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INTRODUCTION 

Before the inquiry became a legal instrument or a scientific procedure, it took 

shape, in less formal ways, as an interrogation of the world, of social relations and of 

the human condition. A human life is a continuous inquiry. 

The starting point of this study lay in moments of just such questioning, moments 

that turned towards dramatic structures. We began from the observation that drama is a 

space of questions and of continual searching, at the level of content as much as at the 

level of structure. The presence of a pronounced detective thread in Oedipus the King, 

which Aristotle held to be the most successful of tragedies, was an incitement to reread 

other dramatic texts and to identify the presence of the inquiry within them. This new 

way of looking revealed that mechanisms specific to an inquiry do not appear in 

isolation, nor only in plays that take the inquiry as their explicit theme: they are also to 

be found, and possess a particular kind of functionality, across a far wider expanse of 

drama -from ancient theatre to modern drama, in existentialist and absurdist theatre, but 

equally in documentary and postdramatic theatre. The hypothesis that emerged was that 

the inquiry is not merely a theme, but may be regarded as a principle of dramatic 

structuring. 

The hypothesis 

We began from the premise that, once the inquiry could be defined in a broader 

sense and its outer and inner mechanisms identified, it would become apparent that in 

a great many plays it operates as a technique of dramatic construction. The inquiry is 

no longer confined to being a theme, nor limited to 'courtroom' plays; it becomes an 

instrument of structural construction for the playwright's pen. 

Like any hypothesis, it had to be validated against the elements from which it set 

out, and this required several stages. The first step was to search for the inquiry within 

the classical mechanisms of dramatic construction as Aristotle identified them in the 

Poetics and as countless scholars have debated them since. The purpose of this first 

move was to revisit such concepts as mimesis, mythos, ethos, peripeteia, anagnorisis 

and catharsis, and to 'insinuate' the inquiry among them in order to see whether it is 

functional in relation to their requirements. Then, starting from the premise that the 
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inquiry belongs to spaces other than the purely legal, the second step was to identify 

the types of inquiry that 'work' at the level of the dramatic text. The result was the 

delineation of juridical, social, psychological and philosophical inquiries. In the course 

of the analysis it emerged that these can coexist within the same text, and that such 

coexistence strengthens the dramatic structure and charges it with complexity. Beyond 

its presence and its typologies, however, we considered it necessary to identify the 

instruments specific to the inquiry that the author employs in dramatic construction. 

These came together as a body of strategies and devices, which we have gathered under 

a phrase we hope is not too bold: a poetics of the dramatic inquiry. 

A further aspect we pursued concerned the effects of the inquiry. If an inquiry -

however we define it -almost always has effects not only upon those involved in it but 

also leaves an emotional mark upon those who follow it from outside, we wished to see 

whether the dramatic inquiry has the same effects upon the spectator. For this reason, 

the relation to the spectator has been a constant throughout the analyses in this thesis. 

Methodology and corpus 

The approach of this study has been analytical and comparative. We began from 

Aristotle's Poetics and from its modern commentators (Stephen Halliwell, Elizabeth 

Belfiore, Terence Cave, Malcolm Heath, G. M. Sifakis), in order to become familiar 

with fundamental concepts relevant to any discussion of dramatic construction, 

including contemporary construction. The theoretical framework was completed with 

narratologists and philosophers whose theories of narrative structure provided us with 

arguments for bringing the inquiry close to that structure (Peter Brooks, Roland 

Barthes, Tzvetan Todorov, Gérard Genette, Meir Sternberg, Raphaël Baroni, Michel 

Foucault), and with theatre theorists who have analysed the specific character of 

modern drama (Peter Szondi, Martin Esslin, Patrice Pavis, Anne Ubersfeld, Manfred 

Pfister, Hans-Thies Lehmann). For documentary theatre, the Theatre of the Absurd and 

postdramatic theatre, we drew on dedicated studies (Carol Martin, Nicolas Kent, 

Richard Norton-Taylor, Patrick Lonergan). 

As for the plays selected for close analysis, the choice became increasingly 

difficult: once the inquiry had acquired ever wider valences, more and more dramatic 

texts seemed suited to the research. We therefore attempted a selection that would be 
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representative of what we were seeking to demonstrate. We chose plays that would 

cover the variety of ways in which the inquiry structures the dramatic text, using three 

axes: chronological (from Sophocles and Aeschylus to Martin McDonagh and Sarah 

Kane), typological (plays dominated by the juridical, social, psychological or 

philosophical inquiry) and functional (plays in which the inquiry appears as an explicit 

theme, but also plays in which it has been identified as a structural principle). The 

analyses address the following dramatic texts: Oedipus the King (Sophocles), The 

Oresteia (Aeschylus), Hamlet (Shakespeare), A Doll's House (Ibsen), Six Characters 

in Search of an Author (Luigi Pirandello), The Crucible (Arthur Miller), Huis Clos (No 

Exit, Jean-Paul Sartre), Mother Courage and Her Children (Bertolt Brecht), Waiting 

for Godot (Samuel Beckett), The Investigation (Peter Weiss), The Laramie Project 

(Moisés Kaufman and the Tectonic Theater Project), Bloody Sunday: Scenes from the 

Saville Inquiry (Richard Norton-Taylor), 4.48 Psychosis (Sarah Kane) and The 

Pillowman (Martin McDonagh). To these we have added, in the final chapter, an 

analysis of the author's own play, 50 de secunde (50 Seconds), together with the context 

in which a screenplay for a police procedural series, provisionally entitled Abisul se 

uită și el la tine (The Abyss Also Gazes into You), was developed. 

The method of approaching each play was -through reading and rereading -one 

very attentive to detail, coupled with a way of looking that sought to identify, beyond 

the particularity of each text, the mechanisms of dramatic construction. We did not set 

out to advance new interpretations of canonical plays -whole libraries have been written 

on Oedipus the King and Hamlet; the analysis was directed instead towards discovering 

how the inquiry functions in these texts, and how the same model recurs, is transformed 

and adapts itself in plays chronologically remote from one another or stylistically 

distinct. 

The originality of the research 

The presence and the mechanisms of the inquiry have been studied, over time, 

chiefly in the context of detective fiction or of documentary theatre (in particular 

tribunal plays), that is, within genres that explicitly assume the inquiry as their theme. 

In the course of our research we have not been able to identify studies that regard the 

inquiry as a technique of dramatic construction applicable to a wider dramatic corpus. 

This thesis has set out to fill that gap: to show that the inquiry, understood as a structural 
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principle, can be a fertile analytical instrument for understanding dramatic construction, 

irrespective of period or genre. In this context, beyond the subject itself, the study 

advances a number of original contributions that have grown precisely out of that 

subject. 

We have shown, first, how the fundamental concepts of the Aristotelian Poetics 

acquire specific functions when the dramatic text is organised on the principle of the 

inquiry. 

Second, we have proposed a typology of dramatic inquiries -juridical, social, 

psychological and philosophical -noting that no such typology has hitherto been 

formulated in theatre research. 

Third, the study has outlined a poetics of the dramatic inquiry: a coherent body 

of strategies and devices through which the inquiry organises the dramatic text and 

creates mechanisms specific to its construction. Within this poetics, new typologies and 

concepts have emerged: the interrogation scene as micro-dramaturgy; the guises of the 

investigator (the mandated investigator, the guilty investigator, the investigator of the 

self, the investigator of reality); and the concept of open catharsis, which has made it 

possible to identify a spectator who is both co-investigator and post-investigator. 

Furthermore, by incorporating personal creative work (a play and a screenplay 

for a television series) that takes the inquiry both as theme and as structural principle, 

we have intended to complement the theoretical research -because, in the end, every 

inquiry also requires material evidence. 

The structure of the thesis 

The thesis is organised in four chapters. 

Chapter 1: Aristotelian Foundations of the Dramatic Inquiry returns to the 

fundamental concepts of the Poetics (mimesis, mythos, peripeteia and anagnorisis, 

ethos, catharsis) and reinterprets them through the lens of the inquiry, which -as a 

structural principle -makes them function in a particular way. 

Chapter 2: Types of Inquiry in the Dramatic Space proposes a four-term 

typology: the juridical, the social, the psychological and the philosophical inquiry. The 

analysis of each type begins from an operational definition (taken from its field of 
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origin), identifies the specific elements to be found in drama, and examines the plays 

in the corpus in which that type is dominant. 

Chapter 3: A Poetics of the Dramatic Inquiry: Strategies and Devices follows 

the inquiry at the level of the mechanisms by which the dramatic text is constructed: 

how mystery is built; how the play of clues operates through planted information, the 

red herring, the measured release of information, ellipses and ambiguities; how the 

interrogation scene is structured as micro-dramaturgy; the guises in which the 

investigator appears; and how the inquiry produces a specific effect upon the spectator. 

The chapter's conclusions advance the idea that these strategies and devices, taken 

together, may constitute a poetics of the dramatic inquiry. 

Chapter 4: The Inquiry in Drama and Film -A Personal Experience tests the 

hypotheses of the thesis against two of the author's own experiences of dramatic 

writing: the play 50 de secunde and the screenplay project for the series Abisul se uită 

și el la tine. The chapter proposes a comparison between the dramatic text and the 

screenplay, showing that, beyond differences in the means of expression, the inquiry 

operates as a structuring principle in both media. 

The general conclusions of the thesis offer a synthesis of the ground covered, 

formulate its original contributions, and indicate the limits of the undertaking together 

with possible directions for future research. 
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CHAPTER 1. ARISTOTELIAN FOUNDATIONS OF THE 

DRAMATIC INQUIRY 

1.1. Introduction 

The inquiry -in the sense in which we speak of it in the present study -is not 

merely a theme or a genre (such as the policier or the thriller); we regard it as a principle 

and a mechanism for organising the dramatic text. Here truth is sought, concealed, 

negotiated, contested or revealed in a particular manner, one that builds conflict, 

discloses character, illuminates meaning and produces powerful effects and reactions 

in the spectator. 

Any study concerned with the techniques of dramatic construction must set as its 

point of departure the Aristotelian concepts of theatre. This first chapter analyses 

essential concepts from Aristotle's Poetics: mimesis, mythos, peripeteia, anagnorisis, 

ethos and catharsis. In doing so, we have identified the way in which they fold onto the 

structure of a dramatic inquiry, as well as the specific elements that enrich these 

concepts when they are situated within such a structure. The analysis in this chapter 

dwells on each of these terms, beginning from the definitions they have received over 

time and then viewing them through the prism of a dramatic inquiry. 

1.2. Mimesis 

Starting from Aristotle's definition, we have surveyed several later analyses of 

the concept of mimesis. 

Stephen Halliwell holds that mimesis can be identified in two distinct models of 

representation: there is a mimesis understood as 'world-reflecting' and another that 

appears as 'world-simulating' or 'world-creating', the latter being the one that creates 

fiction within the artistic medium. 

In Stavros Tsitsiridis's view, mimesis rests on a cognitive process that draws on 

memory and recollection, so that, on 'encountering' the represented image, the spectator 

arrives -through reason and the reactivation of memory -at the identification of that 

image with the real object it represents. 
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Starting from the celebrated allegory of the cave, where Plato describes how the 

spectacle of shadows binds or enchains the prisoners through a double-faced spell, 

Nidesh Lawtoo observes a twofold bond: vertical (with the spectacle of shadows: 

imitations of imitations) and horizontal (with those beside them, in a contagious 

imitation). Lawtoo concludes that this reveals a dimension of mimesis that exceeds 

mere representation: it appears also as affective contagion, as collective identification. 

Silvia Carli speaks of an immediate mediation: poetry, and by implication drama, 

does not offer a mediated account of phenomena through discursive explanation but an 

immediate mediation, in which the imitated events retain the particularity, the vividness 

and the emotional impact of immediate events while being purified of the opaque 

elements that can impede our understanding in the real world. This immediate 

mediation explains the force of drama: the spectator lives the events with intensity but 

also understands them, precisely because the author has organised them into a coherent 

form. 

Paul Ricœur, through the three stages of mimesis he describes -prefiguration, 

configuration, reception -offered us the observation that these map naturally onto the 

structure of an inquiry: the world in which the investigation will take place (mimesis 

1), the unfolding of the inquiry and the construction of the plot (mimesis 2), the 

spectator's experience and involvement (mimesis 3). 

This brief analysis of the concept of mimesis and of its multiple levels permits 

several conclusions. It is worth noting that it is precisely this plurality of senses and 

roles that makes mimesis a key concept for understanding dramatic construction, and 

especially for the case in which an inquiry structures the plot. Within the text, the 

inquiry -as an investigation directed towards the search for a truth -operates 

simultaneously as the representation of a reality, as a cognitive process, and as a 

mechanism for identifying and involving the spectator. For the inquiry -whether it be 

that of Oedipus, that of Hamlet or that of contemporary plays -demands of the spectator 

exactly this kind of engagement: to follow the clues, to seek connections, to take part 

in the process of discovering the truth. The dramatic inquiry does not simply represent 

a search: it turns the spectator into a co-investigator, and thereby becomes itself a part 

of mimesis. 
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In the light of the above, we may say that the inquiry provides a logical structure 

for the construction of the plot, not through the mere rendering of a reality but through 

a mimetic strategy for articulating that reality -and, implicitly, world, consciousness 

and meaning. The dramatisation of truth, the construction of a coherent narrative 

universe and the incursion into the inner world of the characters turn a play into a scenic 

investigation of truth. 

1.3. Mythos 

For Aristotle, mythos is not the story itself but the way in which events are 

combined and harmonised so as to give birth to meaning. Peter Brooks offers a 

definition close to the Aristotelian one, arguing for 'a conception of plot as something 

in the nature of the logic of narrative discourse, the organizing dynamic of a specific 

mode of human understanding'. Plot thus becomes 'the outline or armature of the story, 

that which supports and organizes the rest'. This metaphor of the armature is revealing, 

and it underlines that mythos does not decorate: it shapes and sustains the entire 

dramatic construction. 

A complex and effective plot is more than a mere succession of incidents, 

however coherent and however governed by necessity: the events must be surprising to 

the spectator without breaking their causal connection. Only thus is the emotional effect 

secured, together with what we call dramatic tension or suspense. It is important, 

however, that immediately after the 'surprise' the spectator should perceive, 

retrospectively, that 'it could not have been otherwise'. 

Tzvetan Todorov, analysing detective fiction, identifies a dual structure that gives 

concrete form to the distinction above: the whodunit (from who has done it) 'contains 

not one but two stories: the story of the crime and the story of the investigation'. The 

first -that of the crime -is in fact 'the story of an absence: its most accurate characteristic 

is that it cannot be immediately present in the book'; it can only be reconstructed by 

means of the second. Peter Brooks comments on Todorov's view, observing that the 

classical structure of the detective story makes it 'the narrative of narratives', 'a laying 

bare of the structure of all narrative', and that plot appears here as 'the active process of 

sjužet working on fabula, the dynamic of its interpretive ordering'. The conclusion that 

emerges -and it is an important one for our research -is that inquiry-type fiction is not 
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merely one literary genre among others. It is the form that most clearly exposes the 

mechanism by which any narrative constructs its meaning. A good example is 

Sophocles' Oedipus the King, built on a purely 'detective' formula. The interpretative 

ordering is dynamic: each scene brings a new clue, which leads to another question and 

then to an answer that becomes a new clue -and so on, until the final revelation. 

The inquiry can naturally satisfy Aristotle's 'requirement': each revelation is 

'contrary to expectation' (for those involved and for the spectator), yet follows logically 

from what has gone before (necessity, causality). It thus no longer appears as a simple 

thematic device, but can be seen quite straightforwardly as an ordinary and frequent 

strategy of mythos. 

1.4. Peripeteia and anagnorisis 

We have chosen not to separate them in the analysis we have undertaken, given 

their relation of interdependence and the importance of that relation in dramatic 

construction. The argument comes from Aristotle himself, who stated very firmly that 

the best tragedies are those in which recognition and reversal are simultaneous. 

Elizabeth S. Belfiore shows that peripeteia is not a simple reversal of fortune. 

Integrated into the plot, it should rather be seen as a turning of the action from its 

rectilinear course. This change of direction (often rendered as several such changes) 

seems to us extremely important in a dramatic construction of the inquiry type. Here 

the succession of questions, interrogations, testimonies and discoveries produces a 

series of turns and reversals which, taken together, push the plot towards its denouement 

along the road from enigma to decipherment. 

Terence Cave stresses that anagnorisis is one of the most familiar features of 

drama and narrative fiction, retaining its function as a dramatic turning point in every 

period and in every literary genre. This 'continuity' of recognition in the process of 

literary writing allows us to observe that it is not merely the result and the image of a 

cognitive process, but manifests itself as an important element of the plot, one which -

once it intervenes -has consequences for the action. And in constructions of the inquiry 

type, this engine often becomes the very structural axis. 

An analysis of their succession within the story allowed us to observe that, while 

peripeteia usually precedes anagnorisis or -in the Aristotelian ideal -the two are 



13 

simultaneous, there are also dramatic texts that reverse this order (Aeschylus's The 

Oresteia). In modern plays the interplay of the two moments becomes more complex 

still. A brief analysis of Ibsen's A Doll's House led us to conclude that the subtle play 

by which moments of recognition and reversal interweave, invert or quietly dissolve 

allows the spectator a deeper and more intimate understanding of the character. 

In plays that use the inquiry as a technique of dramatic construction, we shall be 

able to observe how a series of successive reversals can lead to recognitions which 

nevertheless prove false or merely provisional. Only a major peripeteia -fed, indeed, by 

the others -leads to a real, authentic anagnorisis. The inquiry, when it is used in dramatic 

construction, does not function merely as a mimetic device; it almost always 'demands' 

the moment of recognition as well. We may conclude that the dramatic inquiry is not 

only an instrument for constructing the plot but also a mimetic mechanism for 

producing knowledge (including through recognition): it permits the passage from the 

unknown to the known, from mystery to revelation. 

1.5. Ethos 

Every recognition and every reversal entails a crisis, a direct confrontation of the 

character with their own limits, with the truth and with essential decisions. In this way 

the character's deepest nature is revealed. 

Stephen Halliwell identifies four characteristics that define Aristotelian ethos: 

moral goodness; appropriateness (character must be suited to the type of person 

represented); likeness (the audience must be able to recognise a basic moral affinity); 

and consistency (internal coherence throughout the play). Of this last requirement, 

Halliwell notes that character, besides being consistent with itself, also has an essential 

function in what constitutes the causality and the logic of the plot's structure. 

When we find ourselves within an inquiry, all the characters involved are subject 

to constant pressure, and this pressure feeds the dramatic register and gives the action 

the dynamism it requires. The inquiry is born at a moment of crisis; it then passes 

through further moments of crisis of its own in search of the answer, of the truth. Any 

such 'crisis' creates moral tension, and the characters -if they are to have substance -

must react. Construction of the inquiry type thus reveals character by placing the figures 

in complex situations in which they must make difficult choices. In effect, these 
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characters become ethical agents: depending on their position, they choose, hesitate, 

deny, accept, manipulate, or even end by sacrificing themselves. The disclosure of ethos 

begins with the choice the character makes in the concrete and charged situation in 

which they find themselves. 

Starting from Halliwell and Bernard Williams, we have outlined a typology of 

the levels at which ethos operates in inquiry plays: the ethos of the one who investigates 

(their choices and transformations); of the one investigated (their reactions and the way 

they respond to pressure); of the witnesses and the community (their attitude towards 

events and towards truth); and of the spectator themselves (who evaluates and judges, 

being the only real being in this dramatic space). 

In inquiry plays we may speak of an ethos that manifests and defines itself above 

all in relation to truth. The inquiry is in itself a search for truth, but also a confrontation 

with it. The coherence and plausibility of the characters are all the more important in 

this context, since otherwise the credibility of the process of searching for truth will be 

lost. 

The inquiry in the dramatic space, through the particular pressure it exerts upon 

the characters and upon the action alike, becomes a mechanism for disclosing ethos in 

all its complexity: the visible and the inward, the imposed and the assumed, the fragile 

and the resilient. The spectator, following this disclosure, seeks to clarify their own 

moral position. And from here the way opens towards catharsis. 

1.6. Catharsis 

We began from George Steiner's words, that true tragedy leaves behind it a 

silence charged with unrest. 

Aristotle himself created 'unrest' among his exegetes, in that he did not explain in 

detail what he understood by catharsis in the passage where he introduces the term in 

the Poetics. The notion is used only in the passage that defines tragedy: 'through pity 

and fear effecting the proper purgation of these emotions' (1449b). As a result, 

interpretations have varied over time, each author seeking to argue their own view. We 

have analysed several theories -from the moralistic to the intellectual, from the medical 

to the structural and to Halliwell's integrative account -observing in each, through 
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examples drawn from plays, how catharsis functions when the inquiry structures the 

dramatic construction. 

G. M. Sifakis, analysing catharsis, discovers an emotional curve which he 

describes as following 'the curve from excitement to culmination to calmness'. We 

found that this trajectory corresponds almost perfectly to the structure of an inquiry: 

tension rises with the accumulation of clues, reaches its climax at the moment of 

revelation, and is then followed by catharsis as relief, but also as harmless pleasure. 

In a play built on the structure of an inquiry, pity and fear arise organically from 

the logic of the facts discovered. They are not arbitrary, because they depend on the 

evidence and the testimony that come to light. If the inquiry is rigorous, the emotion is 

justified. The technique of the inquiry draws on a mechanism that guarantees 

authenticity. The inquiry seeks truth, and this process of searching makes the action 

appear necessary and probable -Aristotle's requirements. And once the spectator 

believes in the reality of the investigation on stage, they too can arrive at real emotions. 

The extreme situations that call for an inquiry in fact offer an image of the human 

condition and not merely a particular case. The end of the inquiry does not bring only 

the name of the guilty party: it discloses key moments, moments at the limit, of human 

existence in general. And this can lead to a profound understanding of reality, a process 

facilitated by the logical structure of the inquiry. On the other hand, each step of the 

inquiry generates something cathartic. The emotional and cognitive reactions, the 

release and the 'harmless' pleasure appear bound to the structure of events as multiple 

moments. We thus follow not a single emotional thread but a complex weave in which 

the trajectories of all the characters contribute to the spectator's emotion and to their 

cognitive and ethical enrichment. 

In a dramatic inquiry, the real effect should not be confined to the discovery of 

the truth and the unmasking of the guilty party; on the contrary, it should raise further 

questions, questions that bring the spectator into a deep moral and even existential 

territory, one that opens onto and presses towards the idea of responsibility. We shall 

not be calmed by telling ourselves 'the truth has come out', 'the guilty party has been 

caught and punished'; we shall have to feel that unrest of which Steiner spoke -here is 

one form of the fear Aristotle speaks of: 'how would I have acted in the same 

circumstances?' and, above all: 'am I not guilty too, through what I do?' 
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1.7. Conclusions 

In this first chapter we have observed the role and the importance of the 

Aristotelian concepts discussed above in structuring a dramatic text, and also the fact 

that they operate in close interdependence. We have not treated them as mere theoretical 

instruments of analysis; we have attempted to show that they describe mechanisms of 

dramatic experience, mechanisms that inquiry plays activate in a specific way. All these 

concepts articulate dramatic structure and tension, and in the case of a dramatic inquiry 

they transform a process of investigating truth into a dramatic trajectory, often charged 

with an ethical and existential vein. 
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CHAPTER 2. TYPES OF INQUIRY IN THE DRAMATIC SPACE 

2.1. Introduction 

In this chapter we shall see how different types of conflict, and different ways of 

organising or measuring out events and incidents, allow us to identify types of inquiry. 

In effect, the same narrative mechanism -the inquiry -generates different dramatic 

experiences depending on what is being investigated and on the plane on which the 

conflict unfolds. Inquiries in the dramatic space may differ in their central stakes, in the 

kind of conflict that dominates them, in the narrative structure chosen for them and, not 

least, in the type of catharsis they seek to offer. 

We have selected for analysis four types of inquiry identifiable in drama, each 

with its own specific elements, though they may also be found in combination in many 

plays. 

Before analysing how the inquiry functions in drama, we shall attempt to define 

its principal types in their ordinary -scientific, operational -forms, as they appear in 

their fields of origin: juridical, social, psychological and philosophical. This will allow 

us to see more clearly how, in passing from the sphere of the real or the ideational into 

that of dramatic fiction, these forms are transformed and generate new meanings, find 

and create sources of conflict and tension, and then reveal a particular type of dramatic 

construction. To put it differently: from mere procedures, inquiries become dramatic 

engines once they fuse organically and logically with the dramatic text. 

2.2. The juridical inquiry 

We began from the premise that both the juridical investigator and the playwright 

are in search of a truth, that they use similar means of investigation to reach it, and that 

the final form of each one's inquiry -indictment or judgment on the one hand, dramatic 

text on the other -has a complex, integrative structure. We then set out to test that 

premise. 

The conclusion we reached is that the model of the real juridical inquiry can serve 

the playwright as a structure for building an investigation-type play: an initial premise 

(the unlawful act or the hidden truth), the unfolding of a search-action (scenes of tension 
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and gradual disclosure) and, finally, a verdict (denouement, resolution of the conflict). 

The analogy can moreover be pursued not only at the structural level but also at the 

level of psychological detail and ethical connotation, offering the author a writing 

technique that sustains both dramatic tension and narrative coherence. 

In seeking the roots of the juridical inquiry in drama, we arrived at Aeschylus's 

The Oresteia. This tragedy captures the founding moment at which the old law of 

vengeance is replaced by a rational justice, and the trial to which Orestes is subjected 

at the end of the trilogy becomes the first courtroom scene in Western theatre. Studies 

by such authors as Jean-Pierre Vernant, Desmond Manderson and Martha Nussbaum 

provided important support for this analysis of the emergence of modern law and of the 

way that moment is reflected in the dramatic space. 

We also followed Michel Foucault's reflections on the relation between the 

production of truth and juridical practices, and on the historical transformation of the 

procedures for establishing truth. To argue his theories, Foucault set out from 

Sophocles' Oedipus the King, which he sees as an episode in a history of knowledge 

and as a point at which the inquiry emerges. Later, Foucault observes, in the Middle 

Ages the inquiry reappeared as a form of the search for truth within the judicial order, 

and the complex techniques of inquiry elaborated in that period were subsequently put 

to use in the sciences and in philosophy. Foucault shows us that the judicial inquiry was 

a matrix for other forms of knowledge -philosophical, rhetorical, empirical -and in this 

context we can understand why the model of the inquiry proved so fertile for drama as 

well: it offers not merely a theme (crime, guilt, law) but a mode of organising action 

and truth, recognisable to the spectator and charged with a powerful cultural tradition. 

Dwelling on plays such as Oedipus the King, Hamlet, The Crucible and The 

Pillowman, we were able to observe that in many dramatic texts the juridical inquiry 

represents only the first level of a wider interrogation: on the 'juridical' support of the 

construction, new directions are born which lend it complexity. Such displacements 

from the strictly juridical inquiry towards other spaces show that, in drama, the juridical 

form of the investigation often becomes a frame through which the text in fact 

problematises -on multiple levels -the way in which the individual or society seeks, 

negotiates and reacts in relation to truth. 



19 

2.3. The social inquiry 

The social inquiry is an investigative process used to analyse phenomena, 

behaviours or given states of affairs within a community, thereby offering an image -a 

photograph -of a particular social space. Whereas in the juridical or the psychological 

field the inquiry is usually centred on a particular case, the social inquiry addresses a 

wider frame, with systemic roots. To justify the interest it may hold for the dramatic 

space, we should add that this type of inquiry examines phenomena that profoundly 

mark collective life: inequality, poverty, discrimination, domestic violence, abuses of 

power, migration or crises of identity. And with that we find ourselves in the presence 

of themes at once so important and so familiar to playwrights everywhere. 

Like the sociologist-investigator, the playwright selects representative cases (and, 

in context, characters), and then creates -through staging and design -an environment, 

together with the situations that will lead to certain answers, to a denouement or, often, 

to a revelatory effect of the dramatic action. Whereas in the sociologist's case the data 

finally obtained are informative in character, the dramatic act will produce a social, 

moral and emotional impact, coupled with critical reflection. 

Following the work of Augusto Boal, we saw that he begins from identified social 

realities and submits them to a social inquiry -transformed into dramatic action -in 

which the audience is invited to perceive those realities, to debate them and even to 

transform them. For Boal, theatre is not merely knowledge: it must become a 

participatory social practice, setting out from real life and addressing itself to real life. 

In fact, the 'crime' this kind of inquiry attempts to solve is most often a fracture 

identified in the social structure. Here we may speak of a systemic injustice, an 

institutionalised discrimination, a collective crime, the abusive exercise of power, or 

perhaps an inequity perpetuated over long periods. We analysed first two examples 

from drama. The first is The Crucible (Arthur Miller), where the dramatic act in fact 

becomes a critique and a warning about the danger of collective hysteria, of falsehood 

and mass manipulation, and of an unjust justice, whether religiously or politically 

motivated. The second is A Doll's House (Ibsen): everything we see in this play is an 

inventory -doubled by a gradual disclosure -of a series of appearances, hypocrisies, 

immoralities and inequalities, which finally yield a complete picture of the status of 

women in a patriarchal society, and of that society's false values as well. 
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We then went on to analyse Bertolt Brecht's plays and documentary theatre. The 

historical reality in Brecht's plays and productions is recognisable, but the injunction is 

not to accept it as a fatality: rather to understand it together with its causes, and to 

prompt action that will transform such a reality for the better. The test of the stage is in 

fact a social experiment, an investigation that presents a case -a phenomenon: 

oppression, war, injustice and so on -after which, as in a sociological inquiry, the results 

of that investigation outline the changes that become necessary, the measures required 

to heal a fracture in society. The concrete case studied is Mother Courage and Her 

Children. 

If Brechtian epic theatre uses fiction to investigate social reality, documentary 

theatre goes further: it renounces fiction, partly or entirely, and constructs the dramatic 

text out of real facts, on the basis of documentary research. We identified three levels 

at which the inquiry operates in documentary theatre: 

At the initial moment of documentation: the playwright, director or actors open 

an inquiry into a given subject, and investigating it entails gathering the relevant 

evidence, corroborating and selecting it, the whole ending with the constitution of a 

case file that contains the essence of the search. 

At the level of the text's structure: here the inquiry is visible in the technique of 

construction but, more than that, it becomes the very subject of the text, the matter of 

what is represented. 

During and after the performance: the spectator begins their own inquiry in the 

course of the performance, evaluating and critically judging everything presented to 

them in order to reach their own conclusions; these do not necessarily coincide with the 

end of the play -the spectator goes on seeking them after they have set off for home. 

For documentary theatre we chose to examine Peter Weiss's The Investigation, 

concluding that the play is an investigative analysis of a judicial trial, an analysis that 

passes beyond the specific purpose of such a trial and reveals a guilty party 'who was 

never summoned': society. 

Verbatim theatre brought to our attention The Laramie Project, created by Moisés 

Kaufman and the Tectonic Theater Project. Here the investigators are present on stage, 

the process of investigation is in plain view, and the spectator is invited to take part in 
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the construction of meaning. The catharsis specific to this work does not come from 

'resolution' -the murderers had been convicted before the play was completed -but from 

the confrontation with questions that remain open within society: how does one arrive 

at committing such a crime? what does it say about all of us? 

One kind of drama we examined closely was the tribunal play, whose 

distinguishing feature is that the dramatic material derives from the official transcripts 

of judicial proceedings, and that the structure of the play preserves, for the most part, 

the form of the trial, the interrogation, the deposition, the confrontation between 

prosecution and defence. Our case study was Bloody Sunday (Richard Norton-Taylor). 

The conclusion we reached is that tribunal plays -which are, in point of content and 

structure, the closest to the image of an actual judicial inquiry -often prove to be the 

most effective social inquiries of the dramatic space. And here we believe the 

explanation lies precisely in the fact that the elements of an inquiry, in its classical form, 

are extremely fertile both for dramatic construction and for dramatic effect. 

2.4. The psychological inquiry 

To enter the space of this type of inquiry, we began from the words of Carl Gustav 

Jung: 'Who looks outside, dreams; who looks inside, awakes.' They gave us the idea of 

an incursion into the world of characters such as Oedipus, Hamlet and Nora, in order to 

identify the moment at which -and the reason for which -these characters look towards 

their own interior, thereby setting out on the road at the end of which they will 'awake'. 

All these passages from the exterior towards the interior function as an ordinary 

mechanism of a psychological inquiry. The interiorisation of the characters is in fact a 

probing of their own selves, a conscious individuation resulting from an undertaking of 

searching and evaluating reality. These are characters who 'investigate' the world 

around them just as much as their own inner life, at the level of conscience and equally 

at that of guilt, identity or trauma. It is not merely a search for the truth of the world but 

for a truth of their own, one that carries decisive consequences for the characters' 

actions. If we begin from a definition of the psychological inquiry stricto sensu -as it 

may be summarised within the field of psychology -we shall observe that it is an 

investigation of a person's mind and behaviour through interview, testing, case history 

or observation. The key terms of such an inquiry are motivation, trauma, memory, the 
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unconscious, guilt and, generically speaking, inner truth. The playwright inevitably 

juggles with techniques designed to bring to the fore -or at least to clothe discreetly the 

characters and their actions in -a world revolving around the terms just listed. When we 

speak of a dramatic structure raised by means of a psychological inquiry technique, we 

are in the presence of an exposure of the invisible or barely visible strata of the human 

condition. The dramatic act becomes a laboratory of the interior of the being, one which, 

moreover, has universal relevance: even if a psychological crisis bears a personal 

imprint, the dramatic mechanisms of investigation are often capable of revealing the 

human essence, irrespective of historical or social context. What is at issue is the human 

and humanity as such. 

The psychological inquiry in drama has a trajectory that can be followed through 

a few key moments and dramatic mechanisms. The moment at which such an inquiry 

is triggered is that in which the character is confronted with an emotional imbalance or 

with an unexpected and perhaps barely explicable existential crisis. There follows a 

confrontation with the self -a case history, a testing, a lucid observation -translated 

dramatically most often through monologues, confessional dialogues, avowals, or even 

unexpected actions and decisions. We are witnesses to a process of investigation that 

seeks to illuminate and to understand an inner truth. Throughout this process, memories, 

flashbacks, the disclosure of truths hidden in time and the unearthing of secrets are 

transformed into scenes that shape the inquiry and lead it towards its final target. The 

spectator is not a mere witness to this investigation: they are often drawn into its depths 

and offered the role of judge. The disclosure -in a dramatic context -of the characters' 

inner space, together with the whole process that accompanies it, reverberates in the 

spectator, who often comes, more or less consciously, to investigate their own interior 

in parallel. Plunging, along with the character, into this space opened by the dramatic 

psychological inquiry is probably the surest mechanism for producing catharsis in the 

modern world. In this sense, the psychological inquiry does no more than dramatise this 

inner crisis, bringing it before the spectator as the engine of the action. 

We concluded that there are, almost always, three investigative processes directed 

inwards: the character themselves, who investigates themselves; the attempts at 

deciphering undertaken by the other characters around them; and then the gaze of the 

spectator who, once drawn into the story, needs answers they cannot obtain unless they 

decipher -if only at an emotional level -the content and the psychological springs of the 
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character. The fragile space, often fluid and hard to fix, of this kind of inner world 

affords dramatic force, though it requires consummate skill on the part of an author who 

is in practice always moving along the lip of a precipice. A precipice that conceals an 

uncontrollable abyss and threatens the balance of the dramatic construction. 

2.5. The philosophical inquiry 

The phrase 'philosophical inquiry' is used here in connection with the 

interrogative region of philosophy, in the sense that philosophy is regarded not as a 

process of systemic construction, nor as a domain for expressing or expounding an 

opinion or a theory, but above all as a dynamic process of examination and interrogation 

-one through which meaning, truth and the human condition are called into question. 

When we attempted to identify the types of inquiry that may be found in dramatic 

construction, certain methods of philosophical investigation and their specific manner 

of construction became arguments for extending our analysis into this space as well. 

Another important argument was that all the other types of inquiry failed to cover 

essential regions of drama, and of art in general: regions bound up with the search for 

meaning, for the deep sense of things and of existence. Accordingly, the 'philosophical 

inquiry' was proposed as an analytical instrument, necessary and unavoidable in the 

undertaking of this study. 

We began by constructing an operational definition within the dramatic space. 

By philosophical inquiry we understand a technique of dramatic construction in which 

the action is organised around an interrogation bearing on meaning: the meaning of 

existence, of identity, of truth, or of reality itself. The object of the investigation is no 

longer a fact to be established (the juridical inquiry), a social mechanism (the social 

inquiry) or an inner trauma to be brought to light (the psychological inquiry), but the 

sense of all of these: what does it mean to be guilty? what can we know? how and who 

are we in relation to others? can we attain truth, or do we live only in illusion? 

We identified a number of distinctive features of the philosophical inquiry in 

drama: the Socratic investigative dialogue; the presence of a character who calls the 

certainties of the others into question; the clash of visions as an opposition between 

conceptions of the world; and the open ending, which offers no answers but multiplies 

the questions. We were thus able to identify certain techniques of construction that the 
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playwright 'borrows' from the field of philosophical investigation, and we analysed 

them in the context of particular dramatic texts, summarising a few conclusions below. 

Oedipus the King (Sophocles). The inquiry in Oedipus the King exceeds the 

frame of a simple juridical investigation: it calls into question the meaning of guilt, the 

limits of self-knowledge, the relation between destiny and human freedom, and the 

dangerous bond between knowledge and power. In this precise sense we may speak of 

a philosophical inquiry integrated into -and indeed constitutive of -the structure of the 

tragedy. 

Hamlet. Shakespeare built a crescendo rhythm into Hamlet's inquiry, each 

impulse towards action being followed by a new moral and -gradually -philosophical 

interrogation, in which the character constantly weighs the idea of justice, of guilt and 

its redemption and, in essence, the very meaning of life and of human action, which for 

a philosopher means: how and why do I live. 

Six Characters in Search of an Author (Pirandello). In this play we witness an 

inquiry into reality set in a mirror with fiction. And, at the same time, into a fiction that 

claims its right to be real. The Characters' reason for being is drama itself: hence the 

desire of the six characters to find an author who will fulfil them. Until then they seem 

suspended between the illusion of reality and the illusion of the theatre; they are in a no 

man's land, a place neither wholly of fiction nor of reality. A space into which, 

imperceptibly, they have drawn the 'real' people as well -the director, the actors -placing 

them too in the position of having their own reality called into question. We thus come 

to perceive a philosophical inquiry that is at once metatheatrical and performative. 

Huis Clos. Sartre's play is built on a structure that corresponds, in essence, to a 

mechanism resembling that of the inquiry. We have an initial situation in which we 

sense that the presence in hell must be the consequence of grave acts committed by the 

three. But the characters shy away from any kind of disclosure -disclosures which in 

the end, in a closed space and under reciprocal interrogation, become, once begun, 

impossible to stop. This could be the end of a juridical inquiry: perhaps that is what 

Inez feels when she declares the inquiry over. In fact, however, it is precisely this 

moment of unmasking that is the one at which the true inquiry begins -the inquiry that 

no longer bears on the facts of the past but on the meaning of those facts and, above all, 
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on the possibility of defining oneself and enduring oneself in the presence and under 

the weight of another's gaze. 

Waiting for Godot. Beckett does not investigate through his characters, as Sartre 

does; he investigates the very condition of his characters: what it means to wait, what 

it means to persevere, to be patient in the absence of meaning, to lose hope or to hope 

absurdly, what it means to speak in order to fill the void of waiting. Beckett's characters 

do not philosophise, even if -as though against their will -they touch on profound 

existential points. We might say, rather, that they perform philosophy. And for this they 

use language, which seems all that is left to them. A language made of repetitive, 

circular dialogue, which evades more than it reveals. Or which is simply incapable of 

revealing anything. Or, more than that, thinking of Beckett's 'philosophy', has nothing 

to reveal. But we shall understand that Beckett conducted a philosophical inquiry: one 

that aimed not to demonstrate the existence of meaning but to 'prove' its absence. 

4.48 Psychosis (Sarah Kane). We chose this play for the analysis we set ourselves 

because it is constructed as a radical investigation of meaning, though not in the form 

we saw in Sartre, where the characters investigate one another, or in Beckett, where 

waiting gives rise to and conducts a form of questioning of meaning. In Sarah Kane the 

investigation is carried deeper and becomes obsessive: it bears on the very possibility 

of being, of defining oneself and, not least, of articulating anything through language. 

An inquiry into the self, into the human condition and into its limits as well. We may 

say that the philosophical interrogation we encounter in 4.48 Psychosis does not fail to 

find a meaning: it performs the fragility of meaning, inviting the spectator too to occupy 

multiple positions -'Victim. Perpetrator. Bystander.' -within a truth that never settles. 

2.6. Conclusions 

At the close of the chapter we were able to draw a number of general conclusions 

about the types of dramatic inquiry and the direction of the investigation in each. 

The juridical inquiry attempts to answer questions such as: who committed the 

act, how and why? who is guilty of a given act? Truth is sought here in the reality of 

the facts and in the evidence that accumulates along the way. 

The social inquiry has its own kind of questions: why does it happen? who allows 

something to happen, and in what way? how was it possible? what can be done? The 
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answer to such questions is sought by probing and disclosing the structures and strata 

of society or of particular communities. 

The psychological inquiry goes deeper with its questions: who am I? what am I? 

what resources and what springs exist within me? The search for answers pushes the 

inquiry towards the interiority of the human being, into its hidden spaces. 

The philosophical inquiry poses, in a sense, all the questions above, but raises 

them to a higher, abstract, often universal level: what are we? what is guilt? what is the 

purpose of existence and of our acts? is there any purpose? is there a meaning? At this 

level the probing too occupies a space that presses against limits, and the stake of the 

inquiry is not to find definitive answers but rather to discover what kind of questions 

must be asked, when, and in which direction they must be turned. 

Another important observation is that in any profound dramatic text there occurs 

in fact an overlapping, a conjunction of these types of inquiry. They often feed on one 

another, transfer from one space to another, or at times regard one another as in a mirror. 

Analyses to this effect, carried out on Oedipus the King, Hamlet, A Doll's House, The 

Investigation, The Laramie Project and The Pillowman, confirmed the observation. 
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CHAPTER 3. A POETICS OF THE DRAMATIC INQUIRY: 

STRATEGIES AND DEVICES 

3.1. Introduction 

In this chapter we follow the way in which the inquiry is deployed in the process 

of dramatic construction. To do so, we had to answer a series of questions. What are 

the playwright's concrete instruments? What strategies do they use for placing mystery 

and controlling information? Where are the key moments of the inquiry situated, and 

in what guises do we see the one who conducts it? How is the spectator drawn in? 

We identified a body of strategies and devices which we have gathered under the 

phrase a poetics of the dramatic inquiry, using the term 'poetics' in its Aristotelian 

sense: a set of principles governing a particular kind of creation. 

3.2. Mystery 

3.2.1. Introduction 

We began from the distinction drawn by the philosopher Gabriel Marcel between 

the problem and the mystery. A problem is something situated before me; it can be 

analysed and possibly solved by appropriate techniques. A mystery, by contrast, is 

something in which we are ourselves involved and which transcends every conceivable 

technique: mysteries are not truths that exceed us but truths that enclose us within them. 

This distinction is essential for understanding the dramatic inquiry. In an ordinary 

judicial inquiry we are dealing with a problem: who killed? how? why? The answers 

can be found through evidence, testimony, deduction. But in drama the inquiry is not 

confined to solving the problem. It opens a mystery -a mystery in which the hero is 

himself involved, and from which he cannot extract himself in order to view it 'from 

outside'. We see this in Oedipus the King: the problem is to identify the killer of Laius; 

the mystery is the very identity of Oedipus -what am I? The same holds in Hamlet: the 

problem is to prove Claudius's guilt; the mystery is the nature of action, of hesitation, 

of guilt itself. In both cases the hero sets out to solve a problem and finds himself 

swallowed by a mystery. 
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3.2.2. The strata of mystery in Oedipus the King 

We followed the strategic construction of mystery in this tragedy. Sophocles 

builds the text on a 'play of mysteries', in which the solving of one enigma gives birth 

to another and, step by step, an inevitable tragic truth is reached. The mystery of the 

plague leads to the mystery of the regicide, and this in turn triggers the inquiry that 

introduces the mystery of Oedipus's origin and identity. This whole trajectory unfolds 

within a strict unity of time, place and action, thereby disclosing and placing emphasis 

upon the fragility of the human being. 

3.2.3. Hamlet within mystery 

Here the first mystery -the murder of the king -is disclosed at the very beginning, 

Shakespeare shifting attention to Hamlet's inner conflict and moral uncertainties. For 

mystery does not appear solely in connection with objective situations such as the 

murder; it also makes itself felt in Hamlet's behaviour, a behaviour inexplicable to the 

other characters. He himself undertakes to 'play' a role, conducting himself as an 'agent 

provocateur'. He has deliberately chosen a way of being and of speaking that will 

disconcert the others. In fact he has chosen an unusual method of inquiry, in order to 

satisfy himself that what his father's ghost has told him is true. By feigning madness, 

by leaving the others with the impression that he is mad, Hamlet the 'investigator' will 

be able to say anything at all without being taken seriously. He will be, in a way, like 

the fool who can tell the king -with irony and sarcasm -truths that no one else would 

dare utter. From whatever perspective we regard the matter, everyone is trying to 

unravel the mystery of Hamlet's behaviour. Clothed in the mystery he has thus created, 

Hamlet will go forward -even if with hesitations and postponements -along the road on 

which he has set out. 

3.2.4. The mystery of the other: A Doll's House 

The forgery Nora once committed is merely a secret well kept by her over many 

years. The true mystery is the other. The one beside you. Nora for Helmer and Helmer 

for Nora. Both will find in the end that they did not know one another, that the other 

was someone else. Helmer will discover that Nora, whom he took for a doll in his hands, 

is in fact a person of action: more than that, a person capable of acts that the law and 

morality punish severely. Nora now appears to Helmer not merely as a criminal but 
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above all as a doll in revolt, one who has dared to do something without his knowledge. 

As for Nora, the discovery of a Helmer other than the one she had imagined will remove 

all her fears and put an end to every expectation. It is the moment at which Nora 

recognises herself, at the level of her very being, because life must first of all mean her 

'duties to myself'. 

The mystery in A Doll's House is therefore not an act that must be disclosed but 

a far more disturbing question: who, in fact, is the person beside me? And, by 

implication: who am I myself? 

3.2.5. The mystery of reality: The Pillowman 

What is at stake for the investigators in the play is juridical: to identify the person 

or persons who have killed two children and, probably, a third -a missing mute girl. But 

this, in line with what Gabriel Marcel says, is a problem, not a mystery. In the case of 

the two men under investigation, however -Katurian and Michal -it is no longer merely 

a matter of a problem: how to defend themselves, how to escape the accusations. For 

them the inquiry is the space in which a mystery develops and becomes oppressive: 

what exactly is reality and what is fiction? where is the boundary between them? And 

this mystery is what the author uses to alert us that we are not in a detective story but 

in fact within an inquiry into reality and fiction -and above all into the way these 

interfere with one another, so that those caught in this space become guilty without fault 

or innocent with fault. 

3.3. The play of clues 

3.3.1. Introduction 

Here we analysed those strategies by which the information in a text is controlled 

by the author and offered to the reader in formulations that initiate and sustain dramatic 

tension, create conflict, or cast truth in different lights. We sought to capture the 

mechanisms for structuring information that are used in most texts, both in the narrative 

space -where they have most often been defined -and in the dramatic space, where they 

may be found as elements essential to any type of dramatic construction. This analysis 

also allowed us to observe that this whole play of clues is in fact specific to the inquiry, 

in all the forms we have delineated for it in drama. 
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In the analyses that followed we drew on such sources as Roland Barthes (the 

hermeneutic code of the text), Wayne C. Booth (the condition necessary for a story to 

become intelligible), Raphaël Baroni (narrative tension), Meir Sternberg (the triad of 

suspense, curiosity and surprise), Peter Brooks (the proairetic code), Beatrix Hesse (the 

inquiry as the space in which planted information appears naturally), Noël Carroll (the 

spectator's response), Keir Elam (Hamlet's actions), Hans J. Wulff (the dramaturgy of 

suspense), Alfred Hitchcock (the red herring), Gérard Genette (narratology), James 

Phelan (textual dynamics), Manfred Pfister (anticipatory hypotheses), Martin Esslin 

(subtext in Harold Pinter), Hans Robert Jauss (the reception of the text), William 

Empson (ambiguity in Hamlet) and Michael Y. Bennett (dramatic performance). The 

concepts analysed were likewise identified in the plays that make up the corpus of the 

thesis. 

3.3.2. Planted information 

This is a technique by which the author of a text distributes within it various 

pieces of information that will assist the full understanding of the text, without their 

being legible or comprehensible at the moment of their insertion. In other words, the 

information must be visible (but apparently unimportant), and must retrospectively be 

recognised by the reader as a clue. At the same time it must benefit from effective 

camouflage, so that it is not decoded until the appropriate moment. We identified a 

structural clue (one that can structure an entire text, such as the curse Oedipus 

pronounces at the outset of his inquiry); the character clue (which operates at the level 

of ethos and is hidden in details of behaviour, in particular reactions or in language); 

the absence clue (what is not said or not shown, although both the characters and the 

spectator sense that this absence may be dangerous); and the object clue (which creates 

a state without offering concrete information). We were able to observe that the inquiry 

is a space in which planted information is a technique indispensable to the construction 

of the text. 

3.3.3. Red herring 

This too is planted information, a first difference being that it is generally far 

more visible -deliberately more visible. There is no longer a concealment, a 

camouflaging, but on the contrary an exposure, a 'turning of the spotlight' upon it. 

Whereas covertly planted information becomes relevant only when the reader or 
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spectator assimilates and understands it retrospectively, the red herring is an immediate 

provocation to them, and the reaction is spontaneous: certain conclusions become 

inevitable. But they are false. For we are in fact in the presence of false leads. Why, 

though, are false leads needed? A first simple answer would be: for the beauty of the 

game, for a dynamic in the author–reader relationship. On the other hand, it is evident 

that the red herring is a technique by which masked information can preserve its 

camouflage: the appearance of 'noisier' information distracts the attention of someone 

who was perhaps on the point of discovering the hidden truth. In conclusion, for a true 

clue to produce its intended effect, it is ideal that it should have the benefit of false clues 

competing with its plausibility within the economy of the text. For the spectator, the 

false lead is accepted -including retroactively, which removes any possible frustration 

-because it has satisfied the immediate need to understand the course and the meaning 

of events in the story. 

3.3.4. The measured release of information 

The text is built through a strategy always oriented towards controlling the 

reader's reception. Events and information are calibrated both to maintain curiosity or 

suspense and to offer the audience anticipatory hypotheses. In the dramatic inquiry, 

information is measured out through a control of the strategies of questioning, so that 

the text is not a simple narration but administers a flow of questions and answers. We 

adopted the concepts of macro-questions and micro-questions from a study of narrative 

suspense (Onea, Köppe, Cortez Espinoza, Bentz and Simeonova). Micro-questions are 

generated by an immediate, pressing curiosity, and may be bound to the significance of 

an object (such as Nora's silk stockings) or to a particular behaviour (Jocasta, Nora, 

Hamlet or Katurian). Correctly measuring the answers to micro-questions holds the 

reader's or spectator's attention captive in the present of the story's fragments. Macro-

questions, by contrast, are those that create and prolong suspense, being bound to the 

central stake of the text or play: who is the killer of Laius? what is Hamlet's real 

purpose? how will Helmer react, and how will Nora? will he come, and who is Godot? 

The answers to these questions are carefully measured out, often fragmented into partial 

answers -clues -until a macro-answer is obtained. Or until we understand that the author 

chooses to offer no answer at all, as in the case of Godot. 
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3.3.5. Ellipsis and paralipsis 

There are other effective techniques for provoking the reader or spectator, 

arousing curiosity and creating tension and suspense -techniques that stake everything 

on absence: ellipsis and paralipsis. By definition, in relation to the text, ellipsis and 

paralipsis are deliberate omissions on the author's part: the author has decided not to 

write a certain fragment of the story, or not to give certain information. Ellipsis is a 

temporal gap, whereas paralipsis is a cognitive one. Their effectiveness is attested by 

the reader's unease, the sense that something is missing without being able to 

understand exactly what. Both not only appear inevitable but become essential in any 

dramatic construction of the inquiry type. They are situated in the space of the unknown 

and the unascertained, and they call for identification and reconstruction. Thus the 

inquiry -whichever of the categories analysed in Chapter Two it belongs to -in its 

undertaking of investigating and finding a truth, constantly attempts to fill with 

information both temporal gaps (ellipses) and cognitive gaps bound up with the 

characters, their actions or their motivations. The two techniques analysed here are not 

simple devices for structuring the plot: they are ways of continually activating the 

spectator's need to know. 

3.3.6. Ambiguity and the multiplicity of truth 

The 'play of clues' functions as it does in an inquiry, leading step by step to a solid 

and integrative structural construction of the text, to a truth promised and awaited. But 

that promise is not always present, and even when the expectation is nevertheless born, 

it will not be satisfied in a clear and integrative formulation. Ambiguity and the 

multiplicity of truth are those deliberate forms of structural construction that carry the 

author–reader game to its limit: the clues no longer converge but seem to disseminate 

meanings. And the trail of truth does not narrow but on the contrary opens out towards 

several possible truths which are usually incompatible, simultaneous and irreconcilable. 

What is involved is a surplus: the clues exist, the information becomes available, but it 

leads in opposing, divergent directions. These techniques of construction have always 

been present -in different formulations -in the dramatic idioms of successive periods. 

At the same time there has been a progression in their application, such as the shift from 

an ambiguity bearing on the meaning of certain acts or events to one settled upon reality 

itself. We analysed several dramatic texts to this effect, viewing them also through the 
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prism of the inquiry identified in their structure: Oedipus the King, Hamlet, Huis Clos, 

Six Characters in Search of an Author, Waiting for Godot, 4.48 Psychosis, The 

Pillowman, together with the constructions of documentary theatre. 

3.3.7. The play of clues within the inquiry 

Starting from the types of inquiry identified in the second chapter of this study, 

we drew together a few conclusions, in order to make clearer the purpose for which we 

considered an analysis of this play of clues necessary, and the way in which these clues 

become essential to the dramatic inquiry. A first necessary observation is that the way 

in which these techniques for measuring out information and managing truth are 

combined, ranked or oriented towards a particular kind of truth can confirm for us the 

distinct configurations of the inquiries defined earlier: juridical, social, psychological 

and philosophical. 

The juridical inquiry. Within a juridical inquiry, the information the dramatic text 

offers us -through accumulation and correlation -has as its purpose the obtaining of 

concrete answers to the questions: what happened? who is guilty? Here we are dealing 

with answers, with truths, that are factual and verifiable, sustained by the coherence 

and the measure of truth of each piece of information along the way, since these must 

be capable of being regarded as evidence. The dramatic game between author and 

reader or spectator requires the creation of a difficult -indeed spectacular -road to the 

truth, strewn with clues more or less visible, or with contradictory information. 

The social inquiry. The information appearing in drama structured upon the social 

inquiry is no longer oriented towards finding an individual culprit; its purpose is to 

reconstruct dramatically the reality under investigation and to contextualise it at the 

level of a community or of society in general. In other words, the management of the 

strategies of questioning no longer aims at solving individual enigmas but guides us 

towards a macro-question about collective responsibility or about the way a society 

functions. 

The psychological inquiry. This transforms the dramatic act into a laboratory of 

the interior of the being, where a process arises of identifying and exposing the invisible 

strata of individual inner truths. In this type of construction, the clues are rather signs 

and symptoms of traumas, of repressed desires or of losses of identity. Accordingly, the 
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playwright is situated in a space of human fragility, and the measuring out of the 

information offered to us must be exceedingly well calculated and controlled. 

The philosophical inquiry. In the dramatic space of the philosophical inquiry the 

function of these clues and pieces of information changes -we might even say it is 

inverted. For they are no longer directed towards an answer but rather towards the 

opening of further spaces in which other questions may be born. In fact, through their 

unmasking as false or as incapable of offering answers, the information transfigured 

into clues is pushed slowly towards the margins, making room for the emergence of 

essential questions or for the tragic sense of the impossibility of any answer. 

3.4. The interrogation scene as micro-dramaturgy 

We identified and analysed a key moment in plays structured upon an inquiry: 

the moment within which mystery and strategies are brought into discussion, 

highlighted and evaluated, with effects principally upon the conflict and the dramatic 

action, but also upon the characters and the audience. In any inquiry this key moment 

is that of the interrogation, because it presupposes a prior accumulation of information 

and the identification of a possible culprit, so that explicit questioning becomes 

necessary both in order to summarise, synthesise and articulate what is known, and in 

order to obtain further what is not known or is still unclear. We have used the expression 

interrogation scene, though we found that the interrogation is often composed of 

several scenes fragmented within the economy of the text. On the other hand, the term 

seems to us apt also because in very many cases the interrogation lays claim to a micro-

dramaturgy of its own, a particular geometry that rests upon the whole of the text but 

has its own rules and its own dramatic expression. 

So long as the interrogation scene can be identified and an essential role attributed 

to it within the economy of a play, we may affirm that the play has at the base of its 

construction elements specific to an inquiry, in any of the forms we have established 

for it: juridical, social, psychological and/or philosophical. To test this idea, we made a 

further excursion through the dramatic texts chosen and discussed in the course of the 

thesis. Not an extended analysis, but one leading to the identification of the 

interrogation scene in each of the thirteen plays analysed, from The Oresteia to The 
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Pillowman: the form in which it is constructed, the space or the time it occupies, and 

what is at stake in it in each case. We set out a few results of that investigation below. 

In Oedipus the King, the interrogation scene almost coincides with the entire 

structure of the tragedy. The outcome of each fragment of this interrogation is like one 

more arrow in Oedipus's heart. There are nevertheless key moments that rise above the 

others and that signify more than the obtaining of a new piece of evidence. One of these 

is placed at the very beginning of the investigation the new king sets in motion: the 

questioning of the prophet Tiresias. 

Hamlet, through 'The Mousetrap', has recourse to a very effective method often 

used in real judicial interrogations: the investigator presents the suspect with a version 

of the deed of his own, one that leaves room for fictional elements as well. The suspect 

is presented with this version, introduced through lines such as here is what I think 

happened or here is what I imagine happened. It does not matter how close to the truth 

that version is; what matters is the reaction that can be read in the suspect and the fact 

of placing him in a position where he must respond to the story 'imagined' by the 

investigator. This is why the play within the play is an essential interrogation scene. 

Hamlet's monologues also create such a scene. There is, however, another 

interrogation scene which, although outward in form, likewise has an inner space as its 

stake: the conversation with the Gravedigger. Everything this scene contains at the level 

of ideas could have been concentrated by the playwright into a monologue for the 

prince, but Shakespeare chose here a formula of interrogative dialogue, as though to 

unite the two planes of investigation that dominate the play: the outer (the surface) and 

the inner (the probing of the self and of the human condition). 

In Mother Courage and Her Children, the true interrogation scene does not 

unfold within the text: Brecht transfers it from the stage and demands it of the audience, 

who must judge Anna and, through her, the whole horror, meanness and absurdity of 

war. 

Waiting for Godot offers us an interrogation scene diluted within the repetitive 

structure of the dialogues, fragmented into pieces that can never join and configure a 

coherent structure. Yet the characters continue to ask, and to ask themselves, so that the 

interrogation becomes here a form of performing the wait, an attempt to fill time and to 

show that -in spite of the absurdity of existence -the human being does not cease to put 
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questions. The interrogation has no stake here; it becomes itself the stake of the 

dramatic text. 

A distinctive feature of The Laramie Project is that the scene of questioning is 

situated on three planes, which coexist and support one another: the interrogation scene 

created by the actor-interviewers in the course of the documentation; the one within the 

performance, constructed by the actor-performers through the reconstruction and 

montage of testimony; and, along the way and at the end, the spectator's own 

interrogation scene -the one in which they are alone with all the questions the 

performance raises and which they now feel the need to answer. 

In 4.48 Psychosis, what is at stake in the interrogation is the attempt to arrive at 

a definition of identity, but the performance of that interrogation does no more than 

prove the impossibility of such a definition. 

3.5. Guises of the investigator 

3.5.1. Introduction 

We followed a number of guises of the investigator identifiable in the dramatic 

texts we analysed, observing that the typology does not claim to be exhaustive and, 

further, that the guises may sometimes overlap in the same character: they succeed one 

another in the course of the text or are revealed at different moments. What unites all 

these guises -however different they may be -is a quality we identified as early as the 

preceding chapters: the investigator in the dramatic space is not merely a functionary 

of truth. He is, first and foremost, an ethical agent or an interrogator of society and of 

the human condition. His choices, his hesitations, his revolt or his falls reveal him not 

merely as a character but above all as a dramatic hero. He is not a simple artisan or 

pivot of the inquiry but a complex character, with traumas or guilts of his own, with 

limits that are sometimes insurmountable, or with hidden needs and stakes. This is why 

the inquiry, once triggered, becomes capable of transforming him, of exposing him or 

even of destroying him. 

Starting from here, we identified an investigator who holds a mandate and acts 

by virtue of an external authorisation -granted by the state, the city, the law or a religious 

order -and, through ethical exposure, we arrived at an investigator who discovers his 
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own guilt and becomes himself the object of the investigation. When the inquiry is 

interiorised, we discover an investigator of the self; and when it opens out broadly 

towards society, feeding on reality, an investigator of reality is distinguished. 

3.5.2. The mandated investigator 

The mandated investigator acts in the name of an external authority: the city, the 

law, divinity, the state. Oedipus sets out as an investigator with a mandate conferred by 

his status as king; Danforth in The Crucible, as a judge, acts on the basis of a juridical 

mandate that becomes a sovereign and discretionary one; and the policemen in The 

Pillowman oscillate between the juridical mandate and the arbitrary, abusive mandate 

of the totalitarian state. In the dramatic space, the investigator-character comes to face 

certain choices: to remain within the limits of the mandate or to exceed it and investigate 

on his own account as well (as happens with Oedipus and even with the policemen in 

The Pillowman); to take advantage of a discretionary power or to restore the balance 

(Judge Danforth chooses the first course, whereas Oedipus abandons power and 

punishes himself). The ethos of the dramatic character and the conflict of the play are 

fruitfully constructed in this space between the existence of the mandate and the way 

the investigator-character chooses to exercise it. 

3.5.3. The guilty investigator 

In the plays we analysed, we were able to observe that there are inquiries which, 

at a given moment, turn against the one who initiated them. And this turn reveals the 

existence of a guilt of a nature other than the initial one, other than the one delineated 

until then. In this space we encounter what we shall call the guilty investigator. He 

appears when, in the course of his own investigation, his figure becomes charged with 

signs of an actual or potential guilt and, inevitably, the inquiry turns -more or less 

perceptibly -towards himself. The classic figure of this type of investigator is Oedipus: 

his inquiry succeeds, the killer sought is identified, except that the killer is himself. If, 

as Anne Ubersfeld put it, to question is to assert that one has the right to question, then 

Hamlet -the guilty investigator -weighed down by real or imagined guilt, feels in the 

course of events that he is losing that right: this is why his inquiry is not even carried 

through to the end. For Hamlet already knows that he is guilty, unlike Oedipus -whose 

inquiry is completed -who does not know that he is guilty. In Huis Clos, Garcin, Estelle 

and Inez are all guilty investigators throughout the crossed interrogations to which they 
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submit. As for the policemen in The Pillowman, we were able to observe that the way 

each of them regards this investigation and acts in the course of it is influenced by their 

own guilts: one has killed his abusive father, the other feels guilty for the death of his 

child. 

3.5.4. The investigator of the self 

What is at stake for this investigator is not the finding of an external culprit: he 

investigates in order to understand himself, to find and fix his identity, his limits, his 

responsibilities or the meaning of his existence. Here the form of inquiry becomes 

radically intimate and carries maximum dramatic potential: the investigator operates in 

a space that becomes fragile and no longer permits him an objective detachment. The 

instruments with which he acts make him vulnerable, and the questions he puts multiply 

and deepen, because there is now no external mandate and no search with a concrete 

object: everything sets out from an inner, existential necessity. Lacking a mandate or 

procedures, without a clear higher authority to which he might refer, he is the image of 

a solitary and increasingly estranged hero: he investigates in no one's name and for no 

one but himself. 

Sometimes there is a trajectory leading up to this inquiry into the self, the 

character passing through other guises of the investigator. Hamlet is an example. He 

sets out as an investigator with an unusual mandate, coming from a ghost, but justified 

also by a 'voice of the blood', a filial duty demanding justice. In the course of events 

this mandate is called into question by Hamlet himself, particularly when the sense of 

guilt discussed above becomes increasingly present. Once he has become a guilty 

investigator, Hamlet finds fewer and fewer external points of reference by which to 

understand his own actions, so that his questions are interiorised and the interrogation 

comes to be one of the self. Hamlet's monologues are not simple commentaries; they 

become cruel examinations of the meaning of action, of his own feelings and thoughts. 

At the same time, his view of the world and of the human condition is no longer a cool 

one but becomes charged with all his inner disquiet. 

Another example: in 4.48 Psychosis we enter abruptly into a space of the 

ambiguity of the self. Sarah Kane's investigator-character has no defined outline; he is 

only a voice. Here the inquiry reaches strata so deep that actions become impossible to 

perform, and language too can no longer coherently express the totality of the inner 
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struggles. This voice -investigator of the self -seems suspended, between an indefinable 

past and an improbable future, in a cruel and endless present in which questioning is 

the only reality. The inquiry does not reach an end, as in Nora's case, nor does it fail, as 

in Hamlet's: it can neither stop nor be completed except with the total disintegration of 

the self, with its disappearance. 

3.5.5. The investigator of reality 

For this investigator, reality is no longer merely a source of inspiration: it 

becomes the direct material of the dramatic construction and is presented in forms very 

close to its original shape. We chose to distinguish this guise where it manifests itself 

fully, namely in documentary theatre, with all its forms of dramatic expression. The 

investigator of reality does not act on the basis of a mandate conferred from outside, 

nor out of an individual existential necessity; he undertakes voluntarily to represent the 

voice of a collectivity that is seeking answers, or -at other times -that forgets or avoids 

putting questions to itself any longer. He does not seek a particular culprit but chooses, 

through documentation and representation, to trace a map of a social or political reality, 

one that will bring to light the fractures and the questions that have not been put, or that 

have been put wrongly or from a single direction. What is at stake for him is not a 

verdict but the assumption of a collective responsibility and the awakening of social 

consciences. The audience does not receive a ready-made truth but is called upon to 

judge for themselves and to make the choices that will answer the questions raised in 

the dramatic act. Both the dramatic force and the stake of the performance reside 

precisely in the fact that the inquiry remains open after the curtain has fallen. This is 

what happens at the end of The Laramie Project: no verdict is pronounced on the 

question how was the crime possible?, and there is no conclusion as to the nature of 

hatred; this deliberate ending keeps the questions alive in the minds of the audience. 

We were also able to observe that these four guises are not static: characters pass 

from one to another, and these transitions create dramatic dynamism. Oedipus moves 

from the mandated investigator to the guilty one. Hamlet begins with a mandate (filial 

duty), then becomes an investigator of the self, and a guilty one as well. Nora arrives at 

the inquiry into the self, setting out from a social one. 
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3.6. Open catharsis: the spectator as the destination of the inquiry 

The whole construction of the inquiry has a precise destination, a place in which 

the mystery, the clues, the interrogation and the investigator attain their purpose beyond 

the text and beyond the stage. In that place stands the spectator. The analysis we 

conducted under the heading The play of clues situated the spectator in the position of 

a player for whom the clues and the information in the text are created, camouflaged 

and measured out. Further, we established that the rule of this game is fair play, and 

that it is intended to protect the spectator, to sustain their pleasure in the game and -

very importantly -to make them agree to enter it. That entry is in fact the moment at 

which the spectator ceases to be a witness and becomes an investigator themselves. 

The curtain has come down. The voice of the author and those of their characters 

have fallen silent. The inquiry is complete. Or is it? If we look to the plays we have 

analysed in the course of this thesis, the correct answer is: no, the inquiry is not over. 

The end of Oedipus's inquiry leaves us with a series of disturbing questions: how 

much can we know about ourselves? what are the limits of knowledge, and how far 

must we go along its road? can truth really save us? After Hamlet's unfinished inquiry 

we remain in a space of uncertainty, there where 'the rest is silence'. Beyond the door 

Nora closes behind her, we cannot stop asking ourselves: what is the real cost of this 

freedom she has taken upon herself? what does Nora leave behind, and what hope has 

she for what follows? would I have the strength and the courage to do the same? The 

hell of Huis Clos stays with us, and we might recognise it around us, even in those 

beside us, as Sartre sententiously says. We may think that we are part of the evil 

disclosed to us by The Crucible or by Weiss's The Investigation, that we too are its 

accomplices. Or that we too easily ignore a crime committed in that 'Laramie' in which 

we live our daily lives. Katurian's execution closes an inquiry charged with tragic 

elements, but we come to wonder whether some words or ideas of our own have not 

reverberated in unexpected forms and led to acts we did not foresee. 

In all these plays, the dramatic inquiry arrives at a kind of truth which, instead of 

closing one circle, opens another and far wider one. The spectator's revelation appears 

not as a full stop but rather as a threshold. The play has given all the answers it had, or 

all that it saw fit to offer. Now the spectator remains in a territory that is theirs alone, 

one in which the inquiry will continue. We might say that what appears here is an open 
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catharsis, a catharsis that awakens the desire to attain a new catharsis, situated at the 

end of an inquiry of one's own. When the play has drawn us, in the course of it, into an 

investigation, we have been obliged to search, to evaluate evidence, to construct 

hypotheses and to anticipate answers. But the final curtain will not take from us this 

investigative reflex we have just acquired: it goes on working even after the story has 

ended and has assumed its own conclusions. 

Whereas in 'classical' catharsis the spectator is purified of something -fear, 

disquiet, powerful emotions -in this catharsis of the inquiry they are purified for 

something: their own questioning, the confrontation with themselves, and their relation 

to truth or to the world. The play could not do this for us, but it has done something far 

more important: it has set off in us all these needs. It has not freed us from questions; it 

has freed us for questions. It is now easy to see that these dramatic texts turn the 

spectator into a co-investigator and -just as importantly -into a post-investigator. 

3.7. Conclusions 

The inquiry has not been regarded as a theme but as a generative and constitutive 

principle of the text or of the performance. We identified and discussed strategies and 

devices closely bound to the principles and the functioning of an inquiry; and in the 

dramatic space their presence and their conjugation confirm -in many plays and in very 

different dramatic idioms -the presence of the dramatic inquiry. 

If a poetics may be defined as a coherent body of principles governing a particular 

kind of creation, then, tempted by the fact that we set out from Aristotle, we have 

attempted in this chapter to outline a poetics of the dramatic inquiry. We do not claim 

that it covers the subject entirely, nor that it stands in the place of more extensive 

analyses of the dramatic text. It is rather a proposal for regarding dramatic construction 

in a particular way: through its specific manner of searching for truth, through the 

identification of the mechanism by which the text is structured. We were also able to 

observe that the inquiry, as a principle of dramatic organisation, is not to be found only 

in certain periods or types of drama: we have seen it present in ancient tragedy and in 

modern drama, in absurdist and existentialist theatre, and equally in documentary and 

postdramatic theatre. And one further important point: the inquiry is not merely what 
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happens within the play; it is a way in which the play is constructed, and a model that 

the spectator follows and can assimilate. 
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CHAPTER 4. THE INQUIRY IN DRAMA AND FILM -A 

PERSONAL EXPERIENCE 

4.1. Introduction 

The inquiry within a dramatic text succeeds in creating in the spectator an 

investigative reflex that continues after the end of the reading or the performance, so 

that an inertia of questioning appears. I have experienced such an inertia myself, though 

from a different starting point. For twenty-five years I worked as an investigator in the 

legal field, ten of them in homicide: I led inquiries, questioned suspects, victims and 

witnesses, took part in crime scene examinations and in the reconstruction of offences. 

I felt the need to prolong this long exercise of investigation into the dramatic space, 

because that investigative reflex went on making itself felt. I thus began to explore, in 

work of my own, the theme of the inquiry and everything that surrounds it, the space in 

which it functions, and also the way in which -through it -I might structure a dramatic 

text. In other words, at the end of the real 'performance' of the inquiries in which I had 

been involved, I tried to become a post-investigator spectator within the dramatic space 

but, as had also happened in reality, to place myself in the role of the 'artisan' of the 

inquiry. 

4.2. The play 50 de secunde 

The play grew out of my own research into cases of matricide. The action takes 

place in an interrogation room, with two living presences -the Investigator and the Son 

-and one spectral presence: the Mother, killed by her son. The son has admitted the deed 

from the outset; there is no suspense about the identity of the killer. And yet, although 

the problem of the inquiry appears to have been solved, its mystery begins to take shape: 

why? A second mystery then gradually appears: what exactly is this Investigator 

looking for, what is he in fact investigating, beyond the resolution of the case? We 

witness a juridical inquiry throughout the play, but the game between investigator and 

investigated shifts discreetly from the factual plane of the inquiry to an existential one. 

The Investigator in 50 de secunde sets out as a mandated investigator, his mandate 

conferred by his profession, but in the course of the inquiry that mandate is diluted: we 

discover a character marked by guilt, following a fatal mistake in his past. Dissecting 
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the guilt of others, he tries to understand his own. But there is one inquiry he never 

manages to complete: the one into his own life. 

The reactions of spectators and the reviews of the production confirmed that the 

play succeeded in creating that reflex of co-investigation and post-investigation which 

I had described theoretically: many spectators left with the sense of an inquiry still 

under way, and with the desire to decipher it. 

4.3. A crime drama screenplay project 

The second practical experience I described in this chapter was bound up with 

my participation in a screenplay competition organised by the American Independent 

Film Festival. My project, Abisul se uită și el la tine (The Abyss Also Gazes into You), 

a police procedural series, won that edition -whose theme was crime drama -and gave 

me the opportunity to explore how the inquiry functions as a principle of construction 

in a medium other than the theatre. I took part in a workshop with professional 

screenwriters on the construction of the series. The space for research proved very 

generous, because what was at stake was precisely the use of the inquiry not only as a 

theme but also as a way of structuring each episode. In the police procedural, each 

episode is built around an inquiry, and comparison between episodes makes it possible 

to observe how the inquiry adapts itself to different stories. The workshop gave me the 

opportunity to study the specific rules of screenwriting: the construction of the 

protagonist-investigator, the structure of acts and scenes, the role of subplots, the 

mechanisms of suspense and of the measured release of information. A significant part 

of the strategies identified -strong opening hooks, raising the stakes, holding 

information, sudden reversals, foreshadowing, the red herring -proved to be, in essence, 

common to film and theatre alike. 

4.4. The inquiry in theatre and in film 

I went on to analyse the essential differences between these two spaces of textual 

construction, with a focus on the structure of the inquiry. These differences appear at 

the level of the means of expression and of the way in which they are used. 

The play finds its resources of expression chiefly through the use of dialogue, of 

the spoken word. In a screenplay, by contrast, the word is almost always accompanied 
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by the image, and sometimes the image replaces it entirely. In film, the rule of show, 

don't tell often transfers the story from a verbal plane to a visual one, which gives the 

screenwriter instruments that the playwright can command only to a far smaller degree. 

At the same time, however, this limitation can lead to a semantic charge within the text 

itself: every line becomes more powerful when it has no image to support it. From this 

point of view the playwright's responsibility towards the text becomes greater, and this 

contributes to the continuous development of theatrical language at the level of the text. 

We might say that the text of a screenplay is 'capped' in this respect: it has not undergone 

significant changes. The theatrical text, by contrast, has always sought new 

formulations: it is enough to think of the Theatre of the Absurd or of the texts of 

postdramatic theatre. 

From the point of view of textual structure, the play does not work with the 

mathematical precision the screenplay employs in relation to temporal organisation. In 

the latter, the tempo of an inquiry is often predictable, since it seeks to observe the 

constraining rules of screenwriting. Not being subject to this rigid model, the dramatic 

inquiry plays freely with time; its pressure is interiorised, and this freedom creates a 

more generous space for the emergence of surprise and the maintenance of suspense. 

Beyond the differences that can be perceived between the text of a play and that 

of a screenplay, I was able to observe that the inquiry is present as a structuring principle 

in both. What may differ lies at the level of the instruments used, of certain differing 

rules, or of the rhythm of exposition. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

At the end of this journey we have been able to formulate a number of 

conclusions, which may be summarised through several new perspectives on dramatic 

construction. 

Revisiting the Aristotelian concepts showed not only that the inquiry is 

compatible with them, but also that it activates them in a specific way and offers us a 

distinct perspective upon them. We were able to perceive a certain dynamic that 

permitted various contextualisations and reformulations of the concepts: mimesis 

appears as a cognitive and affective investigation; mythos as a progressive 

reconstruction oriented towards disclosure; peripeteia and anagnorisis are seen as key 

mechanisms inherent in an investigation; and ethos is closely bound to the pressure of 

searching for a truth. As for catharsis, it is no longer an end point but rather a moment 

at which the spectator is activated. The spectator becomes a co-investigator for the 

duration of the play and a post-investigator after the curtain falls. 

The conclusion that emerges from the above is that the inquiry which instruments 

dramatic construction not only respects the Aristotelian core but also produces a 

recoding of it. 

The typological analyses and the poetics of the central chapters -the types of 

inquiry, the guises of the investigator, the strategies for constructing mystery and the 

play of clues, the concept of open catharsis -all converge on the same idea: the search 

for truth is not merely an element of the plot but a specific way of constructing the 

relation between reality, text, stage and spectator. Within these chapters we were able 

to observe that the types of inquiry often coexist and enrich the text on all its levels, 

while -on a parallel plane -the investigator slides between different guises, which gives 

rise to complex characters. 

Taken as a whole, the inquiry has proved to be a mechanism far wider than the 

procedure of a genre or of a particular type of drama. Through the excursions into 

Aristotle's Poetics -extended by the commentaries of scholars -and through the 

'navigation' from Greek tragedy to modern and contemporary drama, the present 

research has shown that the inquiry functions as a transversal poetic device: it opens 
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and organises the action, distributes information in a balanced way, models the ethos 

of the characters, and positions the spectator in a specific relation to truth. 

Our analyses have confirmed that this functionality is active in very different 

texts, whether we are speaking of ancient tragedy, of modern drama, of contemporary 

dramatic forms or even of a screenplay. The presence of the inquiry is not merely 

thematic: it has been recognised as structural even in texts that do not contain it 

explicitly and visibly. If our undertaking has demonstrated this presence in Oedipus the 

King and in The Pillowman, in Hamlet and in 4.48 Psychosis, in The Oresteia and in 

The Laramie Project, then we may affirm that the inquiry does not belong to a single 

genre: it is an essential way of building dramatically, and thus of answering a profound 

need the theatre has always had -that of transforming the stage into a space of searching. 

The conclusions above must be accompanied by the acknowledgement of certain 

limits. Although the corpus analysed is diverse, and has attempted to capture as wide a 

range of dramatic writing as possible, it nevertheless remains a restricted one. Comedy 

certainly, but also other theatrical forms -especially from the contemporary space -

could form the object of the analyses undertaken in the present study. On the other 

hand, the typologies proposed, namely the types of inquiry and the guises of the 

investigator, remain open, and do not claim to be rigid and definitive classifications. 

The discussion of an open catharsis is itself open, and could form the object of a more 

extensive piece of research. The comparative examination of theatre and film has been 

rather a 'prospecting visit' to the relation between the two. And certainly the personal 

experience of the author of this thesis in the space of dramatic writing is not yet rich 

enough to be regarded as a practical application of the principles discussed. 

But all these limits can open into new directions of research, taking as their points 

of departure precisely those areas that could not be fully exploited in the thesis. The 

writing of this study was itself an inquiry: we assumed that a 'mystery' existed within 

dramatic texts, we gathered evidence, confronted ideas and concepts, and advanced 

hypotheses. Certainly, questions have remained unasked and, in consequence, truths 

undiscovered. But perhaps this confirms what we have tried to show: the dramatic 

inquiry never truly ends. It does not free us from questions: it frees us for them. 
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We hope nevertheless that we have come at least partly close to the truth believed 

and bluntly stated by the character in Eugène Ionesco's Victims of Duty, that ”every 

play is an investigation brought to a successful conclusion”. 
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