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Arma virumque cano, Troiae qui primus ab oris
Italiam, fato profugus, Laviniaque venit

litora, multum ille et terris iactatus et alto

vi superum saevae memorem Iunonis ob iram;
— Aeneid I, Vergil

Once upon a time there were two characters in a play. For the sake of convenience, let’s call them Jack and Jill. Jack often made fun of Jill because she lacked a well developed background. He said she was practically a stock character, straight out of Commedia dell’arte. But Jill got back at him by pointing out, and rightly so, that Jack suffered from an ill-defined motivation. He moved through scenes aimlessly, she argued, spouting pretentious dialogue for the sake of the writer’s ego. Jack was hurt by this accusation which he could do nothing to counter, and retreated to the back pages of the script in shame. This is where our story begins.

*


In looking at theory of theatre, we can define certain levels of so-called “characters.” We have the characters that exist purely in the writer’s mind, the characters on the page, the characters in the actors’ minds, the characters the actors portray, and the characters the audience sees. Above all this floats an ethereal understanding, the ghost of a character, much like a real ghost, which exists in the memories of many, cast to the ends of the earth in pieces, an understanding of who a character is, in all senses of the word and at all levels, rarely at once.

The fate of a character, then, is to be lost and alone. Unlike a real person he or she or it can never defend themselves. Everyone feels they have a right to remake a character in their own image. What they don’t realize is that in most ways, they are little more than characters themselves, tossed about by another Fate.

*

Jack and Jill were friends and they were always seen together. Whenever the writer, sitting, chewing on his pen, thought of the story in his head, he  pictured the two of them, standing side by side, and he felt good. So often scenes would start that way: with the picture of a cozy fire-lit room in winter with snow drifting down and Jill sitting on the floor. She had warm chocolate brown hair and Jack would always comment on it when he walked in, with a copy of Billy Budd under his arm. Jack and Jill, the two of them found, were in love. While the script itself suffered from an excess of sentimentality, the characters themselves had developed a light banter and often shared ideas over the writer’s head. 


“Really, I’m too noble to fall in love with a character like you,” Jill would say.


“And yet look, you’re being let to the floor in my arms,” he would reply as they watched it happen.


Every day for them was a process of discovery as the writer penned page after page, and they learned more and more about who they were. Whereas in the writer’s first image they were almost children, fresh-faced and ageless, holding hands—by the last page, they had become adults. Whereas at first their faces were clear, but their body and substance hazy, by the end of the script they were crisp and fully real. 


And then one day the writer finished his script and sent it off. The producer read it and gave it to a few of his associates to read. Jack and Jill felt violated by these strange eyes, staring at them, their entire stories laid bare, naked. They felt like some kind of understanding was being stripped from them. The script was populated by so many characters that it was easy, in a quick once through, to forget Jack and Jill even existed.  And rarely if ever, were they seen together. 


The producer saw them rather one-sidedly and when he summarized the script over lunch, he often left out the key parts of their characters, the fact of Jill’s chocolate brown hair, Jim’s love of Melville. And soon these changes became permanent in people’s minds.


The script was sent back to the writer for revision and the entire story was restructured, the plotlines changed and characters reintroduced. Jill found herself in love with someone entirely different, a character we’ll call Ishmael. Jill was horrified at this and hurried to Act III where Jack was said to still live. She found him there and they embraced. 


The writer dropped off his revisions at the Post Office. By the next day, the producer sat with the newly-hired director, who had only heard the producer’s summary of the work, poring over casting photographs. They were looking for their Jill. They soon found a young Swedish actress with long flowing golden hair. 


“That’s it!” the director exclaimed.


Jill sat in the cozy winter room alone, surrounded by harsh light, watching herself in a mirror as her chocolate brown hair fell out in clumps. 

*


Sara brought the blue-bound script with her when she entered the conference room where the read-through was scheduled.  She’d given a lot of thought to her character, Jill, who she’d come to relate to. Jill, like Sara, was a “woman-warrior.” She “did what she wanted and wouldn’t take no for an answer.” She was “beautiful and didn’t care what people thought.” As she read through her lines, the idea occurred to her that the best way to portray Jill’s surly self-reliance would be for her to pronounce all her lines with a hint of sarcasm. Sara gave a line and finished with a quick look the other way, a jaunty eye roll and a smirk. The director went crazy for the idea. 


And then Peter, who played Jack, offered that, since Jack was such a wooden character, he could mumble all his lines. Jill would dance all around him. It was be a victory for the sexes! The director smiled in rapture.


A few months later, the play was performed before test audiences. Sitting in the back row, on the third floor, were Jack and Jill, wrapped in a fog, watching this as they watched everything. They saw into the minds of each audience member.


“What a bitch!” thought 14-A to himself as he watched Jill on stage.


“What the hell’s Billy Budd?” wondered 2-K, pissed off at a character who was more well read than he.


“Too short and sappy,” found 6-P and he reported this finding to his whole row during the intermission.


“That actress who plays Jill needs to get some more stage time,” hoped 11-Q.


In the end, the test audience found Jack and Jill to be entirely unbelievable and asked for more background. The director himself scrawled out a few new lines of dialogue that set up an entirely new background story. Now Jack and Jill didn’t even know each other at all, really. They were acquaintances, governed entirely by chance. In the back of the theater, sitting alone on the sticky floor, Jack and Jill watched each other as they each began to fade away, wisps of themselves leaving vaporous streamers leading out of the four exits of the theater, each streamer a pale, washed-out color.

*


One of them had to go. This was the gist of the message on the post-it note, pasted on the cover of the script, that got handed to the writer, on a rainy day. The writer stuffed it in his raincoat pocket, and went home to think it over. The director was saying that there were too many characters, it wasn’t funny enough… Either Jack or Jill would have to be cut, their plotlines taken out, the continuity errors fixed like holes dug and then filled up by the rain. The writer could think of nothing but Jack and Jill holding hands, their faces fresh and ageless, bodies immaterial, the way he first saw them so long ago. 


Jack and Jill found a private place, away from Ishmael, away from even the writer himself, in a discarded pile of pages, scenes cut weeks ago when rehearsals had started. They huddled in the scribbles on the back of the last page, in blue ink, lost revisions, where Jill still had chocolate brown hair and Jack still carried Billy Budd. At the top of the page, written in capital letters, was written, Tragedy. It was so unsubtle that Jack and Jill began to laugh. 


Jill knew that Jack was already confined to the latter two acts and he would get the axe in a second as soon as the writer considered it seriously. So, while Jack stared up at the word, written in blue neon, she stole away, taking all her words with her. 

They exchanged fates. 

.
This is what she thought as her vision faded and she floated away into the sky. 

Fate.


