In this essay I will be highlighting the way that both printed literature and plays are able to draw attention to themselves and their material being. This approach can be taken from several points of view and I will explore some of the ones that stand out to me. It can be used for example as an artistic device to perhaps bring the reader more into the moment or to affirm the power of bookhood as a concept. Alternatively a story might draw attention to the form of another piece of literature in order to reinforce its own message. In the case of plays, the reasons for the play drawing attention to itself are as much from the necessities of the genre as they are from artistic license. That is not to say however that playwrights do not use the necessities or limitations of a live performance to their artistic advantage. After all what is essentially an unrealistic environment can force the audience to use their imagination more, which might actually make them more vulnerable to suggestions put in place within the play by the author. It would also be reasonable to assume that the vast majority of the people in an audience have seen plays before and so are used to using their imagination to create a realistic scenario, and that in itself draws attention to the play not being truly realistic.

During my research it came to my attention that there is quite a disparity between the printed word which is intended only to be read and that which is intended to be acted out on a stage, at least in respect of the amount of freedom each has in methods of expression. For my own comprehension I categorised books as ‘mono-visual’ and plays as ‘poly-visual’ my reasoning being this; the only way to experience a book is to read it, an exercise which is by definition restricted as one can only read one word at a time, in the correct order and in one direction, if one is to properly comprehend the message. This can be likened perhaps to the way a single, monophonic instrument such as a trumpet can only play one note at once. A play on the other hand can have many things happening at the same time, although it seldom happens that there is more than one person speaking at the same time, there can be perhaps other things happening on the stage while a person is speaking which can add to the plot in different ways, for example interactions between secondary players or a change in lighting or scenery in the case of modern plays. In that way a play is like a full orchestra with many things happening at the same time in harmony with each other. Similarly, with books the only possible method at the author’s disposal to draw attention to bookhood is by referring in their work to the materials and processes that go into the physical making of the book, i.e. properties of the paper, printing, binding etc. Whereas a staged play has many ways to draw attention to itself, not only through dialogue but through the use (or lack of it) of props, scenery and the actions and appearance of the characters. 

Before we get into specifics regarding particular plays and the method by which they draw attention to themselves as works separate from reality, let us consider the rules and conventions which governed the performance of plays in general. I must mention at this point that one of my original intentions to garner support for my argument was to state that of law and Renaissance theatre. My goal was in fact to quote from law books of the time, the relevant clauses regarding the use of female players being prohibited by law and that in order to comply with this law boys were used to play female roles. However, and without wishing to stray from the topic, I have been so far unable to find any laws pertaining to such a rule and although this legal aspect has been referred to many times, it seems that it was more of a convention than an act of law.[footnoteRef:2] The job of an actor was similar to an apprenticeship and prospective young actors were taken on by a ‘master’ with whom they would live and study the craft. This kind of thing was simply too unseemly a career for a woman to follow, however for our purposes it is less important whether it was a matter of law, choice, necessity or something else. Only that it was in fact the case that pre-pubescent boys were usually used to act female roles in plays. While on the subject of law however, it is worth noting that laws regarding the staging of plays in London differed greatly to laws in other parts of England. Many plays with an intended audience of residents of the capital were for example staged in the liberty of Southwark as it was easily accessible, being just across the river from the City of London but beyond the reach of the law makers therein.[footnoteRef:3]  [2:  Jessica Schiermeister, The False Issue of The “Illegality” of Female Performance, (2015) <http://theshakespearestandard.com/false-issue-illegality-female-performance/> [accessed 10 November 2019]]  [3:  English Renaissance Theatre in New World Encyclopedia, https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/English_Renaissance_theatre [accessed 10 November 2019]] 


Prior to 1558, actors were basically itinerant workers and would perform wherever they could find a suitable space. That could be a field, a church hall or any number of other places, and this meant that any sets and indeed the stages themselves had to be small and portable in order that they could be moved easily from place to place. Actors were usually members of a guild and had what were essentially benefactors who supported and protected them. The lives of actors were further complicated in 1545 when a law was passed which labelled any actor who wasn’t a  member of a guild as a vagabond and therefore liable to arrest.[footnoteRef:4] It was in the Elizabethan or renaissance age of theatre (1562 – 1642) that life changed greatly for actors and the ways in which plays were staged and performed. Queen Elizabeth who was a great fan of the theatre, changed this law and allowed non guild actors to perform in London providing that their performance was approved by the Master of Revels and encouraged the establishment of permanent theatres.[footnoteRef:5] The working conditions prior to Queen Elizabeth’s accession to the throne and her subsequent alterations to the law for actors meant that plays had through the necessities of their environment to draw attention to themselves. Due to the lack of scenery, actors would describe their supposed surroundings to the audience at the start of each scene, their costumes although colourful were rarely if ever specific to the role they were playing and as I have already stated, theatre troupes were all male. These conditions alone, before we even start to consider any textual elements of the performance, drew attention to the play as an entity in itself and was in its own way a convention which contributed greatly to the experience of theatre as it was at the time. [4:   Rachel Tustin, English Renaissance Theatre: Characteristics & Significance in Intro to Dramatic Art, <https://study.com/academy/lesson/english-renaissance-theatre-characteristics-significance.html> [accessed 14 November 2019]]  [5:  Tustin, <study.com> ] 


With regard to the textual elements of the play, many devices were used and indeed still are used in modern theatre to separate the play from real life. In The Roaring Girl quite a large proportion of the script includes something it refers to as ‘asides’ where the actor addresses the audience either to convey what is supposed to be a private thought of the character or to draw the attention of the audience to a particular fact or important element which has just occurred. The last thing any playwright wants is for their work to be misunderstood or worse not understood at all so it was written into the script for some things to be reaffirmed to make certain the audience would follow the subtle nuances of the plot. This happens sporadically throughout the play and has the effect of the character taking on a double role as they are also in essence acting as narrator to the story. I can almost imagine the actor putting his hand up to one side of his mouth, the side where the rest of the players are standing, and talking to the audience over his shoulder as though whispering a secret to a friend who is standing with him. Unnatural or dramatic speech patterns were used also, something that is most evident in the speech of the character Neatfoot right at the start of The Roaring Girl. This dramatic language, evident not only in The Roaring Girl but in the plays of Shakespeare and of many playwrights even to the present day, was not necessarily a reflection of how people really used language in every day life and was used specifically to entertain.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  BBC, ‘How Did People Really Speak in Shakespearean England?’ In Shakespeare’s Life, Work and Legacy, https://www.bbc.co.uk/teach/how-did-people-really-speak-in-shakespearean-england/zrpyxyc [accessed 16 November 2019] ] 


It could even be argued that plays rely on their separation from reality in order to be entertaining. After all in real life, events tend to move at an extremely slow pace and are seldom as intense as those portrayed on a stage. Likewise in real life there is seldom only one story in motion at a time for any of us, and while there can often be a sub-plot in a either a play or book, this method of speeding through time and ignoring events which are not relevant to the overall plot is a necessity as events which might span several years must be portrayed in the limited time available for a performance or the limited number of pages in which an author can tell their story without losing the attention of the reader. In books this kind of ‘synopsis of time’ can be done in a more forthright way than in a play. A book may be quite likely to say something along the lines of ‘a week passed by,’ leaving the reader in no doubt as to where they are in the chronological advancement of the plot, whereas a play is more likely to move on to another scene without drawing attention to the fact that a significant amount of time has passed between one scene and the next. Speaking for myself there have been several occasions when watching a play that a scene has changed and I have been left wondering where we are in time. Is this new scene happening concurrently with the previous one or has some time passed between the two scenes and these latest events and if so, how much time has passed? These questions are usually (but not always) answered as the scene progresses but I would argue that this device is used with more success in books, where any passage of time can be stated clearly. In a live situation it is more difficult for the players to make the passage of time so clear without breaking character unless it is written into the script that they refer to another scene and bring attention to how long ago that event occurred. Again, this draws attention to the play itself as the audience are well aware that in reality only a few minutes have passed.

It would seem that Shakespeare used the drawing of attention to his plays being something separate from reality as a tool of entertainment. In Hamlet for example the appearance of the ghost of Hamlet’s recently murdered father near the start of the play to essentially guide the ensuing events drew the audience’s attention to the fact that they were watching a work of fiction. And then later, possibly the most marked example is the occurrence of a play being staged within the play in order for Hamlet to trap his Step Father into confessing to the murder of the deceased King. Also the soliloquy, a device Shakespeare used in several of his plays, and the soliloquy from Hamlet is arguably the most well known, is an unnatural monologue which brings the fictionality of the play to the fore.  When considering the suspension of disbelief and drawing attention to fiction however it is a quote from As You Like It which I find most interesting. In act two, scene seven Jaques says ‘All the world’s a stage, and all the men and women merely players.’ This statement more than any other surely has to cast the audience into doubt as to what is reality. Im sure that one statement has been the subject of many a philosophical discussion regarding reality and free will.

The separation from reality is a tool which is still in use by playwrights today, in fact there are several plays which are based entirely on this one device. I have come to realise that it would actually be difficult, perhaps impossible for a play to exist without drawing attention to itself, as it is a necessary tool for the advancement of the plot at a controlled speed. Some plays in fact are based entirely on the audience’s realisation of what they are seeing. The plot of Noises Off, written by Michael Frayn in 1982 relies entirely on an almost voyeuristic aspect, with the whole play taking place supposedly during the rehearsal of a play and it is based around the relationships of the various cast members with each other and with the producer and director of the play they are rehearsing. For me, that play more than any other draws constant attention to it being a play, as it has taken Shakespeare’s rather ingenious idea of staging a play within a play to a new level as the entire production is a play within a play. At the same time though, it could be argued that both Noises Off and the play within the play in Hamlet are perhaps attempting to instate or perhaps support the ‘top level’ play as reality. If the attention of the audience is drawn to a work of fiction inside another work of fiction, it could be viewed as the ‘top level’ play reinforcing its place as reality. I can’t however think of an argument that would support a book taking the same approach.

It could be argued in fact even to the present day, that all staged plays draw attention to themselves. The style of acting used in that type of setting whatever the genre of the play, simply does not match the way people behave on real life. The dialogue rarely follows natural speech patterns and the actions of the players are similarly unnatural, the necessity for physical exaggeration doubtless comes from the need for all the audience regardless of their distance from the stage to be able to see the actors in motion and the similarly exaggerated speech stems from plays being staged before the availability of vocal amplification by external equipment such as microphones and speakers. Even with those systems in place it is necessary for actors to annunciate very clearly and at a relatively high volume for the sound system to be able to amplify their voice clearly so the audience can comprehend what is being said.

In the case of books drawing attention to themselves and their physical being there can be few better examples of this than the poem The Book by Henry Vaughan.[footnoteRef:7] As the title would suggest, The Book is a poem about a book, and one may be forgiven for at first assuming that it will be perhaps the story of a story or a work that describes the experience of reading but in this case it is in fact a poem about a book as a physical being. I am aware that to describe a book in such a way may be imbuing it with certain characteristics of life, but that is indeed what this poem does as it describes the ‘seeds’ of the book and how it comes to be ‘born.’ [7:  Henry Vaughan, The Book < https://www.poemhunter.com/poem/the-book-19/> [accessed 16 November 2019]] 


 The poem takes the form of a prayer and it is doubtful that the first stanza could be taken to be anything else. Is Vaughan giving thanks to God for the medium by which he conveys his art or perhaps declaring the divinity of the printed word in general? I find it interesting that in the first line of the second stanza he uses the spelling ‘papyr,’ perhaps harking back to papyrus, the first portable display medium for the written word as used by the ancient Egyptians. The use of papyrus as a writing medium was not after all an insignificant event in the evolution of the written word or indeed the evolution of human beings as a species, signalling the dawn of an age where one’s thoughts could be preserved intact and then either conveyed to others precisely as the author intended or hidden away and kept secret. Another important fact is that papyrus is a form of grass, a living thing. He refers to grass in the next line but this time his meaning points to the cotton plant (which actually isn’t a grass but we’ll put that down to artistic license) as paper in the seventeenth century was made from cotton rags. He then goes on to mention the tree whose wood became the book cover and the cow in whose skin that cover is bound. All the physical elements in fact that go to make up the book come from living things. Vaughan constantly refers to the origins of the book being in living things throughout the poem, yet he manages to do it in a way that does not now refer to them as dead, but more that the book continues to live and becomes a whole new living entity in itself. He then goes on to refer to himself, specifically his physical body and refers to it as dust. ‘And yet’ he says, ‘not so dry and clean as this.’[footnoteRef:8] With this reference I believe he is drawing together the physical and spiritual, as it seems he is referring to himself as unclean, in other words as a sinner, compared to the other living things that have gone to make up the book which are without sin and therefore pure and clean. He seems then to believe that the book in its physical state is pure and perhaps deserves to have pure thoughts written within in. This leads me to wonder what Vaughan’s opinion was of some of the more base level novels and plays which were published at the time. The closing stanza of the poem is a plea to God to take him into heaven when his time comes, to be one and in harmony again with the trees and beasts that were sacrificed in order to make the book. Perhaps one can gather from the tone of the poem so he can give them appreciation. This poem, although it is essentially a prayer and a plea nonetheless shows an appreciation and even maybe a deep love for the physical form of the book and the ‘ingredients’ that go to make it, and undeniably draws the attention of the reader pointedly to the physicality of the medium.  [8:  Vaughan, The Book,word  line 22] 


There are some stories which involve a book having perhaps supernatural powers either by reference or perhaps that the reader is holding that very book, I’m thinking primarily here of The Necronomicon, a fictional grimoire first conceived of by H. P. Lovecraft and given to some extent the role of antagonist in many of his stories despite it being essentially an inanimate object. The Necronomicon was first mentioned in Lovecraft’s short story The Hound in 1924. Including this book in his stories, which supposedly held its own supernatural powers was drawing attention to the book as a physical entity and that is the underlying approach of this argument. The Necronomicon has been referred to by many other authors and playwrights since Lovecraft first conceived of it and the details of it as a physical entity have become as important as the contents of the fictional book itself, with it supposedly being written in blood and bound in human skin. 

In closing then I have to say that the argument regarding bookhood is not only tenable but strong and self evident. In the case of live plays it is almost impossible for them not to draw attention to themselves as entities given the ‘unnatural’ nature of their staging. Books on the other hand, or rather the authors of books have much more of a choice, at their own discretion the author can choose whether they want to draw attention to the book as a physical entity or not with the certain knowledge that It is possible for a reader with an active imagination to get lost in a well written story and momentarily at least, live in their mind the scenario they are reading about and forget that they are getting that story from a book. On the other hand the author can by use of the artistic license of authorship, bring the reader’s focus directly to the physical properties of the book they are holding.
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