be a critical litmus test for the 

modem age, the soldier becomes for him a crucial type of modem man, attempting to 

authentically position himself between action and passion--or more accurately-between 

a narrowminded commitment to the historical moment and an apathetic sufferance 

grounded in some transcendent reality. 

Fry's decision to write comedy keeps him from the danger of being totally 

immersed in historical time, unable to detect any transcendent significance and bound to 

action despite the consequences; and at the same time, his particular definition of comedy 

keeps him from the opposite pole, from the danger of apathetic withdrawal and escapism. 

In his often-quoted essay "Comedy," Fry discusses comedy and tragedy as two paradigms 

from which to view human experience-almost as if they were two contiguous facets of 

the same stone: "I know that when I set about writing a comedy the idea presents itself to 
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me first of all as tragedy." He speaks of the necessity-especially in modem times--of 

trudging through the tragic in order to reach anything that would be worthy of comic 

treatment: "In a century less flayed and quivering we might reach it more directly; but not 

now, unless every word we write is going to mock us ."30 This explains the prevalence of 

phoenix imagery in Fry's work. It is not enough to proclaim renewal, affirmation, and 

joy: there must also be the pain ofbuming: Fry's comic protagonists' "hearts must be as 

determined as the phoenix, what bums must also light and renew: not by a vulnerable 

optimism but by a hard-won maturity of delight, by the intuition of comedy, an active 

patience declaring the solvency of good" ("Comedy" 78). The "active patience" of Sleep 

is probably Fry's most faithful expression of his tragicomic vision, as the characters move 

through a "dark night of the soul" into the promise of dawn at the play's conclusion. As 

the playwright himself admits, "The play could not end in a glorious trumpeting, or even 

the indication of victory-we have too far to travel for that-but certainly in hope" 

("Drama" 3 ). 

In 1950, Fry was approached by the Religious Drama Society to write a play for 

the Festival of Britain, but the now popular dramatist hesitated at the prospect. This was 

a very different festival from the ones that he had written for up to this point. While the 

play would be ostensibly "religious," it was to be performed at a secular festival, 

celebrating the promise of technological progress. Leeming describes the occasion: 

This was taking place exactly one hundred years after the Victorian Great 
Exhibition, which had asserted Britain's preeminent claims to industrial, 
technological, and scientific advancement. The 1951 festival was making 
a similarly positive claim about Britain's recovery from World War II and 
the years of austerity that had followed. The main festival ... stressed the 
newest and most startling scientific discoveries and futuristic design. ( 115) 
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This is indeed a secular festival--commemorating and, in some ways, reenacting a 

meaningful event in order to renew a sense of wholeness that has been lost. Again, 

Eliade's description of the religious festival comes into play, and cautions us about such 

an occasion's temporal implications. The ostensibly future-looking festival is revealed to 

have an underlying retrograde perspective--one which appears to gloss over the atrocities 

of war in the praise of progress. The agenda of the event suggests a nostalgic (and even 

religious) longing for the bygone days of the flourishing British Empire. 

Against this backdrop, Leeming sees Fry acting in crucial counterpoint: "Fry's 

play . . . was not in step with the purposeful, forward-looking ideology of the festival." 

She goes on to say that, with the production of Sleep, Fry "is offering a small dissenting 

voice to the material optimism of the Festival of Britain in suggesting that true progress 

lies in the improvement of values, not in technology" (115). The playwright would no 

doubt be pleased with this assessment, as can be seen in the play's prefatory letter, 

addressed to Robert Gittings: 

We were talking even then [summer 1932], as we are talking, with greater 
instancy, now, of the likelihood of war. And I think we realized then, as 
we certainly now believe, that progress is the growth of vision: the 
increased perception of what makes for life and what makes for death. 
(201) 

Progress is not merely governed by the time-line for Fry. Instead, it involves a "growth of 

vision" that must be consciously grounded in the present-a perception of reality similar 

to the concept of mystery that has been discussed thus far. While the agenda of the 

Festival of Britain supposedly projected its vision forward while the biblical dreams of 

Fry's play seemed to be harking back to a nostalgic past, the effect achieved in the 
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spectator proves otherwise. Fry would argue that Sleep enables the audience to 

authentically view their present historical moment, and it is only then that they are able to 

progress meaningfully into the future. According to Stanford, the play's strength lies 

specifically in its contemporaneity: "Fry's achievement in A Sleep can be said to consist 

in the fact that he welded contemporary experience and biblical material into one 

dramatic whole .... Fry effects the integration of a set of modem characters, each with 

their own predicament and destiny, with those of a number of characters from stories out 

of the Old Testament" (206-07). This integration allows the playwright to speak of the 

two disparate times simultaneously. In considering this somewhat complex play, we will 

look at elements of the setting, at Fry's treatment of the four characters, and at the 

typological plot itself, in order to arrive at the "growth of vision" that the playwright 

meant to convey. 

The action takes place in "the interior of a church, turned into a prison camp" 

(205). Fry did not intend to have a church represented by set design, but instead to 

transform an actual sanctuary into a stage ("Drama" 1 ). It was important that there be 

only one degree of transformation: "from church to prison," rather than the more removed 

"from stage to church to prison." Within this converted space, four soldiers-two young 

privates, an older private and their corporal-are being held captive, and the action of the 

play unfolds as they prepare to sleep. The two young men get into an argument, and the 

more violent of the two attempts to strangle the other. After he is calmed by the two 

older men, sleep comes on them all and night descends. Thus begins the dream imagery 

for which the play has been criticized as "fashionable obscure," as a "confusing 
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kaleidoscope," and as "leaving too much work to the audience that [Fry] should have 

done himself."31 While such comments perhaps reveal a measure of apathy in the play's 

early audiences, Fry's design is admittedly complicated. He describes it in the prefatory 

letter: 

In A Sleep of Prisoners I have tried to make a more simple statement, 
though in a complicated design where each of four men is seen through the 
sleeping thoughts of the others, and each, in his own dream, speaks as at 
heart he is, not as he believes himself to be. In the later part of Corporal 
Adams' dream the dream changes to a state of thought entered into by all 
the sleeping men, as though, sharing their prison life, they shared, for a 
few moments of the night, their sleeping life also. (20 1) 

With this design, Fry makes use of the theatricality of dreams, wherein a dreamer is at 

once director, actor, and audience for the action he perceives. When Fry himself directed 

the play, he consistently stressed "that a strong spotlight on the dreamer with differential 

lighting for the dreamed characters was essential" for an audience's ability to detect who 

was dreaming and who being dreamt (Leemingl16). 

The content of the dreams seems to flow from the soldiers' surroundings as each 

casts his fellows in a story taken from the Old Testament: beginning with Cain and Abel, 

moving to the less familiar account of David condemning his son Absalom to death, then 

to Abraham's symbolic offering of his son Isaac, and ending with the ordeal ofthe three 

Hebrew children in the fiery furnace. While liberty is taken with the content of each 

biblical myth (Cain kills Abel because he loses to him at a game of dice), the account of 

violence in each remains intact, and focuses the construction of each character's 

identity- perceived as well as actual. Some audiences were unable to tolerate the 

somewhat blasphemous manner in which Fry "borrowed" from these texts, and the 
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outrage was increased by the fact that the stories were being performed within sacred 

walls. In his article on Sleep, John Gurney speaks repeatedly and derogatively of Fry's 

"dilution of the original." In his opinion, the biblical myths have a "profoundly numinous 

quality that challenges the spiritual imagination" ( 122); and, in Fry's play, "the soldiers 

are not elevated to the level of the myth: the myth is lowered to the level of the soldiers" 

(123). It is apparent from Fry's various comments on Sleep, as well as his overall 

approach to theater, that he would probably consider these complaints to be evidence of 

the play's success. Indeed, it is precisely his desire that the myth be brought level with 

present historical action-that the soldiers' quotidian reality be attributed this 

"profoundly numinous quality" that is generally relegated to the supernatural realm. 

Roy's account of Sleep's biblical appropriation is perhaps a little closer to the 

mark: "Its most remarkable feature-and its most controversial-is the interweaving of 

biblical episode and Christian ritual with a modem atmosphere of empty churches, 

profane soldiers, and universal warfare" (I 08). The controversy to which Roy refers here 

is related to the mixed reception the play met with in subsequent productions. The 

opening performance in Paris nearly created a riot (Tucker 123 ), while the stormiest 

response came in Australia, as Roy documents: "After a single performance in Sidney, on 

February I, 1952, not only the play itself, but the entire series which it was intended to 

initiate was banned by the Episcopal hierarchy. Despite the high appreciation with which 

the audience greeted the play, both the Archbishop and the Bishop Coadjutor of Sydney 

reaffirmed their ban." Roy draws a connection between the supposed blasphemy of Sleep 

and similar vulgarity of many Medieval mystery plays, and sees the mixed reception 
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stemming from Fry's tendency to overestimate his audience: "Fry is banking heavily on 

the sanity of his audience, their ability to see the constant elements of faith underlying the 

unwise, even grotesque antics of fallible mankind" (99). While this may be true to a 

certain extent, Fry also expected his audience to be reluctant to detect this underlying 

faith, and the level of controversy with which his appropriation of biblical content was 

met certainly seemed to him a positive consequence, as he attempted to shock his 

audience into an awareness of mystery. 

The reception of Sleep reveals a subversive layer of the play that is seldom 

brought out in otherwise competent critical studies. Going back to Fry's concept of 

inherent mystery, the difficulty for Christian audiences seems to be his assertion that, 

even within the walls of the church, one must dig deep beneath the surface of the present 

moment in order to reach anything like authentic transcendent value, as opposed to 

simply relying on the weight of tradition. The eternal is often clothed with the temporal 

in such a way that the latter can be mistaken for the former-action within the sacred 

space can be viewed as necessarily transcendent, while the vulgar action of everyday life 

is emptied of significance. With his choice of setting, Fry is primarily battling the 

"eternal" pole of his dilemma; he is countering the stance of the apathetic "otherworldly" 

man who would withdraw from the quotidian temporality of the historical present into a 

solipsistic realm of transcendence. This is the side of Fry's own conscience that perhaps 

had tempted him toward inaction in the face of bellicose violence in 1940. He once 

remarked in a conversation with Glenda Leeming that a victory for the Nazis "would have 

been simply a martyrdom. And I didn't feel sure that martyrdom was right" ( qtd. in 
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Leeming 3). We are reminded again of Fry's hesitance to bring to the stage the Christian 

martyrs that have provided extensive material for religious drama in the past. Though by 

staging the play in a church Fry rejects the one-eyed activism that characterizes many 

modem writers/2 the fact that the church has been remade into a prison shows the degree 

to which his critique was also leveled at the apathy of established faiths-an apathy that 

is characteristic of what Spanos deems the "angelic imagination" (10). 

Fry goes to the trouble of creating a character for both of the extreme views being 

critiqued in S/ee~ertainly his most overt attempt at allegory in the theater-and he 

quickly brings them into conflict. The entirety of the play is centered on the disagreement 

between David King and Peter Able. King is the man of action, reading in the violence of 

his environment the necessity of commitment: 

Let me, dear God, be active 
And seem to do right, whatever damned result. 
Let me have some part in what goes on 
Or I shall go mad! (245) 

And as a foil for this view of meaningful existence, Fry posits Peter Able, the sympathetic 

and artistic sensibility, so bent on finding the timeless quality of existence that he is 

incapable of acting-even when faced with circumstances that almost scream of action's 

necessity. While he is sometimes mistakenly thought to represent Fry's own stance, he 

actually stands for the other pole that Fry attempts to avoid in his work. In an essay on 

Sleep, John Ferguson describes the insidious danger of Able's pacifism: "In him the 

desire to avoid hasty action leads to a failure to act at all, and in him, by a curious but 

profoundly true paradox, the desire to see the good in all men leads (via a refusal to see 

the evil, and therefore a refusal to look at people with eyes open) to an actual insensitivity 
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to persons" ( 42). In order to underline the self-critique that he wanted to inspire in the 

Christian theatergoer, Fry connects this character again and again with the church and 

with transcendence, as in this pseudo-sermon he makes from the pulpit during the brief 

introductory section where all four men are awake: 

How can I help it if! can't work myself up 
About the way things go? It's a mystery to me. 
We've had all this before. For God's sake 
Be reasonable, Dave. Perhaps I was meant 
To be a bishop. 
[He turns to the nave.] Dearly beloved brothers 
In a general muck-up, towzers included .. . (208-09) 

That he refers to the "towzers"-Fry's pejorative term for the enemy holding the men 

captive33-as "beloved brothers" is enough to set King off, and it is soon after this point 

that he attacks Able in a fit of rage. King views his timid companion as "no-complaints 

Pete: arrangements perfect" (207); while Able sees his sanguine counterpart as "an 

example of the bestial passions that beset mankind" (209). The two present the 

contention between the polar views of existence to which we have devoted the bulk of 

this study: the one immersed in time to the neglect of value, the other withdrawn into the 

timeless to the neglect of action. Their respective stances toward temporality prove to be 

vital for an accurate understanding of the two men, and the several references to time in 

their dialog hold a key to discerning Fry's attempt to navigate these two poles in his 

theater. 

The violent altercation between the two men is in the minds of all four as they 

sleep, and it leads them all to themes of violence and murder in their dreams, just as the 

abandoned church suggests their biblical framework. The characters of the two older men 
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provide the backdrop for the movement toward a resolution between the two sensibilities. 

Corporal Joe Adams represents the sense of indecision and attenuated power that results 

from the two being present in mankind as a whole, and the oldest member of the group, 

Private Tim Meadows, reveals the promise of resolution as a type of"man under God's 

command" (250). We will return to Meadows a little later, since the typological reference 

for his role-only fully disclosed in the final dream-is crucial for Fry in his assertion of 

an enabling awareness of inherent mystery. But first, we must consider the first three 

dreams and their implications for the possibility of authentic action. 

In the opening act of violence, it is Meadows who restores order to the 

situation-not Adams. His rebuke of King has an instant effect, while Adams's "Come 

down here, you great tomfool!" (209) only makes things worse. Therefore, the first 

dream is dreamt by Meadows, and it provides the paradigm from whence the audience is 

to view the other three. Meadows himself somewhat reluctantly takes on the role of God: 

"No, no, no. I didn't ask to be God"; and he casts his superior in the role of"old Adam, 

old, old, old Adam" at the point of having just fallen into sin, or, as Fry puns, "gone to 

bad" (214). Being cast in the role of the first man, the Corporal's character gives voice to 

the human plight in general, and this characterization carries through in various forms to 

the subsequent dreams, as do the Cain and Abel roles of action and passion for the two 

young characters as well as Meadows's quasi-divinity. Meadows indicates the theme of 

schizophrenic identity to Adams just before going to sleep: "There's things I To be said 

which would surprise us if ever we said them" (212); and again, "there's strange divisions 

in us, I And in every man, one side or the other (213 ). As the spectator perceives 
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Adams's character watching as Cain kills Abel, the ineffectuality of divided sensibility is 

brought to the fore. Unable to intercede between his two fighting sons, Adams laments: 

Pinioned here, when out of my body 
I made them both, the fury and the suffering, 
The fury, the suffering, the two ways 
Which here spreadeagle me. (221) 

There could scarcely be a better expression of the pain of inaction Fry was attempting to 

portray. This first intrusion of violence into the human scene casts a tragic and fatalistic 

shadow over the future, which Adams now sees as a "great pit" into which flows "the 

drift I of agony for ever." Nor does he find any hope in the "survival of the fittest" 

mentality that would see in Cain the promise of progression: 

I have two sons, and where is one, 
And where will now the other be? 
I am a father unequipped to save. 
When I was young the trees of love forgave me: 
That was all. But now they say 
The days of such simple forgiveness are done, 
Old Joe Adam all sin and bone. (222) 

As the first dream reflects most faithfully on the real action that preceded the night of 

sleep, it establishes the dilemma in its most extreme form. While Adams is certainly 

situated between the poles of action and inaction, his lot is one of confusion, indecision, 

and grief. It is not until the final dream-Adams's own dream-that we are presented 

with a more hopeful possibility. 

It is in this first dream that we are shown the different ways in which the 

sensibilities represented by King and Able relate to the temporal aspect of existence. 

Peter as Abel is consistently unconcerned with the time, while David's Cain is impatient 

in the face of its unending successiveness and constantly reacts to his brother's 
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nonchalance with annoyance. When David yells for Peter to come down from tending the 

sheep, he explains his tardiness by saying, "I overlooked the time. Is it day or night?" 

(216). After receiving a disgusted rebuke from his brother, he falls into a characteristic 

moment of reverie-one which is rife with the passing of time and with a longing to 

emerge from its bounds: 

• 

Day and night, the sun and moon 
Spirit us, we wonder where. Meanwhile 
Here we are, we lean on our lives 
Expecting purpose to keep her date, 
Get cold waiting, watch the overworlds 
Come and go, question the need to stay 
But do, in an obstinate anticipation of love. (217) 

He is growing weary of existing in this paradisiac world of "place without limit, I Time 

without pity," and begins to "question the need to stay." One is reminded of Beckett's 

more forgetful tramp who constantly needs to be reminded that they are "waiting for 

Godot." He is not interested in his present moment of existence, but feels that meaning, 

or "love," can only lie elsewhere-if anywhere. 

David is infuriated by this lack of commitment to the present. When Peter claims 

to want "justification," David brings out the wavering indecisiveness of such waiting and 

longing, telling him impatiently, "The word's too long to be lived. I Just if, just if, is as 

far as ever you'll see." He recklessly challenges Peter to a game of dice to discern who is 

favored by God, confident that his own attitude toward committed action assures him of a 

privileged place in the mind of his creator. When he begins to lose, he goes quickly and 

inexplicably, into a rage. If Peter has no love for the present moment, how can the 

circumstances of that moment be in his favor? How can David's assertive presence have 
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no effect on the present? Of course, David's Cain kills Abel, choking him as the angry 

private had earlier attempted to throttle Peter at the pulpit. His words as he kills him are 

weighty ones in this consideration of temporal commitment, and they reveal the possible 

contempt that proponents of the time-bound extreme could bear toward their apathetic 

compatriots: "Get out of time, will you, get out of time! ... If life's not good enough for 

you I Go and justify yourself1" (220-21). 

Meadows's dream presents the characters somewhat as seen from an omniscient 

view, or at least from a paradigm of wisdom that comes with age-Meadows being old 

enough to be the father of the other three. Since the next dream comes from the mind of 

David, by Fry's own direction the spectator should consider him to be "speaking as at 

heart he is, not as he believes himself to be." Therefore, it is in King's dream of David 

and Absalom that we are presented with the most sympathetic picture of the man of 

action, whereas it is in the following dream of Abraham and Isaac that we are given the 

most understanding account of Peter's longing for transcendence. 34 A few comments on 

this strange dream will suffice to reveal Fry's attempt to portray David's most sincere 

motivations. When Peter as an obstinate Absalom repeatedly asks King David, "Do you 

think I care?''; David responds touchingly, "Absalom, I Come alive. Living is caring" 

(226). He is honest in his devotion to this world, and he desperately wants his "son" to 

understand him. Of course, the picture of Peter is given a caricatured slant in this dream, 

as is evident in the following interchange between Peter and Corporal Adams as Joab, 

right before the militant commander carries out his violent commission: 

PETER. What nightmare's this you're dragging me into? 
ADAMS. Humanity's. Come on. 
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PETER. I know 
Nothing about it. Life's all right to me. 

ADAMS. Say that when it comes. 

As far as David is concerned, Peter knows nothing of humanity's nightmare, of the war 

raging around them-even ofthe existential weight of mortality itself. While the 

perspective has been made purposefully unfair, we are again reminded of the distance 

between these two pivotal characters. 

Peter's speech as he enters his own dream is an image-laden, associative thought-

string that reveals his desire to redeem the misery of their present state of imprisonment: 

Why did you call me? I'm contented here: 
They say I'm in a prison. Morning comes 
To a prison like a nurse. 

The relief of daylight 
Flows over me, as though beginning is 
Beginning. (233) 

Yet, Peter as Isaac is roughly jarred into the nocturnal present by an Abrahamic David 

saying, "Come with me .... Time gives the promise of time in every death, I Not of any 

ceasing." There is no redemption of time itself for Private David King; there is merely 

the prospect of acting redemptively within its impassive progression. David's dream 

figure of Abraham mimics the song that Peter was pecking out in the organ loft as the 

play opened: "Now the Day is Over" (205). The first stanza of the song reads: "Now the 

day is over, night is drawing nigh, I Shadows of the evening steal across the sky." As 

David's Abraham tries to convince Isaac that there must be a sacrifice, even against his 

own desire, he perverts the lyrics: "The day I wears on. Shadows of our history I Steal 

across the sky" (235). Instead of the mysterious night that Peter envisions the soldiers 
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entering, King's character expects nothing but for the day to endlessly drag on. History is 

a force to be reckoned with-not to be escaped from. As he later attempts to quiet his 

despairing son's doubt about the validity of this ostensibly insane action, he wearily 

responds, "How can we know? I But we must do, and the future make amends" (236). He 

is bound to action, as Peter is bound to the sufferance of doubt. 

In Peter's own dream, he does not actually die as he does in the other two, 

keeping with the popular understanding of dream-law. Abraham's acceptance of his 

miserable lot is proven to be rash and unnecessary when Adams appears as the Angel of 

Lord. He bears glad tidings with a military slant: "There are new instructions." Though 

no explanation is given, the filicide is no longer required. When asked by Abraham if he 

can loose the cords that bind his son, the Angel replies enigmatically, hinting at Peter's 

dread of time-bound existence: 

These particular. But never all. 
There's no loosening, since men with men 
Are like the knotted sea. Lift him down 
From the stone to the grass again, and, even so free, 
Yet he will find the angry cities hold him. 
But let him come back to the strange matter of living 
As best he can. (23 7) 

The freed son will still be held by the cities of men; the bonds of time are not loosened 

from him, and therefore, his freedom is incomplete. It is not until the final dream that the 

men sense the possibility of an authentic freedom within time, rather than outside of it. 

Though the final sequence begins with Corporal Adams's dream, eventually we 

are told that all four men somehow share the experience. It begins with Adams leading 

the two young privates in a march through treacherous terrain. We are reminded again of 
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the attenuated power that the Corporal holds, as he leads his men without knowing their 

destination or mission. The three abruptly find themselves bound hand and foot and 

under the inspection of an unseen Nebuchadnezzar and his aides. At this point, all three 

are conscious of the dream, and they begin to fear the reality of their situation. Peter cries 

out, "0 God in heaven, we're bound I To wake up out of this. Wake, wake, wake: I This 

is not my world! Where have you brought me?" (245). They feel the heat of imminent 

fire, and are gradually engulfed in flame. Although their pain is real-the stage directions 

indicate that the men are to cry out in pain-they are not consumed. Adams gives voice 

to the agony of living in such conditions-an agony that constrains him to subjection: 

"And a fire hotter I Than any fire has ever been I Plays over me. And I live. I know I I 

kneel" (248). This is the reified agony of the human dilemma as it has been considered in 

the previous dreams-the impossibility of escape, the inevitability of violence, the 

"menace of successiveness." 

Meadows enters the dream as the other three see him sitting up on his bunk, 

crowing like a rooster. Unharmed by the blaze, he figures as the fourth man that the 

Nebuchadnezzar of the biblical account sees when he looks into the blazing furnace: 

'"Behold!' he answered, 'I see four men loose, walking in the midst of the fire; and they 

are not hurt, and the form of the fourth is like the Son of God" (Dan. 3 .25). This fourth 

man has long been held by Christian scholars to be afigura Christi, or an Old Testament 

prefiguration ofChrist.35 For Spanos, this "Incamational appearance" is the crux ofthe 

play, and "it is the failure to perceive this integral relation between the Christie content 

and form that has led critics to condemn the play as obscure" (62). Because of the overt 
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typology of Fry's play, Spanos makes much use of the figurative interpretation elaborated 

by Erich Auerbach in order to delineate the resolution of this final dream sequence. 36 

In his essay "Figura," Auerbach claims that figural interpretation "implies the 

interpretation of one worldly event through another; the first signifies the second, the 

second fulfills the first. Both remain historical events; yet both, looked at in this way, 

have something provisional and incomplete about them." Because this is a relationship 

that exists between historically authentic events, "history, with all its concrete force, 

remains forever a figure, cloaked and needful of interpretation" (58). Like Fry, Auerbach 

sees implied in figural interpretation the essential mystery of temporal action, since each 

individual event is seen "in relation to something other that is promised and not yet 

present." He equates this sense of mystery to the "tentative" quality that modem views of 

historical development attribute to events, but with a difference: 

Thus the figures are not only tentative; they are also the tentative form of 
something eternal and timeless; they point not only to the concrete future, 
but also to something that always has been and always will be; they point 
to something which is in need of interpretation, which will indeed be 
fulfilled in the concrete future, but which is at all times present, fulfilled in 
God's providence, which knows no difference of time. This eternal thing 
is already figured in them, and thus they are both tentative fragmentary 
reality, and veiled eternal reality. (59-60) 

While Fry's theory may be less dependent on the relationship between the present and the 

unfulfilled future, it is evident that his vision of inherent mystery has much in common 

with Auerbach's "veiled eternal reality." 

Spanos sees this figural understanding of historical reality as paradigmatic for the 

Christian verse drama of modem times, especially as it relates to the specific instance of 

the Incarnation: "In thus rendering the concrete present significant, a crucial moment 
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containing the past and imaging forth the ultimate fulfillment of the eternal design, the 

Incarnation becomes an aesthetic principle especially salutary for dramatic art, which, 

unlike other literary genres, must represent recognizable human events on the stage" (61). 

For Spanos, the Incarnation is unique in its relationship to the figural sense of mystery 

elaborated by Auerbach. Therefore, when Meadows enters the final dream sequence in an 

Incarnational figure, Spanos sees merely a concomitant indication of the "sacramental 

resolution of the antinomies that torture the main figures of the drama" (71 ). While he 

primarily considers this appearance of Christ (or theophany) to be an indicator that merely 

accompanies the partial resolution that the men experience as dawn approaches, it seems 

that there is more at stake here. Consider the curt answers with which Meadows 

identifies himself to the other three: 

ADAMS [calling to MEADOWS]. Who are you? 
MEADOWS. Man. 
ADAMS. Under what command? 
MEADOWS. God's. 

His description is simple, and seemingly universal in its scope. Rather than being limited 

to the specific person of Christ, Meadows enters the communal state of consciousness as 

Man under God's command. With Auerbach's explanation fromfigura, it would seem 

then that Christ is serving as a type for Meadows, rather than the other way around. 

Instead of being a literal theophany, an "Incarnational" indication of resolution, Meadows 

remains one of the four men grounded in the historical present; and it is his unifying 

perspective toward temporality that is itself typified by the historical action of Christ. 

Explaining the gestation of the play, Fry describes his search for the perfect dream 

with which to conclude the soldier's long night: "I wanted to move from division to unity, 
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to say that we are all souls in one sorrow, and above all to say that the answer is in 

ourselves, in each individual, and that each individual has in him the elements of 

God"-again, the eternal veiled within the temporal. In focusing on Meadows's role as 

the mystical appearance of Christ in the story of Shadrac, Meshac, and Abednego, Spanos 

forgets to reiterate that the action is taking place in a dream sequence-that this is no 

traditional deus ex machina. If the play does in fact end with a theophany, then that 

theophany comes in the form of a sixty-year old soldier. Fry's own label for the fourth 

figure in this dream serves his purposes better than the Medieval.figura Christi: he refers 

to him as "human nature with hope" ("Drama" 3). 

Fry's earlier festival play The Boy with a Cart ends with a similar theophanic 

scene. In fact, Adams's "Who are you?" calls to mind the voice ofCuthman asking the 

same question of the shining presence that appears to him in the ruined church. However, 

in this less mature work, Fry is unable to avoid the problems inherent in the presentation 

of the deus ex machina to a modern audience. Prater criticizes Fry for what he considers 

an archaic cosmology that shows a lack of concern for his modern audience: 

Fry's concept of the cosmos as the place for the possibility of divine 
intrusion is not the cosmology of the twentieth century. While I am not 
pleading to translate Fry's miracles into natural events, miracles can be 
only considered archaic by a twentieth century audience, since it refuses to 
accept a cosmological idea of an earlier time .... Miracles for a 
contemporary drama today, as such, make for ineffective drama because 
they are unbelievable to the audience. (78) 

While Prater's blanket generalizations about shared cosmology may be variously 

argued,37 there is no doubt that an audience's perception of a staged miracle has changed 

from Medieval times. There will always be a degree of separation between the modern 
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spectator and Cuthman's ecstatic experience. However, in the dreams of Sleep, there is 

no disjunction ofbelief. The figure of resolution is simply a man immersed in his 

circumstances-albeit, a man with a greater measure of wisdom than his fellows-but a 

man all the same. Even Fry's revelation of Christ as "carpenter" in Boy does not dispel in 

the mind of the spectator the distance between the ethereal image and the temporally-

bound saint. But in the dreamscape of Sleep, all the images are at once ethereal and 

authentic--existing in that realm wherein we all accept the bending of the natural laws. 

The figure of resolution is simply "a man like us." 

Meadows immediately affirms his position as conjunctive with the other three in 

the fire, and with humanity in general-he is no transcendent figure: 

I think they forgot 
To throw me in. But there's not a skipping soul 
On the loneliest goat-path who is not 
Hugged into this, the human shambles 
And whatever happens on the farthest pitch, 
To the sand-man in the desert or the island-man in the sea, 
Concerns us very soon. (250) 

It is merely his attitude that is of transcendent value-an attitude of community that 

remains a possible option for all four men. He suggests to his companions the possibility 

of awakening to the eternal value of their temporal circumstances, exclaiming a little 

later, "0 God, the fabulous w\.ng,s unused, I "Folded \.n the heart" (25 l). lf we merely see 

\n Meadows \.ne \ncama\.e C,'rn:\st as a sym'bo\ o\ \.ranscem1ence, 'based on \1\s nature as a 

literal fusion of time and eternity, we haven't yet gotten beyond the position of Peter 

Able-the possibility of authentic value is still grounded in a time other than our own. 

Instead, the oldest member of the group voices an affirmation of the men's historical 
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existence, speaking first of the weight of the past: "Behind us lie I The thousand and the 

thousand and the thousand years I Vexed and terrible"; but moving on in his climactic 

speech to the temporality that is most crucial for the four prisoners: the present moment: 

The frozen misery 
Of centuries breaks, cracks, begins to move; 
The thunder is the thunder of the floes, 
The thaw, the flood, the upstart Spring. 
Thank God our time is now when wrong 
Comes up to face us everywhere, 
Never to leave us till we take 
The longest stride of soul men ever took. 
Affairs are now soul size. 
The enterprise 
Is exploration into God. (253) 

The "now" of his speech is not the Old Testament time of Israel in captivity; it is the 

"now" of 1950s England. Meadows is indicating the possibility of not merely living 

within the present, but affirming it as well-authenticating it with action that is "soul 

sized." 

At the appearance of Meadows, the two characters representing the polar extremes 

of temporal engagement are brought toward resolution-even if they do not fully reach it. 

David, the man of action, discovers the possibility of active patience: 

So help me, in 
The stresses of this furnace I can see 
To be strong beyond all action is the strength 
To have. (251) 

And when the fire becomes an existential type of humanity-"The flames are inviolable: 

all human. There's no fire! I Breath and blood chokes and bums us"-the contemplative 

Peter, who previously would have withdrawn from time in order to forge a valid 

existence, accepts the prospect of remaining: "This I surely is unquenchable? It can only 
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transform. I There's no way out. We can only stay and alter" (252). The progression of 

the dreams has purged the violent act with which the play opens, and it concludes in the 

hope of authentic action. Thematically, the dreams move from direct murder, to indirect 

murder, to averted murder, to the final image of hope in the midst of communal suffering. 

It is a progression toward optimism. 

Meadows's assertion toward the end of the play that "where we fail as men I We 

fail as deeds of time" (252) establishes an unbreakable bond between time and authentic 

action that Fry felt to be necessary for his day-especially within the sacred walls of the 

church, where the mundane realities of man's existence were often thought to be devoid 

of significance. There were copious examples of the failures of men around him in 1950s 

England, and with Sleep Fry is indicating that this failure stems from an incorrect 

conceptualization of time. In order to be capable of acting authentically within the 

endless succession of history, one must eschew the two extreme positions wherein either 

time is all or eternity is all. The superimposition of the two results in a position where 

time is considered all-important specifically because of the inherent eternal value 

revealed within it. This perspective proves to be one of critical concern for Fry in his 

approach to the theater. In an artistic realm where the passing of time is already brought 

to the foreground, he grasps every opportunity to indicate the mystery of "eternity within 

the passing moment." 

In November of 1977, Fry was asked to speak in a series of three lectures given in 

Chichester cathedral. Following a speech on "Love" and preceding one on "Eternal 

Life," Fry spoke on the topic of"Death," taking his title from a line of A Phoenix Too 
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Frequent: "Death is a Kind ofLove."38 Through the course of the lecture, he speaks of 

several conceptualizations of life and death, repeatedly returning to his concept of life's 

mystery to which this paper has been devoted. One of the speech's most memorable 

images is Fry's alteration of a dead metaphor from the Venerable Bede: "You may 

remember that image of a man's existence in Bede's Ecclesiastical History where he 

describes it as the flight a sparrow out of the night through the torchlit, fire lit great hall 

into the night again. As an image of the brevity of a human life measured against the 

centuries we know its truth (9). After discussing the strengths and weaknesses of the 

image, he presents an alternative view for modem man-a view that he is ever at pains to 

create in his drama: 

It seems then not we who fly, like the sparrow, through the brevity of time, 
but eternity flies through the brevity of us. That is what is so mind
shaking (and how remarkable to have a mind to be shaken!): to be for an 
allotted span aware of the vast movement of such a universe; a glimpse 
only, it may be, but what power is in that glimpse if we could fully take it 
in. ( 11) 

Truly, this seems to be a viable perspective between the poles of time and eternity. It 

necessitates neither an escape from the temporality that overshadows man in his "being-

toward-death," nor a hopeless immersion into the depths of meaningless succession-a 

mode of existence that, when one considers the twentieth century retrospectively, seems 

destined to failure. Instead, Fry proffers the possibility of moving beyond the limitations 

of these two polar extremes into a time-bound existence that has been authenticated by an 

awareness of life's mystery. 
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Notes 

Notes for Chapter One: 

1 Though some of the major contributors to the so-called "rhetorical turn" in 
literary criticism use drama as a metaphor for the reading process, their consideration of 
the theater ends there. Wolfgang Iser's characterization of the interaction between text 
and reader as a "social interaction" in the absence of a "face-to-face situation" (1675) is a 
particularly dramatic example and is recounted as such in the headnote on Iser in the 
Norton anthology: "A text functions in much the same way as a script does for a play. A 
script guides a performance, but performers enact it in different ways at different times. 
Just as we might say that one actor's or director's version of a play is his or her 
interpretation, readings of literary texts depend on the text but are realized through the 
process of interpretation" (1672). The fact that affective criticism begins to be considered 
nearly synonymous with "reader-response" criticism reinforces the presence of the 
aforementioned blind spot. 

While Hans Robert Jauss is concerned chiefly with narrative works of fiction in 
his study of reception theory, he declares that the factor that needs to be brought to the 
fore in this new consideration of art is "the factor of the audience," including "reader, 
listener, and spectator" ( 15 50). 

2 Although the academy still contains critics who claim that the totality of 
meaning can be descried in a careful synchronic study of the text itself, any attempt today 
to make this assertion theoretically is likely to meet stiff opposition. New Criticism, the 
chief proponent of this type of objectivism, has been denounced as inimical by 
theoreticians as disparate as Marxists and Reader-Response critics (see Leitch 1932-3 and 
2068), and the iconic status of the text has been effectively dethroned. In an interesting 
commentary on the relationship of New Criticism to drama and theory, Randy Malamud 
claims that T. S. Eliot's tum to drama toward the end of his career reveals a desire of the 
author to transcend alienation. For Malamud, Eliot's efforts in the theater, whether 
successful or not, revealed a heretofore unvoiced concern for connection with an audience 
(14). 

3 As Ong hints in the quoted passage, it is sound's fugacity that can help to clarify 
the often debated separation of the theater from the cinematic arts. Walter Benjamin 
discusses the loss of authenticity that results from an actor being filmed as opposed to 
appearing in person before his audience: "For aura is tied to his presence; there can be no 
replica of it" (1176). This notion of an "aura" of reality is a vague one, and perhaps what 
Benjamin is expressing here can be seen more clearly by his proposed revolutionary use 
of film. The reproduction can "meet the beholder or listener in his own particular 
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situation" (1169). It is here that we see the real strength of the film: it places the spectator 
in a position of power (even the power of the rewind button.) Thus, the theater is not 
only bourgeois because of its specific history, but because it presents an unbalanced 
power relation in its very essence .. 

4 As Antonin Artaud paradoxically put it in The Theatre and Its Double, even 
though the stage is apparently the realm of endlessly repeated movements, "the theater is 
the only place in the world where a gesture, once made, can never be made the same way 
twice" (75). 

5 Of course, this assumes a differentiation between the actual performance and a 
live recording. To quote Benjamin again: "Even the most perfect reproduction of a work 
of art is lacking in one element: its presence in time and space, its unique existence at the 
place where it happens to be" ( 1168). Though he is speaking specifically of painting 
here, he goes on to discuss a similar lack of presence in film as well. The "aura" of the 
musical performance differentiates it from the recording just as the painting is 
differentiated from its multiple reproductions. 

6 Even though there is no corresponding way for the playwright to capture what is 
said and done on the stage, this deficiency illustrates the importance of scenery to the 
overall sense of a play's temporality. States claims that even the visible, spatial elements 
of the theater contribute to the heightened temporality of the stage. "The stage will 
become a surrounding milieu, a peripheral crucible .... The scene 'permeates' the speech 
and the speech illuminates the setting" (51-52). 

This can especially be seen in realistic drama, where action is often confined to a 
single locale, and all the physical elements are in view from the moment the curtain rises: 
"The fact that everything is in view, lying in wait, gives the stage a great deal of its 
optical and temporal interest" ( 68). And in certain plays where "this impression of spatial 
fatality is extremely strong" the action is charged by a contrasting determinism: "The 
dialogue says, in effect, 'We are here only temporarily. We are free to go elsewhere'; the 
setting says, in effect, 'It will all end here!'" (69-70). So an audience's experience of the 
play as a passing moment is heightened not only by what we have been referring to as the 
evanescence of sound, but also by their own unconscious knowledge that the physical 
action being witnessed cannot be repeated identically. 

7 It is Michael Polanyi who gives the most thorough picture of tacit knowing in 
Personal Knowledge: Towards a Post-Critical Philosophy. He claims that knowledge 
cannot be obtained by explicit observations without the concurrent interplay of "a tacit 
coefficient" which serves as a sort of peripheral vision for the explicit focus (73-4). 
Spanish philosopher Jose Ortega y Gasset also describes any act of knowing as a joint 
effort between individual perception and historical preconception: "My thinking already 
starts out with certain definite ideas, certain basic convictions, the outcome of all 
intellectual efforts made by past generations up to the time in which I begin to think. 
Being the deepest stratum of my subjectivity, those basic convictions form the mental 
groundwork from which my own quest takes off' ( qtd. in Scarborough 70). While Ortega 
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y Gasset is contemplating the subject of motivation and intentional action and Polanyi is 
studying the validity of scientific knowledge, their observations have been used 
repeatedly in discussions of various types of theoretical perception (see Bell 225, 
Scarborough 111-16, Whitaker 7). 

8 Heidegger's treatment of the several levels of temporality in the second section 
of his Being and Time is visited by Ricoeur in Time and Narrative. Ultimately, the 
"quasi-Stoic resoluteness in the face of death" that Heidegger sees as the only possibility 
of authenticity for the "being-toward-death" is rejected for the type of "Pauline hope" that 
Augustine asserts (85). The privacy and introversion ofHeidegger's "being-toward
death," along with the final orientation of his levels of temporality toward finitude instead 
of a timeless or eternal state ( cf. Heidegger 240-44 ), resonate in many of the most 
memorable of modem dramatists' work, as they wrestle with so-called "universal truths" 
in their presentation of quotidian reality (e.g., Ionesco 165, 219). 

9 In Fields of Play in Modern Drama, Thomas R. Whitaker asks the question, "Is 
it possible that modem drama, which has been so plural, such a tricky shape-shifter, has a 
central direction and meaning?" (9). Whitaker elucidates the fact that, although at first 
glance modem drama seems to be a chaotic melee of unrelated elements, there seems to 
be a thread that unites the varied experiments. While he comes to different conclusions 
than I do in this essay, his similar phrasing of the question could point to some 
connection between the two. He is primarily concerned with "the dialogical reciprocity 
of all acting and witnessing" (3) and proceeds to cast the critic in several active roles 
through the course of his study. He seems to see in modem drama a growing awareness 
of what I have termed the crisis of attention, that especially in the drama critic, the notion 
that the play only exists while it is being witnessed greatly affects the perception of it ( 6-
7). 

10 Brecht saw this A-effect exemplified in traditional Chinese acting: "The 
Chinese artist never acts as if there were a fourth wall besides the three surrounding him. 
He expresses his awareness of being watched .... A further means is that the artist 
observes himself. Thus if he is representing a cloud, perhaps ... he will occasionally 
look at the audience as if to say: isn't it just like that?" (92). Observe the aesthetic 
distance posited for his ideal spectator in the following contrast: 

The dramatic theatre's spectator says: Yes, I have felt that too-just like 
me-It's only natural-It'll never change-The sufferings of this man appal 
me, because they are inescapable-That's great art: it all seems the most 
obvious thing in the world-! weep when they weep, I laugh when they 
laugh. 

The epic theatre's spectator says: I'd never have thought it-That's not 
the way-That's extraordinary, hardly believable-It's got to stop-The 
sufferings of that man appal me, because they are unnecessary-That's great 
art: nothing obvious in it-I laugh when they weep, I weep when they laugh. 
(71) 
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11 Weales's discussion of the movement similarly turns on the topic of 
temporality. He sees the religious theater of the 1950s and 60s as a conscious attempt to 
break with the traditional Christian stance that ignored the temporal in favor of the eternal 
(256). 

12 Fry's four productions A Phoenix Too Frequent, The Lady's Not for Burning, 
Ring Around the Moon (an adaptation of Jean Anouilh's L'Invitation at Chateau), and 
Venus Observed all ran on Broadway during the 1950-1951 season (Wiersma 20). 

13 "Although the terms are insufficient, Charles Williams's two ways to God, the 
Ways of the Affirmation and the Negation of Images, are a useful method of separating 
the two religious playwrights who have had the greatest success on the post-war 
commercial stage-Eliot and Christopher Fry .... In defining Williams's use of the 
affirmation of images, [E. Martin] Brown writes, 'There are "images," experiences, 
events of human life, which can testify to us of God and witness to him.' This is the way 
of Christopher Fry" (Weales 184). 

14 The religious category generally comprises The Boy with a Cart, The Firstborn, 
Thor with Angels, A Sleep of Prisoners, and, for some critics who insist on a strict 
dichotomy, Curtmantle (the historical tragedy of Henry II). We can now include in this 
group the saint play One Thing More; or, Ccedmon Construed since, as it was written 
after much of the scholarship of Fry's work, it is not addressed in most comprehensive 
studies. The remainder of Fry's plays fall into the secular, or pagan category: A Phoenix 
Too Frequent, The Lady's Not for Burning, Venus Observed, The Dark is Light Enough, 
and A Yard of Sun. Several critics also refer to this group as "the comedies": four 
seasonal comedies Lady, Yard, Venus, and Dark (which correspond to spring, summer, 
autumn, and winter respectively) as well as Fry's only one-act comedy Phoenix. 

15 Here we see similarities to the static aesthetics of James Joyce, which he sets 
forth in its most unmediated form in his Paris Notebook. He favors the feelings of terror, 
pity, and joy over the feelings of loathing, and desire based primarily on movement: 

Desire is the feeling which urges us to go to something and loathing is the 
feeling which urges us to go from something: and that art is improper 
which aims at exciting these feelings in us .... All art, again, is static for 
the feelings of terror and pity on the one hand and the feeling of joy on the 
other hand are feelings which arrest us. Afterwards it will appear how this 
rest is necessary for the apprehension of the beautiful-the end of all art, 
tragic or comic,-for this rest is the only condition under which the 
images, which are to excite in us terror or pity or joy, can be properly 
presented to us and properly seen by us. (102-03) 

Joyce, as the quintessential modernist, senses the power of the "holding action" as it 
stands counterpoised to the passing of time, and strives for this effect in his own work. 
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Notes for Chapter Two: 

16 He wrote his first verse play at the age of fourteen: Youth and Peregrines, 
which was eventually produced in1934 as an opener for Shaw's Village Wooing. He 
toured England for two years ( 1934-36) with Open Door, a play commemorating the 
founder of a charitable organization caring for orphaned and abandoned children. The 
Boy with a Cart (1938), The Tower (1939), and Thursday's Child (1939) were all written 
on commission and produced in small venues (Roy 7-11 ). 

17 See Tucker for a fairly comprehensive listing of Fry's contributions to the 
theater, including production histories of the major works, as well as a select bibliography 
of scholarship. For a more complete bibliography of scholarship, refer to Schear and 
Prater who organize criticism other than comprehensive works according to the specific 
play considered. 

18 I use Rozik's "roots of theater" as opposed to speaking of the more 
controversial "origins of theater." Although the majority of theatergoers would consider 
the origins of theater to lie incontrovertibly in ritual, the issue has been hotly debated in 
recent discussions of theater history. See Hartnoll 7 for an example of the traditional 
view. Weales discusses the impact that the concept of origins had on the religious drama 
revival (20-23). Rozik makes an important point when he claims that, since ritual is a 
mode of being and theater is a medium of expression, there is "an ontological gap 
between ritual and theatre [that] refutes by definition the possible origin of theatre from 
ritual." He elaborates: "The relationship between theatre and ritual is analogous to that 
between ritual and natural language. The former may employ the latter, but nobody 
would suggest that the use of language in poetic prayers, for example, could have 
generated language" (28). Nevertheless, it is evident that the medium found its earliest 
formal displays in religious ritual, and the theatricality of the Quem Quaeritis-though 
certainly not the source of the dramatic medium--definitely served as an impetus for the 
emergence of the popularized medium of theater we know today ( cp. 1 00-04). 

19 For the history of the Canterbury Festival and a listing of plays from 1928-66, 
see the appendix in Spanos (339-42). 

20 It is Scarborough's opinion that Eliade's acknowledgment of the persistence of 
mythic thought into modernity, primarily in the guise of various political systems like 
Marxism or Fascism, is his one enduring contribution to the field. On the other hand, 
Scarborough claims that he and other historians of religion ultimately "so radically 
redefine 'myth' as to make it unrecognizable and, consequently, sharply diminish the 
significance of their efforts" (36). I would also add that the tendency of Eliade to 
consistently bracket Judeo-Christian thought in his generalizing statements further 
attenuates his relevance in current discussions of myth ( cf. Sacred 72, 11 0-12; Myth 64-
65); though he attempts to redress this issue in his later work (Myth 168-70). 
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21 The oeuvre ofT. S. Eliot provides an excellent demonstration of this strain of 
thought in literary criticism. Innes privileges Sweeney Agonistes over Murder-although 
both treat religious or mythic themes-based on Eliot's further retreat into a private, 
transcendental myth in the latter ( 144-46). Bell makes a similar argument in Literature, 
Modernism and Myth, wherein he claims that the more fully Eliot immersed himself in 
religious faith, the less effective was his creative output, "since religious faith, for him, 
was essentially incompatible with mythopoeic relativity" (124); and, according to Bell, it 
is this "mythopoeic relativity" that ultimately enables the modern to act purposively 
within history (30). 

22 As an example of what Scarborough calls "the determined nomad," Cuthman 
could be a paradigmatic model for the theory of partial knowledge set forth in Polanyi's 
Personal Knowledge: Towards a Post-Critical Philosophy. In his study of myth, 
Scarborough suggests the nomadic Abraham "as a guiding image for what I hope is the 
emerging post-critical era" based on the fact that, according to the book of Genesis, 
"Abraham left Ur of the Chaldees without knowing his destination but not without a 
reason" (127). This "myth" stands in opposition to both Socrates's choice of"complete 
knowledge" in Plato's Meno, as well as to Derrida's conceptualization of meaning as 
spatially "disseminated" and temporally "continually postponed" ( 129). According to 
Scarborough, it can be used to signify a move away from the universal statements of 
Greek thought: 

It delivers us from both the explicit absolutism and omniscience of the 
Western philosophical tradition (the 'to' pole), on the one hand, and the 
skepticism and relativism ... of much ofPostmodernism (the 'from' 
pole), on the other. The Abrahamic paradigm exhibits both the from-to 
structure of Polanyi and the Fundierung of Merleau-Ponty. Abraham ... 
is paradigmatic for a finite model of knowledge" (133). 

We can see a further illustration of this paradigm shift in the choruses of Murder and Boy: 
Becket repeatedly says of Eliot's chorus of women, "They know and do not know" 
(21)--evincing the two extremes in a single statement; whereas Fry's People of South 
England sounds much more "Abrahamic" in their admission of "Not knowing yet and yet 
sometimes discerning" (7). Though it is not apropos of the current discussion to posit 
Cuthman as type of the post-critical man, perhaps the advent of partial knowledge 
theories in literary criticism will yield a more willing audience for Fry's lighthearted 
approach to the theater. 

23 The emphasis is ubiquitously placed on the similarity between the two: "One 
can see at a glance the derivative nature of [Boy]. The time-setting somewhere between 
the early Middle ages and the present, the liturgical mode and particularly the choral 
idiom can be traced through Eliot's snow" (Roy 34); Ferguson refers to the verse of Fry's 
chorus as "pseudo-Eliotese"; Leeming also focuses on the influence of Eliot on Fry, 
although she does point out that "In [Boy], the beauty of the natural world is emphasized 
and, like Cuthman's innocence, creates a harmony strikingly in contrast with the misery 
ofT. S. Eliot's chorus of later medieval people" (14). 
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24 Vertov's Man with a Movie Camera provides ample evidence of the powerful 
syntactic effects of both superimposing one image over another and juxtaposing 
seemingly opposite or unrelated images. By means of superimposition, apart from any 
descriptive language, the film editor metaphorically links the robotic actions of a factory 
worker to the whirring machines that surround her. The emergence of camera-aided 
techniques like montage and superimposition has often been said to coincide with the 
growth of the modem city, symbolizing the sense-overload that characterizes the urban 
setting. Gibbons claims that the montage effects in Ulysses is one of its most modem 
aspects, "the incessant collision of images simulating the disorientation and 
fragmentation of life in the metropolitan centre" ( 165). That Fry indicates his sense of 
mystery by using a type of naturally-occurring phenomenal superimposition shows the 
extent to which he intromits the spirit of modernism into his rural aesthetic; he provides 
an important perspective from which we can better understand the penumbral influence of 
the first few decades of the twentieth century. 

25 Although Curtmantle deals cursorily with the life of Thomas Becket, Fry alone 
of the modem dramatists to treat the famous story chooses to focus his play on Henry. 

26 Martz has made the argument that Christian hagiography provides ideal 
characters to serve as modem tragic heroes. In an essay considering Eliot's Murder and 
George Bernard Shaw's St. Joan, he elaborates the foundation for this assertion: 

And so the saint may become a figure well adapted to arouse something 
very close to a tragic experience: for here the words sacred, glorious, 
sacrifice, and the expression in vain may become once again easily 
appropriate; while at the same time the uncertainty of the audience's 
attitude-and to some extent the dramatist's own-may enable him to deal 
also with the painful and pitiful aspects of experience that form the other 
side of the tragic tension. (25) 

One could make a similar statement that the saint makes a perfect comic hero for the 
modem stage, especially if one were to adopt Fry's definition of comedy: "Comedy is an 
escape, not from truth but from despair: a narrow escape into faith. It believes in a 
universal cause for delight, even though knowledge of the cause is always twitched away 
from under us" ("Comedy" 77). The saint's determined quest for God based ultimately 
on partial knowledge provides an excellent protagonist for this mode of 
comedy-especially in light ofthe varying degrees of faith in the modem audience. 

27 Many critics compliment Fry (even when complimenting him on little else) on 
his ability-as opposed to many of his contemporaries-to write verse that didn't leave 
actors completely tongue-tied: "Unlike Eliot, whose plays are relatively rewarding in the 
study but on the whole a bore on stage, Fry's plays come to life only on the stage. Fry's 
verse is extremely dependent on performance tempo .... Here at last was a dramatic verse 
which could be spoken at the speed of dramatic prose: not cryptic and solemn, but 
trickling, skimming, darting like a salmon in a mountain stream" (Ring 17). For a 
sampling of similar comments, see Bewley 83; Collins 67; Gillespie 288-89; Leeming 1 0; 
Tucker 124-25; and Woodfield 99. 
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Notes for Chapter Three: 

28 Fry speaks rather comically in his family history Can You Find Me of his first 
realization that the Frys to which he was related may not have been Quaker. He begins to 
suspect that he's been misinformed when he first encounters the "strange and 
unexpected" coat of arms of his Fry ancestors, which "shows a mailed arm holding a 
sword, and on the sword is impaled the bloody head of a Moor. The motto reads: Virtue 
et Numine" (17). 

29 In A Phoenix Too Frequent, a disenchanted soldier lures the grieving Dynamene 
away from her self-imposed death vigil; the reformed warrior Cymen is the means by 
which Christianity is introduced to a Jutish family in Thor, with Angels; an Austrian 
deserter from the Hungarian army is central to the plot of The Dark is Light Enough, the 
play Wiersma has subtitled "The Complete Pacifist" ( 159); in Curtmantle, Fry focuses 
attention on the battle-weary Henry II rather than the more often dramatized Thomas 
Becket; A Yard of Sun explicitly deals with the aftermath of World War II, with two of 
the three sons recovering from the emotional aftermath of military service; and even Fry's 
Caedmon in One Thing More; or Caedmon Construed must overcome the scarring of his 
past career as a mercenary soldier. A Venus Observed distinguishes itself from the rest by 
not including the role of ex-soldier, although action vs. passion remains a dominant 
theme. 

30 In his study of three comic playwrights-Fry, Wilder, and Ionesco--Vos calls 
Wilder's hero the "comic victor" ( 140), Ionesco 's anti-hero the "comic victim" (141 ), and 
Fry's protagonist the "comic victor-victim" (148). That Vos sees a level of fusion in 
Fry's work suggests the location of his comic vision between two polar extremes. 

31 Turner supplies a summary of several reviews from both the play's festival 
production and its run at St. James's Church in New York (122). 

32 Although Blair admits that "Modernism has been notoriously inhospitable to 
definition ... in the fraught issue of the relations of art to politics" ( 157), she begins her 
article on modernist politics with its most infamous relationship: that between high 
Modernism and fascism. She draws attention to the fact that many modem commitments 
tend to produce this type of one-eyed perspective, that they "are knottily entangled with 
more narrowly political ideologies of culture, nature, modernization, and race" ( 159). 

33 While most critics think Fry's "towzers" do not refer to any enemy in particular, 
thus making the play's action universal, Spanos considers it fairly obvious that the enemy 
is German. He makes this equation without apology in an early draft of his chapter on 
Sleep that appeared in Modern Drama (63), but feels led to counter the opinion of his 
colleagues in the revised version: "The world of Sleep is, on the contrary, deliberately 
particularized. The time is meant to be World War II and the prisoners British Tommies 
incarcerated in German territory. This is clearly indicated by the verbal and visual 
imagery of modem warfare that pervades the play and the peculiarly contemporary British 
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idiom and rhythms of the poetry" (Christian 321-22). I would agree with Spanos on the 
World War II setting of the play, although the only support I can give for the equation of 
Fry's "towzers" to German Nazis is based on the Germanic etymology of the word, more 
commonly referring to a canine breed. Spanos reiterates that "the criticism of drama 
which claims that the achievement of universal values depends on abstracting characters 
and situations from the particular is the product of a world view that assumes a division 
between concrete reality and value and ultimately between time and eternity" (323). 

34 What Fry means by "what at heart he is" is somewhat problematic, given the 
spate of psychoanalytic study that has greatly affected our concept of identity. Is there an 
actual identity beneath the various layers of construct? Rozik sees the symbolic 
"language" of dreams as an example of the theatricality inherent in the makeup of 
humanity, and claims that the facility with which we are able to create this language 
speaks also to a similar construction whereby our subconscious shapes the entirety of our 
conscious selves (247-50). 

35 Nearly all critics of the play attribute Christie qualities to Meadows. Besides 
Spanos, see Leeming 124, Wiersma 133, Woodfield 103, and especially Ferguson, who 
goes as far as to claim that "Meadows, like Jesus, is a working man," and "when he 
appears as the donkey-man we cannot help thinking of Zechariah's prophecy of the 
Messiah's coming, and of Jesus' entry into Jerusalem" (46). This sort of strained 
connection undoubtedly pushes the analogue beyond the limits of Fry's own design. One 
dissenting opinion is given by Gurney, who senses a discrepancy between the play and the 
appropriated biblical story. He says that Meadows symbolizes "Man-not the Son of 
Man in the biblical narrative" (122), although he gives no reason for this assertion. 

36 Though Spanos contained extensive quotations from Auerbach in his original 
essay on Sleep, they were cut from the final version that appears in The Christian 
Tradition in Modern British Verse Drama (cf. pages 60-62 of the essay with 306-07 of 
the book). In light of this fact, I will refer to the essay throughout this section. 

37 Wilson sees evidence in the sociology of modem religiosity that the degree to 
which concepts of the supernatural have disintegrated is not as extreme as was once 
prophesied (343-44). Casanova discusses the gradual debunking of the "myth of 
secularization" over the past eighty years ( 44-48). 

38 His speech was given a beautiful form when it was published by Tidal Press in 
an edition of six hundred case-bound copies, written out by the calligrapher Lance Hidy 
and illustrated with four charcoal drawings by Charles Wadsworth. This edition is not 
paginated, although I have provided page numbers for purposes of reference, beginning 
the numbering with the Epigraph page. 
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