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Plenty: David Hare's
Masterpiece of Political
Theatre
David Hare's *Plenty*, first performed in 1985, remains a potent and
unsettling exploration of disillusionment and the lingering shadows of
the Cold War. This powerful play, a significant contribution to the
playwright's extensive body of work examining power, politics, and
personal identity, delves into the complex psychological landscape of
Susan Traherne, a woman whose idealistic fervor clashes brutally with
the realities of post-war Britain. Understanding *Plenty* requires
examining its historical context, its exploration of female identity in a
patriarchal society, its masterful use of theatrical devices, and the
enduring relevance of its themes. This analysis will explore these
aspects, offering a deeper appreciation of Hare's theatrical skill and
the enduring power of *Plenty*.

The Historical Context of Plenty: Post-
War Britain and Cold War Paranoia
*Plenty* is deeply rooted in the post-World War II era, specifically the
1950s and 60s. Hare masterfully weaves together the political
backdrop of the Cold War, the rise and fall of empires, and the
pervasive sense of uncertainty and disillusionment that permeated
British society. Susan's experiences as a member of the Special
Operations Executive (SOE) during the war, a crucial point of the
narrative, become a stark contrast to her later struggles with the
mundane realities of peacetime Britain. This period, characterized by
the decline of the British Empire and the looming threat of
communism, forms the fertile ground for Susan's psychological
unraveling. The play isn't just about Susan; it's about a generation
grappling with a changing world order, a sense of betrayed idealism,
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and the difficulties of adapting to a shifting political landscape. This
historical context, deeply woven into the fabric of the play,
contributes significantly to its emotional power and thematic
resonance. Understanding the "post-war malaise" prevalent in Britain
at the time is key to deciphering the motivations and actions of Susan
and the other characters.

Susan Traherne: A Portrait of
Disillusionment and Female Identity in
Plenty
The central character, Susan Traherne, is arguably one of Hare's most
compelling and complex creations. She embodies the spirit of a
generation – passionate, driven, and ultimately, deeply disillusioned.
Her wartime experiences, though heroic, create an emotional chasm
that she struggles to bridge in the postwar world. Her attempts to find
meaning and purpose are consistently thwarted by a society that, she
feels, has betrayed her idealism. *Plenty* explores the difficulties
faced by women in a patriarchal society, highlighting the limitations
placed upon them even in the face of extraordinary circumstances.
Hare doesn't shy away from depicting Susan's flaws – her self-
destructive behaviors, her inability to form lasting relationships – but
he also presents her as a tragic figure, a victim of both circumstance
and societal expectations. This exploration of female identity during
this period is a crucial aspect of understanding the play's lasting
significance.

David Hare's Theatrical Techniques in
Plenty
Hare’s mastery of theatrical techniques is evident in *Plenty*. He
expertly uses flashbacks and fragmented narratives to create a
disorienting but ultimately compelling portrait of Susan’s fractured
psyche. The episodic structure reflects Susan’s own fragmented
memory and emotional state, mirroring her inability to find order and
coherence in her life. The play's pacing, which shifts between
moments of intense drama and quiet introspection, further enhances
this effect. The use of non-linear storytelling and the skillful
deployment of dramatic irony allow the audience to piece together



Plenty David Hare

Plenty David Hare
3

the fragments of Susan’s life, offering a layered and ultimately
rewarding theatrical experience. The play's structure itself becomes
a metaphor for Susan's internal struggle.

The Enduring Relevance of Plenty's
Themes
Despite being set in the mid-20th century, *Plenty*'s themes of
disillusionment, political betrayal, and the search for meaning remain
strikingly relevant today. The play’s exploration of the psychological
toll of war and the challenges of adapting to a changing world
resonates deeply with contemporary audiences. The sense of political
uncertainty and the questioning of authority, explored within the
context of the Cold War, find parallels in many present-day
geopolitical situations. The play's examination of female identity and
the struggles faced by women in a patriarchal society remains a
powerful and timely consideration. *Plenty*'s enduring power lies in
its ability to tap into universal human experiences – the search for
purpose, the impact of trauma, and the complexities of personal
relationships – within a specifically historical framework. The play's
enduring legacy lies in its ability to provoke discussion and reflection
on these timeless themes.

Conclusion
*Plenty*, a masterpiece of political theatre by David Hare, continues
to captivate audiences with its powerful portrayal of disillusionment,
the lingering effects of war, and the search for meaning in a rapidly
changing world. Through the compelling character of Susan Traherne,
Hare explores complex themes of female identity, political betrayal,
and the psychological toll of historical upheaval. The play’s innovative
use of theatrical techniques, including non-linear storytelling and
fragmented narratives, adds to its overall impact, leaving a lasting
impression long after the curtain falls. Its enduring relevance lies in
its capacity to reflect on the timeless human experiences that
continue to shape our world.



Plenty David Hare

Plenty David Hare
4

FAQ
Q1: What is the central theme of *Plenty*?

A1: The central theme is disillusionment, specifically the
disillusionment experienced by a generation who fought for ideals
that seemed betrayed by the post-war world. This is explored through
Susan Traherne's journey, highlighting the clash between her wartime
idealism and the mundane realities of peacetime Britain. Related
themes include the psychological impact of war, the challenges of
adapting to societal change, and the complexities of female identity
in a patriarchal society.

Q2: How does the play use historical context?

A2: The play is deeply embedded in its historical context – post-war
Britain and the Cold War. The political and social climate of the time
directly influences Susan's experiences and her internal conflicts. Her
past as a member of the SOE is contrasted with her struggles in the
less glamorous reality of post-war life, highlighting the disillusionment
of a generation.

Q3: What are some key theatrical devices employed in
*Plenty*?

A3: Hare masterfully uses fragmented narratives, flashbacks, and
non-linear storytelling to create a disorienting yet compelling portrait
of Susan's fractured psyche. The episodic structure mirrors her
internal disarray. The use of dramatic irony adds layers of meaning,
allowing the audience to understand Susan's motivations and the
consequences of her actions more fully than she does herself.

Q4: What makes Susan Traherne such a compelling character?

A4: Susan is compelling because she's both heroic and deeply flawed.
She embodies the idealism of her generation while simultaneously
struggling with self-destructive tendencies. Her vulnerability and her
strength are interwoven, making her a complex and ultimately
relatable character. Hare avoids simple categorization, presenting a
nuanced portrayal of a woman wrestling with the aftermath of war
and the limitations of her society.
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Q5: How does *Plenty* relate to other works by David Hare?

A5: *Plenty* exemplifies Hare's consistent exploration of power,
politics, and individual identity within broader historical contexts. Like
many of his other plays, it examines the complexities of relationships,
the psychological impact of political events, and the struggle to find
meaning in a seemingly chaotic world. It shares thematic threads with
plays like *Racing Demon* and *The Blue Room*, focusing on the
interplay between personal lives and historical forces.

Q6: What is the significance of the title "Plenty"?

A6: The title is ironic. While suggesting abundance or fulfillment, it
actually highlights the profound lack of satisfaction and meaning in
Susan's life. The "plenty" of opportunities presented to her in post-
war Britain ironically fails to fill the void left by her wartime
experiences and her disillusionment with the world.

Q7: Is *Plenty* a difficult play to understand?

A7: While the fragmented narrative may require some attention,
*Plenty* isn't inherently difficult to understand. However, appreciating
its full depth requires an understanding of its historical context and a
willingness to engage with the complexity of Susan Traherne's
character.

Q8: What are the lasting implications of *Plenty*?

A8: *Plenty*'s lasting implications include its contribution to our
understanding of post-war disillusionment, the psychological impact
of war, and the evolution of female representation in theatre. Its
enduring relevance lies in its ability to raise questions about political
idealism, the nature of identity, and the search for meaning in a
constantly changing world. The play's exploration of these universal
themes ensures its continued significance in theatrical and literary
discussions.

Plenty: David Hare's Masterclass in
Political Intrigue and Personal Turmoil
David Hare's *Plenty*, first performed in 1985, isn't just a theatrical
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production; it's a forceful analysis of after-the-war Britain and the
enduring aftermath of political upheaval. Through the lens of Susan
Traherne, a exceptional woman managing a intricate life against a
background of shifting alliances and ambiguous times, Hare creates a
engrossing narrative that echoes with contemporary relevance.

The play's strength lies not only in its social commentary but also in
its profound investigation of individual identity. Susan, played initially
by Kate Nelligan in the West End show, is a woman of action,
participating in the secret world of espionage during World War II.
However, the peace that ensues the war fails to bring her the
fulfillment she longed for. Her fights to locate meaning in a after-the-
war world mirror the wider disappointment felt by many who
sacrificed so much for a tomorrow that fell short to meet their
aspirations.

Hare uses Susan's journey to examine the inconsistencies of post-war
British society. The ostensible stability hides a deep sense of lack and
principled degradation. The individuals in *Plenty* are often
motivated by goals that are eventually unfulfilled, leaving them with a
feeling of misspent lives and outstanding grief. Hare skillfully uses
conversation and theatrical sarcasm to underline this dissonance.

The production's structure is non-chronological, mirroring Susan's
own shattered memory and erratic emotional state. This story
approach increases to the play's overall influence, forcing the
audience to assemble together the fragments of Susan's life and
understand the complicated mesh of connections that have shaped
her.

The themes explored in *Plenty* are as relevant today as they were in
1985. The drama's examination of political disillusionment, personal
identity, and the hunt for meaning continues to engage audiences.
Hare's script is pointed, clever, and provocative, making *Plenty* a
enduring addition to the body of modern British theatre.

In Conclusion: *Plenty* is more than just a historical drama; it's a
powerful and moving depiction of a woman grappling with the
consequences of war and the challenges of finding purpose in a
rapidly changing world. Hare's masterful use of narrative method and
memorable characters generate a permanent influence on the viewer,
yielding them with inquiries about identity, significance, and the
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nature of political change.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ):

1. What is the central subject of *Plenty*? The central topic is
the struggle to discover meaning in the effects of war and the
frustration that ensues when ideals fail to become reality.

2. Is *Plenty* a historical play? While it is set in a specific epoch
setting, *Plenty* transcends mere historical telling by examining
common subjects of identity, loss, and the quest for significance.

3. What renders *Plenty* a significant production? Its blend of
witty text, complicated characters, and its pertinent examination of
post-conflict disillusionment and the challenges of locating one's
place in the world render it a truly significant piece of contemporary
British theatre.

4. How is Susan Traherne presented in the production? Susan
is depicted as a intricate and often inconsistent character. She is
competent and unyielding, yet also fragile and susceptible to self-
sabotage. This inner battle is a major propelling power of the account.
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