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Drama Notes 5   Epoch Drama         

 

Many committed plays reduce their content to the schematic. They concentrate on describing schematically 

a social situation. They omit anything that is not schematically part of that situation. The characters are 

presented as part of the schematic situation. They are abstractions. (To relieve or disguise the austerity of 

this many of the plays contain songs.) It is as if the characters were football players allowed to kick the ball 

only in the direction of the goal. They could not win the match. The spectators are also required to abstract 

themselves from their customary lives. People cannot reduce themselves to abstractions, especially in 

important matters. People are complex and its through their complexity that they become part of situations. 
This sort of theatre presents itself as “theatre for an age of science.” It bases itself on scientific method and 

its rational discipline. But though we are the rational species we cannot always reason rationally. And 

historically science’s knowledge is always less than what it doesn’t know. (“What is the meaning of science? 

That is not a question science will answer on its own.” Tim Lewen, The Meaning of Science.) Many human 

complexities are derived from anxiety, fear and trauma, and people use their creativity to turn these things 

into almost their opposites, into ways of surviving. Curiously post-dramatic “art theatre” and” “happenings” 

are also abstractions, though they claim to have many dimensions and profundities. They strip the 

complexities from their causes, hiding them under a fake idealism. They are parasitic on their audiences’ 

creativity and give them nothing in return. Agitprop is an extreme example of this sort of theatre. It was 

originally intended for audiences whose only source of information and ideas was the local priest. They had 

no newspapers, radio or TV. Trains were turned into Agitprop theatres and taken to distant isolated 

audiences. In time Stalin murdered many of these audiences. Ironically, metropolitan entertainment theatre 

and the theatre of TV and film  work in the same way as Agitprop They, also, detach the complexities from 

their causes, the anxieties and traumas, and in itself this releases in the audiences the energy that they turn 

into laughter and mockery of the situations. They do not realise that they are mocking themselves. In this 

way “high art” and the crassest form of West End theatre meet in the dehumanised and ultimately 

dehumanising market culture. All these forms of theatre are either too thin to bear the weight of their 

audiences’ frustrations and fears, or too shallow for their makers to even care. 

 

We live in a time of great change. We have as little control of the future as we have ability to change the 
past.  We are in the third great crisis of humanness. The first crisis occurred when the Greeks outgrew their 

world, the second when Europe outgrew medievalism. Both crises produced a new drama and a new politics. 

Politics and drama are inseparable. The drama came from a new way of being human. That was both the 

cause and the subject of drama. The new politics was derived from living in that new way. The European 

crisis created the Jacobean drama. It was about the new type of human who could live in the enlightenment 

and work in the industrial revolution. The struggle for modern democracy began in the enlightenment. The 

struggle lasted for three centuries and culminated in the welfare democracy that followed the second world 

war. That democracy was about human autonomy, people’s ability to control society and their own lives. It 

has now come to an end. It has left only an empty semblance of itself. We live in a post-democratic age. 

People are engrossed in their own survival. They are confused, uncertain and dogmatic. They combine 

lassitude, apathy and anger with a strange jubilation – science will save us and the market feed and furnish 

us. Together science and the what the market economy provides makes the situation worse. They shrink the 

earth, turn the elements against us, trivialise culture and existentially-eviscerate the self.  Exactly as with the 

Greeks and the Renaissance Europeans we have outgrown our world. But unlike them we do not recreate 

our humanness because we are too powerful to know our weaknesses and too satiated to know our needs.  

Our drama is shallow and our politics is dominated by financers and hedge-fund managers. We have become 

sleepwalkers searching for someone to wake them. All this is the third crisis.  Drama on its own seems an 

ineffective response to such a crisis.  It isn’t, it’s the only adequate response.  Epoch drama can use every 

aspect of our lives and all the complexities of being human to give back to audiences their own creativity and 
autonomy. The lens of drama will show us a new understanding of ourselves. It will make politics real by 

showing the politics in every part of our lives, even the parts that seem remote from politics. This is why 
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politics and drama are aspects of the same process and why the drama of times of crisis creates a new 

politics. 

 

In drama adults play at being other people in other situations. This is a paradox of being human. We can 

begin to understand the paradox by considering how children play with toys. A child plays with a doll or a 

car. The child will teach the doll how to behave in society and the car how to avoid crashing with the chair 

leg. (At this  stage of learning the mechanics of driving are irrelevant.) The child will also teach the car how to 

crash and the doll how to misbehave. This is an unusual use of the word “teach.” To make the meaning of 

play clear it is simpler and more graphic not to use the car but the doll because of its human image. But what 
is said of the doll also applies to the car. The child teaches the doll how to behave as a human being, teaches 

it how to be a member of society. But teaching it how doesn’t teach it how to be a member of society. What 

does the be mean?  Why does the child play with the doll?  Heidegger said that a tool such as a hammer 

teaches us how to be in the world because we know how to use it. Tools, equipment, make us specific parts 

of reality. With tools we make real things and are in the world in a different way. We would not be human if 

we had not made tools. The hammer makes the carpenter by showing him, teaching him, how to use the 

hammer. The child is not teaching the doll, the doll is teaching the child.  The doll teaches the child how to 

be human. It is why the child chose a doll to be its tool. It is as paradoxical as an actor “being” someone else. 

The doll teaches the child how to be in society (that is, how to be human in society) not by giving it rules. 

Instead it tells the child a story it can adapt to meet all the contingencies of being in society and how to meet 

all its living needs. We think the difference between the child and the doll is that the doll is not an agent but 

the child is. Strangely that is irrelevant.  It encourages us to think there is another person, ideal or abstract, 

between the child and the doll. You will not find such a person, you would have to make it up and of course 

it would be another doll. Adults do play with made-up dolls – for example the religious play with angel-dolls. 

But that is the opposite of what actors do.  The child has used the tool not just to practice being human. She 

chooses the doll because she wants something more. The doll will teach the child how to be in society, even 

how to behave in a good way. But the child wants to know something else. Has to know it. What is it? We 

realise that the doll could “be” in society (in as much as it is in the room) but the doll could not play with a 

doll of its own. But in the end that is all the doll could do to tell the child what it needs to know. It would 

mean a series of dolls with dolls and it would never end. Whole societies of dolls? Imagine it!  But the doll is, 
as a teacher, content not to know what the child needs to know. If the doll were conscious it would be as 

content with its ignorance as any red-neck reactionary.  Why doesn’t the child just tell itself a story about 

being in society? Why does it choose a doll? It isn’t just that the doll is a solid plastic image that helps the 

child to engage with learning like a tool (say a ball) in a game.  The child could just imagine the doll or even, 

as many children do, create an imaginary friend. Why a doll? The child wants to learn something very 

specific. It might be that the child in fact already dimly knows the lessons the doll teaches her, or she might 

even think the doll is just her puppet, not a tool. But the child needs a doll as something that is really in the 

world the way the child is – because she needs the doll to tell her something she doesn’t already know and  

could not have taught to the doll. The difference between the child and the doll is that the doll can “be” in 

society (just as it is in the room) but the child is somewhere else. There is a gap between the doll and the 

child. If we understand what the gap is we understand the paradoxes of being human and the cause, not of 

purely practical problems such as an earthquake, but the problems society makes for itself. But we would 

understand this only theoretically, from the outside. Drama enters the gap. In drama the living actor takes 

the doll’s place. But the living actor is not a tool. Actors have achieved a humanness beyond the child’s. The 

living actor duplicates the child’s play with the doll and so the living human presence is doubled, actor and 

child. (To be technical, the “invisible object” has its basis in this doubling.)But it isn’t the doubling that 

creates drama. It is created because the play takes place in the gap. There It is free from the restrictions that 

society places on being human, from the distortions of culture that both release and repress, free and 

impose conformity. There has to be a tool that tells a story – and imagination is both. The relationship is 
reversed: imagination is using as a tool the one who imagines. This can happen only in the gap, away from 

the objective determinants of reality. Think how the first tool user saw the tool – it would be as if the tool 

could grow leaves and blossom and fruit, its power was so great. The tool user would be phlegmatic about it 
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because he or she would be stressed by the necessity of survival. But in this you can see the beginning of 

civilization and its emblems and its art. The first tool user knows the stone tool cannot blossom but he or she 

will create images of the blossom – because the tool has even taught how that can be done. Today creativity 

requires the liberty of the gap or it is dragged down into the mundane mechanics of the present world. That 

is the specific problem of contemporary art, it has lost its former spontaneity. All Imagination depends on 

the use of a tool. In drama the self is turned into a tool. This gives imagination its reality and distinguishes it 

from fantasy, in which the self  imprisoned in objective reality grovels around for an escape route. Reality is 

divided for humans in a way it isn’t for a stone or a tree. We cannot solve the human dilemma until we 

understand the consequences of this. And if we don’t we cannot create a new drama and so we cannot 
create a new politics. Then because we are now so technically powerful we will destroy ourselves. 

 

What is it that the doll cannot teach the child?  The doll can be in society –  in comparison to the child’s 

situation that is almost a formality. This is the problem that leads me to emphasis the birth of infants 

(neonates) and their first encounter with the world. The doll is in the room but is not in the world, the child 

is. The relation between the infant and the world is not “neutral.” The relation is the origin of the imperative 

to be human and, later, the imperative to justice. In the relationship with the world the infant child makes 

itself human. This does not mean that the child is using the world as a tool to make itself as it used the doll 

as a tool. No, the cosmic world has no purpose and engenders no relationships. It is merely an ontological 

site. That is why to the child  the cosmic world is everywhere and in everything, sometimes starkly but 

usually as a hazy horizon drifting under its feet. It is an apprehension that cannot go away, partly because it 

is supportive and partly because it is demanding. It is there as a question that is an answer. And so the child 

learns that the doll cannot tell her what she needs to know. The doll cannot share the world – the child’s 

world-- because it is the site of the child’s human responsibility. The doll tells the child a story. What the 

child then does is of great significance and lasting consequences.  The child puts the world in the story. 

 

We are the result of many relationships: between us and the practical natural world that existed before 

there were human beings; between the practical natural world and us as part of that world; between us and 

society, the organisation of human beings; between society and technology; between us-in-society and 

technology; between our self-consciousness and our natural body; between inert nature and our imperative 
to be human. We are related consequentially to material reality but are not its product in the way that 

stones, earthquakes, trees and forest fires are. If we were related in that way there would nevertheless  

have to be something that related us to the dynamic of nature and this something could not exist without 

us. It is the gap that is in us and is not in other relations that are without us. It is the site of human creativity. 

The world enters into that gap and we sense it as the horizon under our feet. All these relations are simple. 

They are the mechanics of the structures that create humanness and culture. Because we do not usually 

think in this way this account may seem complex. It simply means understanding a few things differently. 

Some of the relations in the previous paragraph involve human beings. In all of those that do, we put a gap. 

This is the site of the human self that is conscious of itself. It is why we are free and responsible for our 

freedom. In this sense we are free even in prison. We should not speak of Mother Nature but step-Mother 

Nature and as her stepchildren we can go mad. 

 

Children develop and become adults. The time of this development is a “span.” What happens in the span 

creates the structure of drama. The doll tells the child the story it needs to have and know to be a member 

of society. The story may be adapted to fit into all the many situations the child faces. The child uses the 

story to give the situations social and personal meanings. The adult will need another story to relate to the 

society it grows into. The doll’s story had already given the adult the need for this story. But society itself 

needs its own story. Its story relates it to the multitude of its members with their different needs and 

purposes. It makes them into a collective. Society confirms the collective in a practical way. It enables its 
members to eat, breed, be housed, policed, educated, cured, entertained. Chiefly society’s story is about 

itself and the relations between it and its members. But it is also about each person’s own story. Society’s 

story packages these individual stories in a profound way. It wraps them in its own story. This is because 
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society not only enables people to live in society, it may also require them to die for it in wars and sacrifice 

themselves in other ways. Society’s story can do this because it is derived from the doll’s story. All societies 

are unjust and conflict with the human imperative to be human. Society claims to humanise and civilize its 

members. But it is unjust and does this in distorted ways. One of the ways turns the imperative to justice 

into the lust for revenge. Society’s story is its Ideology. Society ensures that people have what they need to 

live, but it justifies is lien on their lives, its right to their death. The doll’s story enabled the child to live in 

society, but each child has its own different story. Ideology is monolithic. It is only one story because it is 

founded in death. That is its horizon. Ideology is written on a tombstone. And because it is the story of 

reality it occupies the gap. How is this done? To create itself as human the child put the world into the doll’s 
story. Authority puts the world outside the story. It does this to ensure its implacable control. Doing it denies 

humans not just their birth-right but their human birth, the way in which they created their reality, which 

was the reality of humanness. When Ideology occupies the gap society becomes static because its 

foundation is monolithic. Then society changes only practically through changes in its relation to technology, 

and through technology’s relation to us as part of nature. Ideology becomes reality. It functions 

retrospectively, because there is only one reality. It is the dolls story without the world. It creates a society 

that may be as hyperactive, frenetic, expanding, dominating and self-celebrating as our consumer market 

society. I once wrote that when we entered the super-market we were in the logic of Auschwitz but did not 

know it. This is not the over-statement it seems to be. We need to understand that Ideology is not a set of 

rules but a story that fits into all life’s intricacies and contingencies. Those who live in such a society know 

only its Ideology, it is all they can see, it is their reality and they become part of it. The Ideology lives them. 

Ideology is a story told by the doll. People who live in a story are toys. They are not aware of this because 

their natural needs are exploited and met. They are toys animated by sorts of clockwork. This could be the 

way the third crisis ends, but it need not and we can understand why when we know what happens in the 

“span.” 

 

 I am using two entities or locations: the gap and the world. The world is the first reality that the new born 

encounters. The infant is sensate and so has a reaction to the world as it appears to him or her.  

Ive argued that this is the instantiation of the moral Imperative, which can also be understood as the human 

Imperative.  It is part of the self’s consciousness because the growing self can speculate on it. The gap is 
between the physical being in society and the self prior to society. It is not supernatural. The self cannot be 

driven by biological drives. That is a nineteenth century idea. There is always a purpose because the self is 

split between its natural self and its conscious self. Together they are the human self. The human self must 

 always have a purpose and its established in the gap. The doll is in society, the child is in the world and is 

entering society. The child retains being in the world because that is its reality, and there is only one reality. 

The child retains its human self-creativity by putting the world into the doll’s social story. If it were conscious 

but not human the doll could still adhere to moral rules. But as Kant says this would not be acting morally 

according to the categorical imperative. In drama it is useful to call this simply the human imperative. In fact 

the doll’s story is a form of disguised rules. Conforming to the rules cannot create human moral conduct.  

The child puts the world into the story by putting the world into the gap. This instantly creates a startling 

vividness, an almost physical effervescence: the child sees its own being differently and so it is in a new 

reality. This begins the span which is the child’s journey of maturing to be adult. The gap, for better or 

worse, is the site of human reality.  

  

 

The Span 

 

When the child places the world in the story it has given it its creative humanness. It is the way the 

child is in reality and so it is reality itself. We think of the child as an object placed in reality. This cannot be 
true of a human being, only of an object. Each individual has its own reality but they are in a common reality. 

If there is an earthquake in the common reality then all individual realities will be in it. But the earthquake 

will have a different meaning in the different realities. Realities are collected in cultures and this establishes 
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a sufficient conformity. Think of someone in a “locked-in state” or an “almost vegetable state.” They are in 

the room with you and so in a common reality but their individual realities are very different. This is 

important in social and cultural affairs and may have enormous effects. In a sense we may all be “locked 

in” our realities. This is why it is often difficult to achieve political changes. It is not a matter of differing 

opinions. To make significant changes you have to change reality. This is the opposite of our usual 

understanding which holds that we must make the changes in order to change reality or at least change the 

world.  

 

 The child knows reality to be of a certain sort and it knows its place and society’s place in that reality. The 
              understanding is practical and moral. It is the child’s “being.” It knows reality in the way it knows its 

language. But it is an interpretation, a specific meaning. The child gives this meaning to reality and it 

enables the child to be. Then something happens to show the child that reality is not as it had thought. This 

is a “reality-crisis.” All the relations and connections the child knew to be in reality change in the crisis. The 

cause may be traumatic, clearly so in childhood or adolescence.  But the cause may be idiosyncratic. 

Another person in the room with the child may notice nothing. The child no longer has its former reality to 

interpret or understand the new reality – there can be only one reality. The child has lived in another reality 

that is no longer real. This is part of the process of growing and maturing. From now on the child will be in a 

different reality and have another understanding. What has happened to the previous reality? It ceased 

when the child was bewildered, or shocked, or stunned or dismayed in the crisis. These reactions would 

have been in the old reality. They are the engine of the change. But the child will not know them. The old 

reality is not reduced to debris, its integrity is still intact. The old static reality will be buried in the child, in 

its “self.” This means that the former child in the former reality is now buried in the child in the present self. 

I repeat that we think of reality as being a space and time in which the child is placed as a chess piece is 

placed on a chess board. If that were so the history of the world would have been very different. The child  

– all human selves – carry reality with them. They are what they are in where they are. A reality-crisis is 

caused only by significant things that change reality and are the basis of humanness and culture. They 

include, for example, the self’s understanding of itself. The child forgets the impact of the crisis. It can be 

remembered only in the new reality and the memory will be other than the response to it when it occurred. 

The original impact may reoccur in nightmares when the normal watchfulness of reason is absent. (This is 
related to drama, in which reality is repeated in imagination.) The cause of the reality-crisis and the former 

reality in which it occurred are buried in the changed self. But they are not frozen in death. Freud would say 

the reality-crisis is repressed, that biological drives and their effects are repressed. That repression 

concerns directly the person’s self but the abandoning of reality-crises is different, It is a change in meaning 

of the self and the situation. The change in the meaning of reality changes the situation. Changes to the 

relation to other people will follow. A growing, developing person encounters a series of reality-crises and 

will live in a series of realities, in the sense of the meaning of realities to the self and so of the meaning of 

the self. To return to the former self you would have to recreate its reality. That is not possible. 

 

 How does this relate to drama? The self carries about in its self a series of realities and dead selves. It is not 

 conscious of them. They are buried in its self. They are not part of its present story that relates it to society 

 and itself. If the dead selves and their realities reappeared they would have the “presence” of being real  

 They are the reality of ghosts and the supernatural, seemingly in life but certainly in drama. They are 

 changed from the “dead self” into a representation of the purpose for resurrecting them: Hamlet does not 

 see a ghost of his earlier self but of his father. It is as if In the series of reality-crises the self progressed  on 

 the rungs of a ladder. But the ladder is horizontal. The self will not mount but Instead will be “advancing” in 

 society -- learning,  entering  a profession, becoming a new social being. But in each reality-crisis the 

 presence of the world will diminish in the self as it adjusts to society’s  injustice and becomes part of it. The 

 self’s story will develop but the world is not in it because society is unjust. The situation is “over stretched” 
 because society presents itself as the guardian of culture and civilization and It may appear to fulfil 

 humanness abundantly. Society will inter-relate its member’s realities with their differences not just of 

 opinions but of reality. These differences are based on social class and wealth -- but there is something 
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more profound. That is why the doll and nt the child told the story. Authority has available a whole series  

 of existences and their related stories. These are incorporated into Ideology.  But there is a common human 

 uniformity. All members of society can recognise themselves and their story in the story of Ideology The 

 earlier selves buried in the self are incorporated into ideology. Ideology creates a “living” story out of the 

 dead selves buried in its members. How does society have access to these dead selves? It is in the way 

 creativity works in the gap. In society the gap is between authority and society’s members, between 

 society’s practicality and  the human imperative. It is as if the gap in the self is projected into the 

community, into society. This happens easily because every human enters the gap when they make moral 

significant choices that change their life. It is, for example, how they bring the world into the doll’s story. It is 
how they enter society to become accepting members and so the presence of the gap is delivered to society. 

But society is unjust and it has put the world outside its story, its Ideology, where people cannot test it. It  

 has become god or fate or, now, science – but it is controlled by authority. Human beings have  

 practical reasons for being in society because it ensures the means of existing. But there is a profounder 

reason – the need to survive not as animals but as humans. But society is unjust. We do not recognize the 

fatal consequence of this. Authority claims the right to dispose not just of life but of death. For most of 

history it was the right to execute and torture. Now it is the right to imprison and to go to war. Authority is 

“fatal” and this is the plot of its Ideology. For most of the time we are not nervously aware of this, it is 

pushed to the edge of consciousness and experience. Yet it is present at all times in all things, it is a 

permanent “social death” in everyone and everything. Society purports to be the ”human world” but it is 

unjust. That is an absolute anti-human contradiction.  It turns everything upside down. Wealth is as 

impoverished as want, civilization as savage as barbarity. Its gap is turned into an abyss housing maniacs in 

hermits’ cells. Everything is changed. We must live in societies, but it seems the reason we must is also the 

reason why we cannot – why we must make society unjust and unsociable.  What follows? It is of 

fundamental importance, the consequences are almost unfathomable. What becomes of progress? I must 

write about this in further notes but it must at least be touched on here. People dont merely believe 

authority’s ideology – they live it, it is their reality. They live a death. How does this happen? You cant just get 

rid of a reality -- although it is human it is bound in the implacability of natural law. In the reality-crises the 

dead selves and their former reality were buried in the present, living self because there was nowhere else 

for them to go. The new self did not know it carried its dead self with it. But the community lives by its 
Ideology and it is a story of death –  death guarantees its truth, and the power of death sustains it. Why do 

people live in this way? They have no access to their dead selves but Ideology has. Ideology is a death story 

and it brings back to life the dead created in the reality-crises. They are radiant with expectation and abilities 

but also malignant and corrupt . Their ghostly presence flourishes in Ideology. This happens only because 

society is unjust. When we understand that we see that everything changes, that injustice damages 

everyone. It is a continuing process and it is out of control. It exists beyond the process of human creativity,  

it destroys the process that created it. Whatever enters the gap does so in the form of imagination. In the 

individual self the gap is the site of the living presence of our need to be just. In Ideology the gap is the site 

where the imagination of dead ghosts makes injustice necessary. In time authority armed with Ideology and 

the power of modern technology will destroy everything – how else can it defend it and itself? We have 

reached a degree of practical power when we cannot go on living in injustice. Till we realise that we will 

continue to do what death tells us to do. 

 

There is not only one response. Of course people have different responses and convictions. But all of us are 

vulnerable if we don’t understand what injustice is. We think it is a practical matter and that morality is a 

sort of human sympathy, almost an added human curtesy. Injustice is not only a practical, social matter. It 

concerns our relationship with our self-creativity. Injustice corrupts the whole of reality. The laws of nature 

force us to be self-creative or self-destructive. These laws cannot “permit” our injustice now that we have 

changed nature itself so radically and made technology so powerful. People who are prepared to die and kill 
for Ideology are like actors but their text is their lives not a play.  
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The doubling in the structure of drama confronts the audience with their buried selves. The drama of the 

first two crises brought the dead selves on stage as ghosts, gods and the supernatural. They came as the 

guardians of morality. .Often they were primitive. They had the reality buried with the dead selves.  They 

presented again the traumas buried in the past reality-crises, but now in the crises of the present. This 

makes the events of drama real, drama imagination isn’t memory but reality. So drama confronted the 

audience with what may be called the inner-reality of their present crises. The horizontal ladder descended 

into the events in which the child set the world into the story so that the audience recovered the reality that 

had been surrendered to Ideology and injustice. Left to itself society would be a place of contrivance not 

politics. But we are political in our essential relation to our humanness. The stage ghosts and the witches 
railed at their audience, because the play was in the audience’s reality, and in that moment the audience 

knew the reality of death but in the assurance of creativity. In Tragedy the hero and heroine die to confront 

injustice and Ideological death in society, but Tragedy moves forward to live in the future. This is why 

Tragedy is the core of drama.  

 

Epoch drama must create the means to use repressed humanness  and all the social and personal conflicts 

the repression causes. It is far more than redundant  supernatural. We cant understand the conflicts – 

realise them on stage -- unless we use all the human forces that were at play in the conflicts themselves. We 

cannot any longer use ghosts and the supernatural but we must put something else in the place that made 

them necessary. Political changes are not made by changing opinions. You must change reality, which is not 

as mechanical and reductive as it may seem to be in a post-religious age. That is the opposite of our usual 

understanding which holds that we must make the changes in order to change reality or at least the world. 

That is how objective theatre is justified. In the centre of Brecht’s plays you find Stalin’s death camps. It is 

not that the plays encourage the founding of the camps. But the dramatic methods of Brecht’s plays are the 

same as those that lead to the founding of the camps. They share a common understanding of what being 

human is. The plays understanding of what being human is, is the understanding of what human beings are 

that led to the founding of the camps. That understanding acknowledges that human beings cannot be 

understood as things in nature but it understands neither the creativity in which humans create themselves 

nor the vicissitudes of that creativity society. 

 
What is epoch drama’s situation? 

 

 Three Tragedies 

 

The Greek drama of the first crisis was obsessed with the connection between the tensions in the family and 

war. Euripides wrote its last significant relevant  play. The Baccchae. It ends in despair and madness. Its  

ghost is a turbulent God. The second crises led to the Jacobean drama. Shakespeare wrote three last 

tragedies. Their subject is political power. Hamlet’s father’s ghost spurs him to act. Hamlet cannot. He 

resolves his personal problem but not the political problem. Power is given to the sanitised subaltern 

Fortinbras. In our time he would be a young Thatcherite or a Neo- Nazi. Lear abdicates his power and so 

 there is no ghost. The fool takes the ghost’s place. He is not a fearsome figure. He cunningly and humanely 

describes  the human situation. Without power Lear goes mad. Madness gives him the reason to see our 

situation. He dies sane. He says I am not mad, the world is. In Shakespeare’s imagination Lear is Hamlet’s  

father without the need of the supernatural. Lear dies but he has not solved the political problem. Instead 

sanitised dukes present themselves as the good government. Shakespeare must write a third tragedy. 

Macbeth’s play is so distorted that only a desperate search could have produced it. It begins with the 

supernatural. Three weird witches promise Macbeth political power. He gets it but he is a coward and a 

tyrant. He sees a ghost. The ghost comes not from the family but the “fraternity of society.” The ghost shows 

Macbeth he has not solved the political problem. Macbeth hires assassins. They are strangely ordinary men. 
When Macbeth talks to them he seems to be talking with himself. Then Macbeth vanishes from the play for 

a long while. The play goes to England to search for an un-tyrannical king who will solve the political 

problem. The play appears to be about Macbeth’s ambition. The three weird family sisters show it is 
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otherwise. They come from Macbeth’s buried reality-crises. That is why Macbeth still needs to enlist the 

supernatural to his purpose. Macbeth is Ideology personified. Lady Macbeth also seems to have vanished 

from the play. She is the fourth weird sister. At first she is malevolent, without human conscience.. The 

supernatural had already begun to be rationalised in the journeyman assassins. Now it is naturalised in Lady 

Macbeth. Macbeth still has power. But it is unjust power. He seeks to use the three weird sisters’ 

supernatural power to save himself. They have said he cant be saved. The third tragedy must be modern. No 

supernatural power. The supernatural must be rationalised. The weird sisters vanish from the play.  Nature 

will be controlled by the machines of the enlightenment. Shakespeare’s next strategy is theatrical brilliant. It 

is poised on the political struggle between nature and the self, ideology and imagination, that these notes 
describe. Macbeth says he cannot be deposed because forests do not move of themselves and because he is 

not “born of woman”—he has the supernatural power of ghosts and witches.. The unborn Macbeth is saved 

and in control of his own death. The play moves into the modern world of factories and machines. Lady 

Macbeth is the last warning. She is mad. Unlike Lear she cannot recover sanity. She goes through the world 

with a candle looking for a supernatural ghost without malice.  There is none.  A forest gets up and moves to 

Macbeth’s stronghold --  soldiers cut down the trees and advance under their camouflage. Macbeth is not 

born by a woman but by a surgeon --  a Caesarean operation. The witches’ spells are naturalised. It is the age 

of the enlightenment. Until then Macbeth told the doll’s story. (But Lear already talked as if he had read 

Darwin and Freud.) Macbeth rages at the strangely dominant, haunting cream-faced loon.  Another fool but 

one without human sensitivity and compassion. He tells the truth. Macbeth sought the power to manage the 

world of industry and science. But he cannot produce a just politics. He is beheaded and his head is brought 

on stage. It is an exhibit of political impotence. Not Lear’s twitching tear-drenched corpse.  Not Hamlet’s 

sanctified corpse. The good king arrives from England. He is a sanitised fake. Because Shakespeare could not 

solve the political problem in terms of dramatic logic, society could not solve it in the real world. That is the 

argument of these notes. The enlightenment must lead to dictatorship, factory slavery, death camps, 

apocalyptic weapons, the neo-liberal market economy and bankers. 

 

That is the situation of epoch theatre. 


