
THE CONCEPT of fictionality is a popular
theme in postmodern literature and especi -
ally theatre, mainly due to theatre’s unique
paradox of being simultaneously ‘real’, or
actual, and ‘not real’, or fictional.1 Not sur -
prisingly, various playwrights from Harold
Pinter to Patrick Marber have investigated
the question of ‘How can we know what is
real?’, not only within the realm of everyday
life, but also with regard to the interaction of
the actual and the fictional on stage. Due to
this paradox in the theatre, any thematic
allusions to fictionality are automatically
complicated when staged. Theatre entails a
situation where live actors (actual people)
pretend to be characters (fictional people) in
front of a present audience. The significance
of plays in which the characters need to
distinguish what is real from what is fake
therefore extends beyond the confines of the
stage, as members of the audience are forced
to make this distinction for themselves. 

Tom Stoppard’s The Real Thing (1982) and
Sam Holcroft’s Edgar and Annabel (2011)
present the boundary between that which is

actual and that which is fictional as fluid.2

The frames of the actual and the fictional
encroach on each other, as the plays suggest
that they cannot be mutually exclusive.3 This
is achieved by the inclusion of more than one
fictional frame in each play, encouraging the
audience to scrutinize the interplay between
these different frames while implying that
this scrutiny could, and perhaps should, be
applied to the interplay between the fictional
and the actual in everyday life.

Ostension, Duplexity, and Metatheatre

Theatre communicates through ostension,
that is, the act of directly demonstrating
rather than describing a fictional world. This
means that its process of signification is
complex, or what Petr Bogatyrev calls the
‘plurisignation’ of theatre.4 While meaning is
created linearly in prose narrative, in theatre
it is created through mime, gesture, costume,
scenery, and dialogue. An audience member
must take into account all of these signs
when interpreting a play, in much the same
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way as when interpreting the actual world.
Thus, as in the actual world, mean ing in
theatre is noticeably unstable, as argued by
Christopher Bigsby, John McGrath, and
Marvin Carlson.5

However, unlike the actual world, which
is spontaneous and unpredictable, theatre is
carefully rehearsed and controlled by the
play wright, cast, and production team.
Theatre thus contains two contradictory
forces: a centripetal force, in which theatre
makers assert control over a production, and
a centrifugal force, where the very fact that
theatre is live and communicates via mul -
tiple signifiers wrests control from the
theatre makers.

Ostension, then, leads to what James
Calderwood and Peter Eversmann refer to as
the duplexity of theatre.6 Because theatre is
simultaneously produced and received, it
contains two frames: that of the fictional and
that of the actual. The actual frame contains
actors, decor, and props, while the fictional
frame contains characters in their environ -
ment. For Keir Elam, the demarcation bet -
ween these two frames is also evident in the
architecture of the performance space, since
it is divided into the stage, which represents
the fictional frame, and the auditorium,
which represents the actual frame.7 To this,
Andrew Filmer adds the backstage space
and the wings, which he describes as a
liminal space, one where the actors transition
between the actual and the fictional.8 It is not
only the audience mem bers who need to
make this distinction in their suspension of
disbelief, but also the actors.9

This demarcation can, however, become
blurred, and metalepsis-like confusion can
happen easily on the stage. Sonja Klimek, for
instance, notes that actors often make mis -
takes that they then need to cover up with
improvisation, resulting in an audience un -
sure as to whether what they are seeing is
intentional.10 Whether or not a mistake in
performance is hidden successfully depends
on the nature of that mistake, since the way
in which something is represented on stage
can either confirm or contradict the represen -
tation. In other words, the actual frame can
either aid or hinder the fictional frame. 

Bert O. States argues that certain items re -
tain a high degree of self-givenness on stage
and cannot be imitated, including clocks,
fire, animals, and children.11 One could add
the acts of kissing and eating to this list.
Furthermore, such acts can elicit an actual
bodily response from the audience, as Karen
Finley’s play The Theory of Total Blame
demonstrates.12 This play, a wry parody on
the conventional homecoming narrative,
shows a mother, Irene, preparing a meal for
her family. However, the ritual becomes a
source of disgust as Irene mixes random
items she ‘grabs from the refrigerator’ into
unappetising messes; she uses her hands to
prepare these mixtures, and her body – as
well as the stage area – becomes increasingly
soiled.13 Finley here makes use of the ‘mech -
anisms of disgust’ that her performance
arouses in the audience to subvert ideas
about the female body as ‘sexually evocative
signifier’.14

Relationship between Theatre and Life

Theatre thus provides the means for an
audience – and actors – to experience actual
reactions that coincide with the fictional
frame. At the same time, the actors’ physical
reactions can contradict this fictional frame.
Stage fright refers to the feeling of anxiety or
nervousness typically experienced by per -
formers immediately before and/or during a
show, which often manifests as an increased
heart rate, shaky and sweaty hands, blush -
ing, nausea, a dry mouth, or a tingling
feeling in the limbs. According to Stephen
Aaron, stage fright is not merely an incon -
venient side effect or occupational hazard,
but an integral part of performance.15 Per for -
mers have linked shows lacking in energy
and tension to an absence of stage fright, and
they often increase the sense of uncertainty
by playing tricks on each other in order to
test their degree of control and reassess their
own creativity.16

Yet, this very real and bodily experience
also demonstrates how theatre is removed
from the actual world. While actual feelings
of disgust often coincide with the fictional
world, stage fright sets the actor apart from
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his or her character, since the character pre -
sumably does not experience these physical
symptoms in any given play.17 The corpore -
ality of the theatre thus involves a confusion
and blending of the actual and the fictional.
However, on the basis of their resemblance
to the actual world through ostension, events
represented on stage are no more ‘real’ than,
for example, events represented in prose
fiction. James Hamilton argues that the
ontolog ical status of a signifier does not
necessarily alter the ontological status of the
performance.18 A fictional room represented
by brick and plaster is, after all, no more
actual than one represented by plywood and
paint. As a result, real objects and people
behave as images on stage since they are
necessarily fictional.19 Theatre, therefore,
simul taneously sustains and destroys the
illusion of authenticity. 

The precarious line between the actual
and the fictional in the theatre means that it
is, to a certain extent, always metatheatrical,
which Daniel Jernigan defines simply as
‘theatre that takes theatre as its subject’.20

Thomas Adler adds to this that metatheatre
forces the audience to recognize itself as an
audience, while William B. Worthen defines
metatheatre as ‘plays that self-consciously
comment on the process of theatre’, and
focus on ‘the relationship between theatre
and life’.21

A popular metatheatrical device is the play-
within-a-play. Gerhard Fischer and Bernhard
Greiner define this as ‘a strategy for construct -
ing play texts that contain a second or
internal theatrical performance within the
perimeter of their fictional reality, in which
actors appear as actors who play an addi -
tional role’.22 This second fictional world
appears as one more ontological step removed
from the actual world. The play-within-a-
play grants the playwright the opportunity
to explore the boundary between the
fictional and the actual on the stage. As
Caroline Schaeffer-Jones rightly notes, it
highlights ‘acts of watching and acting’.23

According to Austin Quigley, metatheatre
can have different functions in different plays
and is often used in post modern drama
deliberately to confuse the audience.24 The

self-referential nature of such work and the
questioning of the audience’s perception of
the world makes it difficult to distinguish an
outer play from a play-within-a-play – as is
apparent in The Real Thing.25

Tom Stoppard’s The Real Thing

Tom Stoppard is known for his overt use of
metatheatrical devices. Plays-within-plays
often proliferate, confusing not only the
characters in the play, but also the audience.
Katherine Kelly states that intellectual doubt
is a recurring theme in Stoppard’s work,
while Toby Zinman observes that there is
often a problem-solving element to his
plays.26 Stoppard involves his audience in
this process. As Kinereth Meyer explains,
‘the interlacing of texts reaffirms for the
audience the validity of literature within
human experience’.27 The combin ation of a
con ser vative, conventional form and a variety
of metatheatrical and intertex tual devices
simul taneously resists and sug gests a post -
modern concern with what is ‘real’, or actual.

The Real Thing is arguably the play of
Stoppard’s that illustrates this concern in the
most overt manner.28 It is a distinctly meta -
theatrical play about infidelity, which asks
questions not only about the authenticity of
romantic relationships, but also about poli -
tics, theatre, and art in general. The plot
concerns a playwright–actress couple, Henry
and Annie, and their experience of infidelity.
The audience is introduced to the couple
when Henry is still married to a different
actress, Charlotte, who stars in his play
House of Cards opposite Max, Annie’s first
husband. By the end of Act One, Henry and
Annie have divorced their spouses and
married each other. 

In Act Two, Annie has an affair with Billy,
her fellow actor in John Ford’s ’Tis Pity She’s
a Whore, which she eventually ends, to return
to Henry. Meanwhile, she is involved in the
cause of Brodie, a political prisoner who is
serving a sentence for vandalism. He writes
a very poor play about his demon stration
and subsequent incarceration, which Annie
persuades Henry to rewrite. This re written
version is filmed with Annie and Billy in the
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lead roles of Mary and Brodie. So The Real
Thing presents a juxtaposition of ‘several
love relationships, some more real than
others, both theatrically and emotion ally’.29

Stoppard alerts the audience to the theme
of ‘real versus fake’ from the very start of the
play. The first scene is from Henry’s play
House of Cards, although this is not made
clear until halfway through Scene Two. Max
and Charlotte perform the roles of ‘Max’ and
‘Charlotte’, respectively.30 In the scene, ‘Max’
debates the value of a digital watch as
opposed to an analogue watch, which, alleg -
edly, is more authentic, while he points out
the difference between real Rembrandt paint -
 ings and their reproduction on place-mats:
‘Rembrandt place mats! I wonder who’s got
the originals.’31 In Scene Two, Max makes a
dip that is meant to be served in a hollowed
out pineapple, but subsitutes it cheekily for a
pineapple tin. Later, Henry confesses that,
despite his reputation as an intellectual
playwright, he prefers pop music to classical
music, explaining that ‘it moves [him], the
way people are supposed to be moved by
real music’.32

A Sense of Shadowing

To Hersh Zeifman, these ‘side acts’ sup port
the main theme of the play, which is ‘the
ersatz, the fake, the artificial, versus “the real
thing”’.33 Throughout the play, ‘real’ music
is set against pop music, the ‘real’ self against
masks, ‘real’ political commitment against
opportunism, and ‘real’ writing against com -
mercial writing. Yet, it is important to note
that not only are these ‘side acts’ in some
way fake or artificial. Stoppard also shows
clearly that the outer play, which represents
the actual world, or the ‘real’ within the
context of the play, is also fictional through
various metatheatrical jokes. When Charlotte,
for example, complains in Scene Two that the
characters in Henry’s plays conveniently do
not have children, Max explains that many
‘real’ couples do not have children, ironically
using himself and Annie as an example. 

While it is easy to draw the line between
the real and fake when confronted with the
‘side acts’, it is more difficult to distinguish

the characters’ ‘real’ selves from the roles
that they play, since they mimic – and act as
doubles for – each other. Hence, ‘Charlotte’ is
a version of Charlotte, and vice versa. She
complains in Scene Two that people assume
that House of Cards is based on the lives of her
and Henry, which means that ‘Max’ is also a
version of Henry. 

In Scene Seven, Charlotte tells Henry that
she has had to end a relationship with an
architect because he was too jealous and
searched through her belongings to prove
her infidelity, thus mirroring ‘Max’s’ beha -
viour in House of Cards. Despite clear differ -
ences between Max and ‘Max’, the former’s
initial nonchalant reaction to Annie’s adul -
tery in Scene Three similarly mirrors that of
his character in Henry’s play.34 Being familiar
with House of Cards, Max deliberately
mimicks the character he portrays in order to
stay in control of his emotions, although he
eventually breaks down in tears. 

In Scene Two, Annie is described as ‘very
much like the woman whom Charlotte has ceased
to be’, while Henry later states: ‘I keep
marrying people who suddenly lose a
wheel’, referring to both Charlotte’s and
Annie’s infidelities.35 A shadow of Charlotte
consequently clings to Annie. This sense of
shadowing is emphasized in Scene Four,
where the actions of the characters mimic
closely those of Scene Two: Annie enters in
Henry’s robe, which is too big for her, just as
Charlotte did earlier. Billy is also a version of
Brodie – even sharing his first name – and is
responsible for the image that the audience
forms of the latter, until the ‘real’ Brodie shat -
ters it in the final scene. Billy further more
uses his shadows of ‘Brodie’ and ‘Giovanni’
deliberately to flirt with Annie in Scene Six,
tempting Annie to respond as ‘Mary’ or
‘Annabella’ respectively.36 The char acters
thus appear as versions of one another
throughout the play, where life imitates art –
and sometimes also life – within the fictional
contexts presented in The Real Thing.

The blurring between the characters and
the characters that they represent or mimic is
especially evident in Scene Eight, where
Stoppard focuses on the liminal space
between the outer play and the play-within-
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the-play during a rehearsal of ’Tis Pity She’s a
Whore. The scene ends as follows:

annie O, you’re wanton!
Tell on’t you’re best; do.

billy Thou wilt chide me, then.
Kiss me:  –
He kisses her lightly.

annie (quietly) Billy . . . 
She returns the kiss in earnest.37

By using Billy’s real name instead of that of
his character ‘Giovanni’ Annie indicates that
their affair has evolved from a simulated,
suggested, and fictional romance into a ‘real’
physical one, albeit offstage. Mimicry, in the
Baudrillardian sense of the word, is thus so
deeply ingrained in the lives of these char -
acters that it forces the audience to play an
active role in distinguishing the different
ver sions.38

The structure of the play also problem -
atizes the distinction between what is fic -
tional and what is actual. By interspersing
scenes from the characters’ lives with scenes
from plays they encounter in their work in
the theatre, Stoppard ensures that The Real
Thing functions on several fictional levels.
Zinman notes that the structure of the play
sets up a problem for the audience to solve,
since they need to decide whether or not a
scene is part of the outer narrative or a play-
within-the-play. The set, he argues, is an
integral part of the puzzle, since the designs
of various scenes intentionally mimic each
other.39 The stage directions at the beginning
of Scene Three, for example, state: ‘The
disposition of furniture and doors makes the scene
immediately reminiscent of the beginning of
Scene One.’40 This is also true of the following
scene, which duplicates the staging of Scene
Two. The similarity between the sets of the
outer play and some of the plays-within-the-
play thus contributes to the confusion bet -
ween the different fictional levels in the play.

However, the line between the outer play
and the plays-within-the-play is also blurred
by the architecture of the larger performance
space. The proscenium stage of the Strand
Theatre in London, where The Real Thing
opened in November 1982, offered audiences

little physical demarcation between the dif -
fer ent fictional levels or frames within the
play.41 Indeed, the only demarcation of this
kind was the proscenium arch itself, which
traditionally separates the audience, as rep -
re sentatives of the actual world, from the
stage, as the site of the fictional world.
However, in the case of The Real Thing, the
audience represents both the actual audience
of Stoppard’s play and the fictional audience
of Henry’s House of Cards. It is left for the
audience members to figure out for them -
selves whether the stage and the auditorium
represent a fictional or an actual theatre.
Hence, it is only halfway through the second
scene that the audience begins to realize that
Scene One was a play-within-the-play and
not part of the outer narrative.

How ‘Realistic’ is Henry’s ‘House of Cards’?

Critics are divided as to whether or not the
outer play is more ‘convincing’, and so more
‘authentic’, than House of Cards.42 Susan
Rusinko argues that Henry’s play is a parody
of English realism and reminiscent of con -
fron tations of infidelity in such plays as
Pinter’s Betrayal.43 For Zeifman, House of Cards
is unmistakably Stoppard in its allusiveness
and pattern, comic devices, witty puns,
elegant jokes, and comic misunderstand -
ings.44 In other words, Henry, like Stoppard,
is witty, intellectual, and clever. For these
reasons, Erinç Özdemir regards House of
Cards as more realistic than The Real Thing.45

She argues that, although the second scene is
supposedly more ‘real’ within the context of
the play, it seems more artificial than the first,
since the latter is ‘artistically superior’ on the
grounds of its dialogue.46 Through this juxta -
position of the play-within-the-play and the
outer play, the audience is led into a
‘Jamesian paradox’ by preferring the false to
the real. 

Yet the opposing interpretation of House of
Cards as unrealistic and very obviously artifi -
cial is more convincing. For Stephen Hu, as
for Charlotte, ‘Max’s’ reaction to his wife’s
perceived adultery is nonchalant and ‘un -
real istically devoid of emotion’.47 Richard
Andretta also agrees with Charlotte when
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she critiques House of Cards for failing to cap -
ture the authenticity and spontaneity of the
actual world, describing ‘Max’s’ words and
actions as ‘hardly credible’.48 P. A. Smith
aptly observes that the ‘sparklingly artificial
fluency’ of the play’s dialogue in the face of
emotional disturbance may alert the audi -
ence to the possibility that this is a parody or
play-within-the-play even before its meta -
theatricality is exposed in Scene Two.49

Intertextual References

Furthermore, the interplay between the play-
within-the-play and the outer play is ‘often
combined with a parodic appropri ation of
other works or genres’.50 These inter textual
references foreground the process of writing,
or dramatize ‘the principle of iter ation in -
herent in mimesis’, since the play ‘repeats
literary history in repeating itself’.51 The Real
Thing, in consequence, becomes ‘the mask
that signals itself as a mask generating other
masks’.52

The references in The Real Thing are num -
er ous and drawn mostly from texts ranking
high in the western canon: Keats’s ‘On First
Looking into Chapman’s Homer’; Strind -
berg’s Miss Julie; Ford’s ’Tis Pity She’s a
Whore; Shakespeare’s Othello; Noël Coward’s
Private Lives; and Henry James’s ‘The Real
Thing’. Meyer notes that each reference
serves to emphasize the main theme of
Stoppard’s play, which is the way in which
words can be tied to human action.53 Miss
Julie, for instance, investigates the ‘levels of
discourse in language of sexual attraction’,
while Othello explores the ‘role of language
in the attractions and blindness of power’,
and ’Tis Pity She’s a Whore connects the erotic
and the political ‘in the convoluted language
of palace intrigue’.

As is the case with the comparisons bet -
ween The Real Thing and House of Cards, the
intertextual references create additional fic -
tional texts against which one may compare
the other levels of fictionality in the play.
Neil Sammells regards these references as
flattering ‘the audience’s belief that it can
distinguish between “good stuff and
rubbish”’.54 In addition, he asserts that Stop -

pard uses such references as a shield to hide
behind: if his own art does not measure up to
Ford, Strindberg, and Shakespeare, he can
argue that it was intended as irony. Sammells
consequently interprets the various plays-
within-the-play as showing a lack of con -
fidence by the author in his own work.55

However, the plays-within-the-play serve
a different function. Although the structural
similarities between the ‘real’ and ‘fictional’
in The Real Thing appear to emphasize iron ic -
ally ‘the disparity in emotional truth between
theatre and life’, they cloud the distinction
between the real and artificial rather than
clarify it, as is clear in the scene between Billy
and Annie discussed above.56 Anthony Jenkins
similarly identifies a blurring of the lines
between the fictional and the actual in The
Real Thing. ‘In mirroring scene against scene,’
he argues, ‘Stoppard not only aims to point
up the odd falsity of “real” life when com -
pared with art’s convincing fable; he also
surveys a no man’s land between the two,
where genuine and pictured feeling coal -
esce’.57 The problem that the audience has to
solve, therefore, becomes more complex as
the play progresses.

It is, however, important to keep in mind
that while The Real Thing represents a situ -
ation where the fictional world (the plays-
within-the-play) imitates the actual world
(or outer play), and vice versa, it remains a
play. The fictional thus imitates the fictional.
Stoppard makes sure to drive this point home
through his overtly contrived ending. In the
final scene, Annie tells Henry that her affair
with Billy is now a thing of the past and the
couple’s bond is thereby renewed. Just at
that moment, Max phones Henry to tell him
that he has become engaged to an actress,
whose eyes met his ‘across a crowded
room’.58 As Annie switches off all the lights
except that coming from the bedroom, Henry
absentmindedly switches on the radio,
which plays The Monkees’ ‘I’m a Believer’,
and the curtain falls. The romantic storylines
in the play are thus tied up neatly in a rather
clichéd manner.

Leslie Thomson considers this ending to
be ‘theatrically self-referential’ to the point
that it ‘verges on parody’.59 The play delivers
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on the promise that was made through the
various metatheatrical jokes. Despite the
outer play’s appearance of being one step
closer to actuality than the plays-within-the-
play, it has the same ontological status as the
inner plays. Alhough the audience is acutely
aware of the fictionality of The Real Thing
through its various metatheatrical devices,
its members are pulled back into the fictional
world(s) of the play as they share the char -
acters’ inability to navigate through its
various frames. 

Sam Holcroft’s Edgar and Annabel

While The Real Thing portrays a world where
characters play fictional roles as part of their
occupation, Edgar and Annabel shows charac -
ters performing a scene of suburban domes -
tic mediocrity as a cover for subversion.60

Sam Holcroft has earned a repu tation among
critics as a playwright who is concerned with
the truth. According to Natasha Tripney, she
‘is a playwright with an interest in the lies
that people tell each other and themselves’.
Edgar and Annabel ‘makes its audience think
about the scripted nature of reality, about the
roles people play and the ease in which life
descends into routine and habit’.61 However,
as in The Real Thing, the line between the
characters and the additional roles that they
portray becomes unclear, pointing to a blur -
ring between theatre and real life ‘as charac -
ters struggle to maintain characters’.62

Edgar and Annabel also confuses the audi -
ence with its first scene. The play opens as
Marianne is preparing dinner in a kitchen,
described in the stage directions as showing
‘clear signs of affluence ’.63 When Nick enters
with a clichéd ‘Hi, honey, I’m home’, Mari -
anne stops short and the audience knows
that something is wrong.64 The characters
then read their dialogue off scripts and cover
any mistakes as if they are performing a play. 

Scene Two, set in a meeting place, reveals
that Nick and Marianne are pretending to be
Edgar and Annabel, a complacent, average
middle-class couple who are passionate
about recycling. Edgar and Annabel’s home
is used by a rebel organization for under -
ground activities in an Orwellian milieu,

where the government has installed listening
devices in all homes. Nick and Marianne
com municate through set scripts provided
by Miller, their line-manager in the organiz -
ation; and it becomes clear that Edgar was
previously played by Carl, explaining Mari -
anne’s surprise when Nick walks through
the door at the beginning of the first scene.
Marianne is unhappy about this replacement
and Miller has to adapt their scripts from the
dialogue of a happily married couple to that
of a couple with marital problems to com pen -
 sate for their lack of chemistry and rapport. 

Over the course of the play, which includes
a dinner party with entertainment from a
karaoke machine and banal small talk cover -
ing up the building of a bomb, Nick and
Marianne fall in love but are unable to
express their feelings because they are now
bound to the scripts of a bickering couple.
They also have to hold up the pretence of
complacency as they hear over the news that
their comrades have been apprehended and
killed in failed rebel operations. Nick cracks
under this pressure and is replaced by
Anthony. It is not long before Marianne is
also replaced by Claire.

Although not directly inspired by the
News International phone-hacking and police
pay-off scandals, the revelations in early July
2011 made Holcroft’s examination of a ‘police
state in crisis’ all the more telling.65 Tripney
thus saw the play as a ‘dystopian thriller’,
while Griselda Murray Brown described its
celebration of ‘the absurdity of surveillance
culture’.66

However, the play is also ‘about the extent
to which our own lives, loves, and assump -
tions are scripted by our circum stances’,
presenting the ‘comedic pitfalls of faking a
relationship’.67 Edgar and Annabel investig -
ates the extent to which artifice and fiction -
ality permeate human existence on an
institutionalized level (dictated by govern -
ment), as well as an inter-personal level
(dictated by the characters themselves).

Unlike the characters in The Real Thing,
Nick and Marianne have to perform their roles
for reasons extending beyond the confines of
the theatre. The conviction with which they
portray their characters is a matter of life and
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death. Yet, Edgar and Annabel has a similar
structure to Stoppard’s play, consisting of an
outer narrative, where the characters meet
with Miller, and a play-within-the-play, where
they pretend to be Edgar and Annabel. Of
course, this play-within-the-play is not
meant to be theatrical within the fictional
world of the play; the characters perform as
undercover agents rather than as actors, as
Marianne confirms when she tells Miller ‘I’m
not an actor, I do the best I can.’68 However,
the performance of these additional roles is
still clearly metatheatrical. Matt Trueman
describes the audience’s experience of the
opening scene as follows: 

It makes next to no sense, yet it’s oddly captiv -
ating. It feels like a puzzle with answers. The
scripts and the awkwardness, the consciousness
with which the actors perform means that you’re
not entirely sure how to watch. What’s fiction,
what’s staging?69

From the outset, the play makes the audience
intensely aware of the processes of interpre -

tation, that is, of watching a play and distin -
guishing the levels of fictionality in it. 

Levels of Fictionality

Brian Logan defines the play accordingly as
‘not just a drama of political resistance set in
some parallel British dystopia, but also a cute
send-up of theatre acting and writing’ in that
it ‘explores the complex relationship
undercover agents, and actors, have with
their allotted roles’.70 This relationship bet -
ween performer and role is shown to be
complex and potentially problematic, despite
the attempts by characters to neatly separate
the spheres of the actual and the fictional
within the play. 

While the stage design of The Real Thing
deliberately blurred the line between the
spaces of the outer play and the plays-
within-the-play, these were clearly demar -
cated in Edgar and Annabel. For the play’s
first production at the National Theatre’s
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Nick (Trystan Gravelle) and Marianne (Kirsty Bushell) sing karaoke to divert attention from Marc (Tom Basden)
and Tara (Karina Fernandez), who are assembllng a bomb. From the first production of Edgar and Annabel at the
National Theatre, London, in July 2011. Photo: Johan Persson.
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Paint Frame, the audience was seated on a
makeshift rostrum, while the performance
space consisted of a raised box set (including
a ceiling), containing Edgar and Annabel’s
pristine, brilliantly lit kitchen, and a dark
alley represented by the dimly lit empty
space between the box set and the audience.

There was thus a very definite distinction
between the box set, where the play-within-
the-play is staged, and the space where the
outer play is staged. Soutra Gilmour’s set
and costume design for the production em -
phasized the artifice of Edgar and Annabel’s
house in an ironic, tongue-in-cheek manner.
Within the fictional world of the outer play, it
is of paramount importance that Edgar and
Annabel, and their home, seem authentic
and yet, in its attempt to seem as typical as
possible, the artifice is glaringly obvious to
the audience. 

The artful way in which the kitchen was
designed and decorated reminds one of a
magazine display rather than a kitchen in a
real home. The characters’ costumes – a plain,
A-line skirt and cardigan in pastel colours
for her and a pair of chinos and a sweater for
him – signify average, middle-class taste to
the point of parody. This effect is intensified
when Tara and Marc – Edgar and Annabel’s
guests for their dinner party – enter wearing
exactly the same clothes only in a different
(pastel) colour palette. 

Yet, despite the fact that Edgar and Anna -
bel’s kitchen is clearly marked as con structed,
the line between the actual and the fictional
also blurs in this play, as the outer play
permeates the play-within-the-play. Within
the fictional world of Edgar and Annabel, the
fictional contradicts the actual more often
than not. In the opening scene, for example,
Nick, as Edgar, ‘talks about their salmon
sup per as [Marianne, as Annabel] produces a
chicken from the oven’.71 David Benedict
notes that such discrepancies might elicit
laughter from the audience and serve as
comic relief, but the dislocation between the
characters and their life of pretence becomes
‘increasingly disturbing’ as ‘emotional com -
plic ations’ threaten to destroy the illusion
that the organization has spent years to
build.72

In this context, ‘sticking to the script is a
matter of life and death’.73 When, for
example, Marianne tells Nick that six of their
close friends and comrades have been
arrested and two of them shot and killed, the
characters have to pretend to support the
government, saying the opposite of what
they supposedly feel. Here, Nick reaches a
point where the incongruity between himself
and his role of Edgar becomes unbearable: 

nick I hope they lock them up and throw away
the key.
Nick lowers his script in disgust; Marianne
implores him to continue.
The man who shot those terrorists; I’d like to
shake his hand.

marianne I’d like to shake it too. 
nick I’d like to thank him. All of them. I’d like

to thank them all for the great job they are
doing in protecting our country. If anything,
this is a timely reminder that we are at war
with the kinds of people who will use any
means to destroy our nation’s love of . . .
(Cannot bring himself to say the words.) Our
nation’s love of . . . No.
Nick throws down his script in disgust.

marianne Edgar?
nick No.
marianne Edgar, finish what you were saying?
nick No.
marianne ( pressing the script on him) Finish

what you were saying: ‘Our nation’s love – 
nick Stop it.
marianne – of freedom and democracy.’
nick Stop it. STOP PUTTING WORDS IN MY

MOUTH!
Nick storms from the room.74

‘The Game is Dangerous’

This scene shows the consequence of the
discrepancy between Nick and the character
that he has to perform. Although he does not
endorse the view that he is expressing, and is
only portraying a character, Nick still cannot
bring himself to say the words out loud. He
is not seen again after this scene and is
replaced by Anthony. Holcroft here points to
a potentially disturbing aspect of perform -
ance and the perilous consequences of blur -
ring the lines between the actual and the
fictional. She thus echoes Solange’s declar -
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ation that ‘the game is dangerous’ in Jean
Genet’s The Maids.75

In the next scene Marianne also cracks
under the pressure of performance. When
Anthony walks through the door, Marianne
is visibly distraught and, like Nick in the
previous scene, refuses to say the words that
have been scripted for her. While it has been
established that Annabel is passionate about
recycling – a convenient cause for the para -
dox ically ‘concerned (but powerless)’ middle
class – Marianne now says: ‘Recycling is
bullshit.’76 When she continues by saying, ‘I
think recycling is one of the most wasteful
fucking – ’ Anthony manages to restrain her
and put a hand over her mouth to keep her
from finishing her sentence and exposing
them.77 Marianne then ‘reaches for a kitchen
knife from the sink and, wrapping her fist around
it, pulls it clean through her skin’.78 Anthony
pretends that the gushing wound is a mere
nick, and eventually calms Marianne down
and persuades her to continue her perform -
ance as Annabel. 

It is significant that Marianne cuts herself
in an attempt to break with her character.
Although blood and bleeding can be repre -
sented convincingly on stage, it poses a chal -
lenge to the production team. Often, fictional
incidents happen off-stage, as is the case
when Max cuts his finger in Scene Two of The
Real Thing. At the same time, a performance
could be abandoned if an actor accidentally
cuts him or herself, since it would be difficult
to hide or incor porate the bleeding, or it
could incapacitate the actor altogether. As
soon as skin is broken, even in performance,
the fictional becomes actual. Therefore, Mari -
anne’s act of cutting herself marks a definite
if temporary attempt to destroy her character.

In the next scene, Marianne voices her
frustration to Miller, albeit in an attempt to
defend her own competence in portraying
her character:

How can you question me? I’ve been doing
this since the beginning. And what, just because
I slip with a knife, suddenly I’m some deranged
woman, some kind of mental patient? Sud -
denly I’m a crazy bitch? I don’t think so. I know
what I’m doing, thank you. I’m giving every -
thing I’ve got, every day, every night of my

life, until, until I don’t know where she ends
and I begin. And that’s fine, fucking fine,
because, because I’m a fucking professional!79

Not surprisingly, this is the last time that the
audience sees Marianne. Like Nick, she is
visibly distressed by the character that she
has to portray. As Trueman notes, Nick and
Marianne discover that if you ‘pretend for
long enough . . . the pretence becomes real.
But step out of that act, even for a second,
and you puncture it irrevocably’.80 So Mari -
anne’s speech shows not only how the actual
encroaches on the fictional, but also how the
fictional has infiltrated the actual, as she can
no longer distinguish between herself and
Annabel. Holcroft rejuvenates the theme of
the actual versus the fictional in performance
by showing that, no matter how distinct the
spheres of actual and fictional seem to be,
they still necessarily permeate each other. By
raising the stakes of breaking the illusion to a
matter of life and death, she intensifies the
complex, and possibly problematic, relation -
ship between actor and character. 

Conclusion

The Real Thing and Edgar and Annabel form an
important addition to postmodern debates
about authenticity and the implications of
performance. They encourage the audience
to question reality through metatheatrical
jokes, while the plays-within-the-play cast
doubt over any certainty that the audience
might have. The demarcation between the
actual and the fictional is thus shown to be
fluid. 

While Stoppard’s plays-within-the-play
suggest so in a playful way by emphasizing
the fictionality of the outer play, Holcroft
exposes the dangers posed by the fluidity of
this line. Yet, the significance of both plays
goes beyond the confines of the theatre, and
invites audiences to challenge the apparently
fixed binary of fictionality and actuality in
everyday life. After all, if the characters on
the stage not only struggle in distinguishing
the actual from the fictional, but also become
trapped in the fictional worlds they repre -
sent, what guarantee does the audience have
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that the two frames will remain safely de -
mar cated in their own lives?
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