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Introduction

In 1959 C.P. Snow famously noted the widening gulf between “the two cul-
tures” of the sciences and the arts and humanities. Now his concept has taken
on a new urgency and is being revisited, not only in a variety of scholarly con-
texts, such as international conferences on the idea of the two cultures,! but in
an artistic context as well. Over the past decade a new wave of plays about sci-
ence has been turning the stage into a major forum for the exploration of scien-
tific ideas and ultimately an original and creative site for the merging of the two
cultures. The plays that deal with science, medicine and technology, such as
Copenhagen, Arcadia, Proof, Wit, Safe Delivery, and Molly Sweeney, have made
theatre more than any other art form, including film, the site of substantive in-
teraction between the hard sciences and the humanities. These plays give new
meaning to the concept of “theatre of ideas,” and many have enjoyed great
stage success as well, both with audiences and with critics. Several have won
prestigious awards like the Tony Award and the Pulitzer, and a few originated
through organizations like the Alfred Sloan Foundation in New York and the
Welcome Trust in Britain which have sponsored the writing of new plays about
science. All of these newer works build on a tradition of science playwriting that
spans several centuries, from Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus, Jonson’s The Alchemist,
Ibsen’s An Enemy of the People, and Shaw’s The Doctor’s Dilemma to Brecht’s

1. “Meeting the Challenges of the Future,” The Balzan Symposium on the Two Cul-
tures, The Royal Society, London (May 13-14, 2002), and the 2001 Forum of Sigma
Xi (The Scientific Research Society), “Science, the Arts and the Humanities: Connec-
tions and Collisions,” Raleigh, North Carolina (November 8-9, 2001).
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Galileo, Dirrenmatt’s The Physicists, Sidney Kingsley’s Men in White and Hallie
Flanagan Davis’s E=mc?.

The development of science playwriting is entirely consistent with the ideals
expressed in Snow’s original lecture. While he regrets that “there seems then to
be no place where the two cultures meet,” he suggests that “the clashing point
of two subjects, two disciplines, two cultures —of two galaxies, so far as that
goes—ought to produce creative chances. In the history of mental activity that
has been where some of the break-throughs came” (Snow 16). As we shall see,
the marriage of the resources of the stage with the ideas and issues of science
does indeed bring about unprecedented creative chances. Snow uses the meta-
phor of dialogue to articulate his vision of how to unify the sciences and the arts
and humanities. “Those in the two cultures can’t talk to each other” (Snow 16);
we must therefore hope for a “third culture” that would “be on speaking terms
with the scientific one” (Snow 71). The theatrical experience is doubly dialogic;
characters converse on stage, while in a larger sense the actors maintain an un-
spoken dialogue with the audience. The many recent science plays show how ef-
fective this multi-dimensional conversation can be, suggesting that the intersec-
tion of science and the stage may represent precisely the kind of “third culture”
that Snow envisioned.

Science plays have generated widespread discussion among audiences and
reviewers as well as causing a related phenomenon peculiar to Copenhagen: the
performance-linked symposium.2 They now demand scholarly attention, espe-
cially from the field of theatre studies whose own parameters have been radical-
ly changed by the popularity and growth of performance studies. While theatre
has increasingly concerned itself with science, becoming the art form that most
consistently and seriously engages scientific subjects, critics have been slower to
examine this development in any sustained way. Given their rich dramatic tradi-
tion, it seems surprising that little critical attention has been directed at science
plays. What accounts for this phenomenon, especially the spate of recent sci-
ence plays? Are audiences attracted to science plays despite or because of their
often difficult subject matter? Is the answer merely a socio-economic one relat-
ing to level of audience education and wealth, or are there other factors in-
volved? And does the success of these plays suggest an interesting way to bridge
the gap that still persists between the two cultures?

To begin to answer these questions, we will take as case studies of this new
wave two plays that concern themselves directly with science and technology:
Michael Frayn’s Copenhagen and Timberlake Wertenbaker’s After Darwin. Both

2. Copenhagen has taken on a life of its own through the many symposia it has spawned
in cities where the play is performed. Symposia on the play’s use of history, science
and theatricality have been held in Copenhagen, New York, Washington, D.C.,
Raleigh, North Carolina, Albuquerque, New Mexico, Cambridge, Massachusetts, and
Cambridge, England.
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deal with “serious” science: respectively, nuclear physics and evolutionary theo-
ry. Both plays appeared in London in 1998. Both are by skilled playwrights. The
first was and is a phenomenal success, both on stage and in print; the latter met
with mixed reviews, and has now undeservedly gone out of print. Comparing the
two is instructive. They both depict historically true incidents and characters
and raise questions about “truth” and the uses of science. They are both con-
cerned with fundamental problems of human interaction, such as intentionality
and betrayal. Both capture the intensity and passion of scientific debate. And
both employ similar performative strategies: each play literally enacts the scien-
tific or technological ideas at its thematic core in a complex integration of text
and performance.

At first glance, Copenhagen hardly seems concerned with performativity, let
alone conventional theatrical methods. It seems to privilege textuality over the-
atricality, especially in the script which, startlingly, lacks any stage directions ex-
cept intradialogic ones (simple speech acts such as when Heisenberg indicates
“I crunch over the familiar gravel” or tells us that he is looking at Bohr and
Margrethe). The fact that it began life as a radio play seems also to be indicative
of its textual emphasis. Yet on stage, particularly under Michael Blakemore’s
direction, the play demonstrates its absolute dependence on performance for
the exploration and successful conveyance of its central scientific metaphor.
This is also the case with After Darwin. Like Copenhagen, it is a heavily verbocen-
tric play, yet it too relies on performance not only to demonstrate its scientific
ideas but to enact them in such a way that the science is both performed for us
and transformed into metaphor on the stage.

It is important to distinguish this kind of performativity from the simple
demonstration of a scientific principle that can be found for instance in Brecht’s
Galileo, when Galileo uses the stage to illustrate for Andrea his theory of the
heliocentric universe. In that case, the demonstration is purely didactic and not
integral to the structure of the play; nor does it serve a larger thematic purpose.
By contrast, both Copenhagen and After Darwin are performative in the classic
Austinian sense that they do the thing they talk about; they bring into being a
material enactment of an abstract idea under discussion through a speech act.
Put simply, they reflect “how to do things with words™: in this case, words such
as “evolution” and “the Uncertainty Principle.” This extraordinarily thorough
integration of real science into the texture of the play is one of the defining
characteristics of good science plays—harnessing a scientific language to a the-
atrical one. The dialogue of Copenhagen is one long speech act that performs
the uncertainty principle in a way that only the liveness and immediacy of the-
atre can achieve. The dialogue does not merely reflect the principle; it makes it
happen, with the audience participating in that act of creation. To a lesser de-
gree, this also occurs in After Darwin, and a comparison of the two plays is in-
structive in terms of their ability to perform, and not just talk about, the science
that they engage.






