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About the book

## Understanding the Value of Playwrights in Theatre

Often overlooked in the world of theatre, the contributions of playwrights

are frequently undervalued when compared to the prominent roles of

directors and actors. While it's common knowledge that playwrights are

responsible for penning scripts, the depth of their skill set is less commonly

understood. 

Lajos Egri, a pivotal voice in the realm of dramatic writing, emphasizes that

effective playwriting hinges on the art of creating character-driven conflicts

that center around a compelling premise. By embracing Egri’s

methodologies, aspiring writers can enhance their storytelling abilities and

gain the insight needed to appreciate theatrical works on a deeper level.  

Since its initial release in 1946, Egri’s book, _The Art of Dramatic Writing_,

has established itself as a foundational text in the field of creative writing. It

continues to be an essential resource for students pursuing playwriting and

screenwriting, earning high praise from leading screenwriters in Hollywood.
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About the author

Biography Overview: Lajos Egri

- Origin: Immigrated to the United States from Hungary.

- Early Talent: Displayed a knack for writing from a young age, penning his

first three-act play at just ten years old.

- Lifelong Pursuit: Maintained a dedicated pursuit of playwriting throughout

his life.

- Contributions to Education: Contributed to the field by teaching

playwriting.

- Legacy: His courses and influential book on playwriting garnered him

significant and enduring acclaim within the theater community.
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1. Understanding the Foundation of Conflict in
Dramatic Writing

In "The Art of Dramatic Writing," Lajos Egri emphasizes that conflict is the

core of any compelling story. Without conflict, drama is rendered impotent;

it is the engine that drives narratives forward and evokes emotional

responses from the audience. At its essence, conflict arises from a

divergence of goals, desires, or values between characters, and

understanding its foundation is crucial for writers seeking to create engaging

and powerful dramatic works.

Egri delineates three primary forms of conflict: man versus man, man versus

himself, and man versus society. Each form of conflict is vital for a nuanced

and layered narrative. The conflict between characters (man versus man) is

perhaps the most immediate and recognizable. It plays out daily between

rivals, lovers, or friends, illuminating their desires, fears, and motivations.

Consider Shakespeare's "Hamlet," in which the titular character grapples

with his obligation to avenge his father's murder. This conflict leads not only

to his internal struggle but also to poignant confrontations with other

characters, such as Claudius, Gertrude, and Laertes. Each interaction is

saturated with tension and reveals deeper themes of betrayal, morality, and

the human condition.

Internal conflict (man versus himself) delves into the complexity of a
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character’s psyche. This form of conflict is critically engaging because it

allows the audience to relate to the character's struggles on a personal level.

Egri argues that it is the internal conflict that enriches a character’s arc and

drives the plot. An exemplary case is found in Dostoevsky's "Crime and

Punishment," where the protagonist, Raskolnikov, battles his own

philosophical justifications for murder versus his inherent morality and guilt.

His internal struggle is palpable, and the resolution of this conflict propels

him toward a transformative journey, ultimately exploring deeper existential

themes.

Lastly, societal conflict (man versus society) introduces an additional

dimension, showcasing the struggles between individuals and the larger

cultural, social, or political structures that constrain them. This form of

conflict can be seen in works like Arthur Miller's "The Crucible," where

characters face the wrath of an oppressive society driven by fear and

hysteria. John Proctor’s struggle against the collective madness of the Salem

witch trials symbolizes the fight for truth and self-identity. The societal

limitations imposed upon the characters not only serve to elevate the stakes

but also reflect broader themes of justice, conformity, and rebellion.

For Egri, the relationship between conflict and character development is

inseparable. Conflict should arise organically from the interplay of

characters’ desires, beliefs, and circumstances. The more profound the

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/TiHomYO39Kb


characters are, the more compelling the conflict will be. Writers must

therefore invest time in developing well-rounded and multifaceted

characters, as their flaws, motivations, and desires are the very catalyst for

meaningful conflict.

In "The Art of Dramatic Writing," Egri also stresses that every conflict must

lead to a climax where the highest tension is felt, resulting in a resolution

that often brings about significant change within the characters. This change

can manifest as a triumph or a tragedy, but it ultimately reveals the

character’s true nature and reinforces the central themes of the narrative.

Conflict in storytelling is not merely about creating superficial tension, but

about exploring the depths of human emotion and experience. It requires an

understanding of complex character dynamics and the ability to weave

intricate plots that resonate on multiple levels. Writers who grasp the

importance of conflict and its foundations in character development are

better equipped to craft stories that not only entertain but also provoke

thought, challenge perceptions, and inspire empathy in their audience.
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2. The Importance of Character Development in
Storytelling

Character development is a cornerstone of effective storytelling in dramatic

writing. It is the process through which characters evolve and grow,

becoming more complex and relatable throughout the narrative. Lajos Egri

emphasizes that well-developed characters are essential for driving the plot

forward and creating compelling conflict. An audience becomes emotionally

invested when they can understand a character’s desires, motivations, and

struggles, thus enhancing the overall narrative experience.

One of the primary reasons why character development is so crucial is that it

serves as the engine of conflict, which is at the heart of any dramatic story.

Conflict arises not only from external circumstances but predominantly from

the internal challenges that characters face. Egri argues that the development

of a clear and compelling point of view for each character lays the

groundwork for conflict. When characters are fleshed out, their goals can

clash, leading to a dynamic interplay that propels the story. For instance,

consider the classic play "Romeo and Juliet" by William Shakespeare. The

fierce familial loyalties and the individual desires of Romeo and Juliet create

a tragic conflict that shapes the narrative’s progression and ultimately leads

to its devastating conclusion.

Moreover, characters embody the themes and messages of the story. A
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well-developed character can reflect specific ideals or societal issues,

allowing the writer to explore complex themes more deeply. In Tony

Morrison’s "Beloved," the protagonist Sethe is a character crafted with

intricate layers—her traumatic past, the haunting memories of slavery, and

her maternal instincts converge to create a poignant commentary on memory

and trauma. The character’s development is essential not just to her own

journey but to the broader exploration of the scars left by slavery on African

American identity.

The process of character development also enhances authenticity in

storytelling. Audiences are drawn to characters who feel real, relatable, and

flawed. In the television series "Breaking Bad," creator Vince Gilligan

masterfully develops Walter White from a sympathetic high school

chemistry teacher into a morally ambiguous figure. Walter's transformation

is driven by a blend of his circumstances, desires, and choices, making his

journey both believable and compelling. The character’s development

compellingly illustrates the consequences of one’s choices, adding depth to

the narrative.

Additionally, character arcs—the trajectories of growth or decline that a

character experiences throughout the story—are a vital aspect of character

development. Egri describes the importance of establishing a distinct arc for

each character to provide the narrative with structure and coherence. A
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character’s development can highlight their journey from ignorance to

knowledge, from weakness to strength, or even from love to despair. The arc

of Ebenezer Scrooge in Charles Dickens’s "A Christmas Carol" is a prime

example. Scrooge’s transformation from a miserly, isolated figure to a

benevolent, community-oriented individual showcases the impact of

personal growth and redemption.

In summary, character development is vital in storytelling, as it drives

conflict, embodies themes, brings authenticity to the narrative, and shapes

character arcs. As Lajos Egri notes, a writer’s understanding of their

characters—who they are, what they want, and what stands in their

way—will ultimately influence how effectively they can tell their story. An

engaging narrative is crafted not merely through plot points, but through the

rich, dynamic lives of the characters that inhabit the world the writer creates.
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3. Establishing Premise and Structure in
Dramatic Works

In Lajos Egri's work, the establishment of premise and structure serves as a

critical framework for effective dramatic writing. The premise acts as the

foundational concept that dictates the direction of the narrative, outlines the

central conflict, and informs character development. Understanding how to

establish a solid premise is vital for any writer aiming to create compelling

and cohesive stories.

Firstly, Egri defines the premise as a statement that encapsulates the

essential theme of the story, presented in a clear, concise manner. It is not

merely a plot point but reflects the underlying message or moral that the

writer intends to convey through the characters’ challenges and growth. For

instance, consider the classic premise: “Love conquers all.” This simple yet

profound statement can lead to numerous storylines, highlighting the

sacrifices characters may make in pursuit of love, conflict arising from

differing values, and ultimately the transformative power of love itself.

Moreover, establishing the premise allows writers to create a structured

framework that guides their narratives. Egri emphasizes the importance of

the three-dimensional character: the writer must build characters who are not

only consistent and believable but are also engaging enough to drive the

story forward. The characters' desires, goals, and obstacles should align with
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the premise to maintain coherence. For example, in Shakespeare's "Romeo

and Juliet," the premise revolves around love as a potent force, which

ultimately leads to tragedy. Each character’s actions and motivations are

intricately tied to this central premise, creating a powerful structure for the

narrative.

To effectively articulate the premise, Egri advocates for writers to ask the

fundamental questions of WHO, WHAT, and WHY. Who are your

characters? What do they want? And why do they want it? When writers

answer these questions, they can craft narratives that not only resonate with

emotional depth but also remain structured around the core premise. This

technique ensures that every scene, dialogue, and character arc serves a

purpose related to the central theme.

Structuring the dramatic work around the premise requires a clear

understanding of conflict, which Egri identifies as the engine of drama.

Without conflict, there can be no story. Conflict heightens the stakes and

engages the audience's emotions. By intertwining character development

with the premise, writers can explore various forms of conflict—internal,

external, man vs. man, and man vs. society. For example, in Arthur Miller's

"Death of a Salesman," the protagonist Willy Loman’s internal struggle with

his self-worth and societal expectations creates a rich fabric of conflict that

is deeply rooted in the premise of the American Dream.
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Furthermore, Egri underscores the importance of structure in relation to the

premise. A well-structured play or screenplay must adhere to a framework

that includes exposition, rising action, climax, falling action, and resolution.

Each stage should reflect and contribute to the narrative driven by the

established premise. In this way, not only does the story unfold in a logical

and engaging manner, but it also allows the audience to see the cause and

effect of character actions within the context of the premise. This principle is

visible in plays such as "A Streetcar Named Desire" by Tennessee Williams,

where the premise of desire and its destructive consequences is meticulously

woven throughout the structure of the play, culminating in a heart-wrenching

climax.

In conclusion, establishing a strong premise and a well-defined structure is

paramount for dramatic writing, as emphasized by Lajos Egri. The premise

not only serves as the theme that informs the character's journey but also

helps writers to create a compelling narrative filled with conflict and

emotional resonance. By aligning character development and narrative

structure with the central premise, writers can master the art of dramatic

writing, ensuring that their stories captivate and resonate with audiences on

multiple levels.
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4. The Role of Emotion and Motivation in
Dramatic Writing

In Lajos Egri's influential work, "The Art of Dramatic Writing," he

emphasizes the critical role that emotion and motivation play in the

construction of engaging and impactful dramatic narratives. At the heart of

every story lies a character’s internal drive—what motivates them to act and

make decisions, and how their emotional landscape shapes their journey.

At its core, motivation can be understood as the driving force behind a

character's actions. Egri posits that motivation is not merely a superficial

desire but a deep-seated need stemming from the character's background,

experiences, and aspirations. This intrinsic motivation serves as the

backbone of conflict, propelling the character forward in their actions and

interactions with others. Successful dramatic writing requires the writer to

create characters whose motivations are both clear and compelling, allowing

audiences to grasp why they make certain choices. For instance, in

Shakespeare's "Hamlet," the titular character’s desire for revenge is

motivated by profound grief and a sense of obligation, creating a complex

emotional conundrum that drives the narrative forward.

Emotion complements motivation in dramatic writing and adds depth to the

character's journey. It is through emotion that the audience forms a

connection with the characters, often leading to empathy. Egri stresses the
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necessity of understanding the emotional states of characters and how these

states affect their motivations. A well-developed emotional arc can turn a

simple story into a profound exploration of the human condition. In Arthur

Miller's "Death of a Salesman," Willy Loman's emotions of despair and hope

profoundly influence his decisions and lead him toward tragic outcomes. His

emotional turmoil serves as a mirror to societal expectations and personal

failures, resonating with audiences on multiple levels.

In addition to enhancing character depth, the interplay of emotion and

motivation significantly impacts the structure of the narrative. Egri argues

that a story must be built around a strong premise that connects these

elements. The writer’s ability to weave motivation and emotion into the

premise allows them to explore complex themes and dilemmas. For

example, in Tennessee Williams' "A Streetcar Named Desire," Blanche

DuBois’ motivations, including the desire for love and acceptance, coincide

with her emotional fragility, creating a rich tapestry of conflict and

resolution that challenges both the characters and the audience.

The tension that arises from conflicting motivations is essential for

generating drama. Characters often face not just external obstacles, but also

internal ones, where their desires and emotions clash. Egri highlights that

this internal conflict is as significant as external conflict in driving the

narrative. For instance, in Leo Tolstoy's "Anna Karenina," Anna's
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motivations are thrust into conflict with societal norms and her own

emotional devastation, leading to a tragic exploration of love, fidelity, and

consequence. These rich emotional and motivational conflicts create a

dynamic environment for the characters, pushing the narrative toward its

climax and resolution.

Moreover, it is important for the dramatic writer to recognize that emotions

are not static; they evolve in response to changing circumstances and

conflicts within the narrative. Characters may start with one set of beliefs

and motivations, only to undergo significant changes as they face challenges

that test their resolve. This character evolution—often catalyzed by

emotional experiences—is essential to producing a compelling story arc. In

both film and literature, we see characters grow, change, or even regress

based on their emotional journeys, allowing for multi-dimensional

storytelling that captivates audiences.

Egri encourages writers to pay meticulous attention to how emotions

underpin their character’s motivations and how this relationship drives the

narrative. By creating characters whose emotions resonate with readers,

writers can elicit a spectrum of responses, from joy and sorrow to frustration

and anger, thus ensuring that the audience is not just a spectator but an

emotional participant in the story.
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In conclusion, Lajos Egri's insights into the role of emotion and motivation

are foundational to dramatic writing. A profound understanding of a

character’s desires and emotional states not only enriches character

development but also establishes the framework for conflict and resolution

within the narrative. Writers who master the delicate interplay between

emotion and motivation can create compelling, authentic stories that

resonate deeply with their audiences, transforming mere plots into profound

explorations of the human experience.
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5. Concluding Thoughts on Mastering the Art of
Dramatic Writing

Mastering the art of dramatic writing, as outlined by Lajos Egri, is not

merely about stringing together words to form scripts or stories; it is an

intricate dance of understanding human nature, conflict, and emotional

depth. Through Egri's key principles, writers can grasp the essentials that

transform ordinary narratives into compelling, unforgettable dramas.

Ultimately, the foundation of conflict is paramount in any dramatic piece.

Without conflict, there is no story. Egri emphasizes that conflict must arise

naturally from the characters' motives and desires, weaving their goals into

the fabric of the plot. For example, in Shakespeare's "Romeo and Juliet," the

conflict is deeply rooted in the families’ ancient feud, which drives the

narrative forward and shapes the tragic destinies of the young lovers. Writers

must reflect on how internal and external conflicts intersect; how do a

character's personal battles feed into the larger stakes of the plot? 

Character development is another cornerstone of effective dramatic writing.

Egri argues that the evolution of characters must be substantial and

transformative. A static character can lead to a lack of engagement for the

audience. Consider the character arc of Walter White in "Breaking Bad."

Initially portrayed as a mild-mannered teacher, his transformation into a

ruthless drug lord illustrates how intricate character development can create
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tension and depth. Writers should ask themselves: How will my characters

change in response to conflict? What decisions will they face that will

challenge their beliefs or moral compasses?

Establishing a strong premise and structural foundation is vital for any work

of drama. Egri details that a powerful premise not only amplifies the story's

message but also guides the narrative's structure. For instance, Arthur

Miller’s "Death of a Salesman" presents a clear premise regarding the

pitfalls of the American Dream. This premise anchors the character's

struggles and the dramatic composition of the play. Writers should strive to

build frameworks in their works that reflect and support the key themes and

messages they wish to communicate.

Emotion and motivation serve as the heartbeat of a dramatic narrative. Egri

posits that understanding what drives characters— their fears, hopes, and

desires—enables writers to craft authentic and relatable stories. Consider the

emotional weight of Katniss Everdeen's motivations in "The Hunger Games.
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