The Well-Made Play [piéce bien faite]

Early in the 19th century, a Frenchman with an unusual theatrical gift for pleasing popular audiences began a career that spanned fifty successful years.  C. Eugene Scribe (1791-1861) may have produced as many as 400-500 plays.  The majority of “well-made” plays are comedies, often farce.  Scribe employed collaborators, mining novels and short stories for his plots—producing comedies, opera libretti, and vaudeville one-act pieces.  He quickly determined that it was the plot that held the attention of the audience and that rambling character studies were of lesser interest to audiences.  

Consequently, Scribe developed a formula for dramatic action and made sure that all his works fit into this formula.  The result was the creation of a “factory” for making plays.  Some key elements of Scribes “formula” were the following:

[1]  The plot is based upon a withheld secret--known only to some characters—usually about the play’s hero, the revelation of this secret provides the turning point of the play.  

[2]  A careful exposition telling the audience what the situation is—usually including one or more secrets to be revealed later.

[3]  Surprises—such as letters to be opened at a critical moment and/or identities to be revealed later in the work.

[4]  Suspense that builds steadily throughout the play—usually attained by cliff-hanging situations and characters who miss each other by the way of carefully timed entrances or exits.

[5]  A climax late in the play when the secrets are revealed and the hero (or heroine) confronts his antagonists and succeeds.

[6]  A denouement--a resolution of the drama when all the loose ends are drawn together and explanations are made that render all the action quite plausible or believable.  Thus, most well-made plays seem open-ended, as if there were life beyond the last act curtain. 

The well-made play still survives, not only on the stage but also in films and on television.  Scribe’s strong emphasis on plot was sensational for his time, and his success was unrivaled; however, none of his plays has survived.  Scribe was both superficial and brilliant—a winning combination in theater at the time.  He had numerous imitators and prepared the way for later developments in theater.  Oscar Wilde (1854-1900) expertly used the well-made play in promoting his philosophy of art for art’s sake.   For Wilde, art served itself.
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The foregoing is largely excerpted from Lee A. Jacobus, The Compact Bedford Introduction to Drama.  5th edition. Boston: Bedford/St. Martin’s Press, 2005. 

