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The Dramaturgy of History

In this book, dramaturg Tom Bryant shares with readers and writers his insights into the process of historical adaptation.

The book uses case studies from Bryant’s collaborations with playwrights on successful Broadway and regional productions to work through the fundamental questions of historical adaptation: Why do you want to adapt history? For what purpose? What is your approach? How does that approach affect the portrayal of events? How does that choice by the playwright and the dramaturg then determine the framing and focus in the story, the selection of the key events and the choice of characters? What is the meaning you want the audience to take away from the events? How is your adaptation of past events relevant to contemporary times? In addition, the author explores the moral and ethical responsibilities involved for the dramaturg and the playwright in the adaptation of history and how issues of diversity, equity and inclusion impact the presentation of historical material.

This is an indispensable resource for anyone whose craft brings them to the task of adapting historical material for the stage—in postgraduate work, teaching or professional practice.

Tom Bryant is known for his work as a dramaturg in the development of new plays on Broadway and in America’s regional theaters, most prominently Robert Schenkkan’s All the Way, which won the Tony award for best play in 2014, and The Kentucky Cycle, which won the Pulitzer Prize for drama in 1992. Other notable productions include Lisa Loomer’s Roe, at the Oregon Shakespeare Festival, Arena Stage and Berkeley Repertory Theater, which won the Pen Center Literary Award for Drama in 2017. He served as head of the theater program at Crafton Hills College from 2004 to 2018 and currently serves on the faculty in the Department of Theater and New Dance at California Polytechnic State University, Pomona, USA.
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Most of my experience with the adaptation of history to drama came about through my work as a dramaturg collaborating with contemporary playwrights on new plays. From the mid-1980s through the time of this writing, in 2023, I have been employed by regional theaters such as the Center Theater Group in Los Angeles, the Oregon Shakespeare Festival and the Intiman Theater in Seattle, as well as for Broadway productions, to do new play development as a dramaturg. Beginning with my work with Robert Schenkkan on The Kentucky Cycle in 1989, over time, I came to specialize in working with playwrights who focused on historical adaptation. These included Schenkkan’s Lewis and Clark Reach the Euphrates, All the Way, and The Great Society; Lisa Loomer’s Roe; Arthur Kopit’s The Discovery of America; and Nancy Keystone and the Critical Mass Performance Group’s Apollo and Ameryka. In the development process of many of these plays, I began collaborating with the playwright either before the piece was written or during the process of the first draft. In many cases, I also continued with the revision process during the first production and on several subsequent productions.

In my experience, the first research usually develops out of the playwright’s early exploration of the material, and then a larger research base is acquired in the process of finding key events, identifying possible characters and understanding the overall issues of a particular period, place and time. The process of researching usually involves identifying key books that correspond to the playwright’s perspective on the historical material being dramatized. It also involves locating many other books and other materials that cover the much more specific aspects of history. Some of these texts are discovered by the playwright, and some emerge from the dramaturg’s research.

An example of this process is the development of The Kentucky Cycle by Robert Schenkkan. The Kentucky Cycle covers a 250-year period in the history of Eastern Kentucky from the 1700s to the 1980s. Schenkkan initially used the books of Harry Caudill as a key, essential resource for understanding the overall history of the area. But during the development process, we also used many books on specialized aspects of that history such as the practice of coal mining, Native American tribal groups in Appalachia, the Civil War in the border-states and the economic consequences of the War of 1812.

All the Way and Roe also required a huge variety of specific historical references. Roe, by Lisa Loomer tells the story of the historic U.S. Supreme Court Roe v. Wade decision and the subsequent political consequences that followed in the 1980s and 1990s. For this play, research topics included the legal history of abortion rights in America from the 1830s to the time of the play’s writing, in 2014; the development of the second-wave feminist movement in the 1970s; and the increasing political power of the evangelical Christian movement in the 1980s. Sarah Weddington was the lawyer who argued the case and Norma McCorvey was the plaintiff, that is, Jane Roe. Their books, Weddington’s A Question of Choice (1992), McCorvey’s I Am Roe (1994) and Won by Love (1997), were key historical resources for the dramaturgy of the play because they offered detailed accounts by the two women that the play’s major characters are based on.

All the Way by Robert Schenkkan is an account of President Lyndon Johnson’s struggle to pass the Civil Rights Act of 1964. In the research process, we ultimately located at least 60 different books on historical figures, specific issues and events. Some of these were the spine of the research: Taylor Branch’s trilogy of books on the civil rights movement, Parting the Waters, Pillar of Fire and At Canaan’s Edge; Nick Kotz’s Judgment Days; and Robert Caro’s Master of the Senate. But there were also seven books on Lyndon Johnson alone about various aspects of his life. There were even books on relatively minor characters in the play, like Representative Wilbur Mills and Senator Strom Thurmond. And there were books about specific events such as the Mississippi Freedom Summer voter registration drive in 1964. An incredibly rich and varied research base had to be assembled to provide the underpinnings of scenes and character work.

Sometimes highly specialized forms of research are needed to understand historical contexts and events. In Roe, an essential focus was on Sarah Weddington’s battle contesting the complex legal issues before the Supreme Court. Actual transcripts of the oral arguments during the two court proceedings were necessary. Then, because the specific case was about abortion, a large amount of medical research was necessary to understand related medical procedures and the process of pregnancy. The historical background of religious and moral views that influenced the legal arguments also required research. The play also involved the public reaction to the Roe decision: much of the detailed information about the later evangelical opposition to the Roe decision after 1973 was mainly available in newspapers, on websites, or in obscure newsletters. All these areas required detailed exploration beyond more conventional texts.

Conversely, sometimes only a few key books are the accepted main sources for a historical period, movement or figure, and there is little other authoritative material available. Or sometimes a book contains so much of the desired historical material that it becomes the main source for research. Leaning so heavily on one source puts the playwright in the position of having to acknowledge that debt: for example, although the musical Hamilton is a unique work with its own brilliant theatrical style and form, Lin-Manuel Miranda prominently cited Ron Chernow in programs and publication of the book for Hamilton thus: “Inspired by the book Alexander Hamilton by Ron Chernow.” In movies and television, research attribution becomes a very particular legal issue.

In my experience, approaching the dramaturgical research process for new play development is different from approaching formal academic research. In choosing events, one is searching for dramatizable material: what’s most useful is detailed information about the backgrounds of the characters in the play, the events, and the specifics of period, place and time; less useful are theoretical ideas about historical events.

Although the details of the day-to-day development process and the delineation of exactly what research sources formed the basis of a given scene in a play are interesting and valuable that is not the specific focus of this book. It is also not meant to be an academic work on dramaturgical theory, although aspects such as theme, the relevance of historical material to contemporary times, and the major issues of inclusion, appropriation and diversity are also discussed. Rather the book is meant to serve as a practical, technical aid to playwrights, dramaturgs and directors. The process of adapting history to drama is a particular form of dramaturgy and the chapters in this book are designed to focus on specific choices that playwrights made during the process of adapting history to drama: framing the story, choosing the events, making choices about plot structure and character form the main focus of the dramaturgical analysis and discussion. By looking at examples from plays like The Kentucky Cycle and All the Way by Robert Schenkkan, Roe by Lisa Loomer and Apollo by Nancy Keystone, I hope the reader can acquire some useful, dramaturgical methodologies to facilitate the process of historical adaptation. I use these playwrights’ works, which I helped to develop, as some of the main examples of historical adaptation because of my intimate familiarity with their development process and the creative decisions the playwrights made in their writing process. I also use examples from other plays. In particular, I analyze Julius Caesar because Shakespeare’s adaptation of Roman history provides a master class in the techniques of adapting history to drama and it is a work most of us are familiar with.

The first six chapters of the book show examples of the playwright’s craft in framing the story, choosing the events, creating plot and structure, translating historical figures into characters and the use of theme in focusing the meaning of the play. The later Chapters 7 and 8 focus on the relevance of the historical material and issues of racial sensitivity, inclusion and cultural appropriation that the material might present in the contemporary theatrical and cultural context. In the final chapter, I go over some of the specific aspects of the dramaturgical process in the workshop, rehearsal and production phases of play development. Although the book arranges these elements and issues in separate chapters, in my experience, the playwright and the dramaturg are usually considering all of these aspects at any given phase of a play’s development.
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Why Adapt History to the Stage?
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The Decision to Adapt History to the Stage; Adaptations of History in Contemporary Plays

Playwrights have often used historical events as a basis for dramatic work. Doing so offers some distinct advantages:



	History affords the dramatist an existing scaffolding on which to build a drama. One doesn’t have to create from scratch a work solely out of imagination.

	History can contain incredible dramatic events that can also provide a built-in, cause-and-effect logic to a story that is rooted in important political and social struggles.

	Historical events are often known to the audience and already have an established base of public interest.

	Historical figures are often outsized, complex, and dynamic people.

	Perhaps most importantly, historical events, although by definition in the past, are often a key way to illuminate contemporary issues.



Many of the writers I have worked with came to use historical subject matter intuitively or by chance: this was the case with The Kentucky Cycle. Robert Schenkkan, while working as an actor at the Actors Theater of Louisville, became inspired to write the play after seeing the poverty and environmental devastation of Eastern Kentucky (Bryant 2002). In other cases, a play’s subject matter grew out of a theater’s desire to address history directly. The American History Project at the Oregon Shakespeare Festival solicited playwrights to address particular events in American history. Schenkkan’s All the Way and The Great Society and Loomer’s Roe evolved from that process. But ultimately these playwrights’ choice to use historical material emerged from issues of great ethical and moral concern to them. Their desire to adapt history to drama came from goals to illuminate contemporary history and political issues using similar examples from previous periods of history. So, in general, most writers I know who do historical adaptation are deeply and emotionally invested in the historical subject matter they choose and in its relevance to contemporary social or political issues contained within it.



Shakespeare’s Use of History

Perhaps the most familiar examples of historical adaptation are found in the works of Shakespeare. Shakespeare’s interest in the dramatization and thematic treatment of previous English history speaks to his desire to illuminate the issues of his time, a period of great political instability. The reign of Elizabeth I (1553–1603) was fraught with political intrigues; Catholics and Protestants as well as other aristocratic figures and nation-states challenged her rule. Rebellions were mounted and then quashed. The invasion by Spain in 1587 was defeated. Before Shakespeare’s working life in the late 1500s and early 1600s, there had been within the populace some recent memory of the Wars of the Roses in the 1400s. In 1577, Holinshed’s Chronicles of England Scotland and Ireland was published and revived public interest in those past civil conflicts. Those battles for political supremacy and the throne in previous times seemed to reflect the current Elizabethan political strife. Immediately many playwrights began adapting English history to drama with great popular success (Halliday 1964, p. 84). Shakespeare’s English history plays Henry VI, parts 1, 2 and 3, and Richard III cover this period in the 1400s. In addition, the earlier historical events in Richard II, Henry IV, parts 1 and 2, and Henry V depict a similar series of battles for political control. These plays seem to contain a thematic bias against the chaos caused by usurpation or rebellion. The ultimate result of the battles between the houses of York and Lancaster was the ascension of Henry VII, of whom Elizabeth I was a direct descendant (Kelly 1970, p. 293). E.M. Tillyard in his book Shakespeare’s History Plays contends that Shakespeare’s focus on the danger of political instability is evidence of his view of history as justifying the legitimacy of Elizabeth I’s rule (Tillyard 1944, pp. 89–90, 212). The question arises, though, why Shakespeare did not write plays set in his own time that commented directly on these issues facing Elizabethan society.

The answer is that direct comments on contemporary political subjects were very much discouraged. All plays in the Elizabethan era had to be approved by the Master of Revels and in some cases by Elizabeth’s Privy Council. Plays in fact were closed or prevented from being presented if the material was deemed controversial (Halliday 1964, pp. 182–183). There was such volatility in society that many of the issues Shakespeare raised in his history plays would have been seen as inflammatory if presented in contemporary settings. In addition to the political battles, there was considerable cultural and religious upheaval in England in his time stemming from Henry VIII’s break from the Catholic Church, the establishment of the Church of England, the seizing of Catholic Church lands, and the suppression of Catholicism in England. The result was a series of political machinations and attempted coups, most notably by Mary, Queen of Scots, in conjunction with Phillip II of Spain (McLaren 1999). Additional tension came from evangelical groups of the Protestant faith who saw Catholicism, the Church of England, and English society in general as decadent and in need of sweeping religious, cultural, and political reform. These social conflicts placed the Elizabethan theater in a precarious position at times.

Many of the Protestant elements in society were also members of the merchant class, who resented the privileged position of the aristocratic class. In particular, they resented tax policies favoring the aristocracy and the spending practices of the monarchy (Hoyle 1998). There was also constant strife between London’s theater producers and the Puritan government which controlled the London Mayor’s office and the Court of Aldermen. The Puritans hated the theaters citing them as dens of illegal activities that presented irreligious and licentious content. Elizabeth was generally in favor of theater and opposed London’s Puritan city government’s attempts to restrict or ban theater. During the late 1500s, there was a constant series of negotiations over restrictions on theater. Eventually, all theater activity moved to the south bank of the Thames River which was outside the city limits of London (Halliday 1964, pp. 69–70, 98–103, 176). The resentment due to class as well as religious beliefs would eventually result, after the Elizabethan and Jacobean periods of the late 1500s and the early 1600s, in the English Civil War. The execution of Charles I led to the establishment of the Commonwealth under the control of Protestant leader Oliver Cromwell in the mid-1600s and the banning of theater altogether in England (Bawcutt 2009).

These themes of political unrest involving religion, rebellion, usurpation of the throne and political instability are the focus of Shakespeare’s English history plays but also the subject in tragedies such as Anthony and Cleopatra and Julius Caesar. Similarly, these themes surface in a non-historically referenced way in many of Shakespeare’s plays such as Hamlet, Othello, Macbeth, King Lear, Romeo and Juliet, Troilus and Cressida, and Coriolanus, as well as more obliquely in plot events and by analogy in comedies such as As You Like It, The Tempest, and Measure for Measure.

In summary, Shakespeare was vitally interested in the problem of political instability in his time and used historical material to comment on it in many of his plays.



Robert Schenkkan: All the Way and The Kentucky Cycle


All the Way

In 2008 Bill Rauch and Alison Carey created the American History Project at Oregon Shakespeare Festival. The goal was to create an American equivalent of Shakespeare’s history plays. They commissioned a number of writers to write plays about key events, issues, or people set in specific eras in American history. Robert Schenkkan was given one of the commissions, and I was assigned to work with Schenkkan as a dramaturg on the play. After some thought, he chose as a subject Lyndon Baines Johnson’s presidency and, after much discussion, decided to focus most specifically on the passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act. Schenkkan grew up in Austin, Texas, and so he was well aware of Johnson’s history. There was even a familial connection: his father, as the founder of a public television station in Austin, had to get permission from Johnson to operate because the Johnson family already owned television stations in the area.

Schenkkan had always been fascinated with Johnson: here was someone who as a senator and a president made major strides in passing legislation benefiting minorities and the poor and creating rural electrification in the South. Johnson signed into law Medicare, the 1964 Civil Rights Act, and other ground-breaking civil rights legislation yet was known as one of the most ruthless politicians in American history. The contradiction of means and ends was fascinating. As a character, Johnson was truly a tragic figure who achieved so much in terms of domestic legislation yet eventually chose to resign upon seeing that his prosecution of the Vietnam War had become an unsolvable disaster that was undermining the very social programs he held most dear.

For Schenkkan, the events of the Johnson presidency were particularly relevant to the period 2010–2014, the time of the play’s development. He felt that there had been an erosion of the previous era’s progressive legislation and a disturbing repetition of its mistakes. Under Johnson, in 1964, there was finally an overturning of segregation laws related to public accommodations, education, and housing. The 1965 Voting Rights Act overturned state laws that rendered Black people in the South unable to vote. There was a huge increase in funding for education, health care, and poverty reduction programs. This period also saw the escalation of the war in Vietnam. Schenkkan saw parallels to the Vietnam War in the continuing wars in Iraq and Afghanistan and the erosion instead of further enfranchisement of civil rights protections in education, housing, and social programs for the poor and people of color during the Reagan and the two Bush presidencies. In addition, decisions by an increasingly conservative U.S. Supreme Court had chipped away at aspects of the Voting Rights Act: in 2013, the court struck down the provision of pre-clearance in the act that had forced certain states to submit proposed voting restrictions to the Civil Rights division of the Justice Department. This decision essentially gutted the act’s effectiveness, paving the way for states with a history of voter suppression to enact new restrictive voting laws. Schenkkan thought that illuminating the policy failures of the war in Vietnam and the incredibly hard struggle to advance civil rights during the 1960s was an ideal way to highlight similar policy failures that had led to the continuing wars in Iraq and Afghanistan and the tragic erosion of civil rights that followed the civil rights victories of the 1960s.




The Kentucky Cycle

Robert Schenkkan’s The Kentucky Cycle was intended as a revisionist history of America but as seen through the lens of rural Eastern Kentucky.
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