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Martin Crimp’s Attempts on Her Life, first premiered at the Royal Court Theatre in 1997, represents a watershed

moment in contemporary British drama. Subtitled "17 scenarios for the theatre," the work functions less as a

traditional play and more as a modular, post-dramatic text that challenges the fundamental mechanics of character,

narrative, and mimesis. For technical writers, dramaturgs, and literary theorists, the text serves as a primary case

study in how information architecture can be applied to creative writing to deconstruct the late-20th-century

obsession with identity and media representation.

Theoretical Framework: The Shift from Dramatic to Post-Dramatic

To understand the technical complexity of Attempts on Her Life, one must first locate it within the transition from 

dramatic to post-dramatic theatre, a term coined by Hans-Thies Lehmann. Unlike traditional drama, which relies

on a unified plot and psychologically consistent characters, Crimp’s work operates through a series of disconnected

vignettes linked only by the elusive figure of "Anne" (or Annie, Anny, or Anya). In this framework, the text does not

attempt to represent a world; instead, it presents the process of representation itself.

The core mechanics of the play rely on linguistic polyphony. There are no assigned speaker names; instead, the 

script provides lines of dialogue that directors must distribute among an ensemble. This technical choice forces the 

creative team to engage in a process of structural interpretation, deciding how many voices are present, their

demographics, and their relationships. This effectively turns the script into a "living document" or an open-source

narrative where the execution parameters are left to the implementation team (the director and actors).

Structural Decomposition: The 17 Scenarios

The play is architected into 17 distinct scenarios. Each scenario functions as a discrete data point in the larger

search for the identity of Anne. The following technical breakdown categorizes the narrative modes used

throughout the work:

•  Epistolary/Technological: Scenario 1 utilizes answering machine messages, a medium that removes the 

physical body and reduces the character to a series of digital traces.

•  Commercial/Marketing: Scenario 11 ("The New Anny") treats the protagonist as a brand of car, utilizing the 

jargon of corporate marketing to demonstrate how identity is commodified.

•  Geopolitical/Conflict: Several scenarios place Anne in the middle of ethnic violence or civil war, framing her as 

a victim, a perpetrator, or a foreign correspondent.

•  Artistic/Critical: Scenario 14 involves characters discussing Anne as if she were a provocative performance 

artist, satirizing the way critics and society consume trauma as entertainment.

Comparison: Traditional Drama vs. Crimpian Post-Dramaticism

The following table illustrates the technical differences between conventional theatrical structures and the 

methodology employed in Attempts on Her Life.



Feature Traditional Realism Attempts on Her Life (Post-
Dramatic)

Character Construction Psychological depth, consistent 
history, fixed names.

Fluid, fragmented, defined only by 
external dialogue.

Narrative Arc Linear (Beginning, Middle, End) 
following a protagonist.

Non-linear, modular, and episodic with 
no resolution.

Dialogue Function Communication between individuals 
to advance plot.

Discursive "walls of text" that 
construct/deconstruct identity.

Authorship Prescriptive (detailed stage directions 
and roles).

Descriptive (open text, minimal 
directions).

The "Annie" Variable: Analyzing Identity as Data

In Attempts on Her Life, Anne is not a person; she is a variable. In mathematical terms, the play can be viewed 

as an equation where x (Anne) is defined by the values assigned to it by surrounding observers. Crimp utilizes a 

technique known as referential opacity. We hear a vast amount of information *about* Anne, but we never meet

her. She is described as:

1.  An international terrorist.

2.  A victim of civil war seeking refuge.

3.  A pornographic film star.

4.  A generic middle-class girl with an eating disorder.

5.  A radical performance artist.

6.  The aforementioned brand of a compact car.

By constantly shifting these definitions, Crimp highlights the instability of the subject in the digital and globalized 

age. The technical execution of these scenarios requires the ensemble to perform with a high degree of semiotic 

precision—changing tone, dialect, and social register to signify different cultural contexts without the aid of

costume changes or set shifts.

Technical Analysis of Scenographic Implementation

Staging a play with no fixed characters or locations presents unique engineering and design challenges. Directorial 

teams often utilize multimedia integrationto handle the play's obsession with screens, cameras, and recordings.

Below are the core technical workflows for a modern production:

1. Sound Engineering and Acoustic Layering

Because the first scenario begins with an answering machine, sound design is critical. Designers often use spatial 

audioto represent the "ghostly" presence of the caller. Throughout the play, the use of microphones—both

handheld and hidden—can emphasize the themes of surveillance and public vs. private persona. Soundscapes

often incorporate "white noise" or static to represent the information overload of the 21st century.

2. Visual Identity and Projections

Many productions utilize live-feed cameras. If Anne is a "product" of the media, seeing the actors projected onto 

large screens in real-time reinforces the idea that we are only ever seeing a mediated version of the truth. This 



creates a recursive loopwhere the audience watches the actors, who are watching the screens, which are

showing the actors.

3. Lighting as Architectural Partition

In the absence of physical sets (as often recommended by the minimalist aesthetic of the script), lighting must 

function as the primary tool for spatial definition. High-contrast chiaroscurolighting or harsh fluorescent setups are

frequently used to mimic interrogation rooms, photo studios, or television soundstages.

The Mathematics of the Script: Permutations and Casting

One of the most complex technical aspects of Attempts on Her Life is the casting logic. Since the number of 

actors is not specified, the production must determine an Actor-to-Line Ratio. A common approach is a cast of 8

to 12. This creates a specific mathematical challenge: how to distribute lines to ensure rhythmic variety while

maintaining the anonymity required by the text.

If we denote the total lines in a scenario as L and the number of actors as A, the distribution is rarely L/A. Instead, 

directors use cluster distribution, where one actor may take a large block of text to establish a dominant narrative 

voice, followed by rapid-fire "stichomythia" (short, alternating lines) distributed across the entire group. This creates 

a dynamic wave pattern in the performance’s pacing.

Case Study: Scenario 11 and the Language of Branding

Scenario 11, titled "The New Anny," serves as a masterclass in technical jargon appropriation. Here, Anne is

described as a car. The dialogue mimics a product launch, using specific automotive and marketing metrics:

•  Performance Metrics: Discussions of fuel efficiency, acceleration, and "handling the curves."

•  Target Demographics: Identifying the "modern woman" or "urban professional" as the ideal consumer.

This scenario functions as a semiotic crossover. By applying technical specifications of an inanimate object to a

human identity, Crimp exposes the dehumanizing nature of late-stage capitalism. The actors must deliver these

lines with the sincere, high-energy polish of a corporate presentation, making the underlying violence of the

comparison even more jarring for the audience.

Troubleshooting and Directorial Challenges

Producing Attempts on Her Lifeoften encounters several operational failure modes. The following table identifies

common challenges and technical solutions.



Failure Mode Description Proposed Solution

Narrative Coherence Loss Audience becomes disengaged due 
to the lack of a clear plot.

Establish a consistent visual motif or 
"visual anchor" for Annie across all 17 
scenarios.

Acoustic Mud Ensemble speaking simultaneously 
leads to unintelligible dialogue.

Utilize precise vocal orchestration and 
varying pitch frequencies for 
overlapping lines.

Emotional Detachment The technical nature of the script 
prevents the audience from feeling 
empathy.

Focus on the human cost within 
specific scenarios (e.g., Scenario 12 
or 17) to ground the abstraction.

Field Guide: Analyzing the Global Impact

When analyzing the play’s broader implications, one must consider its cultural scalability. The play has been

translated into over 20 languages. Its modularity allows it to be adapted to local contexts. For instance, the

references to "ethnic violence" in the original 1997 production were heavily influenced by the Bosnian War. In

modern revivals, these same lines are often re-contextualized to address the Syrian refugee crisis or modern digital

surveillance states.

To conduct a formal analysis of a production, follow these steps:

1.  Identify the Casting Model: How many actors? Is the gender balance significant?

2.  Analyze the Space: Is the set literal (a TV studio) or abstract (a void)?

3.  Deconstruct the Visual Technology: Are cameras used to create a second layer of reality?

4.  Evaluate the Tone: Does the production lean into the "shocking" or the "hilarious"? Crimp’s work is famously 

a rollercoaster of obsessions, and the balance between dark comedy and visceral horror is key to its success.

The Broader Implications of Crimp’s Methodology

Martin Crimp’s work does not merely describe the world; it simulates the information architectureof the late 20th

and early 21st centuries. By removing the "character" from the center of the drama, he reflects a reality where

identity is something constructed by external forces—media, government, marketing, and history. The "attempts"

on her life are not just physical assassination attempts, but attempts to *describe* her, to *categorize* her, and thus

to *destroy* her individuality through the act of naming.

The play remains a vital document for understanding mediated reality. It suggests that in a world of infinite data, 

the individual becomes a "missing person," a hole in the center of the narrative. The technical brilliance of 

Attempts on Her Life lies in its ability to use the tools of theatre—voice, body, light, and sound—to manifest this 

absence. It is a searing exploration of gender roles and sexual domination, inspired by classical precursors like 

Samuel Richardson’s Pamela, but updated for an era where the image of the victim is more valuable than the victim

themselves.

As we move further into the age of artificial intelligence and deep-fakes, Crimp’s 1997 experiment feels increasingly

prophetic. If identity is merely a collection of data points, scenarios, and scripts, then "Annie" is the ultimate 21st-

century protagonist: a woman who is everywhere and nowhere, a flickering image on a screen, a voice on a

machine, a brand of car, and a memory of a girl who may or may not have existed. The play’s refusal to provide a

"correct" interpretation is its greatest technical achievement, ensuring its relevance as long as the mechanisms of



media continue to shape our understanding of the self.
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