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Introduction

This book is about what theatre is and what it might be. It gives a great deal of information and explains many ideas, but it does not tell readers what to think. Above all other aims, I want to set readers thinking about theatre for themselves, as their view of theatre becomes wider and more complete.

Anyone can take a published play from the shelf and read the words that actors have spoken on the stage. This is a very convenient way of starting serious study of theatre and, while studying What Is Theatre? readers are encouraged to read, and probably reread, a number of plays, giving preference to those that can be seen in performance. Yet reading play texts alone is not enough for students who are exploring what theatre is in practical terms; nor is it easy to grasp the theatrical worth of a play simply by studying it as if it were any other book. Sitting down with a text in hand is a very different experience from seeing the same play in performance: while reading you can feel shut out from understanding, not hearing the different voices or the varying force of the speeches, and not seeing the people and events that give rise to the spoken lines of text. What Is Theatre? sets out to explain why this is so and to show readers how to take into account all aspects of the work that goes into putting a play on the stage.

After studying with this book, readers should find that reading a play is a more complete experience, and seeing one is more rewarding. Besides being introduced to plays and dramatists, readers will also learn about actors, directors, designers, managers, and audiences, about the various kinds of theatre buildings, stages, and technical equipment from the past and the present day, and about the organizations that support some of the most thriving theatres. Students of theatre or drama need to know how all these people and facilities function and what they contribute to the well-being of theatre. With such knowledge it becomes possible to read a play and imagine it in performance, and to judge whether a production or an actor's performance is as good as it might be.

In our study of theatre, great plays from the past make repeated appearances—plays by Shakespeare, Moliere, Chekhov, Ibsen, Shaw, O'Neill, the Greek tragedians, Samuel Beckett, and other master dramatists. If readers happen to be able to see any of these in performance, the opportunity should be taken, but this is not necessary. This book is designed to be equally useful and give the same insights into the nature of theatre whatever plays its readers are able to see. The more plays seen onstage the better, because the focus of this book is directed wherever possible toward a direct experience of playgoing, but seeing only one or two should be sufficient. Any production, by a student, community, or professional company, can provide some solid ground on which to put thoughts and ideas to the test. With good fortune, some readers may see a very new play that has not yet won critical acclaim, one that is about lives very like their own or about ideas of immediate interest that were unknown to “classic” or established writers. The information and ideas in this book are applicable to all plays—the new and adventurous quite as much as the great and famous.

This is also a book about plays and theatres that its readers could not possibly have seen, because they do not exist at present. We look at what famous actors, dramatists, and directors have done in the past, but to be true to the nature of theatre, we also look at what is happening at the present time and what may happen in the future. One reason we need to be concerned with the here and now is that all theatre experience starts to die with the end of a performance. Critics can describe what they have seen and consult video recordings, and playgoers can remember certain moments in a play, but no one can remain in touch with the reality of a performance taking place before an audience: that experience is over once and for all at the end of the show. So although a book that introduces readers to theatre must look at past triumphs, it must also turn away from them and lead its readers to explore the theatre that they can see for themselves today, and to imagine new theatres not yet in existence.

The text falls into two halves. The first part is drawn from one person's experience and ideas and, being as short and as clear as possible, gives a wide view of theatre and how it is created. The second half is quite different in that it brings together a number of specialists to speak for themselves. Here actors, dramatists, directors, and designers give individual accounts of what they do and how they do it: for example, a manager explains how his theatre is run, and a finance director supplies figures to show how much it all costs and how it is paid for. This part of the book gives a sense of the personal and very particular involvement that is common to all theatrical work. Because theatre is such a complicated art form, these accounts are often very detailed and not always easy to understand at first reading, but with a little patience, readers should be able to explore a wide range of the fascinating activities that go into making a theatre production. Illustrations throughout the book are intended to work in much the same way; with careful study, they will reveal some of the effects achieved in particular productions, insofar as still photographs can capture them.

Among the different voices and different kinds of evidence offered, readers are invited to make their own way and find material to feed their own particular interests. Whatever their areas of study, readers should find some treatment of their special interests, as well as suggestions for further lines of inquiry. Theatre is made by a collaboration between people with very different skills and understandings, and therefore many voices and various elements of theatre making have been brought together here.

At intervals, suggestions are made about how readers might investigate further for themselves, outside of class or workshop, and so gain firsthand knowledge of what is described in the text. These notes are usually placed at the end of a section, but sometimes the text is interrupted to give readers an opportunity to experience the consequences of a point that has been made or to show alternative views. Often these paragraphs ask readers to visit a theatre, but they do not prescribe seeing any particular play and very seldom dictate what kind of play should be seen. Actual performance before an audience is the crucial experience to be explored, whether the actors are accomplished professionals or beginning students, whether the plays are serious or funny, innovative or very traditional. Obviously the better the production of its kind, the better will be the audience's experience and the more a student can benefit from it.
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Before looking at the different parts that together make up a performance in the theatre, we will take a much wider view and ask what theatre does for an audience, what it achieves when it functions fully. Each part has to be viewed in this larger context because here will be found its justification and the measure for success. At the same time beginning with a larger view helps to define theatre over against other arts and entertainments. We will examine five aspects of the power of theatre.
 

Theatre Creates a Social Occasion
 
The next time you go to a theatre, arrive early and stand in the main lobby for five or ten minutes watching the people come in. Each of them has paid money and given his or her time to come and see the same play, but each one brings his or her own concerns along with them, thoughts that no one else will experience in exactly the same way. You can see that in their faces and in how they walk and stand around. They look at different things: toward the door, as if waiting for someone else to arrive; at pictures or posters on the walls, as if they had nothing better to do; at someone else's clothes. Some stare into the distance. They speak in very different voices, and about many different things. Some people talk a lot and others are silent, but in most people you will see a slight relaxation as they enter from outside: they have arrived, with time to spare and at the right place.
 
When the bell rings announcing five minutes before the play begins, you sense a change; you can hear a new sound and feel a new rhythm. People settle into their seats and, when the auditorium lights begin to dim and go out, silence and stillness herald the moment for which everyone is waiting, when the curtain will rise or an actor will walk into view. Even after I have seen a production several times, having worked on it for many weeks in rehearsal, this moment never fails to sharpen my attention. I forget the audience, their concerns and my own concerns, and wait for what is about to happen onstage, and everyone else responds in much the same way.
 
The difference between the intermingling individuals in the foyer and the concentrated and sometimes excited audience as the play begins is some measure of the hold theatre can have on us and of its power to create a shared experience. At Epidaurus late on a summer afternoon, in a grand and solemn landscape some hours’ journey by sea or road from Athens, an audience of eighteen thousand will sit waiting for a performance to begin in a vast open-air theatre. During the day they have journeyed through the countryside by motor coach, car, cart, or bicycle, or on foot. Some have camped on the hillside within sight of the theatre and then filed slowly along dusty paths and climbed steep banks of seats to find places high up, perhaps a hundred feet from the stage. On such occasions the silence before the play begins is profoundly impressive. One feels that the performance could become a great corporate act of affirmation and a release feelings never recognized before.
 
In our own far smaller theatres, the attention that each member of an audience shares can be more intense, more sharp or nervous. It can be intimate and warm, perhaps even cozy. The size of the theatre, where it is in town or in the country, its design and furnishings, the music playing before the curtain rises, the expectations of the audience—all are factors that control the kind of response that is shared in the first moment of concentration. What happens afterward the play will control: as it submits to the power of the theatre, the audience is in the hands of the actors and of everyone else who has worked on the production. Perhaps only one thing is certain about what happens next: it will be unlike anything one has experienced when one is alone.
 
When watching a theatrical performance, many individuals share the same experience within the same period of time, in close contact with each other, and afterward some of them may talk together about the experience. In this, theatre differs from literature or painting where one reads or sees for oneself and with few or no companions; theatre is more like music or film. One person cannot easily protest outloud against the performance of a play, or say anything at all in more than a whisper or an instinctive cry. Although some theatres encourage audiences to respond vocally and actively, when a production is good and grips attention, no one coughs or fidgets because everyone is sharing in the play. We can all be held captive by a play in performance, and, as a member of a crowd, an individual may behave in unusual ways. Without reserve or embarrassment, one person may weep at something said or done onstage, something that is not given a passing thought outside the theatre. On the other hand, an entire audience may become helpless with infectious laughter or relax together in simple happiness. Long ago St. Augustine said that theatre was like the plague: it could be caught so easily.
 
A reader of a novel or a poem is always able to disengage from the printed sequence of narrative or description and so escape into his or her own thoughts, but theatre is not private or “intellectual” in that way. An audience's attention is drawn forward all the time by what is happening onstage; if something is missed, there is no turning back to look it up on the printed page. This means that, unlike prose narrative, a good play can state the obvious without losing the attention of the audience, and can call upon common and basic responses without fear that they will be refused. It speaks to individuals who sit among other individuals and whose thoughts and feelings are strengthened by being shared. The difference is like that between listening to a recording in the privacy of your own room and listening to what are basically the same sounds by the same band when you are part of an enthusiastic crowd taking pleasure in the music almost as if it has taken possession of you.
 
 A dramatist once told me that he had written a final line for his play that he had always thought very funny, right up to when the play was performed. In rehearsals its effect was a little uncertain, sometimes eliciting laughs from the few people who were watching. Then, to everyone's surprise, when it was played to a full and paying audience, the line was received in chilling silence as those very same words seemed to cut deep into the hearers’ minds. Working alone on the script and sitting in at rehearsals, the author did not take into account the cumulative effects of performance and of a large number of people hearing those words together for the first time. More often the opposite is true, and at previews and first nights actors find that they have to fight against the audience's laughter, which they had in no way expected and which they now find to be destructive of the principal effects they are trying to achieve. Performance gives rise to a shared experience that goes beyond what any one person onstage or in the audience could have imagined or experienced alone.
 
Going to the theatre on opening night is rather like going to a party, or like giving one. The host may have little idea beforehand of how the guests will enjoy themselves, who will get along with whom, or what mood anyone is in. The guests know even less, because they have little idea of who will be there or what has been arranged for them to eat and drink, to hear, and to watch. They may have some general expectations about all these things, but no one can know beforehand exactly how host and guests will play their different parts. One of the signs of a good party is that afterward everyone wonders how it all happened and spends a good deal of time talking about it. Good theatre is very much like that.
 
Comparisons with other entertainments can help us to understand what happens in a theatre and nowhere else. At first it may seem to theatre's disadvantage that a play cannot be seen anywhere and at any time as a film can. But a theatre audience won't be looking at just one copy of the production sent from far afield and distributed in exactly the same form to millions of people around the world. A theatre production is never “fixed” once and for all but will be made all over again at every performance and will be slightly different each time a new audience enters the theatre and shares what is happening onstage. Unlike a film, a stage production will not be exactly the same for every audience. Often it will have been made in the town in which it is performed and within the last very few weeks, so it is able to reflect its audience's particular mind-sets and concerns. Instinctively it will change overnight if some national disaster or celebration has occurred. Theatre is more local and topical, and more responsive to its audiences, than the cinema can ever be: it provides a meeting between play and spectators, a lively public occasion.
 
Even very old plays can be made immediately relevant to their audience. A production of Shakespeare's Hamlet was performed for ten years in Moscow from 1971 to 1980, as if it had been written to depict that very time in Russia's history. In the title role of the production by Yuri Lyubimov at the Taganka Theatre was Vladimir Vysotsky, an actor who was also a singer and lyricist. His alienation from the repressive government of the day had made him a popular icon and symbol of political protest, so as Shakespeare's prince he was able to show very clearly to his audiences, in terms they immediately recognized, that an honest death was a better choice than a tortured life under oppression.
 
Theatre can be a social art form, a lively and powerful means of sharing ideas with thousands of people, and as a result it has been subjected to severe political censorship in certain places and at certain times. In Shakespeare's day several playwrights, including Ben Jonson (1572-1637) and George Chapman (ca. 1560-1634), were put in prison for writing a play that had gotten past the official censor only to be judged unacceptable in performance. Even though it was a comedy, it still got its authors and acting company into trouble. From well before that day right down to the present time, plays have been written that have never been allowed to be performed. At the end of the twentieth century, state censorship, which was once the rule in Europe and elsewhere, is much less common, but it still exists, notably in some parts of Africa and in China. In Britain, theatre censorship was in operation until 1968; in South Korea until 1988.
 
Because theatre provides an occasion for a social gathering, performances that demonstrate unpalatable truths in the flesh can awaken common responses among large numbers of people. For example, Clifford Odet's Waiting for Lefty (1935), about a strike of New York taxi drivers, had members of its audience calling out in support of union solidarity. For some governments and other vested interests, theatre spells trouble and needs to be controlled.
 
Today in the United States and other European nations, the political intentions of many theatres are limited to what is called “raising consciousness” about certain issues, rather than active campaigning for political action. Some companies make a point of claiming that they have no political agenda so that they can attract public funding, yet few of these groups are unaware of their social role as educators and their opportunity to instigate debate about the needs and future of a rapidly changing society. In the United States every major city has at least one small theatre dedicated to African-American, Hispanic, Asian, or Native American traditions. Similarly there are gay and lesbian theatres, theatres for children, senior citizens, or the deaf or blind, and for many other groups of people whose conditions of life are not shared by everyone else. These theatres either speak to special audiences about matters of mutual concern or make special causes and special pleasures more evident than before to audiences drawn from all parts of society.
 
On every side we can see evidence of the theatre's power to create a social occasion and speak directly to many people. To sit in the invariably crowded theatres of Russia under Stalin, or of Czechoslovakia, Poland, and other Eastern European states under the Russian occupation, was an amazing experience. Despite censorship and the presence of the secret police, the theatre had a sense of common commitment that was contagious, giving the people more hope of freedom from oppression than any other public medium on the far side of the Iron Curtain. In East Berlin, just before the Wall was pulled down in 1989, the huge public meetings that turned protest into a new force for change were organized by theatre workers who had taken the lead in exposing the inequities of state control and thus gained credibility as representatives of freedom throughout the city. You can read about this in the Oxford Illustrated History of Theatre (Oxford University Press). When the occupying forces left Prague in the same year, the nation chose as its new president Vaclav Havel, a dissident playwright whose work in theatre and whose courage while under arrest had already won for him the nation's trust and respect.
 
Theatre has other social roles. It can also reinforce the ideas of the powerful. In the seventeenth century, King Louis XIV of France gave special protection to Molière, the most popular writer of comedies in his time, and in return the playwright provided magnificent spectacles glorifying the wealth and wisdom of the monarch; he also incurred frequent criticism, his work provoking some extraordinary controversies. At all times some plays will flatter privileged audiences by showing how superior they are in lifestyle or intelligence: Nöel Coward's comedies in the 1930s and Neil Simon's in the 1960s are examples of this, flattering their well-off audiences by the elegance or wit of the play's characters, drawn from much the same sections of society. Other plays raise issues without clearly supporting either side of an argument. Such is David Mamet's Oleanna (1993), which depicts a case of indictable sexual harassment in such a way that both parties have received vociferous support from audiences and equally strong denunciation, according to who was in the audience and the finer points of particular stage performances.
 
Other plays transport entire audiences away from everyday concerns and into enjoyable and exotic fantasies by using sensational stage spectacle and irresistible music and sound. Productions of The Phantom of the Opera, Cats, and other “mega-musicals” play for year after year in the biggest theatres of London and New York and are duplicated in almost every major city around the world.
 
Even when not successful in the usual senses of that word, theatrical productions are social occasions. In small theatres a few actors may perform a play that makes impossible demands on themselves and on their audiences, and then, in a nearly empty auditorium, the scattered members of the audience will not be able to lose themselves in the play and will, at best, sense the underlying strain felt by the actors; in such cases a shared response is very difficult to provoke and sustain, but its very absence is part of the theatre experience. When an audience is small because the play and performance require acceptance of innovative effects and an unusual degree of attention, theatregoing can provide members of the audience and the players with an extraordinary sense of mutual achievement. On such an evening, a small audience of a dozen or so people scattered in different parts of a small theatre may, in the end, find themselves immensely moved, perhaps as much by their own efforts as by the play itself. They may stay behind to applaud the skill and imagination of everyone concerned, as loudly and for as long as they can manage. Theatre is seldom for long an introverted or isolated experience.
 
When a play fails to win any kind of trust from its audience, the lack of a shared response can bring an unforgettable pain to the actors, who feel exposed and rejected. The experience is not so serious for the audience, but its members will feel uncomfortable and cheated. On such occasions one of the distinctive powers of theatre has been lost.
 
 
 Read a play and consider how it might affect you. What would you most dislike? What would you most like? Then think of a few other people you know and consider what their reactions would be. If possible, after reading the play, see it in performance and then consider how your attitudes to it have changed, and why. Alternatively, take a few moments to watch two or three other members of the audience before, during, and after the performance of any play: Do their attitudes to the performance seem to change as yours do, or do they change in some other way? Why do you think this happened? 
 
  

 Theatre Holds a Mirror Up to Nature
 
The power of the theatre to be lifelike is easier to understand, even if it is commonly misunderstood. What happens onstage can look so very like what happens outside the theatre, in the ordinary lives of all of us, that the whole business can seem easy, as if it were something anyone could do. But convincing imitation is not easy, especially when what is shown has to draw an audience and sustain its attention.
 
 
Shakespeare had Hamlet say that the “purpose of playing” was,
 
to hold as ‘twere the mirror up to nature: to show virtue her own feature, scorn her own image, and the very age and body of the time his form and pressure.
 
 Hamlet, III, ii
 
 
What Hamlet expected the “mirror” of the stage to show was not an ordinary reflection, but one that revealed to an audience the truth about themselves: this is a magic mirror, and not always a flattering one. Hamlet had good reasons for wanting the reflection to play these particular moral and political tricks, but we should remember that it can do other tricks just as well—it can make us laugh or make us happy as well as cause us to think or grieve. The mirror of the stage reflects the real world so that it looks the same, but is in fact different—more meaningful, more enjoyable, more inspiring.
 
The mirror and its reflections work for an audience because what happens onstage may not only look real but also, in some respects, actually is real. A play uses the same elements as life itself: onstage there are real men, women, and children; there is talk, noise, and silence; light and darkness; movement and stillness. What is seen in the mirror may be unlikely or immediately exciting, but it will always be made of the same materials as those found in reality, and it is experienced using the same kind of consciousness: it is sensed by every means we use in lived experience. There is nothing in our world—what we experience by being alive—that cannot be placed on a stage.
 
No other art form can make use of anything and everything. Poetry can create an imaginary world, where the grass is greener or the sun shines more brightly, or human beings are more sensitive or passionate than in ordinary life, and it can make us see all this in our mind's eye. But poetry cannot produce any of this, make it actually appear before us. Arguably the world that is shown onstage can never be quite so strange or pleasurable as that evoked by poetry, but it will always be more tangible: visible, audible, almost touchable. Theatre's imitation of life is also practicable: one element cannot be allowed to develop at the expense of all the others, as in a poem, where we may concentrate attention on the brilliance of the sky or the loneliness of the poet, forgetting everything else. What we see in the theatre has natural consequences: these people breathe, their tears are wet, and their bodies shake with laughter.
 
Dramatists and directors can cheat by being selective in what they show us in the mirror—and sometimes they cheat a great deal—but they cannot cheat totally. If a person onstage is required to be mentally alert and excited—perhaps a scientist has just discovered a cure that will save tens of thousands of lives—that person must also show some emotional and physical reactions: the need to speak, to cry out, to move in keeping with the quickness of thought, to grasp hold of something, or perhaps to keep very still in order to contain and control a great surge of surprise and joy. The actor would be bound to express both the emotion and the reaction to it. (“Each action has an equal and opposite reaction” is a rule for performance, as well as for physics.) Theatre holds a mirror up to the life we live because it communicates through more than words, or music, or visual signs; its expression involves human actors who are as complicated as we are and cannot simplify or distort their performances beyond a certain point. Exactly how lifelike they are will depend on their skill and the material supplied by dramatist and director. One of the reasons we keep looking in the reflection of our lives on the stage is because this basic authenticity of means and material can communicate deeply human messages.
 
Usually the actor who shows us images of ourselves is seen within a setting, or “scene,” chosen by a dramatist. Part of that environment is created by stage designers and technicians, but the more important part of what is seen onstage is created by the director and actors: in performance all actors onstage interact with each other, and to everything else that happens, and it is this interplay that makes evident the human interest of a play. The image in the mirror changes constantly as the characters in the play take up new relationships that offer ever new revelations of purpose and consequence. Notice that Hamlet says that an audience is shown “both form and pressure”: pressure implies force, and force involves energy composed of weight and movement in time, and in such a way the dynamics of life are represented onstage. This is a prime reason for theatre's truth and power. Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980), the French philosopher and playwright, said in a lecture that if you want to know what theatre is,


you must ask youself what an act is, because theatre represents the act and can represent nothing but the act. Sculpture represents the form of the body, theatre represents the act of the body. And consequently, what we want to rediscover when we go to the theatre is naturally ourselves, not ourselves as we are, more or less sentimental or more or less proud of our youth or our beauty, but ourselves as we act and as we work and as we encounter difficulties and as we are [people] who obey the rules … governing these actions.

Sartre on Theater

 
Cinema provides a useful contrast. At first sight we might consider a film to be more lifelike than a play. Certainly it can be more accurate or complete in reproducing the actual setting of a story. Its action can take place where it naturally should, on top of a mountain, in any of the world's capital cities, or in any of its deserts. The people shown in a film may be ordinary people doing what they do in real life, and not “characters” created by actors who have been trained to simplify and enlarge certain aspects of behavior. The filmmaker can ensure that the weather supplies rain or shine, snow or baking heat. But a film shows nothing that is essentially or palpably “there”: everything onscreen has only two dimensions, not three, and that is not the only difference. The distinguishing mark of cinema is the use of a camera: a film shows nothing but what the camera has seen and recorded, and it shows everything in the way the camera has seen it. At one moment a single face can fill the screen and at the next a panorama of the whole earth seen from outer space while the face, in an instant, has ceased to have any presence at all. The camera can alter the scale of anything at the director's will. The film crew can take its own time, shooting a two-hour film over the course of three months or three years, and seldom in the sequence in which the audience views it. More than this, any accident can be edited out of existence in the cutting room—any reaction from actor, dog, or machine that is not to the taste of the director. In these ways, the chosen sequence of fixed and edited images that cinema supplies is not reality—what is seen is a collection of two-dimensional, momentary, and independent “shots” of parts of reality. In contrast, theatre has to show all that is actually there onstage, and in one consecutive performance.
 
In the theatre, once a performance starts, the audience will see everything when it happens and how it happens. Although playgoers may be led to imagine that the central character has more than ordinary strength, intelligence, good looks, or good fortune, the actor who plays this role will remain basically the same throughout the performance, and whatever happens onstage will never be without some effect on the actor. Although disguised in several different ways, the actor's body will remain identical under the disguises, modified only in ways that are humanly possible. Other actors onstage in the same story will also be constant in the essentials, and the central performance will build through contact with them and with the particular audience that is watching the play on each particular night. Although the scene may change many times in the course of the play, the stage space and its relation to the audience remains constant, so the scale of the hero in regard to the surrounding world will remain basically the same too, despite temporary illusionistic effects. What may seem to be limitations of theatre in comparison with what is possible in cinema are in fact the sources of one of its great powers: these elements of theatre ensure that the mirror held up to nature represents inevitably and directly the basic facts of human life and that what is seen has, at this level, an undeniable kind of truth.
 
One way of understanding the essential reality of what is seen in the “mirror” of the stage is to compare watching a football game on TV with seeing it in the stadium as it is being played. While you are in front of your TV, you can see the ball at almost any time, so that you seem to be at the right place at the right time to see each exciting moment of the game; watching the screen, you have a trouble-free close-up or a wide view of the whole field, whichever seems appropriate to the program maker. When you are actually present in the stadium itself, you may miss a lot of the action, and, at times, you may have to strain to see, but then, at certain moments, everything becomes particularly vivid just because the play is close to where you are sitting or standing. You see it all, and hear it all, from your own point of view and it is up to you to see as much of the game as you can. As you share the excitement of tens of thousands of other spectators, you are actually there, and so is the game; this is how you will remember it. You can follow whichever player you wish and make your own speculations about the outcome. You are in charge as you watch the game, which is totally present before you. You are also more at its mercy than you would be were you at home in front of the TV.
 
When you go to the theatre, it is like being present at a game: neither you nor anyone else knows exactly what you will see. During the last moments of the play, the leading actor may show the effects of performing a long role: hair may fall over eyes, the face may be tired and yet animated; clothes are no longer neat; movements are looser, freer, more unhesitating; perhaps makeup has run and perhaps you notice this, or perhaps you do not. Compare this to how the hero or heroine appears at the end of a film: clothes and hair have been disordered just an acceptable amount, but the face is not obscured, and the whole effect has been carefully arranged and expertly processed. The scene has been composed and shot for its own sake; the actor was not taking chances, and nor will you, at the end of two consecutive hours of performance. The movie actor and director can make careful choices, and then the best of several attempts to carry them out will be chosen and perhaps altered by the editor before being printed in the final copy. The central performance is not much influenced by other actors, and the finished product is not subject to the particular accidents of the one night when you happen to see it. Compared with this, an image in the mirror of the stage is more unready and raw, and a more corporate effort shared between many differently skilled persons: in these respects too, theatre is much more like life than film is.
 
 
 Choose a very short scene from a play you have read and read it aloud—supplying what you can of the necessary movements, thoughts, and feelings of the character. Observe how your understanding of the words changes as you add lifelike actions while reading. 
 
  

Theatre Provides a Progressive Experience
 
A play usually tells a story, but it need not do so. The one essential factor is development. During any performance what is onstage will change, and the audience experiences the action in the sequence in which it occurs. That may seem obvious, but its consequences during a performance need to be carefully considered.
 
The interest of an audience must be caught and its expectation aroused. In order for the performance to hold an audience's attention for two or three hours, that expectation has to be occasionally disappointed and fresh interest supplied. Finally, the audience must know that the drama has ended, and to effect this convincingly the various interests that have been raised must be satisfied in some way or other: there has to be a completed progression.
 
A painter can reveal his finished work in a moment, and although it may take a viewer considerable time to appreciate all that is in the painting, the sequence of understanding and appreciation is not within the artist's control. A novelist or poet gives his or her readers a progressive experience as they make their way though the contents of a book or poem, and this is especially true when a story is being told, but neither poet nor novelist can control the speed with which readers progress through the work or be sure that readers’ attention is held without interruption. In contrast with these other artists, a dramatist does control the progress of events in real time and can alter the apparent pace at which time passes for his or her audience.
 
Narrative, conflict, argument, tension, climax, and development are the very stuff of dramatic energy: a play shows what happens, rather than what is. It is an art form appropriate to a civilization that is aware of change, inevitable change due to forces within society or the environment, or unexpected change brought about through the will and activity of individuals. Drama is a contemplative art, interested in how things are at any one moment, when the still moment of appreciation is presented as a culmination of active participation in events, or as a contrast to ongoing activity, or when one state of mind succeeds another. These possibilities have rarely been exploited without some other interest being present to hold the audience's attention, but such explorations of the moment can provide the most acutely sensitive of theatre experiences.
 
Increased awareness is one element in our enjoyment of every considerable play. An audience that is progressively involved with what happens to individual characters onstage may come to see those characters with a fuller sharing of their experience or a greater sympathy for the inner workings of their minds. In other plays the audience is encouraged to view the whole stage picture with an increasingly sharp awareness of the forces responsible for its composition and the nature of the changes it undergoes. In such plays the presentation of social groups is more significant than the portrayal of individual characters.
 
The progressive experience provided by theatre is not easy to understand at first, and the cumulative effect in any one play is hard to grasp until one has actually seen it performed. A few examples will show the different ways in which such an experience has been achieved.
 
 
At the end of Anton Chekhov's Three Sisters (1901) no single member of the cast and no single story brings the play to a conclusion: instead during the last scene each of the fourteen characters commands the audience's attention in turn. From the succession of these moments the audience gains a new understanding of why they all have come to be what they are; the focus has been widened to show the nature of an entire family of individuals and of the society in which it lives.
 
At the end of Samuel Beckett's Waiting for Godot (1953), the two characters who have been onstage almost throughout the play are alone on stage and say to each other: “Well? Shall we go?” and “Yes, let's go.” At that point only stage directions follow: “They do not move.” and “CURTAIN.” This exactly repeats the end of the play's first act, except that the two speeches were differently assigned there. At the end of the play neither character has achieved a new ability to understand and speak of their situation; it is the audience's awareness that has progressed. The final moment reveals how little has changed and how deeply these two men are enmeshed in a common way of thinking and feeling. At the end of Arthur Miller's Death of a Salesman (1949), Willy Loman's wife puts into words the consequences and meaning of his death. The audience sees no more of him, but with this speech Miller has raised in the audience's mind the wider consequences of Willy Loman's death, and he has also shown some of its effect on another character's life.
 
 
None of these endings shows in direct terms what happens at the end of one particular story. The plays have provided the audience with an experience during which understanding and sympathy have been progressively developed, and their conclusions take this process to a final reckoning. The plays have encouraged questions about why these events have occurred and what might have altered the course of events.
 
Telling a story can be a bait to catch the fish of whatever argument, theme, or view of the world the dramatist wants to present. Usually, however, a play involves much more than that, because drawing the audience through a sequence of events in a performance is a way of programming its consciousness. As a story is told, innumerable small entries of new material build up playgoers’ capacity to respond and subsequently to understand, creating in them a consciousness that was not present at the start of the play. The audience then leaves the theatre with a heightened perception, as well as a satisfied curiosity and a new experience.
 
 Any good play provides a completed whole to which the audience reacts. Patterns of sound and action, as they are repeated, varied, and resolved, play their part in building the experience the performance offers. Much of this effect is subliminal and far from easy to grasp, even after a performance is complete. Nevertheless the sense of progression and then of completion is often very powerful, as at the end of a symphony or a dance. A sense of triumph and pleasure can accompany the conclusion of a play, even when the conclusion involves desperate or violent events; a sense of stillness and peaceful acceptance can arise at the end of the most riotous comedy.
 
 
 When seeing a play, write down a few one-line comments on two of the main characters at the time of the first intermission. Do the same again at the end of the play. Then observe how your ideas about the characters have changed. In a good play, the difference can be considerable and yet seem inevitable. 
 
 Note how this exercise is different from retelling the play's story. 
 
  

Theatre Can Make Use of Words
 
Theatre can work without words, by use of spectacle, dance, or mime (silent and expressive actions), but many of the most successful plays use words marvelously. The greatest plays are known centuries after their first performances only through the evidence of a printed text which can record little more than what was spoken: it is this that provides sufficient material to rework the plays and bring them back to new life on the stage. Words are a vital and powerful element of theatre.
 
Yet the words as they appear on a page do not demonstrate their theatrical power to the fullest. Many of the elements of theatre already discussed are only hinted at in the book of the play, and readers need patience to acquire the skill for reading a text so that the drama implicit in the printed record comes alive in their imagination. The words need to become part of an image of living people, and in this “performance” the meanings of words may change and their effect be less predetermined.
 
Consider the many ways in which the simple words “Good morning” can be spoken: they can send a message that is either confident or tentative; they can suggest friendship or dependence, or servility even; they can be empty or full of meaning, ironic or directly descriptive. They may be spoken quickly or slowly, loudly or quietly, in a high or low pitch, and in each manner the effect of these words is different. The various people you meet in the morning will say these two words differently, and in so doing they will signify very different meanings. Perhaps they use other words, such as “Hi!” or “Hello!” which are like “Good morning” in meaning but significantly different in sound and implication. You, yourself, without taking particular thought, will say the two words differently depending on your mood or to whom you are speaking.
 
 
 Tomorrow morning experiment by consciously trying a louder voice, a quicker tempo, or a higher pitch each time that you say “Good morning.” You will notice that these simple adjustments will alter the effect of the words and the ways in which they are  received. On a very small scale, you will have explored how words can take on different meanings on the stage. 
 
 
A dramatist does not simply write down sentences as they are required to tell the story or to set out the argument of a play; instead he or she will have heard them spoken in the silence of his or her own mind, colored by the spoken voice appropriate to each character and influenced by the context of each momentary situation. Many dramatists say that they act out all their characters to their own satisfaction as they write. More than this, a dramatist knows that the words written down must be appropriate to the character's physical bearing, gesture, appearance, nervous tension, state of mind, position onstage, and sense of the ongoing dramatic situation, and that the choice of words must do as much as possible to suggest all this to the actor. A good dramatist imagines everything that happens onstage and provides words that will both fit in with all of this complex phenomena and help to define it, first for the actor and then for the audience. This is a prime reason why writing good plays is so very difficult and why, when care is taken by the playwright, words carry a more than usual definition of each person's involvement in the drama.
 
The definition given by strong and simple words is a great power in the theatre, for however complicated a particular situation, speech can clarify it and draw it forward. A single sentence, such as “I know who killed him,” or “I love you,” or “Look behind you,” can change the effect of almost everything else that is happening: it can explain in a moment what had long been confusing or show who is in charge and who is helpless. Nothing onstage has such devastating power: to kiss or to kill, or to fall over, or to laugh or weep seldom explains as much or brings to the audience such a quick and efficient rush of understanding. Words are never enough to make a play, and by themselves they achieve comparatively little in the theatre, but in the fully developed staging of a story, a single word is sometimes enough to reveal an essential fact or to change everything.
 
Just before the outbreak of the Second World War, Oskar Walterlin, a famous opera director, escaped the Nazis and went to neighboring Switzerland, where he took charge of a theatre in Zurich that produced plays and not operas. He explained in an interview that his sense of the political situation in Europe had led him to abandon his previous line of work:


Opera [had] became a pointless distraction, artistry without root and aim….
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