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This paper attempts to distill John Dewey's theory of poetic

cmTpression—-speciflcally, k’},ia discussion of modes of interaction® in/\
a.rt and the expanding and contract:.ng chara.cter of language—-and sug-
) - gests its possible applic tion as a technique the performer can use

to confront Qoetic langu ge, namely, for the lzimits of this paper,
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(XS ) : John Dewey's Interaction Theory: Its
_ T/\ - , Application to the Performance of Poetry .
\\ )_ ) . o ‘ o
In his lecture, ,"The ‘Varied Substance of the Arts," John Dewey makes .

this distinction between the prodaic and the poetic: - "The prosai_c is an
affair of description and narration, of detalls acclmmlated and relatione
elaborated. It spreads as it gooe like a legal document or catalogue.

\ | The poetic reverses the process. It condenaes and abbreviates, thue g___g

words an nerg of expansion that is almost explos:we. .A poem presenté —

material so that it beczomeS a universe in itself, + « «There is something
< self-encloeed and self-limiting in a poem, ‘and this self-eufficiency is the "
_ reason, as well as the harmony and rhythm of sounds, why poetry isb next to
| music,/the most hypnotic of the arts."} (emphasis added) Aestheticians
and teachers, before and after Dewey, “have discussed the power of the poetic

to condense, abbreviate, self-enc%q\and hypnotize ,- and this power or

energy-the maéic of poetry--has intrigued thinking a.nd feeling people for
centuries. Vhat I consider one of» Dewey's special’ contributions to t\}:is
fascinating subject--his discussion of- poetic cempression and the expanding
- \gxd contractihg character of languago-—seems to me an ch we in tho

2 ' . Tl

\
< p\erfo v_oe of p})et.ry should give closer attenbion.

~
_\,i - IA this brief paper I will attempt to distill Dewey's theory of

poetic compression and suggez .S possible application as a techniquc—%he
performer can use to confront poetic language--particularly, for the purp
oses of limitation, the confronting of Shakespeare's poetry.3 I have used
. ' the word ;Lx;f‘rqm because one must, when all is said and done,/confront the
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language. "Shakespeare has embodied the thoughts and emotions of his

| imagined characters: in an artificial structure," writes Bertram Joseph,
"Which neverbheless expresses feelings which are truthfnl and natural.
The easiest way to act them truthfully and naturally is to make the poet's
'.artificial structure the foundation of the performance."h Ea51er said than
. done, I shouldgguickly add >
‘The greatest problem for in\\rpreting Shakespeare, Wallace Bacon
amohg others has eaid, is "the prohlem of the believability of the language
of Shakespeare[s plays;"é Let ne hegi?, then, with Professor Bacon'shrefér—
ence to "people as gesturing agents'": "Literaﬁure," he says, "because'it is
‘ made-up .of language, is. an art of gesture, o o o Language, then," he con=-
tinues, "has a kind of action built into it, if the reader will ohserve it.
Jhere is dlso often an action implied in'words."6 Not puttdng too fine a -
point on it, we can say that worgg~yhen spoken effectively are a kind of
action, especially the poetic structure of words in Shakespeare's blank
verse. Dewey would certainly consider language as "wo:j-action," for he
says that the canpactness of poetry gives "words an energy of expansion that
is almost explosive."7 But he goes further--in discussing the forces or
,jvenergies at work in the arts--wheh he develOps his theory of form‘ "In art,
as in nature and life, relations are modes of interaction. They are pushes

and pulls, they are contractions and expansiona, they determine lightness
and ‘weight, rising and'falling,»harmonw and discord."8 "Enteractions"

operafelin all the arts; in drama and fiction, whether in~the:e§ic, lyric,

or dramatic modes, pgetic diction happens to be the principal interaction

& —y

at work.
But can we expect a performer to control and manipulate language

fully if there is confusion about how "relations" or "modes of interaction"

~
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functidn\}n poetry? Consider an obvious example of a mode of interaction:.
we know of the power of a writer, in fiction, to enlarge or shrink time
and scene through the words.in his story. The perforﬁer,.having recognized
this mode of interaction, adjusts his performance accordingly; but that
ssme'performer may not perceive the compression, shifting, ‘- expanding and
contrscting "word-actions" which operate in, for example, a twenty verse
speech by a Shakespéareaﬁ character--one in which "relations" are interacting
with more subtlety'and sophistication. A performer who sees relations in
lsngusge, in Dewey's terms, is more . equipped to embody the experience l N
which the poet created. l‘ .
’ We can observe Dewey's interactions in the Prologue of Hcggx V, in T
Which the Chorus asks the pardon and invokes the imagination of the audience.
The performer who understands that the Chorus makes this appe%% through
compact, dynamic, and hlghly flexible language, will be able to execute

the speech primarily as a series of expanded and contracted units of expres-

B> sion. This thirty-four verse Prologue constitutes, formally, a series of~

units of experience in time and space--"o rather space~time," according
to Dewey, who would see'a_"significant invojution ‘of time and movement in
space."9 In other.words, sn involution or complex involvemcnt takes place
iq)the language of the Chorcs, and this is prmrsrily‘what Dewey identifies
.ssa"relations"--"modes of interaction"lin'a work of art. The ;nteractions

““at work in the Prologue, then, operate through a "significant invoiution"

". of what Dewey calls "directional tendencies" and fby mutual approaches and

_.retreatings“ in the experience' “They signify loosening and tighteniné,
expandlng’and contractlng, separatlng and compacting, soaring.and drooplng, R
rising and falling' *the dispersive, sc;ttering, and the hoverlng and brood~ .

ing, unsubstantial lightness and massive blow, Such actions and re?ctlons




are the very stuff out of which the'objectd and events we experience are}

made."lo

These pushes and pulls, tensions and releases—-which are 1nteractions--
i
are dynamically present in the Prologue. The epeech as unita divides into

six phases of developing contractions/expansions, loosening/t/ gtening and .
rising/falling interactions.!! Beginning with the first unit (lined 1-8)--
"O-for a ﬁuse of fire," until the Ghorus breake the unit with "Bu} ﬁgrdon,
gentles all,"-~the invocation dmmediately sets a mood of wonder and generates

tensive movement; as the first four lines build that is expand the Chorus

«

attempts to invoke an g;traordinary scene. (The Act-i‘PrQlogue is quoted in

-

full in addendum*# 1.)

O for a Muse of fide, that would ascend ,
‘The/ brighteat heaven of invenbioﬁ ¥ E
A kingdom for a stage, prinegs to act - o

-

Then should the warlike Harry, like himself,

4ssume the port. of Mars; and at his heels,

Leash'd in 1like hounds, should famine, sword
and f&re

@ & Croych for employment. But parden, gentles all,

The invocation is big, dynami? putward and upward--it is ‘addressed to a

1
2
P 3
4 And monarchs to behold the swelling scene!
5
6

~3

Muse, not to the audience. ?he diction reinforces, indeed'is an integral

part of, the performer!'s interpretation of this expansive, rising movement,

in which the fourth line ends with the exclamatory "swelling scene!" The
Coorua (and pefformer) is "swellingﬁ:himaelr Qﬁth_the expansiveness of the
invocation. The velocity, directional tendency, and diction of the next

four lines amplify this eenee of openness or, as bewey suggests, the sense
of lively expansion that neaxly explodes in poetry, "the warlike Harry"

* takes on the port" (bearing or. demeanor) of Mars, the god of wars, and
_ becomes master of the "houndg“ of "famine, sword- and fire." The oharacter

of feeling in éhe narration here is edgy, tense, pent upl partly through the
o

. - ’ .
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uee of sibilant counds, clusters\of hissing,consenents, and rapid run-on
lines, so that until the eighth line the speaker expands both his vocal
“*? and phi%ical‘reaourcesc' Thus. the perfornér is responsible forz and must
’ be\capable of; embodying the interactiona--the structure.of pueh and pull,
tension and relaxation, the compression and ‘intensification of movement-—-
Whicn conetitute this first unit of experience.
Whereas the first unit expands and intensifies, the .second unit
(lines 8-1l4) begins to contract or retreat. abruptly when the Chorus suddenly

1

acknowledges the presence of the audiencem(line 8). Here relations shift

and this is reflected in "space-time;" the Chorus.addresses»the listeners
intimately and conversationally, but gradually the 1nteractions in language
impel the performervto expand, tighten, and externalize his expression all

over again when h series of lofty, rhetorical questlons are posed.

. 8 . But pardbn, gentles all,
' 9  The flat unraised spirits that have dared
‘\\ 10 On this unworfhy scaffold to bring forth
: 11 So.great an object: can this cockpit hold

12 The vasty fields of France? or may we cram
13 Within this wooden O the very casques
14 That did affright the air at ‘Agincourt? N

|
The campression and intensification of verse:Dontinues he?g. It takes a

mere six lines for the Chorus to shift fram the intimate measured iambs of
lines 8-11, to the faster-tempo and increasingly expansive quality in the///?>
series of questions which describe the imaginary scene that will occur in

the cockpit and "wooden O" of the Elizabethan stage.’ Bupfagain the Chorus

{ undercuts and alters the sense of time and piace ("space-time"), when he
repeats the apology in line 15 which begins the third unit.
¢ N
: |4
. In the third, fourth, and fifth units, interactions develop through

s! open appeals to our imagination. The Chorus creates through'a

"verbalwacti eppreaeh the picture of the English and French soldiersJ

2
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'aeparated b& the English Channel, with thousands of men,’ﬁrmour, and horses.
on the tiny stago{ (See speech quoted in addendum # 1.) 'l‘hes,e'-unita‘ divide
into a pattern ',of gradualey expanding and contracting quatrains, in which
the verse’ compresses varied. experiences, imgges, and sensofy appeals, as «
the Chofus asks the listeners to "Suppose" this, "Piece out" that, and
"Think" what is talked about is ‘seen. Near the end of ttm:; Pr9103110 y INTe,

) the.sixth unit, the Chorus presents this very chailenge of temporal compres-
sion and sets the tone for this and later addresses: "For 'tis your
"“thoughts that now must deck our kings,/Carry them here anLd\there, Jjumping
ofer times,/Turning the accomplishment of many years/Into an hour-glass,"

The Chorus is at once distilling time and using highly campact "lar:guage

12 It is no accigent that I have chosen the Chofus in

with which to do it.

Henry V as an illustration of Dewey's interactional theory, .I‘or such heroic’

epi¢ drama, with the controlling.influence of ‘a Chorus-narrator, imposes “
-, » .

demands on the performer that are very challenging.

—

While a merely random choice of stpeeches fram Shakespeare or from
other poetry might result in a rather g)édantio, tedious exercise in the
appllcation of Dewey's 1nteractions theory, I woiild see some benefit from
the kind of partial explication I have attempted as a means of access for o
performihg more comple.'x’speeches from Shakespeare and fram poetry in general.

A performer is always i:ac;aci with the problem of internalizing or externaliz-.-
ing poetic passages; the changing perceptions of time z;nd scene as reflectqd‘““’
in Dewey's notion of expanding and contracting language, can help the peff-
ormer fecdgxmize_ and sort out these interactiénal signs in the compressed ¢

language in order to achieve<a proper intensity of expegrience in the poetry.

-7 : E s
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John Dewey, "Thé Varipd Substance of -the Arts," Art As Experience

8

(New York: _Capricorn Books, 1958), p. 2&1 - Dewey.says: "While there 18

> .. no difference that mayebe exactly defined bet.wecn prose and poetry, there
| ds a gulf between the proaaic and poetic as extreme limiting terms of
B tendenciea in experience. One df them realizes the power of words to

* express what is in_heaven .and earth and under t:. eas by means of exteni

P . f
\ R . -

sion; -the other by intension." Dewey, p. 24l.

2That is, most of our classroom textbooks in interpretation refer
to the broad notion of tiMe in poetry and prose but what is usuall; neg-*
lected or notably absent®is discu331on or analysis aboqt how the recogni-
! tion of canpression in language can be applied as a technique for perform-
ance ¥, S S » !
(= 5. -
In the addenda to this paper, I have sketched ocut Performance
Manuecripts in which a?e selected passages from two.different modes of
Shakespeare's work each with its special stylistic problems for the perf-
; ormer: (1) Narrative, uning the Chorus from Henry V; (2) Dramdtic, using
;the character of Edmund from King Lear. (A third mode, the Lyric using a .
, Shakespeare sonnet, mdght provide us with a different but usefyl perspective
: of Dewey'!s theory, }f space were avallable to explicate a personal,
| %ntefnalized form, but this is not possible in the present papef.) These
Pefformaﬁce Mamuscripts are intentionally sketchy because a more detailed ‘1
preparation would tend to be confhsing on paper., A clegrer recognitioh of
Dewey's inte;ac?}on theory would require the give and take, trial and error

I'd

of the live performer rehearsing with a director.

N - Sy . . ‘
< o . PN
- . " . I ’
'

hBertram Joseph, Acting Shakespeare (New York: Theatre Arts Boqks,

1960), p. 53.. - < 9
-7-
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AN ' 'Wallace A. Bacon, "Problems in the Interprctation of Shakespeare,"

f;EB Speech Teacher, XXII, No. 4 (Novombcr 1973) 273,

bwallace A. Bacon, The Art of Interpretation, 2nd ed. (New York: ,

_Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1972), pp. 17-18.

o 7Dewﬁy, p. 1.

o

BDewey, "The Natural History of Form," Art As Experience, p. 134.

Py . .
s

o ‘ 9Dcwoy, "Tpe Camon Substance of the Arts," Art As Experience,

bp.'206-07.— For Dewey, "space-time" is "infinitely diversified in qualities,
" We can reduce the diversification to’ three generai themes: Room, Extent,
. Position--SbaciouSnesa, Spatiality, Spacing-=-or in terms of time--transit;bn,
endurance and d#te n- pn, 208-09. After discussing hdw these qualities of N
. "space-time" interact, Dewey says that "time as an entity does not exist..f
‘ What exiats are. things acting and changing, and a constant Quality of their
‘x\pehavior is temporal." p. 210.
\\t.' 10 y ' v ‘ .
) * " Dewey, p?"207. . . |
11We can begin to see that while these units are what the actor
might call "builds" or, in Stanislavkian terms, the "beats"--a series of
Jintentions in a’ speech-—ﬁewey s interacbional approach will give us, perbhaps,

. a more explicit perception and explication of language in each unit.

)
. 12 v
2 ‘ év The power of the performer as narrgtor, chorus, or character to
( 2
alter time and events through thé approprfiate manipulation of language, using
Dewey'!s interactional theory, obviously affects our perceptions'of what and

how we experience g work. When we experience a series of temporal events® .

being turned into a "hour-glass," j are witnessing a dramatist's us%.pf

E 10
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) .
what E. M, Forster referas to as the noicliat'a fpower to oxpand and contract

~—

] .
perception [@é] one of the great advantages of the novel-form, . . ." S"

|

E. M. Forater, Kﬁpecta of the Novel (New York: Harcourt, Brace & world,'
T\
Inc., 1927), p. 81, .
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addendum #1

»

Chorus, Act I FPrologue, Henry V:

.‘Fﬂf 1 Lolfor a Muse of fire, that would ascend

The brightest heaven of inventio:,

A kingdom for a stage, princes to act S
And monarchs to ?ehold the swelling scene! ‘

Then should the warlike Harry, like himself,

Assume the port of Mars; and at his heels,

" Leash'd in like hounds, should famine, sword -

f

. and fire . .
. /{___» Crouch for employment.l/ Eagg}parddn, gentles ali, /
The flat unraised spirits that have dared '
10 &f‘tpis rt.:y\caffold to bring forth

. [

So great object: can this cockpit hold

. The vasty fields of France? or may we cram
' Within this wodden O the very casques ‘
© [ 14 That did affrignt the air at Agincourt?”/

2
3
4
5
6
7
8
2.
11
12
13
14
15 {fg]pardon!“Since a crooked figure'may
/ 16 Attest.in little place a million; .

ff And'let us, ciphers to this great accompt,

. 18 On your imaginary forces Qbrk:3/

19’(55555;3]w1th1n the girdle of these walls

20 Are now confined two‘migﬂty monarchies,

21 Whose high upreared and‘;butting fronts

. 22 The perilous narrow Ocean parts asunder;”/ B

~

23 [Plece|out our imperféctions with your thoughta; .
| 3, [Piece - impprrec y g /3\7

‘ N 7 10- : | \
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" 2, Into a thousend parts divide one man,

25 d make imag;lnary puissance;
B 26 when we #alk of horses, that you see them !
B R AP yr}ﬁtiﬁg"'éﬁéin y@&‘hoofs i1 the receiving earth; /

28 [For|'tis your thoughts that now must deck our kings,
29 Carry them here and there, Jumping o'er times, \

30 'I‘urning the accomplishment of many years. ‘\
- ‘ i >
- 31 Into an hour-glass: for the which supply,

32 pdnit m&-Chorus to this history;
33 Who prologue—hke your humble patience pray;,
3 Gently to fear, kindly to Judge,. our play.6/ 1

**;*********
* . |
KEY TO MANUSCRIPTS:

- Any or all of these interactions &?3:3«

Y | : ' focal and physicallresources of perfornier‘
ighten, rise, disperse or scatter,

separate, soar, or become heavier - ¢

¥ , 8

EXPANSION  (Performer tends t?'%xterrializ‘e)

Loy & )
FF . Dewey s directional tendencies and
j’ o mutual| approaches and retreatings
) CONTRACTION (Perfonner tends: to internalize) \
/Any or all of these interactions occur: ° -

voca® and p«jsical resources of perfoffer
‘loose:, fall, lighten, hover or brood

-

f  [J  Means: n&ft in Interaction and beginning of
#/ , unit (i.e. change in directional
_ tendency or change in approach and retreat)

13 . ~
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- , o  Addendum #2
v : . S R
’ Edmind, Act I, scene 2, Kihg\ Lear: . .
| e | -

1 nature, art my goddessy to thy law
My services are’bound. / mshould I
- Standintheplagueor qustom; andpermit7 '
- L The curiosity of nationa to deprive me, -
5 "'For that I am some twelve or fourteen moonshine;
6- Lag of a brother? Why baartard" wherefore ba.se’a/
7 -my dimenaions are as well canpact
8 My mind aﬁ generous, and my shape as true, _
9  As honest madam's issue? Why brand théy us ”.
[_10_ With base? with baseness? bast.ardy" base, base? /
. 11 [Who,[4sl the lusty stealth of nature, take

12 More canpoﬁ;l.tion and fierce quality
o 13 Than doth, within a dnur,\stale, tired bed
\/.f [ Go to the ‘creating a whole tribe of.fops, ,
15 Got 'tween asleep and wake"lf/ Well, then, / -

- 16 Legitimate Edgar, I must have your Tand:

8. As to the 1egitimate fine word —-1egitimate! /

19 Well, |my legitimate, if this letter speed, [

20 And my invéntion thrivq, , Edmund the base
- Z 21 Shall top the 1egi:ti.xqa'te.6/ [T]grow; I prosper: |

4 22 Now, gods, stand up for bastards! /

17 Our father's love is to the bastard Edmund
Z 1

_]:2_




