Brief Summaries of Plays to be read and analyzed in ENG 379: Women in Drama 
ANTKiONE (c. 441 B.C.E.) SOPHOCLES.   Ancient Greek Tragedy, 

A great battle has just been fought in which the city of Thebes has triumphed but lost its king.   Creon, the new king, decrees as his first action that the body of Polyneices, the unsuccessful invader, shall remain unburied.   The edict has scarcely been made public when word comes that an attempt has been made to bury the corpse by the princess Antigone, sister of the dead Polyneices and niece of Creon.  She makes no attempt to conceal her deed but goes further and challenges Creon's right to promulgate an edict plainly at odds with the will of the gods, Creon sentences her to be entombed alive.   When Creon's son, betrothed to Antigone, hears of the sentence he comes to Creon to plead for her life, but Creon is adamant and the boy finally rushes out distraught.   Next comes the old prophet Tiresias.   At first he urges Creon gently to reconsider the decree concerning Polyneices and the sentence upon Antigone; then he describes to the king the frightful consequences about to befall him.   Terrified, Creon yields and hurries out to bury Polyneices and set Antigone free.  Too late, he finds Antigone, who has killed herself.   With her is his son; as his father watches he kills himself also.  Returning with his son's body, Creon is greeted with the news that his wife, hearing of her son's death, has stabbed herself. Repentant and broken in spirit, Creon is led into his house. 

__________________________________________________________________

THE TAMING OF THE SHREW (ca. 1594). WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE.   Elizabethan Comedy. 

The play opens with an Induction in which a drunken tinker, Christopher Sly, is thrown out of a tavern by the irate hostess and falls asleep in the street.  Discovering him, a merry lord dresses him in fine clothing, brings him to a sumptuous apartment, furnishes him a wife (a disguised page), and convinces him he is a nobleman who has suffered amnesia for 15 years. The main action of the play is now performed in order to prevent Sly (who is scarcely mentioned again) from falling back into his sup- posed madness. The madcap Petruchio woos Katherina, the perfect wife in every respect but one she is an intolerable shrew. From their first explosive meeting, Petruchio subjects Kate to a series of verbal and physical indignities under the pretext of kindness. Despite her superb resistance, she is finally ready to swear that the sun is the moon or that an old man is a fair virgin if Petruchio says so. Contrasted to this direct clash is the elaborate wooing of the demure sister Bianca by the disguised Lucentio and Hortensio. At the end, Kate defends marriage as hotly as she denounced it in the beginning.

________________________________________________________________

PHAEDRA (Phedre; 1677) JEAN RACINE.  French Tragedy. 

Phaedra, wife of Theseus and descendant of gods and monsters, is the helpless victim of Aphrodite's hate. The goddess has implanted in her a guilty passion for her stepson Hippolytus.  When the false news of Theseus' death is spread, Phaedra's confidante, Oenone, argues that the passion of her mistress would now no longer be adulterous. In a grandiose scene Phaedra entangles herself into confessing her love to Hippolytus. The young hero is shocked and disgusted; he loves Aricia, a captive princess. Then suddenly Theseus returns; Phaedra, desperate, permits Oenone to accuse Hippolytus of her own crime. Theseus invokes Poseidon to punish his son.   When Phaedra learns that the god has slain Hippolytus, she takes poison and dies, confessing at the feet of Theseus.  Though the manners and mannerisms of the French court can be detected in Hippolytus and Aricia, this barely affects the tragedy as a whole since everything in it is subordinated to the character of Phaedra.  Racine succeeded in blending the ancient's claim of mythological heredity with the Jansenistic concept of grace. Phaedra is the great traditional role for every French tragedienne.  

_______________________________________________________________________
SHE STOOPS TO CONQUER (1773) OLIVER GOLDSMITH.  British Restoration Comedy. 

Young Marlow and Kate Hardcastle, matched by their parents, have never met.   Marlow and his friend, Hastings, on their way to the Hardcastles, are directed to the house by the prankster Tony Lumpkin, Mrs. Hardcastie's son by an earlier marriage.  They are deceived into thinking the house an inn and treat Hardcastle as landlord and Kate as a maid.  Kate takes advantage of the misunderstanding to break down Marlow's reserve.  Hastings and Miss Neville, Mrs. Hardcastle's niece, plan an elopement and are abetted by Tony.   A covey of inept servants adds to the merriment, and the mistakes of the night are pleasantly corrected at the final tableau.

____________________________________________________________________

HEDDA GABLER (1890) HENRIK IBSEN (Norwegian).  Tragedy. 

Hedda Gabler is a frustrated woman, capable only of destroying others.  One of her amusements is practicing with a pair of dueling pistols which belonged to her aristocratic father.  She marries a meek professor for security, not because she loves him.   When she becomes pregnant, she refuses to admit her condition.  Eventually, she tries to regain influence over Eilert Lovborg, a brilliant young scholar she had previously led to drink and destruction. Unable to find any satisfaction in her own life, she tries to find vicarious thrills by plotting the glorious suicide of Lovborg.  Her plan succeeds, and Lovborg commits suicide with one of her dueling pistols, but Hedda discovers that his suicide was not glorious; he shot himself in the stomach, perhaps by accident.   Furthermore, an unscrupulous judge finds the pistol and threatens to reveal its ownership unless Hedda consents to a clandestine affair with him.  Disappointed, frightened of scandal, and frightened of an affair, she uses the other pistol to end her own life.

_____________________________________________________________________

MISS JULIE (Froken Julie; 1888)  AUGUST STRINDBERG (Swedish).  Tragedy. 
Strindberg considered this work a “naturalistic” tragedy; he created its unique, short 1-act structure which he called a “chamber play.”    Miss Julie is the daughter of a weak- willed Swedish count and his strong, man-hating wife, who has taught her daughter to believe in the superiority of women and to hate men. The conflict between the teachings of her mother and her desire to have a normal relationship with a man is the basis for her tragedy, brought about by Jean, the count's valet. Jean dreams of bettering himself by rising above his class and sees Miss Julie as a symbol of the things he wants. When he seduces her he does so because she is that symbol. Gradually Miss Julie succumbs to Jean's appeal.   Afterward, when she realizes the dishonor involved and that the relationship could not be a satisfactory one, she exits to commit suicide. The characters are complex human beings drawn with sound psychological motivation.

_________________________________________________________________

WHAT EVERY WOMAN KNOWS (1908)  J. M. BARRIE.   British Comedy.    

The Wylies make an agreement with poor but ambitious John Shand to finance his study of law and politics if he will ask their plain sister Maggie to marry him.  He agrees, Maggie accepts, and he proceeds to a promising public career.  When John becomes infatuated with the beautiful Lady Sybil, Maggie stays at his side, gallantly pursuing her duties as his wife.  Trying to write a speech himself, John realizes it lacks his former brilliance and discovers that Mall along aggie has been his indispensable inspiration.  He reaffirms his love for her and begs to be forgiven.   Maggie replies,  "Every man who is high up loves to think that he has done it all himself; and the wife smiles, and lets it go at that. It's our only joke."   Maggie is one of drama's most incisive tributes to women.

__________________________________________________________________

TRIFLES (1916)  SUSAN GLASPELL [1876-1948].   American one-act Mystery.    

A farmer [named John Wright] is found dead in the middle of winter, strangled in his bed.  When a neighboring farmer comes upon the scene the following day, he is left with no choice but to notify the sheriff.  The sheriff wastes no time taking the farmer's wife, Minnie, into custody after hearing her claim to have been sleeping soundly when the tragic event occurred.   As the neighbor retells his story to the investigating sheriff and the county attorney, their wives--who are there to collect personal property for Minnie--begin to form their own conclusions.   And will their discoveries and growing sympathy for an isolated farmer's wife cause them to suppress vital and condemning evidence?  Trifles is a timeless classic; this play is based on the true story of a murder that Susan Glaspell covered—in her initial career as a journalist--for a Des Moines newspaper in 1900. 

___________________________________________________________________
Most summaries excerpted from Shank, Theodore L., editor. A DIGEST OF 500 PLAYS. New York: Crowell-Collier Press, 1963.

