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pair him with Michael Frayn and Neil Simon, respectively. Paul Allen’s recent
biography, Alan Ayckbourn: Grinning at the Edge, has also contributed to the
recognition that, along with Harold Pinter and Tom Stoppard, this playwright ranks
among Britain’s preeminent dramatists of his generation.®

As well as writing and directing, Ayckbourn devotes considerable energies to
professing his crafts. In 1992, he accepted the Cameron Mackintosh Visiting
Professor of Contemporary Theatre Chair at Oxford, where he taught playwriting
and directing. He actively participates in Scarborough Theatre’s annual National
Student Drama Festival,” and, in 2001, he founded the Stephen Joseph Theatre
School, a week-long program during which students are immersed in theater studies.
Ayckbourn himself conducts several of the seminars. Indeed, this penchant for
pedagogy, combined with numerous requests that he write about his work, has
resulted in The Crafty Art of Playmaking, a delightfully humorous and eminently
sensible book in which the playwright-director enumerates, and expounds upon,
his “obvious rules” for writing and directing.® It should probably come as little
surprise, therefore, that eventually his penchant for teaching would manifest itself
in a play, and it has. With Comic Potential, he has written a dramatic master class
in comic theory and practice, disguised as a futuristic farce.’

Since his earliest plays, Ayckbourn has drawn inspiration and subject matter
from the theater. If a single thematic thread runs through his opus to date, it is, as
Ian Watson noted in 1981, that on “one level at least [his plays are] about the
whole nature of theatrical artifice.”'® They are, in fact, plays about play, of which
his imaginative, metadramatic devices remind us—repeatedly, frequently,
dramatically.

To borrow from Richard Hornby, “metadrama can be defined as drama about
drama; it occurs whenever the subject of the play turns out to be, in some sense,
dramaitself.”"" Metadrama’s affects are as disparate and random as the composition
of any given audience at any given performance, as pronounced or insignificant as
individual attention, interest, knowledge. Despite affective discrepancies
metadrama unfailingly disrupts theatrical illusion by blurring, if only ephemerally,
conventional distinctions between art and life. If we cannot relax pleasurably into
an artistically coherent illusion, escape into a fiction or a dream, as Puck would
have it, we are forced to reassess our epistemological and ontological bearings in
order to sift between fancy and reality. In short, metadrama reminds us of what
Samuel Beckett knew all along: all this is “just play,”'? which depending on the
work can range from reassuring to terrifying.

To some degree, all plays call attention to themselves as fiction, if only by
virtue of live performance which renders dramatic illusion tentative and fragile.
Bert O. States smartly summarizes this phenomenon: “Thus one witnesses a play
as an event in the real world as well as an illusion of an unreal world, and its
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the studio, and Chance goes off to get drunk leaving the young writer and his
protégée with the first act’s big-curtain:

JACIE: Adam, I don’t want to be melted down. I don’t want to forget
this.
ADAM: Nobody’s going to melt you down, I promise.
JACIE: Promise?
ADAM: I promise.
JACIE: Oh,Adam ...
ADAM: Jacie. ..
JACIE: Adam. ..
The music continues as the lights fade to:
Blackout.?

Heightened emotions, along with increasingly impoverished language, recall
popular 19th-century melodrama, complete with melody, here emanating from the
actoid herself. No need for live musical accompaniment.

The second act begins as a romantic caper: Adam and Jacie elope, first to a
posh hotel, where he buys her stylish clothes, takes her to dinner and uses the
Gideon Bible to teach her to read. Soon pursued by the tabloids, “Trainsmith heir
in illicit android romance. The story of the decade,”* they flee to another hotel,
one which rents rooms by the hour. Here Jacie, like Eve before her, encounters
original sin. After a worldly and cynical prostitute posits that Adam, like all men,
will discard her as soon as he has “taken what he wants from you,”* the dejected
actoid picks up her purloined Gideon, happening upon Genesis 3:16: “‘Unto the
woman he said: I will greatly multiply thy sorrow . . . : in sorrow thou shalt bring
forth children: and thy desire shall be to thy husband, and he shall rule over thee.””
Her understated, understandable response: “Oh.”%

As she prepares to escape the brothel and her romantic fantasies of a life with
Adam, he enters proclaiming his love. By now the actoid understands their
predicament, which she frames metadramatically, in terms of an unsuccessful
audition for the role of woman:

[am not Jacie, Adam. I'am JCF 31 triple 3.. .. ’'m a machine. . . . On the
one hand, it’s a fact that every day we stay together, you’ll change and I’l1
stay the same. ... Yes I can play your Jacie. ... ButI can never be your

Jacie. Do you see the difference? I’ve been miscast, you see. . .. Audition
failed.*

When Adam tries to dissuade her, she loses her temper, relying on the vulgar
vocabulary she has picked up from Chance:
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Names of Ayckbourn’s characters are frequently telling. While speaking
specifically of Comic Potential and by implication of all his plays, the playwright
says of Trainsmith:

I wanted to have a name that was slightly American but a name that
suggested a man who prided himself on coming up from working stock.
It suggests this generation of gritty Americans who will always tell you
... “I started with a hammer and now I’ve got a $20 million a day
business!”*

Of Trudi Floote:

It’s slightly Dutch. . . . what will happen [in the world] increasingly is an
intermingling. Like in America—the names are extraordinary. They’re
all contractions or alterations of European names. . . . And so I think I
just followed the suggestion that the European Community has just [in
the “foreseeable future] interbred a little more since today.*

To the observation, “Adam needless to say goes back to the original man,” the
playwright responds: “Yes. I very rarely use the same name twice. Because, of
course, I have an Adam in Time of My Life. But I needed the name again.”!

Occasionally names in Ayckbourn’s work signify multivalently, as with
Chandler (Chance) Tate, whose names hint of artistic promise and public
approbation. His Christian name links him with old-fashion lighting; a chandler
made and sold candles,*? forerunners of the paraffin lamps used to illuminate early
cinemotographs. His surname summons images of not one but four major art
galleries, homes to renowned national and international collections: Tates Britain
and Modern in London, Tates Modemn in St. Ives and Liverpool. Heady company
indeed.

But this once gifted wielder of light and art has been sacrificed to corporate
greed, as Adam tells Jacie:

When my uncle’s company took over they tried to get rid of him. He was
still making quality movies at the time but they didn’t want him. He
wouldn’t toe the line. He argued, he went over budget. That was his
worst crime. He overspent. He upset the accountants. So they moved
him sideways. And this is where he’s been left.*

In an industry that devalues art in pursuit of lucre, Chance is out of step, an
anachronism.
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Despite frustration and booze, he has yet to succumb totally to despair. In
order to improve the show even at the risk of losing more viewers, he offs the
soap’s most popular character, directs Adam’s project, and teaches Jacie how to
execute a double take that doesn’t resemble “Zero Mostel on speed.””** No sooner
does Chance-the-cynic announce to Adam that comedy is dead, Chance-the-master-
craftsman launches into his first lesson: “But comedy—you want to know about
comedy? . . . Comedy is two things.”> The teacher begins.

Chandler’s sobriquet also resonates. When Adam arrives at the studio, Prim
and Trudi give the aspiring apprentice some advice: “PRIM: Incidentally, don’t
call him Chandler. He hates it. He prefers Chance. / ADAM: Oh, right. Asin
lucky chance? / TRUDI: As in positively his last.”** Chance, Ayckbourn reminds
us from the start, can be double-edged.

Despite its disconcerting premise, Comic Potential is an extremely funny farce,
itself the most metadramatic of genres. Exaggerated makeup, outlandish costuming,
acrobatic, or stilted, kinetics focus attention on actors at work, on the theatrics of
theater. As Baker writes, farce “ . . . presents not a view of the world as such, but
a view of the world as theatre. The playwright as puppeteer or the performer as
acrobat is always in sight.””” Ayckbourn’s presence in this play is conspicuous
enough to confer upon it the subtitle, Portrait of an Artist as a Young, and Old,
Man, Adam and Chance constituting separate periods in a playwright’s career: the
gifted, well connected youth anticipating a promising future; the politically incorrect
cynic bedeviled by prelapsarian memories. Reminding us repeatedly that this is
but an artful sham, the actoids, “performers as acrobats,” call attention to the physical
demands of their craft, their robotistic postures, gestures, movements, quite literally
reinforcing Henri Bergson’s theory that laughter results from “ . . . something
mechanical encrusted upon the living.”*® And none more so than the play’s central
cybernetic character, Jacie, who during the course of the play evolves from an
actoid-with-a-sense-of-humor to an apparently fully functioning human being, if
remaining an android.”

Jacie has an impressive archetypal and literary lineage, creating what Hornby
refers to as “metadramatic estrangement” in which “the imaginary world of the
main play is disrupted by a reminder of its relation, as a literary construct, to another
literary work or works.”®® This being Ayckbourn, works plural. As Shaw plundered
Greek mythology for Pygmalion, and Lemer and Loewe Shaw for My Fair Lady,
so Ayckbourn pillages them all for Comic Potential. Like Galatea before her,
Jacie is named and brought to life by an artist who falls in love with her; like
Shaw’s and Lerner and Loewe’s quick-witted Elizas, she is tutored by two men.
At play’s end, “my fair lady” brings Professor Higgins his slippers. Shaw’s Eliza
storms off leaving her mentor to buy his own gloves. Early on in his play, Ayckboumn
introduces the possibility that Jacie might become the musical’s version of Shaw’s
flower girl: when the actoid afflicted by “AU abrogation” finally gets the lines
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as in all plays, the dramatist first creates a world and then convinces his
audiences of its credibility—farce takes this illusion and stretches it to
the limits and outside them.®’

In this comic cosmos, farce must adhere to the “comic truth”—one not necessarily
defined by laughter.

After Adam pitches his concept to Lester and Carla, the latter goes on the
attack, “It’s supposed to be a comedy?” to which Adam, faltering, responds: “It’s
funny, yes, but it’s also—I don’t know. . . .” Coming to the aid of his protégée,
Chance explodes: “It’s a comedy. That doesn’t mean everyone has to be falling in
bowls of custard, for God’s sake. It’s an allegory. It’s a satire. . ..”® The young
writer senses that comedy embraces more than guffaws and pratfalls; the seasoned
practitioner knows that its province stretches well into those realms conventionally
perceived to belong solely to serious drama. While reminding his on-stage audience
that such is the case, Chance introduces the notion to his audience off stage that the
play we are watching might also be veering towards allegory and satire, which
given two of its concerns—society’s increased dependence upon technology and
corporate commandeering of the arts—it very well might, and does.

Later in the play, Chance argues for the preeminence of comedy among
dramatic genres, with Jacie the focus of his frustration. After the actoid refuses
Lester’s offer and decides to be melted down, the director tries to persuade her to
take the job even though he cynically perceives in management’s motive not
altruism, but greed: “Trainsmith’s only offered you the job so’s he’ll look
enlightened. The rest of us know he’s doing it to try and break the union but it’ll be
done in the name of progress so who’ll notice?”’®

In his attempt to convince Jacie, Chance appeals to Adam’s love, which she
first denies, then concedes, but adopts as further reason to be melted down:

JACIE: ... Allright. Maybe he does love me. All the more reason I
should melt down. Do you think I could bear it if anything like that ever
happened to him again? Just because he loves me? It’s terrifying.

CHANDLER: But don’t you think that the only reason you’re terrified at
the thought that something might happen to him again because he loves
you, is because you care too much about him to want to see anything
happen to him? Or to put it slightly more simply, because you love him?”°

Despite Chance’s circuitous explanation, Jacie insists on being deprogrammed. In
a final display of comic desperation, as the technician with “a handful of straps
and restraints™' takes her off to the factory, she attempts her own unexpected
turn—leaving Chance alone and exasperated:
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a fun-loving teenager . . . who came to a tragic end when she drowned herself off
Wapping Pier clasping the baby that nobody wanted her to have.” She then

. . went on to join the very successful Teen Time where [she] played
Marcie, the bookish frump, who was later transformed by her love for
Derek into a glamorous bride. Unfortunately their marriage ended
prematurely when their car overturned in Sicily. . . . Next to the police
series Fair Cops where [she] played Helen Dudgeon, the rookie with a
sexual hang-up and a grudge—for which [she] received very favourable
reviews despite the show’s briefrun . . . 7

These allusions may be to fictional shows, but they call to mind any number of
melodramatic serials the audience can recognize, which we ourselves may even
have watched on occasion, therefore figuring among those viewers Chance describes
as “ ... subnormal . . . people who can’t figure out how to turn on the set.”™
Assuming the role of a politically correct chorus, Prim and Trudi call Chance’s
remarks “very offensive.”” The fictional audience he is insulting, however, cannot
hear him; the audience which can, and does, is sitting in the theater.

Along with TV-shows-within-the-play, role-playing-within-the-play, lectures
on comic technique, and flat-out farce, all of which contribute to the audience’s
sense of metadramatic estrangement, Ayckbourn uses literary and showbiz allusions
to a degree unprecedented in his work to date. Not only does the playwright
intentionally name Adam for the “original man,” he has Turkey stab him “[j]ust to
the side of his rib cage.”® Immediately thereafter, Jacie takes charge of the pimp
and her future. Metaphorically re-enacting Eve’s caesarian birth, the actoid assumes
the role of original woman—a somewhat troubling development from a humanistic
perspective.

Other scriptural allusions, rare in Ayckbourn’s canon, help color a picture of
this new world. On the one hand, Adam’s using the Bible to teach Jacie to read and
choosing Genesis as his text smacks of comic realism in this futuristic setting—
not only have the Gideons seemingly always been with us, so apparently shall they
always be. And if using the Bible as a textbook, why not start at the beginning?
On the other hand, this playwright, like Chance, leans more towards surprise than
logical expectations. So ifhe chooses Genesis as Jacie’s primer, and does so without
a hint of irony, attention must be paid. Comic Potential, it would seem, presents a
futuristic Genesis in which Eve, an android, grows increasingly independent of
computerized control and the Judeo-Christian God grows ever more impotent.

Here Ayckbourn corkscrews Biblical mythology. In this play, God is a dualist:
Lester, the decrepit ancient, pulls the financial strings, while Chance, the over-the-
hill tippler, is in charge of whatever artistic merit remains. Ayckbourn foregrounds
the image of director-as-god in the opening scene: “Barely discernable in the
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