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Morris Panych’s 7 Stories, since its debut in 1989 at Vancouver's Arts Club Theatre, has solidified its position as a
cornerstone of contemporary Canadian drama. As a work that seamlessly blends the fast-paced wit of high comedy
with the harrowing depths of existential dread, the play offers a unique case study for scholars, directors, and
technical theater practitioners. At its core, the play presents a nameless protagonist—the Everyman—perched on
a seventh-story window ledge, contemplating a final plunge. This static physical position serves as the anchor for a
kinetic series of interactions with the building’s inhabitants, creating a narrative structure that is as vertically
oriented as it is philosophically broad.

Theoretical Framework: Absurdism and the Post-Modern Canadian Identity

To understand the mechanics of 7 Stories, one must first locate it within the tradition of the Theatre of the Absurd.
Much like Samuel Beckett's characters, Panych’s protagonist is trapped in a state of suspended animation, waiting
for a resolution that remains perpetually out of reach. However, Panych departs from classic European absurdism
by infusing the script with a distinctly North American rhythm—sophisticated, neurotic, and urban.

The Ledge as a Liminal Space

The central conceit of the play relies on the concept of [iminality—the state of being in between. The ledge is
neither the safety of the interior (the private lives of the residents) nor the finality of the ground (death). It is a
structural metaphor for the existential crisis. Technically, this requires a performance space that emphasizes height
and vulnerability. In architectural terms, the ledge represents the boundary between the private sphere and the
public vacuum.

The Everyman Archetype

The protagonist is intentionally under-defined. This lack of specific backstory (a technical device known as tabula
rasacharacterization) allows the audience to project their own anxieties onto him. His primary function in the
dramatic arc is not to act, but to witness. This shifts the focus of the play from internal psychological realism to a
broader sociological critique of the modern urban environment.

Dramatic Structure and Narrative Mechanics

The play is structured as a series of modular vignettes. As the Man moves (or remains stationary) along the ledge,
windows open to reveal the lives of the residents. This creates a non-linear psychological progressioneven  as
the chronological time remains relatively condensed.



Character Type Window / Story Core Conflict / Obsession Symbolic Significance

Charlotte & Rodney Window 1 Infidelity and social The decadence and
maneuvering superficiality of
relationships.

Lillian Window 2 The aesthetics of death The commodification of
and decay mortality.

The Religious Zealot Window 3 Dogmatic certainty vs. The failure of organized
actual faith belief systems.

The Artist Window 4 The struggle for creative The anxiety of influence in
originality post-modern art.

The Partiers Multiple Hedonism and social The noise of the world
isolation drowning out the individual.

The Mechanics of the "Fast-Paced" Dialogue

Panych employs a technique of overlapping dialogueand rapid-fire repartee that prevents the audience from
lingering too long on any single tragedy. This is a technical maneuver designed to mimic the overstimulation of
urban life. From a technical writing perspective, the script functions like a high-bandwidth data stream; the
protagonist (the processor) is overwhelmed by the sheer volume of fragmented information coming from the
windows.

Technical Analysis: Scenography and Spatial Dynamics

For a production designer, 7 Storiespresents a formidable challenge: creating a sense of terrifying height within
the confines of a proscenium or black box theater. The set is not merely a background; it is a primary antagonist.

The Verticality Principle

Traditional theater is horizontal. 7 Storiesforces the gaze upward. The technical execution of the set must consider
the following engineering factors:

 Structural Load: The ledge must support the weight of the protagonist for the duration of the play while
appearing flimsy and precarious.

« Sightlines: Because the action occurs at the level of the windows, the set must be raked or elevated to ensure
that the audience in the front rows is not looking at the underside of the ledge.

¢ Acoustic Projection: Characters speaking from inside the windows (often recessed into the set) must have
their voices amplified or directed outward to prevent the sound from being lost in the fly gallery.

Atmospheric Engineering (Lighting and Sound)

The lighting design for 7 Stories typically follows a transition from sunset to deep night, mirroring the protagonist's
descent into his own dark night of the soul. Technically, this involves a slow cross-fade of amber and cyan gels to
simulate the shifting urban sky. Sound design plays a critical role in establishing the off-stage reality—sirens, wind
whistles, and distant party music create a 360-degree environment that exists beyond the visual set.

Case Study: Managing the Existential Crisis on Stage

Consider a production where the director chooses to emphasize the "hilarious" aspect versus one that emphasizes



the "suicidal contemplation.” The technical shift occurs in the pacing (BPM - Beats Per Minute) of the delivery.

Scenario A: The Sophisticated Farce

In this iteration, the focus is on the absurdity of the residents. The Man on the ledge acts as a straight manin a
vaudevillian routine. The technical execution requires high-contrast lighting and exaggerated physical comedy
(blocking) as residents pop in and out of windows with precision timing.

Scenario B: The Existential Drama

Here, the lighting is moody and desaturated. The timing of the windows opening is slower, allowing the silence of
the "void" to hang between interactions. The technical focus shifts to the protagonist's micro-expressions, often
requiring tight spotlighting (specular highlights) to draw the audience into his internal struggle.

Comparative Evaluation: Panych vs. Contemporary Peers

To evaluate the technical standing of 7 Stories, it is useful to compare it with other seminal Canadian works from
the same era.



Work Author Key Narrative Device Thematic Focus

7 Stories Morris Panych The Ledge / Static Urban Isolation &
Protagonist Existentialism

Dry Lips Oughta Move to Tomson Highway Magical Realism / The Indigenous Trauma &

Kapuskasing Trickster Resilience

The Rez Sisters Tomson Highway The Bingo Game / Journey Community & Hope

Polygraph Robert Lepage Cinematic Staging / Memory & Political Truth
Metaphor

Field Guide: Directing and Acting Technicalities

Executing a successful production of 7 Storiesrequires a disciplined approach to both movement and voice. Below
is a procedural guide for theatre practitioners.

1. Blocking the Ledge

The actor playing the Man must develop a physical vocabularyof vertigo. This involves maintaining a slightly
shifted center of gravity and using the "wall" behind him as a constant point of reference. Every movement must be
calculated to sustain the illusion of danger.

2.Window Transitions

The residents appearing in the windows must master the "Pop-In" technique. This is a technical theater term for a
sudden, high-energy entrance. Because the Man cannot move toward them, the residents must bring the energy of
the room to the window frame. This requires a sharp increase in vocal volume and physical gestures that are
contained within the 3'x4' frame of the window.

3.The "Joan" Character Analysis

Joan, the character who finally offers a different perspective, represents a break in the pattern. Her arrival must be
marked by a change in the rhythmic structureof the play. Technically, the music should swell or the ambient city
noise should drop out to signify her importance as a catalyst for the protagonist’s final decision.

Operational Challenges and Troubleshooting

Staging a play about a man on a ledge involves inherent risks and common pitfalls that can undermine the
production's efficacy.

¢ Problem: Lack of Visual Variety. Since the set doesn't change, the audience may experience visual fatigue.
Solution: Use dynamic lighting shifts for each window encounter to "re-paint” the stage for every new character.

¢ Problem: The Man becomes boring. As a passive observer, the protagonist can lose the audience's interest.
Solution: The actor must use active listening. His reactions to the stories are the true action of the play. Every story
must visibly change his resolve.

¢ Problem: Set Instability. A wobbling set ruins the suspension of disbelief. Solution: Use steel-frame
construction for the ledge and counterweight the base of the flat walls to ensure zero movement when windows are
slammed.

Synthesis of Core Themes



The brilliance of 7 Stories lies in its ability to treat the most serious of subjects—the choice to live or die—with a
lightness that makes it bearable. It is a technical masterpiece of tonal balancing. Panych demonstrates that the
human condition is often a collection of absurd anecdotes that, when viewed from a distance (or a ledge), form a
complex tapestry of existence.

Ultimately, the play concludes not with a fall or a rescue, but with a transformation. The protagonist's realization that
he is not bound by the stories of others—or even the physical laws of his environment—provides an uplifting, albeit
surreal, resolution. This departure from realism into the numinousis what elevates the play from a simple comedy
to a profound meditation on freedom. By stripping away the Everyman's social context and placing him in a position
of ultimate vulnerability, Panych allows us to see the world as it truly is: a chaotic, hilarious, and deeply moving
collection of stories, happening all at once, seven stories up.
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