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Didascalia and Speech in the Dramatic Text 

Pascale Aebischer 

Although the components of the dramatic text have received sporadic 
theoretical attention, the relationship between speech, stage directions, and other 
components of the printed playtext (such as titles, speech headings, lists of 
characters) remains under-theorized.^ This is partly due to the sheer complexity of 
the issue, but also to the fact that Anglo-Saxon critics rarely take into accoimt the 
work of untranslated European theorists who have tackled the problem extensively. 
Furthermore, most thinking about the textual status of plays is hampered by the 
compartmentalization of different strands of criticism and their methods. The 
approach in this article, as a consequence, will be three-pronged: it will draw on 
European theorists as much as on work in English, reviewing the literature in 
German and French in particular; it will take account of the interdisciplinary work 
of linguists as well as of work in drama theory, performance studies, bibliography 
and textual criticism; and it will aim to do justice to the complexity of the textual 
status of the different parts of the dramatic text both in reading and in performance. 

The term "didascalia," which loosely corresponds to what is commonly referred 
to as "stage directions," will in the course of the article be defined as encompassing 
not only directions to the actors, but all textual components of a playtext that are 
not spoken on-stage. It will be distinguished from the "displaying agent," the 
narrative instance—in the sense of an impelling motive—^that is responsible for 
the didascalia no less than for the dialogue. My argument will result in a 
deconstmction of the opposition between didascalia and speech. I will also propose 
that there is a distinction to be made, in terms of both content and authorship, 
between the didascalia of the printed playtext and the displaying agent of the 
performed play (as partly textualized in posters, programs, etc.). The differentiation 
between the printed didascalia and the concept of the displaying agent is essential 
to my argument, and I hope that in this jargon-ridden field of studies this concept 
will serve to elucidate important distinctions rather than add to the general confusion 
created by the proliferation of typologies and terminologies.^ 
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I will start with a close reading of an excerpt from The Card Index, a play by 
the Polish experimental dramatist Tadeusz Rozewicz. The brief discussion of this 
provocative metatheatrical extract will allow me to highlight some of the problems 
in attempting to distinguish between speech and "action" or, more broadly, the 
parts of the printed text that remain unspoken on-stage. I will proceed to suggest 
that the difficulties encountered by Roman Ingarden, probably the most influential 
theorist of "stage directions," stem in part from a general lack of acknowledgement 
of the kinship between drama and novel, and that narratology might be productively 
employed to explain certain features of the dramatic text. The next part of the 
article will be concerned with the different communicative situations that pertain 
for the playtext as a reading text as opposed to the playtext as a (future) performance. 
I will discuss the collaborative nature of theatrical authorship and show that different 
types of authority and authorship can be attributed to different parts of the dramatic 
text according to the function of that text in a particular situation. The article will 
conclude with the description of the components of the screenplay of William 
Shakespeare s Romeo + Juliet, a performance edition whose textual and authorial 
complexity highlights the main issues discussed in the article, showing the necessity 
for a thorough theorization of didascalia and speech in the dramatic text. 

"If you don't move the theatre is in ruins'' 
As is frequently the case, some of the boldest thinking about the relationship 

between the different components of the dramatic text comes to us not from literary 
criticism and drama theory, but from theatre practice. Tadeusz Rozewicz's The 
Card Index (1957-9) includes the following metatheatrical reflection about the 
essence of drama: 

(Children's voices are heard: "Mummy, mummy". FAT WOMAN leaves. 
HERO stretched on his bed goes on reading. Enter CHORUS. They sit in 
their places.) 
CHORUS OF ELDERS: 

Do something, get a move on, think. 
There he lies while time flies. 
(HERO covers his face with the newspaper) 
Say something, do something. 
Push the action forward, 
At least scratch your ear! 
(HERO is silent) 
There is nothing happening. 
What is the meaning of this? 

HERO: Leave me in peace. 
CHORUS OF ELDERS: 
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Thank God, he is not asleep. 
HERO: Are you saying I must do something? I don't know . . . (yawns) 
. . . perhaps . . . 
CHORUS OF ELDERS: 

He's falling asleep, the gods will rage! 
There can be no bread without flour 
There must be action on the stage. 
Something should be happening at this hour! 

HERO: Isn't it enough when the hero scratches his head and stares at the 
wall? 
CHORUS OF ELDERS: 

That is already something. 
HERO: I don't feel like doing anything. 
CHORUS OF ELDERS: 

But even in a Beckett play 
somebody talks, waits, suffers, dreams, 
somebody weeps, dies, falls, farts. 
If you don't move the theatre is in ruins.^ 

Contrary to most literary critics writing about drama, for whom the core of the 
dramatic text seems to reside in its dialogue, the Chorus of Elders' statement that 
"If you don't move the theatre is in ruins" suggests that drama at its most basic 
may be reduced to action. It is, however, typical of this debate about the precedence 
of dialogue or action in the theatre event that the chorus' reduction of drama to 
action rather than the spoken word should occur within the scripted dialogue of the 
play, thus undermining its own assertion of the primacy of wordless action over 
speech. A similar paradoxical effect that blurs the distinction between speech and 
action is produced by the stage direction introducing this extract, which, through 
its inclusion of spoken text (" 'Mummy, mummy "') in its description of off-stage 
action, challenges the most basic and generally accepted definition of stage 
directions as "the elements of the text that are not the dialogue spoken by the 
characters'"*—a definition I will, with some reservations, myself adopt in this article. 

Not only is spoken text in Rozewicz's playtext part of the action, but instructions 
about how the dialogue should be spoken—^normally the domain of what Michael 
Issacharoff refers to as "melodic" stage directions, i.e. directions that "describe the 
manner of delivery envisaged, the intonation and attitude of the speaker"^—are 
contained in the typographic layout of the dialogic text. Like early modem plays, 
whose actors' parts Tiffany Stem has shown to be full of "internal" directions to 
the performers,^ the dialogue's lineation in Rozewicz's play distinguishes between 
verse and prose, while the deliberate capitalization of selected line-beginnings and 
the occasional rhyme patterns suggest a difference in tone and/or stress. 
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Equally revealing and paradoxical is the fact that this extract authored by 
Rozewicz should suggest that the origin of theatre as an event—whether expressed 
in speech or action—and thus its authority lie in the actor rather than the author It 
is the hero's unwillingness to move or speak that is here seen as the main threat to 
theatre, not the author's unwillingness to script the hero's movements or speech. 
In another paradox typical of Rozewicz, this moment is, of course, scripted and 
thus complicates the attribution of authorship to either author, character, or actor 
As I will show towards the end of this article, the attribution of authorship in the 
theatre is, in fact, even more complicated than Rozewicz's deliberate confusion 
suggests, since the "authorship" of a play in performance is shared also by the 
director, set and costume designers, lighting technicians—all the people involved 
in the production of the play on stage. 

Rozewicz's metatheatrical play thus highlights the incongruity of theoretical 
attempts at attributing dominance to certain components of the dramatic text. It 
emphasizes the difficuhies involved in seeking to identify a single source of authority 
and authorship for the dramatic event. In doing so. The Card Index engages with 
several of the most complex problems facing drama theorists at least since the 
development of early twentieth-century avant-garde theatre and mid-century 
experimental drama. 

Play vs. Novel: Issues of Genre 
At the centre of the tugs-of-war between speech and action as well as between 

author and actor (or text and performance) lies the stage direction or didascalia 
with its complex nature as a liminal text of problematic authorship, authority, and 
textual status. I favour the Greek term "didascalia" partly because, as Laure 
Bourgknecht has noted, its use necessarily forces us to adopt a historical 
perspective."^ More importantly, the term, which refers to the Greek dramatist's 
written and oral instruction of his actors, encompasses both oral and written texts. 
It is a term that is wide enough, therefore, to include the oral text that I will later 
describe as the "script" of a performance. It also allows for the inclusion of 
instructions that need not have a direct bearing on the performance, such as George 
Bernard Shaw's description of the whole neighbourhood of "the northeast quarter 
of London" at the beginning of Candida (1895), when all that can be directly used 
for a staging of the play is the description of the interior of a sitting room inside St. 
Dominic's Parsonage, where the action takes place.*^ The term "didascalia" thus 
exceeds the scope of reference implied by the term "stage direction." 

In a large number of their incamations in Western theatre, didascalia have 
occupied a literally marginal space on the manuscript or printed page that reflects 
their perceived marginal status in relation to the dialogues they frame and gloss. 
Roman Ingarden's seminal division of the dramatic text into main text (Haupttext) 
and side text (Nebentext), the latter of which, he specifies, "cannot constitute even 
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the skeleton of a work" in itself, is a logical result of this standard bibliographic 
layout.^ What Ingarden's ranking ignores, however, is the medieval tradition of 
religious drama in which the equivalent of the modem stage direction may at times 
take up twice the amount of space and importance allotted to the spoken word.'^ 
On the other hand, his theory, revised for the second edition of his immensely 
influential book in 1960, seems oblivious to the pan-European developments in 
modem experimental theatre practice which culminated in the 1950s and explicitly 
challenged the primacy of the spoken word in the theatre.'^ Samuel Beckett most 
famously did so in his Acts Without Words /, a play written in 1956, performed in 
1957 and published in 1 9 5 8 . B u t already in 1954, taking George Bemard Shaw 
and Bertolt Brecht's narratorial and "epic" discussions of the historical, social and 
cultural backgrounds to their plays to an extreme—as in Candida or Brecht's 
extensive commentaries,^^ Eugène Ionesco had demonstrated the independence of 
the didascalia from the dialogue. In his "anti-play" The Bald Prima Donna (La 
Cantatrice chauve) he had insisted on the didascalia's literary (as opposed to solely 
theatrical) value with the famous parodie opening stage direction: 

A typical middle-class English interior Comfortable armchairs. Typical 
English evening at home. Typical English MR SMITH, in his favourite 
armchair, wearing English slippers, smoking an English pipe, reading an 
English newspaper, beside an English fire. He is wearing English 
spectacles, has a small grey English moustache. Next to him, in her 
favourite armchair, typically English MRS SMITH is darning English 
socks. A long English silence. An English clock chimes three English 
chimes 

(It is itself a sign of the difference in status perceived between speech and 
didascalia that the English translator of the play, Donald Watson, took more liberties 
with the translation of the didascalia than with the dialogue: whereas he went to 
the length of introducing a footnote when he could fmd no English equivalent of a 
French word in the dialogue, for the opening stage direction he felt quite free to 
give Mr and Mrs. Smith each their favorite armchair—no such thing is mentioned 
in the original—and to change the seventeen chimes of the clock in French to only 
three in English.) 

What these medieval and mid-twentieth-century examples that bracket a 
millennium of European theatre make obvious is that Ingarden's ranking of the 
"main text" and "side text" is not helpful in defining the status of the didascalia 
and the dramatic text as a whole. It fails to account for Rozewicz's hybrid didascalia 
containing spoken text or for the possibility that didascalia may become part of the 
spoken text in production. In the 2001 New Globe Theatre (London) production of 
Shakespeare's Cymbeline, for instance, Imogen's disguise was indicated not through 
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a costume change but through the actor's announcement "enter Imogen dressed as 
a boy" as she stepped into the playing space . Ingarden ' s discussion of the issue 
also shows no awareness of the different authorial voices that may lie behind 
dialogue and stage directions of different kinds and ignores the fact that the different 
types of text have various addressees. 

This deficient theorization of the dramatic text can be remedied by drawing 
on and combining a number of approaches. While the interdisciplinary work of 
linguists interested in literature has contributed models of communication for literary 
texts, which, adapted to the situation of the theatre, reveal the complexity of textual 
transmission across different levels of communication, recent bibliographers and 
editors have come to appreciate the complexity of the didascalia's authorship and 
reception. In addition, the rise of performance studies has led to a greater 
appreciation of the differences between the various types of dramatic text that can 
all be subsumed under the name "play": the playtext, the script, the promptbook, 
the mise-en-scène, the performance text. Parallel to these developments, drama 
theorists, prompted by the public debates that arose when, in 1984, both Arthur 
Miller and Samuel Beckett took legal action against theatre companies that ignored 
their stage directions,'^ have highlighted the context-specific nature of both 
didascalia and dialogue. I want to argue that it is only by combinhig these approaches 
with a historical perspective that we can arrive at a sensitive imderstanding of 
didascalia, and that it is through an appreciation of the generic specificity of drama 
and its kinship with narrative fiction that such an understanding can begin to be 
reached. 

The weakness common to most approaches to didascalia lies in their 
contradictory attitude towards the status of the dramatic text as a whole. On the 
one hand, there is a sense that, in Ingarden's words, the "stage play is a borderline 
case of the literary work of a r t . . . to the extent that, besides language, another 
medium of representation exists within it—^namely, the visual aspects."'^ This does 
not, however, lead either Ingarden or his successors to the more thorough 
consideration of the communicative situation of the theatre that alone could justify 
his marginalization of the dramatic text in relation to the category of "literature." 
On the other hand the kinship between the playtext and the novel has, in Westem 
theatre, regularly been apparent in "closet drama"—for instance the plays of Seneca, 
early modem writers like The Countess of Pembroke and Elizabeth Cary, and 
nineteenth-century exponents like Musset and Hardy—as well as in more recent 
dramatic experiments that challenge generic boundaries. Most prominently, the 
generic affinity between drama and novel was made explicit in a preface by George 
Bernard Shaw, who likened himself to "other poets and fictionists [i.e., novelists]" 
and emphasized the playwright's "powers of literary expression" in the non-dialogic 
components of dramatic writing.'^ Shaw repeatedly insisted on the relation between 
the printed playtext and the novel, statmg that in order "to make plays readable" he 
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"substituted readable descriptions for technical stage directions, and showed how 
to make the volumes as attractive in appearance as novels."'^ Nevertheless, even 
Patricia Suchy, whose article is the most sophisticated theoretical consideration of 
the generic affinity of drama and the novel to date, stops short of applying to the 
playtext Wayne C. Booth ' s and Seymour Chatman 's semiotic models of 
communication for narrative fiction to which she alludes in her concluding 
remarks 

Stage directions seem to be assuming, with increasing frequency in the 
modem drama, many of the characteristics of the fictive discourse of other 
genres: most notably, of the novel. If the voice that tells the performer to 
bring down the curtain "to see if it works" speaks in fictive discourse, 
then the voice that utters these words emanates less from an author than 
from an author's imaginary, and quite fictive, narrator.^^ 

Far from being challenged only from the side of dramatists and, tentatively, 
drama theorists, the generic boundaries between play and novel have also been 
questioned by novelists. I am specifically thinking of the example of Henry Green, 
whose late novels consis t essent ia l ly of d ia logue and typographical ly 
undifferentiated stage directions. Edward Stokes describes how Green "deliberately 
set out to write a novel consisting almost entirely of what the characters say aloud, 
keeping descriptive passages and even 'stage directions' to the barest minimum."^^ 
It is certainly significant for this consideration of the differences between fiction 
and drama that Green claimed in an interview that his reason for not writing any 
plays lay in his reluctance to have his text "liable to interpretation by actors and 
the producer of a piece."^-^ This puts him into a surprisingly close kinship with 
Beckett, who was fiercely protective about any freedom of interpretation in the 
performance of his plays. Both modem authors are thus part of a long tradition of 
writers who distmst the creativity of the theatre practitioners who work with their 
texts, leading to statements such as Thomas William Robertson's, in the 1860s, 
that "I don't want actors, I want people that will do just what I tell them," and 
George Bemard Shaw's declaration that the "very originality and genius of the 
performers conflicts with the originality and genius of the author."^"* It is surprising, 
in view of these recurring challenges by practitioners to the generic boundaries 
imposed by literary theory, that a cross-fertilization of drama theory through 
narratology has hitherto remained nearly unthinkable. 

Such a cross-fertilization, however, becomes essential in order to account for 
plays such as Brian Friel's Dancing at Lughnasa,^^ which is literally narrated by 
the adult character of Michael, who in reminiscing about his childhood (the subject 
of the play) becomes the focalizer of the plot.^^ Brian Friel's play, in fact, is but an 
extreme example of the type of stmcturing of plot and dialogue, often amplified 
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through the didascalia's focalization of the presentation, that is common to all 
drama. This is most obviously the case with so-called "locative" didascalia, i.e. 
didascalia that describe locations and characters from a specific physical point of 
view, which is normally identified with the seat of the "ideal spectator" the play is 
designed for in the author's mind. Se3anour Chatman convincingly argues that 
there is always a "someone—^person or presence— actually telling the story to an 
audience, no matter how minimally evoked his [sic] voice or the audience's listening 
ear"2^ 

What Friel's play highlights is that one of the most fimdamental differences 
between novel and play lies in the obvious but important fact that whereas in the 
former, the plot is communicated through narration, the play in performance displays 
rather than narrates. What we refer to as the "narrative world" in the novel thus 
becomes the "displayed world" of the playtext and performance.^^ Even if the 
didascalia include narrative elements and the dialogue of a play like Dancing at 
Lughnasa may contain a distinct narrative voice, identified with a specific character, 
importantly this voice is displayed alongside the voices of the other characters and 
is thus itself a performance. 

Analogous to the narrator in a novel, then, plays contain a narrative presence 
that, since dramatic action is not narrated but displayed, is more appropriately 
referred to as the playtext's displaying agent. This displaying agent displays the 
dialogue as its object. It is partly "extra-textual" in that it is the agent responsible 
for the ordering of the plot and the privileging of certain parts of the play over 
others in a way that amounts to a guiding of the reader's and future audience's 
understanding of the play's meaning. It is also partly textualized in the elements 
that can be subsumed under the broad term didascalia: the non-spoken parts of the 
text—including title(s), list of characters, act and scene divisions, speech headings, 
typographical features, etc., that guide the reader in a more immediately perceptible 
and tangible marmer The displaying agent is hence a prescriptive, narrative, and, 
importantly, commentatorial presence in the playtext whose aim is to provide the 
reader with a reading strategy. Humorous didascalia like Ionesco's setting of the 
scene in The Bald Prima Donna are thus analogous to a humorous narrative voice 
that qualifies the narrative for the benefit of the reader in that they indicate the 
mood in which the dialogue is to be read. 

The displaying agent, just like the novelistic narrator, is distinct from the 
playtext's implied author, who "must be seen as a constmct inferred and assembled 
by the reader from all the components of the text,"^^ and who, in turn, is distinct 
from the "real," historical author The importance of this distinction becomes clear 
if we consider a play like David Mamet's Oleanna,^^ whose displaying agent seems 
outrageously sexist, but whose implied author appears to present the play as a 
critique of extremist political correctaess. The play may therefore be said to be 
about sexism rather than simply sexist. It is the tension between displaying agent 
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and implied author that led to the strikingly divergent audience reactions, animated 
debates and numerous walk-outs which characterized the opening productions in 
New York (1992) and London (1993). 

As in a novel, where the narrator's voice and presence, whether omniscient or 
subjective, is an intrinsic part of the narration, the displaying agent, most obviously 
when incamated in a character like Michael in Dancing atLughnasa, is an intrinsic 
part of the play. Didascalia, even if reduced to mere speech prefixes, are thus 
revealed to be an integral component of the dramatic text because they are a part 
of the structuring instance responsible for the dialogue itself Another way of putting 
this is to say, with Antony Hammond, that "the entire script of a play is a series of 
stage-directions, the great majority of which tell the actors what gestures to make 
with their vocal cords."^^ The dichotomy of instructions to the actors/readers vs. 
speech is thus undermined by the fact that such instructions are an intrinsic 
stmcturing part of dramatic speech. 

Reading Text vs. Acting Text: Issues of Authorship, Authority and Reception 
One probable reason for the widespread reluctance to approach the playtext 

with the tools of narratology lies in the fact that whereas narrative theory assumes, 
for the traditional novel, a single real-life author behind the constructs of the implied 
author and narrator,^^ the authorship question is particularly complex in the theatre. 
In spite of its ultimately interdependent components, the dramatic text is divided 
into at least two voices of different "authority" and possibly also authorship that 
are responsible for the didascalia and dialogue respectively. This becomes 
particularly evident if we look at the medieval European dramatic manuscripts 
that are the ancestors, both in stmcture and layout, of the modem printed playtext. 
"In early vemacular drama," Linda McJannet has found, "the distinction between 
dialogue and stage directions is partly linguistic: the directions appear in Latin, the 
dialogue in the vemacular. The different voices are assigned different tongues."^^ 
With these different languages comes a difference in authority: whereas the 
instmctions for staging are written in the authoritative, learned language of the 
medieval Church and administration, the vemacular used for dialogue implies 
greater accessibility but also lesser authority in a striking reversal of Ingarden's 
ranking of Haupttext and Nebentext. The didascalia's distinct voice and textual 
status in the medieval dramatic manuscript are also generally signaled by their 
marginal disposition on the page and the fact that they are written literally by and 
in a different hand: because these "mbrics" were either written or at least underlined 
in red ink, a specialized scribe was responsible for their insertion in the manuscript,-^"^ 
normally in an Italian hand as opposed to the secretary hand in which the dialogue 
is written.^^ 

Laure Bourgknecht furthermore provides evidence that shows that over time 
and as the result of theatrical performances, medieval dramatic texts underwent 
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revisions that resulted in the amplification of their "didascalic apparatus."^^ This 
medieval practice is a precursor of the self-collaborations of early modem dramatists 
like John Webster and Ben Jonson and later playwrights from Victor Hugo to Samuel 
Beckett, who are all known for having paid particular attention to their didascalia 
in their revision of their own plays for print publication,^^ It also anticipates the 
types of theatrical and editorial collaborations, both synchronic and diachronic, 
that are typical of the relationship between the playwright, the text, the performers, 
and the scribe(s), bookmaker(s), editor(s) and printer(s) responsible for the actual 
wording of the amplified or modified didascalia we are familiar with from editions 
of Shakespeare's plays, whether they be their earliest printed texts, subsequent 
"performance editions," or modem scholarly editions. Margaret Jane Kidnie sums 
up the current scholarly view of theatre practice in early modem playhouses when 
she writes that 

it seems safe to assume that not only the printing-houses but also 
playwrights and actors treated at least one element of the nebentext [sic]— 
the stage directions—differently: dialogue was usually committed to paper, 
while stage directions frequently seem to have been oral texts, either 
conveyed to the actors by the playwright verbally or sorted out in a 
collaborative rehearsal space. 

When such oral didascalia are integrated into the printed playtext, they are 
both prescriptive, being a relic of an oral instmction to the performers, and 
descriptive, as a post-performance text written down for the benefit of fixture readers 
and performers, for whom they may become prescriptive once more. The tentative 
line drawn by scholars working on early modem drama between "theatrical" stage 
directions (referring to theatrical stmcture and equipment, hence presumably written 
by a book-keeper) and "fictional" ones (referring to dramatic fiction, hence 
presumably written by the dramatist) breaks down in this situation.^^ For here the 
same didascalia, which may be authored by dramatist or performers or book-maker 
or editor or all of these and others in collaboration, may be perceived as technical 
or narrative by its different addressees depending on the context and purpose of 
their reading. It is furthermore obvious that attempts to identify didascalia as an 
instance of particularly authorial and authoritative discourse because, supposedly, 
the author's voice speaks directly through them in an imperative mode, are 
inadequate in the collaborative space of the theatre.^^ 

It becomes clear from this situation, in which a multiplicity of authorial 
instances collaborate in the production—whether textual or theatrical—of a playtext, 
that the simple model of communication adequate for the novel is insufficient for 
the playtext with its distinct groups of addressees and its double fimction as both a 
reading and an acting text. I therefore think it essential to insist on a distinction 
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between different levels of reading and authorship. In the first instance, analogous 
to the novel, one or more playwrights compose the playtext for the benefit of an 
implied reader who may or may not be a member of the play's future production 
team. For the reader who is not thinking of displaying the playtext in the future, 
the didascalia are descriptive of a "virtual" performance of the play;"̂ ^ they are "a 
part of the play's fictive discourse" and have the same textual status as the dialogue.'^^ 
It is in this context that, as Jean-Marie Thomasseau points out, it is essential that 
the didascalia be given full literary status,"^^ and it is in this context that they ought 
to remain unaltered by editors or critics or that such alterations be accompanied by 
a critical editorial apparatus outlining the reasons for the change. All too often, 
even in scholarly editions, editorial changes to the didascalia are "silent." Instead 
of supplementing the supposedly insufficient didascalia of early modem (and later) 
playtexts with editorial didascalia and by thus changing the displaying agent 
changing the meaning of the dialogue which is its object, "editors might instead 
acknowledge and embrace radical uncertainty, offering readers historicized 
understandings of both theatrical conventions and vagaries of performance with 
which to develop independent, even idiosyncratic interpretations of staging.'"^ It 
is up to the individual reader to make sense of the playtext's didascalia as part of 
the literary text while being aware of its potential for a translation into theatrical 
performance. 

For the "theatrical" reader, on the other hand, the member of the play's future 
production team, the situation is different. This reader is preparing to become one 
of the (dis)players of the dramatic text, and as such, this reader inevitably becomes 
involved in collaborating with the playwright(s) and the other (dis)players in 
adjusting the displaying agent of the playtext to the context of the particular 
production. This happens whether the playwright(s) be alive and willing to 
participate in the collaboration or not, in which case the collaboration takes place 
between the production team and the playtext. The dramatic text cannot be 
performed without this collaboration or negotiation, which normally centers on an 
adjustment of the displaying agent. This collaboratively authored displaying agent 
of the production constitutes a critical commentary, a metatext that is produced 
simultaneously with the playtext in performance and that, analogous to the didascalia 
in the playtext, creates a framework for interpretation that guides the audience's 
appreciation of the performance. The communicative situation in the theatre is 
thus, in Michael Issacharoff's words, "'stereophonic,' since it has two channels— 
that of the dramatist and that of the players.'"^^ Humorous didascalia à la Ionesco 
that are "unperformable" can nevertheless be "faithfully" translated into a humorous 
displaying agent that sets the mood for the production, or they may be discarded as 
irrelevant for the context of a particular production."^^ 

The transposition of the playtext into a performance leads to the creation of a 
variety of texts: the script, the promptbook, the mise-en-scène, the performance 
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text. The adapted displaying agent of a production is the oral text of the script, 
which is shared by performers, director, designers and technicians. A written, 
abbreviated version of the script which bears witness to the literal rewriting that is 
part of the production process is set down in the production's promptbook."^^ The 
performance of the collaboratively authored script, on the other hand, is the mise-
en-scène, which is defined by Patrice Pavis as "the bringing together or 
confrontation, in a given space and time, of different signifying systems, for an 
audience" and is, he insists, "not obliged to follow stage directions.'"^^ In the mise-
en-scène, the dichotomy of text vs. performance is invalidated because in it, text is 
performed and the performance is textualized and "read" by its audience. Sign 
language productions, in which language is literally inscribed by and on the body, 
are extreme examples of theatre that make it particularly obvious that text is 
performance and performance is text. Peter Novak explains that in American Sign 
Language, which was used for a production of Shakespeare's Twelfth Night in 
Philadelphia in 2000, "there is no 'disembodied' text or Voice ' . . . ; rather, discourse 
is intimately coimected to the presence of a signer—an individual body within a 
specific cultural, ideological, and linguistic community.'"^^ As a result, it is no longer 
possible to separate text from performance. 

The textualization of performance becomes literal once it is recorded on film 
or video, tuming the ephemeral performance into a stable performance text. S. E. 
Gontarski's account of Samuel Beckett's revision of Quad provides an excellent 
example of how such a performance text can itself become an authorially validated 
playtext: 

Beckett's final version of the work, the production for German television, 
broadcast on 8 October 19 81, is called Quadrat title that suggests 
at least two acts, if not two plays. Near the end of the taping, Beckett 
created what amounted to an unplanned second act for the play. When he 
saw the color production of Quad rebroadcast on a black and white monitor, 
he decided instantly to create Quad II. Beckett's printed text (in any 
language) was, however, never revised to acknowledge this remarkable 
revision of the work's fundamental structure. No printed version of the 
play bears the title of the production, and so no accurate version, one that 
includes Beckett's revisions, exists in print. Beckett's own videotaped 
German production, then, remains the only 'final' text for Quad.^^ 

The displaying agent of a production, which can thus be partly textualized 
both in the production's promptbook and in a recording of a particular performance 
on film or video may, within the theatrical space, furthermore take on additional 
written forms that exceed and complement the mise-en-scène. In the modem theatre, 
poster, program, and possibly even reviews are part of the production's displaying 
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agent and partly take the place of the printed playtext's didascalia in guiding the 
audience (rather than the readers) in their appreciation of the production.^' The 
various components of the displaying agent thus direct the mise-en-scène at an 
implied audience which is inevitably distinct from the implied reader of the playtext 
(even if a real-life reader may also be a real-life audience member). 

This already complex situation, in which a reading of the playtext by a 
production team leads to their assimilation of the playtext and the adaptation of its 
displaying agent to the specific context of the production, is complicated ftirther 
if, as is very frequently the case, the production of the playtext with its adapted 
displaying agent is subsequently transformed into a new printed text. Such 
performance editions "tend to offer the plays as collaborative efforts, associated 
with and created by both author and theatrical companies."^^ They are descriptive 
of the mise-en-scène they are based on at the same time as they may be considered 
as partly prescriptive by future production teams. This is typically the case for the 
early modem playtexts I mentioned above, which have led to much meticulous 
work by editors who have either tried "to amplify the directions of [the] original 
texts" or to detect an authorial voice in them—an endeavour which Antony 
Hammond dismisses as "splitting hairs."^^ The same is typical of modem-day printed 
playtexts: they often exist in substantially different versions that have been revised 
over a number of years and following a number of productions.^"^ 

Such different printed versions are not only the obvious result of the dramatist's 
self-collaboration in the process of textual revision but bear witness to the often 
conflicting authorial voices of playwright(s) and production team. Thus Ionesco, 
in the 1954 Gallimard edition of La Cantatrice chauve,^^ acknowledges the multiple 
authorship of his text in his inclusion of the names of the actors who premiered the 
play in the list of characters (a practice we find as early as, for instance, in a Jacobean 
Quarto text of The Duchess of Malfi), which is followed by details about the 
production's date, venue, and director. This admission of multiple theatrical 
authorship becomes a source of textual tensions when, within the playtext, Ionesco 
adds possibly tongue-in-cheek footnotes to the playtext (both didascalia and 
dialogue) that can themselves be seen as a type of didascalia in which he describes 
the altemative texts that are the result of the theatrical collaboration. On one 
occasion, the playwright's objection to the altemative text that he nevertheless 
chooses to include in this printed version is even made explicit when he remarks 
that a word was changed in production "in spite of the very keen opposition of the 
author."^^ On another occasion, Ionesco uses a humorous footnote to record a change 
to the didascalia that he himself apparently thought of as a result of the production: 
"In the performance certain exchanges in this last scene were omitted or 
interchanged. On the other hand, the final retum to the beginning—so to say - was 
always performed with the Smiths, the author having had the bright idea of 
substituting the Martins to the Smiths only after the hundredth performance."^^ 
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The printed playtext thus emerges as a potentially layered text whose authorship 
must be accounted for through the model of "collaboration analysis," one of whose 
recent proponents, Robert L. Carringer, explains: 

Collaboration analysis has two phases. The first entails the temporary 
suspension of single-author p r imacy . . . to appraise constituent claims to 
a text's authorship. In the second phase, the primary author is reinscribed 
within what is now established as an institutional context of authorship. 
The result is a more judicious understanding of authorial achievement 
that ultimately enhances, not diminishes, the primary author.^^ 

The printed playtext, even if it is the result of theatrical and/or editorial 
collaboration, is thus firmly attributed to its "primary author" and hence has an 
authorial status that is distinct from that of the performed play, in which authorship 
is shared between the playwright and the production team. The litigious Arthur 
Miller and Samuel Beckett (see note 17) or Eugène Ionesco, who insisted that his 
"stage directions are to be respected no less than the dialogue,"^^ can only be justified 
in insisting on the didascalia's and dialogue's integral transmission in the written, 
printed playtext. It is only as a literary text aimed at an implicit reader who is not 
a prospective producer of the dramatic text that this text can claim to be "closed." 

By virtue of the playtext's performable nature, however, insofar as its implicit 
reader is potentially a prospective (dis)player, the dramatic text remains open to 
interpretation, negotiation, and collaboration and thus resists closure. This is tme 
of all productions but is particularly obvious in the case of contemporary productions 
of classical plays. In a production of a Shakespearean playtext, for example, today's 
production team, usually under the guidance of its director, must negotiate with 
the playtext across a vast historical and cultural, sometimes also geographical and 
linguistic, divide. Since, as William B. Worthen points out, "[sjtage performance 
not only takes place in the present, but can only speak in the idiom of the present," 
it is the "modem director's t a s k . . . to make the play speak in a theatre and a world 
unimagined by the play's author"^^ A substantial modification of the displaying 
agent, potentially involving some part of the dialogue itself, adapting the playtext 
to the context within which it will be performed, is inevitable and entirely legitimate 
in this situation. Notions of "faithfiilness" to the "dramatic intenf of the playwright 
who "must abandon a script to production"^^ become evidently absurd if a 
production is considered as the collaborative re-writing of the playtext's displaying 
agent to suit it to the context of the production and if the displaying agent, analogous 
to the didascalia, is understood as a metatext that stands in a commentatorial and 
possibly critical relation to the playtext as a whole.^^ 
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"A SUPER MACRO SLAM ZOOM": Didascalia in a Modern Performance 
Edition 

It is only through an awareness of the different communicative levels of the 
theatre or cinema and of the complex authorship behind the dramatic text that 
collaborative works such as Baz Luhrmann and Craig Pearce's screenplay William 
Shakespeare's Romeo + Juliet can be accounted for." I will close with a discussion 
of this book to demonstrate that the nature of texts such as this requires a more 
flexible definition and understanding of didascalia than that hitherto theorized by 
bibliographers, theatre semioticians and literary critics in their separate fields. The 
screenplay's very title highlights the collaborative authors' negotiation with 
Shakespeare's playtext, while its invocation of Shakespeare (as well as its 
substitution of the mathematical for "and") paradoxically signifies the 
screenplay's challenge to Shakespeare's authority. The bipartite volume begins 
with the Luhrmann/Pearce screenplay in easy-to-read typography that is generously 
spread over the first 162 pages of the book. The second part, consisting of the last 
146 pages, contains the Shakespearean playtext in small type, followed by an even 
smaller-type apparatus of "Notes to 'Romeo and Juliet.''' The layout thus literalizes 
the superimposition of the modem negotiated text on the early modem text while 
clearly establishing the priority of the screenplay over the playtext. 

The text of this collaborative screenplay, whose implied reader, as in all 
traditional performance editions, is someone familiar with the production the text 
is based on, is composed overwhelmingly of quasi-narrative didascalia that 
recontextualize the early modem playtext's dialogue for an audience and reading 
public of the turn of the millennium. The Shakespearean dialogue is, in fact, 
drastically cut in the screenplay. Rather than constituting the core of the screenplay 
and film, the Shakespearean dialogue is "cited" by the displaying agent, so that the 
modem production, as William B. Worthen points out, is presented "not as a 
performance of the text and not as a translation of the work but as an iteration of 
the work, an iteration that necessarily invokes and displaces a textual 'origin' by 
performing the text in a specific citational environment—^the verbal, visual, gestural, 
and behavioral dynamics of youth culture, of MTV. The dialogue is not "updated" 
in the sense of being replaced by a more modem idiom (as happens in West Side 
Story). Instead, the film's and screenplay's displaying agents have frequently 
changed its meaning by recontextualizing it. Most famously, the word "sword" is 
made to refer to a 9mm gun in a didascalia that is typical of the screenplay's attempt 
to recapture in the typography and choice of words some of the violence and "cool" 
of the film: 

MUSIC STING; A SUPER MACRO SLAM ZOOM along the barrel of 
Benvolio's gun; the engraved gun type reads: 
"Sword 9mm series " 
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CUT TO: Benvolio. He screams in desperation: 
BENVOLIO I 

Put up your swords!^^ 

Notions of "faithfulness" and dismissive attitudes towards didascalia because 
of their multiple authorship are unable to account for such an extract, and it would 
be futile to seek for different levels of "authority" in this text or to try to dismiss its 
didascalia as a mere side text with little or no bearing on the meaning of the dialogue. 
We are closer to a real understanding of this intriguing volume if we accept its 
didascalia as the commentatorial metatext that complements and provides an 
interpretative framework for both film and screenplay in the stereophonic medium 
of drama. They are the collaboratively authored displaying agent of the production 
that is here textualised both as a performance text and the printed equivalent of the 
promptbook, the screenplay as a performance edition. 
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