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The Ontology of Dramaturgy           

by Dr. Julian Meyrick, La Trobe University, May 2008
“It must be remarked that if veracity is a criteria for statements, truth is a type of being (a multiple).  There is therefore no contrary to the true…. Strictly speaking, the ‘false’ can solely designate what proves to be an obstacle to the pursuit of the generic truth procedure.” Alain Badiou, Being and Event, ‘Dictionary: Truth’

Introduction

Can plays tell the truth?  What do we mean when we say a play is truthful?  How does the idea of truth impact on the processes of dramatic representation?  These are profound questions, yet they are not often dealt with in the talk surrounding drama save in second-order ways.  When they are assayed it is usually in controversial instances; that is, when dealing with individual plays whose truth is subject to extra-theatrical attack and defence.  Instead, and for obvious reasons, the focus of dramatic analysis, and with it the hand-maiden of dramaturgical intervention, has been on issues of sense, structure and meaning.  In other words, on matters of quality and identity, on what makes a play ‘good’ either in a narrow or a broader cultural sense.  

This paper reverses the focus.  It brackets issues of quality and identity to concentrate on a more fundamental aspect of the drama – claims to be generally truthful.  To do so, it makes a separation, right from the outset, between what a play says and what it is.  This division allows it to hold as different and distinct the matter of truths spoken within a drama and the truth of a drama overall.  Granted, there is a relationship between the two.  But this is neither simple nor adjunctive.  When we assert a play is truthful we imply both something more and something else than that the individual truths contained within it compound during the course of its unfolding in a convincing way.  One might say: truth exhausts its meanings – or at least, it does so with plays we deem truthful in this more general way.  

All this, while challenging to prove, is simple to grasp for those involved in the development and presentation of stage plays, whether these are written-out beforehand or evolved through non-literary performance techniques.  We sense that some plays have a general truthfulness about them and some do not.  We sense that in the case of the former, this truth is productive of meanings and thus interpretations, but truth itself is prior to those meanings, and thus to language.
  We sense that however definitive a particular interpretation may be, there is always something that resists presentation, and that this aspect of a play, which is, as it were, always left over and left out, is a point of contemplation and inspiration even though in a positive sense it does not exists at all.  It has neither shape, duration nor valency.  It just is.  This is the location of a play’s quiddity, its Being.  And it is also, the paper argues, where a play’s Being binds to truth.  Whatever is to be found of the real world, will be found here, outside dramatic structure and yet entirely responsible for it.  But, then, how are we to talk of it if it has no positive structural characteristics?

The paper invokes the work of Alain Badiou, a French thinker who is having a profound effect on modern philosophy, and whose neo-Platonic approach is beginning to affect other realms.  Badiou is famous for his work L’Etre et l’événement (1988. trans Being and Event, 2005), which resuscitates ontology as a critical line of inquiry and equates the discipline with mathematics.  His precise formulation is “ontology is mathematics”.  Part of Badiou’s appeal is that he represents a convergence between Anglo-American analytical philosophy and European hermeneutics.  At the same time, his work is a response and a rebuke to post-structuralist idée fixes, particularly its relativizing of truth-claims and the reduction of real world situations to the structures of language.  Badiou’s ontology presents in two ways, mathematically through the formulae of set theory and meta-ontologically through natural language, though when words attempt to capture the finer operations of mathematics, the results can be opaque.  Fortunately the paper makes use of only one small part of Badiou’s system: his deployment of the void or null set.  

The concept and category of ‘nothing’ forms one of the nine axioms of Zermelo-Fraenkel set theory, Badiou’s preferred mathematical schema.  So defined and deployed, it is a formal category.  His Australian translators explain: “this is not Heidegger’s Ab-grund, nor… some theological creation ex nihilo.  The void of a situation is simply what is not there, but it necessary for anything to be there (Feltham and Clemens: 12).  Badiou has exposited his concept of the null set in a compilation of comparatively accessible essays Infinite Thought (2005), especially “Philosophy and Truth” (1999).  These are glosses of profound ideas, so the paper will be glossing a gloss, and no doubt imperfectly.  But enough of Badiou’s approach should come through to show that while a play’s Being may and indeed must defy positive structural formulation, it can be captured by certain negative operations of thought.  It is these negative operations, when seriously entrained, which provide the ground for a decision that is effectively the seizing of the general truth of a drama.  In Badiou-speak, it is the in-existent of the null set that provides for the appearance of Being as it touches on the Real.  This appearance necessarily involves choice, and thus agency.  For something to occur, someone must be there to raise it to the status of an event in time.  This response may – not will, just may – take the shape of a ‘forcing’ that will equate the appearance of that something – in this case a play – with the perception of a general truth.   

The key words in all this are ‘general’ and ‘choice’.  The seizing of the truth of a play is not made in the name of specific interest but in the name of general address.  Whatever the culturally specific consequences afterwards, it is an act with universal implications.  A truth is a truth for anyone.  That is what makes it a truth, and what makes plays truthful in a general sense.  But the seizure has no positive ground as such.  It occurs as a free decision, thereafter binding on those who would be faithful to it, but nevertheless one made with no guarantees.  When agents seize a general truth they take a risk.  This risk is then distributed over time in terms of the procedures that arise to give shape to it exploration.

This is a simple, even simplistic, rendition of a complex and cautious model of human action.  Yet one is again struck by how intuitively powerful such thinking is to those in theatre.  When, at the start of a performance, the lights dim and/or the audience fall silent, do we not have a practical instance of the appearance of the void?  One can interpret this moment – and many have – anthropologically, as a sacred one, or sociologically, as a conditioned one, or psychologically, as a inter-subjective one – but regardless of these spins, the point is: the moment must take place for the drama to appear at all.  Otherwise, everything would continue on as before, undifferentiated, without preparation of the stage as an evental-site, as Badiou might say.  And is it not the case that when artists seize the general truth of a play they seize it in general terms and do not say ‘this is true for me but not for another’?  And do they not thereafter find themselves enmeshed in complex fidelity to that event, at risk, sometimes considerable risk, to themselves?

Yes they do.  It is for these reasons we should take Badiou’s resuscitation of ontology seriously.  For here is a foundation, albeit a qualified one, for truth in drama and also by extension for the role of the dramaturge.  And without this we are left with description only, either historical or functional, and are deprived of the axioms on which the activity of the profession rests.  This may not matter in the short term.  Any state of affairs can be taken for granted and made the most of it.  But it will not do in the long term, because not only will it omit an account of how a play’s Being binds to truth, but it will also obscure the role of the dramaturge in being responsible for the results.  Here is the reward and the rub for putting up with philosophical thinking: dramaturgy is elevated to a higher level of potency by a new, ontological conception of a play’s general truth.  But responsibility is thereby increased.  A dramaturge cannot hide behind the claim that a play’s truth is not their own, since it is only by means of the latter the former is instantiated, proceduralized and presented.  

Epistemology: Local Truth Claims 

Now to work through these ideas by examining two examples.  Both are drawn from documentary drama because these plays represents a limit-case as far as truth-claims are concerned, for reasons that will become obvious.  Neither are pure examples of the type, however, but presented to audiences as a mix of fact and fiction, the results in both cases being controversial, though in different ways and for different reasons.  We can locate the epistemological fulcrum of the category – that is, the point from which its avowed knowledge of the world arises – in Peter Weiss’s famous 1971 fourteen-point definition, where he states that “documentary theatre is a theatre of reportage” (Weiss 41), that “[its] strength… lies in its ability to shape a useful pattern from fragments of reality, to build a model of actual occurrences” (Weiss 42), and, most radically and relevantly, that “[it] presents facts for examination… Assertions are compared with actual conditions…  [and] evidence is produced (Weiss 42).  There are a cluster of dramas variously called verbatim, eye-witness or testimonial which pass under the label documentary theatre, itself a formalisation of certain agit-prop and Living Newspaper styles arising in Europe in the wake of World War I.
  Their common features, though, are easy enough to identify:

· There is typically research into, and subsequent on-stage presentation of, real-world events, processes or personages;

· There is typically concern with, and subsequent on-stage portrayal of, real-world characters;

· There is typically concern with, and subsequent on-stage replication of, real-world language structures;

· There is necessarily an avowal arising from the above amounting to a claim to correspond with, or even correlate to, off-stage ‘facts’.

The salient features of these plays are of a distinct kind, and if we can immediately raise objections to their knowledge of ‘the facts’ – pointing out that in both the selection and the shaping of these there is deliberate, sometimes even tendentious intent – nevertheless, we shall assume audiences can navigate the terrain, making allowance for error and misrepresentation, and thus end up with a form that presents with a serious claim to a hold on the truth of the world.  

How are truth-claims manifested within these dramas, and how are they validated – how is proof provided, as Weiss says it is?  To answer this question, let me assert that there are three, and only three, ways knowledge can be infused into a play – by what gets said and done, by what can be inferred from what gets said and done and by what is known ahead of time.  It is at and through the intersection of these three forces that a play’s truth-claim is generated.  Another way of saying this is that a play’s truth-claim in the epistemological is not a property in the drama, but an effect of its structure.  Specific truth is something a play achieves, in an operational sense, as part of its movement.  

Frozen is a play by Bryony Lavery first produced in Birmingham, England in 1998 and subsequently at London’s Royal National Theatre in 2002, before appearing on Broadway shortly afterwards.  It won various awards and has been staged all over the world, including Australia, where I directed it for the Melbourne Theatre Company in 2003.  It is a play mired in controversy.  In 2004 the playwright was accused of plagiarism by journalist Malcolm Gladwell and psychiatrist Dorothy Lewis, in a case that only narrowly avoided litigation (cf. New York Times 25/9/04).  The basis of their objection was Lavery’s deployment of un-attributed quotes from scientific material over which they claimed authorship (cf. Gladwell 1997).  And indeed there is no getting away from this material in Frozen since it is a conspicuous feature of the text.  

The play is a three-hander and the first twelve scenes are alternating monologues from a paedophile murderer, Ralph, the mother of one of his dead victims, Nancy, and an American psychiatrist interviewing the killer after his capture, Agnetha.  Their speeches include descriptions of off-stage events and characters.  But from Agnetha there are also lengthy passages presented as a lecture on neuro-plasticity and the under-development of the brain in psychopathic murderers.  Here is an example of Agnetha’s talk from one of four scenes invoking the figure of scientific discourse:

The second critical argument in my thesis

is that the mental abuse of children

causes profound and pathological changes in

the structure of the brain as surely as physical injury does

…

J Douglas Bremner, at Yale has

measured this damage in controlled circumstance.

In those who had been abused,

Bremner found the hippocampus to be 

on average 12% smaller.

Abuse also affects the relationship between 

the left hemisphere of the brain...

which plays a large role in logic and language

and the right hemisphere,

which is thought to play a disproportionately large

role in creativity and expression.

Martin Teicher, at Harvard, recently gave an EEG

- the scan that measures electricity in the brain...

to 115 children 

with a history of some kind of abuse...

not only was the rate of abnormal EEGs 

twice as high as a non-abused group,

but in every case, the abnormality was on the left.

Instead of having two integrated hemispheres,

these patients have brains, in some sense,

divided down the middle.






(Frozen: Ultimate Draft 6/8/02 45-6)

While Frozen was not billed as a documentary drama, its identity comes from its close relationship with real world events and characters.  Without broaching concepts of typification and idealisation that would be needed to assess how other parts of the play manifest truth-claims, in the parts involving Agnetha’s lecture the mechanism is clear: the play replicates word-for-word parts of a key scientific discourse that can be found in the real world.  Truth is at the level of proposition, and it is tight-fit.  Listening to the play one is left in little doubt that here is an expert witness, a chunk of authoritative ‘fact’, appearing within the drama to substantiate the authority of its action.  

As part of an evidentiary process, however, Agnetha’s speeches have some anomalous features.  Frozen is clearly not a scientific lecture, as was publicly acknowledged by the accusing parties in the discussions following the dropping of the plagiarism charge (cf. Gladwell 2004).  Lavery is not presenting research findings as such nor do her character’s words constitute a thesis, only a truncated and unreferenced simulacrum of one.   There is no questioning of the evidence she cites, still less an opportunity to examine other points of view.  In fact, Agnetha’s lecture presents as metaphor rather than as a whole argument, and unless the play were staged solely for an audience of psychiatrists it is difficult to see how its bonsai treatment of their professional knowledge should be convincing.  But this is to downgrade the veracity of metaphor.  After all, if spectators are interested they can pursue appropriate further knowledge in the real world after the play is finished.  Here, we should amend the assertion on sources of knowledge in a play to include a fourth, virtual kind: what might be known, if one goes to the effort of looking it up, outside the theatre and which bears directly on from what is stated or inferred within it.  This surely is a sensible rendering of how truth indexically operates within a play.  Watching Frozen and listening to Agnetha’s lecture we are not convinced because we are not being asked to be convinced.  We are asked only to believe that a convincing form of her argument exists somewhere, proportionate to the shortened form shown on stage.  

The next example is another piece of quasi-documentary theatre.  Like Frozen, David Hare’s multi-award winning Stuff Happens premiered in the UK, at the National Theatre in 2004, and was subsequently performed in the US, this time in Los Angeles, and thereafter all over the world.  In Australia, it was presented in 2005 by Company B Belvoir Street, a small but influential Sydney-based theatre, directed by Neil Armfield, one of the country’s most celebrated practitioners.  

Stuff Happens is a political drama presenting events leading up to the recent, on-going war in Iraq.  It includes portrayals of a number of real-world characters, most centrally British Prime Minister, Tony Blair, US President, George Bush, and Secretary of State, General Colin Powell.  Interestingly, for a play which makes much of its research, the structure of Stuff Happens alternates from verbatim account – the use of speeches and remarks drawn directly from the public record – and the fictional re-creation of ‘behind closed doors’ meetings of the major players.  This led to a unique claim by the playwright worth quoting in full:

Stuff Happens is a history play, which happens to centre on very recent history.  The events within it have been authenticated from multiple sources, both private and public.  What happened happened.  Nothing in the narrative is knowingly untrue.  Scenes of direct address quote people verbatim.  When the doors close on the world’s leaders and on their entourages, then I have used my imagination.  This is surely a play, not a documentary, and driven, I hope, by its themes as much as by its characters and story. (Author’s Note, National Theatre play programme, emphasis added)

On the surface, these words present a contradiction.  Hare invokes the ground of documentary theatre but then disavows it, claiming instead the prerogatives of imaginative reconstruction.  Emphasised is the most intriguing sentence: ‘nothing in the narrative in knowingly untrue’.  This leaves three other logical possibilities: that the play may contain known truths, unknown truths and unknown falsehoods.  Stuff Happens had some unique features as a production as well.  For its previews, an arrangement was struck between certain London newspapers and the National Theatre to allow a number of published responses by a range of people who had been involved in events surrounding the Iraq war.  They included a British Foreign Secretary, the head of the Board of the BBC, two UN weapons inspectors, one Hans Blix himself, a retired British Lieutenant-Colonel and MPs, journalists and historians on both Left and Right.  Altogether, and including critics proper, the show was reviewed by thirty-five people: twice the number the largest London production elicits.  There is thus an opportunity to examine a diverse range of responses, including a number for whom the issue of factual accuracy – of Stuff Happens not being ‘knowingly untrue’ – was likely to be a key concern.  

Study shows reviewers’ attitude to factual accuracy within the play to be far from simple (see Appendix 1).  Logically, we might expect responses to bifurcate in tandem with the play’s structure.  This would lead to a drama of considerable cognitive complexity, as spectators pick their way through the story assessing on the one hand verbatim sections for veracity, on the other fictional scenes for plausibility.  We might expect the relationship between the two strands to be the chief locus of criticism, and for judgements to be offered as to the type and degree of knowledge achievable via their combination.  We might expect negatively inclined critics to point out where the play goes wrong about matters of fact, albeit unknowingly, or is at least incomplete and unfair.  The run-up to the Iraq war was after all protracted and confusing.  Any selection of material from the period is bound to be vulnerable to the charge that it is just that: a selection.

Yet only two reviewers charge Hare with specific error, and those matters of emphasis and omission.  Only two point to the combination of fictional and factual material as problematic, and even then only to sound a cautionary note.  Instead, negatively inclined critics of Stuff Happens, rather than taking issue with its accuracy, downgrade its facts to a lower status of truth-claim, treating them as information – information, moreover, they have heard before.  Here are some examples of their comments:

· “It’s a marvellously organised primer, but it takes us little beyond what we already knew.” Andrew Gilligan, Evening Standard 3/9/04.  
· “Imagination set free can paint in vivid colours, where documentary is grey.  But Stuff Happens is grey, very grey.  For 3 long hours it takes us only where we have been over and over.” Polly Toynbee, Guardian 3/9/04.  
· “In Stuff Happens some stuff happens that we’ve seen before.  David Hare’s docudrama reprises the political manoeuvring that preceded the Iraq war.  Will America get its UN resolution?  Can Colin Powell put the brakes on neo-con belligerence?  Can Tony Blair save his own skin?  Well, we all know the answers.” Brian Logan, Time Out 15/9/04.  
· “Hare’s painstaking research, carefully incorporated eyewitness accounts and precise imaginings of ‘behind closed doors’ action leave the play with the dramatic impact of a Crimewatch reconstruction.”  Victoria Segal, Sunday Times 19/9/04.
·  “At the end of the show, I felt a bit steamrollered by the hugeness of this public forum and couldn’t help feeling that drama had taken second place to the event itself.” Aleks Sierz Tribune 1/10/04.
In practice, then, there was nothing epistemologically difficult about watching Stuff Happens.  And the reason is clear: the truth of the play is not the sum of the factual propositions contained within it.  It is the view of the play overall that determines the status of the facts deployed.  Truth is the antecedent, not the consequent of the narrative’s revelations.  In terms of how this is processed in the minds of spectators, what emerges is a complex web implicating attitudes towards facticity with assessments of whether Stuff Happens works ‘as a play’.  Leaving aside what this phrase or its equivalents (‘works as drama’, ‘works theatrically’ etc.) may mean, study of the reviews shows several ways these concepts are woven into each other’s operating conditions, all of which are on display in responses to Hare’s drama.   For some reviewers factual accuracy is a necessary condition for dramatic success.  For others, dramatic success is an indication of factual accuracy.  Other reviewers maintain that dramatic success is a matter of rejecting factual accuracy in favour of imaginative flight.  For only one group of reviewers are factual accuracy and dramatic success obviously separable concerns, and that is for those involved in the events portrayed.  Even then, proofs of accuracy are not demanded at every point, but only occasionally, as a loose pledge of the drama’s integrity.

All this to demonstrate a comparatively simple and intuitively obvious thing: that when we say a play is truthful we mean something different from when we say that a play contains truthful things.  The truth of localised propositions and, by extension images and action, within a drama do not determine its truth in a general sense, for the reasons shown.  Given the spectator’s ability to judge the status of evidence in plays in different ways; and given the metaphorical form in which arguments appear; there is always a semantic explicitness gap
 between claim and proof the audience is required to fill.  Together, these reduce drama’s epistemological claim from truth to plausibility only.  Perhaps we should stop calling it ‘truth’ at this point and call it by another name, one more literally accurate – factual knowledge – leaving truth in its proper place: outside the epistemology of a play, at the root, instead, of its Being.

And now to leap from epistemology to ontology:  to do this, I will treat the phrase ‘works as a play’ as synonymous with the notion of ‘generally truthful’.  At short notice and given the vagaries of natural language, one cannot prove this equivalence.  But it looks and feels right.  When spectators say that a play ‘works’ they are referring to a whole experience of some kind.  Since all plays, however elliptical, removed or aesthetically self-referential refer to the world to some extent, then this whole experience contains somewhere a binding point to the Real.  Here, I suggest, is where the general truth of a play is to be found.  It is where the work of dramaturgy properly begins: the point at which the truth of the world and the operators of capture deployed by dramatic structure co-exist, if only for an instant, in an embrace of perfect hope.  

Ontology: General Truth Claims
To say it plainly: this next section is not based on a careful reading of Badiou’s Being and Event, and it ought to be.  Nevertheless, two factors assist the authority of the gloss.  First, Badiou is nothing if not literal-minded.  The ontological approach he puts forward, in turning away from localisable propositions as the source of truth, does not embrace poetic utterance as the alternative.  He is not peddling an over-determining vocabulary of intuitive insight that requires years of study to internalise.  He is an instigator of a method, albeit a complicated one, and this can be rendered to some effect, even in bare outline.  Second and related to this, Badiou does not assert the primacy of philosophy in assaying the truth of the world; in fact, the opposite.  He identifies four ‘conditions’ that provide for independent ‘generic truth procedures’, as he calls them: science, art, politics and love.  Badiou is adamant there are only four, and they are not reducible to each other.  The truths of each aspire to the absolute, just as the world in its temporal and spatial expressions is potentially infinite.
   

Key to Badiou’s ontology is the idea of the event.  “For the process of truth to begin” he says, “something must happen” (1999: 46).  This event, furthermore, is of an order sufficiently significant to be more than an increment of knowledge but to recommend itself as globally transformative.  It must be a new insight.  “A truth is, first of all, something new,” Badiou asserts. “What transmits, what repeats we shall call knowledge.  Distinguishing truth from knowledge is essential… between truth – aletheia – and cognition or science – techne…. [The essential problem] is that of [truth’s] appearance and its ‘becoming’.  A truth must be submitted to thought, not as a judgement, but a process in the real” (1999: 45).

The seizure of a truth is fraught.  Certain negative operations of thought govern the appearance of an event.  First, truth has about it a quality of undecidability.  “Take the statement ‘this event belongs to the situation’,” says Badiou, “if it is possible to decide, using the rules of established knowledge, whether this statement is true or false, then the so-called event is not an event… Nothing would permit us to say: here begins a truth.  On the basis of the undecidability of an event’s belonging to a situation a wager has to be made.  This is why a truth begins with an axiom of truth.  It begins with a groundless decision – the decision to say that an event has taken place” (1999: 46).  Second and compounding this, truth presents a quality of indiscernibility.  “What is a pure choice, a choice without a concept?” asks Badiou.  “Obviously, it is a choice confronted by two indiscernible terms.  Two terms are indiscernible if no effect of language allows them to be distinguished.  But if no formula of language discerns two terms in a situation, then it is certain that the choice of verifying one term rather than the other will find no support in the objectivity of their difference.  Such a choice is then an absolutely pure choice, free from any other presupposition than that of having to choose, and with no indication marking the proposed terms, the term which will allow the verification of the consequences of the axiom to commence” (1999: 47).  Finally truth is untotalizable, that is, it has a quality of limit, of the unnameable.  “It is what, within the situation, never has a name in the eyes of truth,” says Badiou.  “A term that consequently remains unforceable.  This term fixes the limit of the potency of a truth… The unnameable is something like the inexpressible real of everything a truth authorizes to be said” (1999: 49).  Taken together these three negative functions condition the appearance of truth.  They form, in other words, the void of a situation, the point at which Being appears in the world.  But they also govern, and in specific ways, what we can know of it.  The expressions of the world may be infinite but the human mind is not.  
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Diagram: Badiou’s Scheme ‘The ‘Becoming’ of a Truth’

Reprinted from Infinite Thought: 46

Here we have a profound portrait of any reflective response to the world.  Something happens, and a situation presents itself. The event is seized upon as providing a new understanding, and this in turn provides paths for its endless verification.  Or not.  Badiou underscores this point: there is no attempt to seize a truth that is free of risk.  We bet on the situations our truth conditions present, even as we remain faithful to their consequences.  Both chance and fidelity have a role to play in the discovery of truth and there is both dignity and reality in outlining our relationship with the world in this way.  People are free to choose.  But they are also free to not choose, to fail to engage generic truth procedures.  Faced with an event that qualifies as such, should they resile, then they decline more than a course of action, but the discovery of their own agency.  For Badiou, events define their operators.  Subjectivity is created by subjects’ accounting of an event.  One achieves the power of decision when one is faced with something to decide.  

Even as Badiou maps all this onto mathematics to make it universally applicable, so it is possible to map it onto dramaturgy to make it specifically descriptive.  When we read a play; when a play is read to us; when a play is cast; when a play is presented for the first time; for the first time in public; for the first time in a different locale or under different circumstances; for the last time; each of these provides an opportunity – the evental-site – for a truth to appear.  And if the event happens, it next commands the sort of faithful attention that, on a dramaturgical plane will not distinguish between primary creation, secondary interpretation or tertiary spectatorship because in each case the event will be effectively happening for the first time.  Capturing the real, the event demands faithfulness to its consequences, howsoever these present themselves.  Truth is the trace of the real, expressed as transformative insight, to be sought in all related situations thereafter.  

To turn back to the examples, let me propose where the ‘event’ might be in Frozen and Stuff Happens.  For both, it presents at the level of character.  In Lavery’s drama, there are three scenes that triangulate a climactic plateau in the middle of the story: scene 19, where Nancy handles the bones of her long-dead daughter; scene 22, where Ralph alludes to his abused childhood in elliptical terms; and scene 25, where Nancy and Ralph meet in prison after he has been convicted and begun his sentence.  These scenes fundamentally transform the intensity and direction of the action by upping the empathic connection with the protagonists and setting them on a collision course.  The event of the play is the appearance of the insight that it is possible to understand both characters’ point of view within the widow of the same drama.  In Stuff Happens, we find a similar phenomenon.  Three characters are forced, as Badiou would say, from quotidian understanding during the course of the narrative: Blair, Powell and Bush.  In five ‘behind closed doors’ scenes ie. in scenes imaginatively reconstructed rather than reported verbatim, Hare develops each personality in such unexpected ways that the result, for some critics at least, transforms the action of play.  For British reviewers, the crucial revelation is the portrayal of George Bush.
  No fool, as the UK public and media imagined him, he comes across in Stuff Happens as a crafty political player, out-manoeuvring the glib and superficial British Prime Minister to achieve his political aim of war with Iraq.    
The fulcrum of truth-claims in documentary drama now becomes clear.  Rather than lying with the reporting of indisputable ‘facts’, as Weiss imagines, it is the abrasion between known and accepted views on the one hand, and views that have been ignored and suppressed on the other, that constitutes the force and appeal of the approach.  Factual accuracy is, as it were, leveraged in the narrative to instantiate the general truth contained within the conditions of its possibility. But note there has to be a lack of fit in the structure of the drama, on cognitive, emotional and/or physical levels.  Badiou says that Truth interrupts History.  From a dramaturgical perspective we might say Truth interrupts Pattern.  The experience of a drama must overrun its structural predicates and it is in the gaps, elisions and supplements to the action, what elsewhere I call a play’s ‘structural silences’ (Meyrick 2006) that its ontological truth is to be found.  

This is as far as the analysis can be taken here.  In my examples, I have concentrated on documentary drama because the claims of factual accuracy made on behalf of the category expose the question of truth most clearly.  It is of course both possible and necessary to extend the analysis to plays which make no such claims but nevertheless have a general truth about them.  Equally – and perhaps more interestingly – it is possible to apply it to dramas which, however factually accurate they may claim to be, have no truth in them whatsoever.  In conclusion, it is useful to note that Badiou, a materialist and sophisticated commentator on the work of his post-structuralist peers, is not trying to turn back the philosophical clock by suggesting that scientific, artistic, political or amorous events have single, unified meanings.  Clearly, events in his understanding of the term can provide the conditions for several and incompatible generic truth procedures.  But the reality of multiplicity in no way discounts the absoluteness of truth.  The consequences of fidelity to a truth-event must be ardently and perilously pursued because its status gives it the appearance of a singularity.  For dramaturges, this thinking breaks the recursive relationship between text and context that a culturally relativist view of drama enforces.  But Badiou’s revised neo-Platonism is no soft-landing, presenting truth as contingent, dependent, fragile.  In his most famous quote he says we must be “militants of restrained action” (quoted Infinite Thought: 58), combining in one paradoxical sentence the twin thrusts of his system: on the one hand the bold seizure of truth, on the other the cautious unpacking of its consequences.  

Badiou’s ontology, I would suggest, does more than provide a rationale for dramaturgical intervention into a play text or play-making process by founding it on the appearance of a truth-event.  It puts dramaturgical thinking at the heart of contemporary theatrical creation.  While the quest for foundational understanding is far from being the prerogative of the dramaturge, today’s theatre in its confusion of truthful thought with technological extension, its presumption that the burgeoning of new methods of staging necessarily implies new dramatic understanding, leaves the dramaturgically inclined as ‘unassigned guardians of the real’.  There are no technological solutions to axiomatic problems.  Dramaturgical problems, while they are not constant across the entire range of technological expressions, are certainly not dependent on them and are slow to transform.  To this situation, as true for theatre as for other walks of modern life, Badiou’s ontology presents as an affirmation.  Slow, patient, careful thinking, together with moral courage in facing up to the consequences of events, can carve out a path of right action the fate of the world demands.  It isn’t easy, and it certainly isn’t risk-free. But it can be done.  To the question, then, ‘can plays be truthful?,’ comes Badiou’s dramaturgical reply: yes; absolutely.
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� The idea of truth as prior to language does not necessarily imply a transcendent idea of truth.  Origins can be constructed after the commencement of a process of representation and be retrospectively located as coming before it.  Shades here of Deleuze’s idea of ‘becoming’, “the view that starting to do something is always to start in the middle.  We come to the ‘beginning’ of any practice as an implication within some fully assembled practical formation” Brown: 4.


� There has been considerable discussion about the exact predicates of particular forms, and thus argument over which plays may properly be called ‘documentary’.  Weiss probably did not have the work of Peter Cheeseman et al. in mind when he developed his template.  Verbatim theatre is more concerned with allotting a place on stage to ‘ordinary men and women’ and their regional dialects than with the tribunitial examination of public documents (Cheeseman 1966, Paget 1987, Anderson and Wilkinson 2007).  Nevertheless, the view of truth in all these forms is much the same – a realist one – and this unites them in epistemological assumptions, even if their methods of work vary.


� An attitude allowing considerable leeway for error and misrepresentation, as this quotation from Hans Blix shows: “I was impressed to see how Hare had succeeded in condensing over one year of national and international discussions into an electrifying play of a few hours.  Of course, to be revealing, many lines in the play had been made sharper and more naked than they were in reality, but I could recognize many as authentic quotations… While Blair, Bush and Jack Straw and Dominique de Villepin are described with mild irony, Cheney, Rumsfeld and Wolfowitz are, I think deservedly, painted with less mercy… I don’t quite recognize myself in the play, however.  Hare has made me look a little silly.  For example, that little scene where Kofi Annan is phoning me when my wife and I are on holiday walking in Patagonia and wearing hats and mittens; but you cannot be too fussy about these things.  They can murder you on stage”  (Guardian 14/9/04).


� I am grateful to Professor Shimon Levy of Tel Aviv University for coining this useful phrase.  


� Why four conditions and no more?  I cannot answer this question, but it is certainly useful in prizing philosophy away from its age-old obsession with ‘the One’, a single Archimedean point of definition by which the world must be judged, whether this is God, History, Class Consciousness etc.  Instead, Bardiou puts forward four incommensurable conditions that aspire to seize the truth of the world absolutely.  Ontology is about laying out their structure in the most literal way: mathematically.  One could describe dramaturgy in mathematical terms using set theory.  For Badiou this is the point.  One can describe anything using set theory.  


� Some exemplary comments are:


 “The great surprise of the show, however, is the way performance leads to reassessment of character.” Michael Billington Guardian 11/9/04.


“[The portrayal of Bush] is actually a deliberate shift from the popular cliché that the President is a complete blundering idiot – in the end, Hare and Hytner are creating a more disturbing and complex figure.”  Kate Bassett, Independent on Sunday 12/9/04.


 “The true shock value lies in the… wily prickly portrait of America’s 43rd President – a leader who, if Hare’s exhaustive research is to be believed, hides a quite extraordinary resolve of steel behind his famous aw-shucks swagger.” Matt Wolf, International Herald Tribune 15/9/04.


“[The characters] start off as one-dimensional caricatures…. And gradually metamorphose into skilled politicians.  This is particularly true of President Bush who… seems literally to grow in stature before our eyes.” Toby Young, Spectator 15/9/04.


“Often the quotes are verbatim, edited and structured for maximum dramatic and satirical impact; occasionally, in the funniest, sharpest private scenes behind closed doors, Hare imagines what Tony Blair might have said to George Bush, and it’s here that, extraordinarily, Hare changes one’s perceptions of both men.” Georgina Brown, Mail on Sunday 19/9/04.


“Where it triumphs is in wrestling from our minds the lazy assumptions about an ignorant America led by a fool.” John Nathan, Jewish Chronicle 24/9/04.





