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Introduction  The art gallery as muse

The Art Gallery on Stage investigates the representation of the art gallery on the contemporary British stage and discusses how issues and practices relating to the art world have intrigued and engaged playwrights with growing intensity over the past four decades. Indeed, since the 1980s, an ever increasing number of playwrights and theatre-makers have started to regard the art gallery as a muse in itself rather than simply the home of the muses, ‘an independent locus of artistic inspiration and activity’, to quote Kynaston McShine, the curator of the 1999 exhibition at the New York Museum of Modern Art, The Museum as Muse.1 Just like the artists in the MoMa exhibition, British playwrights have turned the art gallery into a recurrent subject for their plays, questioning and challenging its space and function.

The Art Gallery on Stage contends that since the 1980s, the British stage has become a place for ‘encounters’ with the art gallery. But which art gallery? The choice of the title requires clarification, given the somewhat slippery meaning of an art gallery and its close and complicated relationship with the art museum. The terms ‘art gallery’ and ‘art museum’ are often used interchangeably to describe institutions that display art, and, in the United Kingdom, most public art museums are called galleries. Perhaps the most prominent examples of such institutions are the National Gallery, inaugurated with the aim of establishing and preserving public heritage, and the Tate Gallery, which is a public-private institution. However, even if both the art museum and the art gallery fulfil the essential task of exhibiting art and are both concerned with questions of acquisition, collection and displaying, they generally serve different purposes and cater to different audiences.

Variously defined as a storehouse, a repository of memory, a history book and a place for the collections that are at the core of cultural and national identities as well as aesthetic values, museums are constantly engaged in a conversation with knowledge, tradition, memory and the past. Even if museums have been increasingly positioned as for-profit enterprises governed by market-oriented cultural policies and addressing the visitor as a client with identifiable, manipulable needs, we nonetheless see this older, more public-oriented function evidenced in plays such as David Edgar’s Pentecost (1994) or Hannah Khalil’s A Museum in Baghdad (2019). On the other hand, an art gallery, whether commercial or public funded, tends to have more adventurous and entrepreneurial aims, showcasing the latest (and often ‘cutting-edge’) work by emerging artists, as well as a range of new and diverse artistic languages and narratives. One remark by a character in Alan Bennett’s A Question of Attribution (1988) is somewhat telling: ‘Museums I know where I am. An art gallery, I always come out feeling restless and dissatisfied. Troubled. […] In a museum I’m informed, instructed. But with art … I don’t know’ (Question 317). This comment on the informative and educational nature of art museums versus the more enigmatic space of art galleries might succinctly sum up one of the main differences between the two institutions regarding both their motives and their relationships with visitors. As centres of avant-gardist experiment, galleries (propelled by their often audacious curators) set their sights on the future. While is certainly the case in respect of the fictional gallery, ‘The Gallery’, at the centre of Timberlake Wertenbaker’s Three Birds Alighting on a Field (1991), a number of actual galleries, such as Jay Joplin’s White Cube or the Saatchi Gallery, to name the most famous, have also worked as the driving force behind the launch of emerging artists, successfully disseminating modern and contemporary art in London. The recognition of the complex interaction between museums and art galleries underpins the fascinating relationship between theatre and the art gallery, which this book explores. Their mutual influence on strategies for displaying artworks, endorsement and investments in branded artists, and attempts to engage visitors resonates through all the plays analysed in the present book, which, with a few exceptions, are mostly about art galleries, whether public or private.

The boom in dramaturgy dealing with the art gallery and the art world exploded in the 1990s and the first two decades of the twenty-first century in response to the altered role of the art gallery, the growing importance of London as the capital of contemporary art, and the major changes and developments within British theatre. While it is undeniable that since the 1980s an unprecedented body of research and discussion has focused on art galleries and museums and their social, cultural and institutional significance, the extraordinary conjunction of historical and cultural circumstances that led to London becoming the world contemporary art capital, snatching the title from New York, has played an equally indisputable role in bringing art galleries to the forefront as objects of cultural and dramaturgical attraction. Indeed, 1988 might be regarded as a turning point in the history of the fascinating affair between British theatre and the art gallery. This same year Sir Nicholas Serota became director of the Tate Gallery and began exerting a profound influence on the changing attitudes to the way contemporary galleries and museums present art. It was also the year that saw Freeze, the Young British Artists’ (YBAs) first exhibition, an age-defining show that triggered a process of change in the British art world. A decade later, in 1997, it was the turn of super-collector Charles Saatchi’s Sensation exhibition, one of the most significant cultural events of so-called Cool Britannia; both controversial and highly theatrical, this exhibition started a new chapter in the ‘dramatization’ of the art gallery, bringing to the Royal Academy crowds of enthusiastic visitors eager to take part in the great art spectacle offered by the thought-provoking installations of artists such as Mark Quinn, Damien Hirst, Tracey Emin or Rachel Whiteread.

Furthermore, the opening of the Tate Modern in 2000 brought art and galleries closer to the general public and to those who had hitherto felt the art world was not for them. It should also be noted that under Serota’s direction, from 1988 to 2017, the Tate Modern abandoned sequentiality – that is, requiring the organization of displays in a series of particular historical stages with a range of more or less obvious underlying teleological agendas – which had been until then the dominant structuring principle of public and national museums. As Serota noted in his seminal book, Experience or Interpretation (1996), in the 1990s, it became a common trend to dismiss the encyclopaedic and dictionary functions of the museum and the system of categorization, used to classify art into periods and movements, in favour of ‘a new, now even dominant convention for the presentation of twentieth-century and contemporary art’. He wrote that the best museums of the future would seek ‘to promote different modes and levels of “interpretations” by subtle juxtapositions of “experience” ’. In the new museum, ‘each of us, curators and visitors alike, will have to become more willing to chart our own path, redrawing the map of modern art, rather than following a single path laid down by a curator’.2

There is considerable agreement among specialists and commentators from various fields that recent years have witnessed a shift in museum practice from the ‘quiet contemplation of authoritative interpretation’ to a more ‘active participation that implies the collaborative production of meaning(s)’.3 This shift towards the ‘experiential museum’ challenges the idea that collections include ‘an orderly arrangement of things past’ and promotes instead ‘a performative present that might make history anew’.4 As a matter of fact, the Tate Modern on Bankside, Serota’s central project, has accepted the challenge posed by artists and historians to rethink the canon of art history and the museum’s relation to it, to replace one history with ‘many stories of the twentieth and twentieth-first centuries, understood through a shifting and multifaceted perspective’,5 and, last but not least, to generate a condition in which visitors can ‘experience a sense of discovery’ by looking at particular pictures, sculptures or installations in a particular space at a particular moment, rather than finding themselves ‘on the conveyor belt of history’.6 Furthermore, as is well known, Serota has also welcomed collaborations with living artists, and the Tate Modern has hosted highly successful installations that have challenged the widespread notion of the museum experience, transforming it into an exciting form of engagement that encourages active visitor participation and the production of multiplicitous and unconventional modes of meaning.

In the light of such a fertile period of change, it is no wonder that playwrights have captured the possibilities of this encounter between exhibition and performance and embarked on radical onstage explorations. The paradigmatic change both in the way art galleries and museums display their collections and the ways visitors perceive them has had a demonstrable impact on theatrical form and presentation, to the extent that a hitherto unexplored connection needs to be investigated between modes of representation on stage and modes of exhibiting in galleries. Indeed, it seems possible to establish a connection, or at least to identify a parallel development, between those forms of theatre-making that have been variously referred to as post-dramatic or meta-modern and what is commonly known as the post-museum, a new concept of the museum that has radically changed the way it presents its exhibits by offering ‘more possibility for mental and physical interaction’.7 Without pushing the point too far, one might be tempted to consider the shift in the way art gallery-related plays represent the art gallery – that is, from the mimetic plays of the 1980s to the more experimental plays of the 1990s and 2000s – in the light of the aforementioned parallel shift in the gallery world from exhibition to experience. Since the 1990s, audiences have encountered forms of theatre-making that require more open and active participation, undermining the authority of the playwright, and art gallery visitors have been experiencing the work of art in less predetermined ways that challenge the traditional role of the curator ‘as the person who exercises discriminating judgement over selection and display in the museum’.8 Increasingly, in both theatre and art gallery, spectators and visitors have become active meaning makers, active participants in an exercise geared to build new meaning collaboratively.

In this light, The Art Gallery on Stage explores the ways in which, over the past four decades, several British playwrights have interacted with the art gallery, whether as inspiration, location, focus or theme, as part of an ever more intense process of cross-fertilization. Some of them have looked with interest at the art world and have moved between theatre and art in the course of their careers, albeit for different reasons and with different aims. Playwrights Samuel Beckett and Brian McAvera are also art connoisseurs, Howard Barker and Philip Ridley are painters, Tom Stoppard and Tim Crouch are particularly interested in the relationships between the verbal and the visual. For others, the encounter with the art world is limited to a single play. Sometimes, very personal events in the life of a playwright inspire her or him to write a play about a gallery or an exhibition. Some art gallery-related plays concern fictional characters and galleries, while others are based on real historical figures and galleries. As already noted, theatre in Britain has increasingly become host to famous artists. These plays lure audiences with the promise of spending a few hours with celebrities who have achieved fame.9 They include William Hogarth, Vincent van Gogh, Stanley Spencer, Edouard Monet, Edgar Degas, Suzanne Valadon, Pablo Picasso, Marc Chagall, William Turner and Artemisia Gentileschi. Other figures such as gallerist owners, art dealers and historians are brought to life in a surprising number of plays set in art galleries, museums and artist’s studios, exploring questions of attribution, curatorship or display. Sometimes playwrights speculate on a crucial moment, such as the explosive final meeting and attribution dispute between Joseph Duveen and Bernard Berenson (BB) in Simon Gray’s The Old Masters (2004). On other occasions they offer a chronological view of longer periods, as in Lee Hall’s The Pitmen Painters, in which the playwright leads the audience from gallery to gallery over a period from 1934 to the nationalization of the mines in 1947. Significantly, in addition to biographical plays with largely mimetic settings, auto-fictional narrative has increasingly found its way into works where the liminal sense of being suspended between fiction and fact prevails, transforming the role of the audience into a co-creator of the theatre experience, as in Tim Crouch’s My Arm (2003), An Oak Tree (2005) and ENGLAND (2007), or Mark Ravenhill’s pool (no water) (2006).

It is worth saying that most of the playwrights addressed in this study are white and thus cannot be said to represent the broader ethnic diversity of contemporary British theatre. There are a number of possible reasons for this. The first one is the criteria for my selection. Although the material examined is mainly textual, I have generally preferred to discuss plays that I have been able to see performed, attending productions whenever possible, but often also watching video recordings. The V&A National Video Archive of Performance (before it was closed for refurbishment), the National Theatre Archive and the Drama and Literature Recordings collection at the British Library likewise helped me gain a deeper understanding of the plays and their performance possibilities. Inevitably, however, the direction of my study has been influenced by the selectivity of these collections, which focuses almost exclusively on productions staged in major venues in and around London. Indeed, one could examine the reasons why it is only recently that plays offering a multicultural insight into how the museum relates to national identity have been conceived and staged in major theatres. Telling examples in this respect are Hannah Khalil’s A Museum in Baghdad, which opened at the RSC’s Swan Theatre, Stratford-upon-Avon, on 11 October 2019, and Winsome Pinnock’s Rockets and Blue Lights, which opened at Manchester’s Royal Exchange Theatre on 13 March 2020. It is only recently, in fact, that art galleries have been widely and urgently called upon to provide a platform for under-represented histories and narratives.10 One might also take into account the fact that there are still only a relatively small number of multi-ethnic voices on stage and backstage in the British theatre, as suggested by Young Vic’s Black artistic director and champion of diversity, Kwame Kwei-Armah. It is perhaps significant that it was the Young Vic who produced and staged The Collaboration (2022), the acclaimed play by the London-based New Zealand writer Anthony McCarten about the working relationship, racial tensions and cultural collision between Black street artist Jean Michel-Basquiat and Andy Warhol, the doyen of Pop Art, ‘two pugilists in art’.11 Significantly, even before the play begins, Kwei-Armah invites the audience to view and compare their works, transforming the theatre into an art gallery, with reproductions of Warhol and Basquiat’s works hanging on the walls around the perimeter of the theatre, thus confirming the art gallery as an interpretive tool and medium for the audience to engage with and reflect on their own past and cultural background and the contiguity and overlap between theatre and art gallery. It is reasonable to assume that there may have been many other plays in addition to these better-known ones, such as Whose Sari Now by Malaysian-born Rani Moorthy, playwright, actress, and artistic director of Manchester’s Rasa Productions, which deals with the subject at hand through its portrayal of a character who has the expertise to curate an exhibition on saris yet is not allowed to publicly take the credit for it because ‘she is just too brown’.12

It is also worth noting that in their attempt to imagine and stage art galleries and museums, the playwrights and theatre-makers discussed in this book are bent on engaging in a self-reflexive inquiry into the limits and possibilities of theatre itself, considering the ways in which it addresses, instructs and confronts its audiences, all the while questioning their own roles and responsibilities as playwrights and theatre-makers. Some of them, like David Hare, express frustration when comparing their means of expression with those of visual artists:


I remember visiting a Lucien Freud exhibition and experiencing blind jealousy that a painter could achieve precisely the kind of dramatic portraiture I sought in the theatre but with an infinitely more effective economy of means. Plays are so much labour compared with paintings.13


Almost a decade later, Hare maintains that painting gives the artist ultimate responsibility for every aspect of the work, with all the creative decisions determined solely by the artist’s own vision and style. However, he presents himself as a playwright/painter whose written text is fixed and hierarchical, constrained by the needs of his authorial intent, immune to directorial or performative intervention and fundamentally resistant to devising and/or collaboration practices:


It would be truer to say that every single thing […] feels right or doesn’t feel right in exactly the same way that a painter says something feels right or doesn’t feel right. […] And, similarly, if an actor paraphrases a line, I say, ‘I’m sorry. That is not the line. The line is that.’ And they say to you, ‘Well, it’s exactly the same. It means exactly the same. Why does it have to be the way you want it?’ And I say, ‘Well, it’s style. And the mystery of style is precisely that: it’s a mystery. But I know that it pleases me if you say my line, and it doesn’t please me if you paraphrase my line. And I can’t explain to you why it sounds better or more perfectly expresses what I want. I can’t tell you why. I can only tell you, you have to do it. Because you are in my painting. I am the writer, and you have to be in my painting, and you have to behave like a character in my style. And you can’t behave in another style.’ And that doesn’t mean the actor can’t bring something incredibly creative, but they have to accept the discipline of belonging in my picture.14


Hare’s reverence for the playwright, whose text demands obedience from those directors, actors and designers charged with bringing it to life as faithfully as possible, perhaps epitomizes an attitude that has been largely shared in the British theatre for decades. It is precisely this attitude that a writer such as Tim Crouch has sought to challenge by shifting the emphasis from text and plot to design and spectacle. Crouch emerges as a key figure in each chapter – hardly a surprise since no other playwright has been as interested in the world of art galleries as Crouch. His plays demonstrate not only his interest in understanding and challenging the dynamics behind theatre performance and visual art exhibitions but also his political engagement, which places questions of the economic exploitation of art, individual agency and collective responsibility at the heart of all his work in both thematic and structural terms. Rather than simply importing and appropriating the motifs of the art gallery, Crouch, in the wake of Beckett, uses the art gallery as a site of interaction (or ‘transplantation’, as he defines it in his introduction to ENGLAND) between different visual and verbal grammars, as well as a place to experiment with and question the mode of storytelling and its intertwining with cultural capital and collective responsibility. The comparison between the visual arts and theatre seems to be the petrol that powers the engine of Crouch’s theatre, with plays like My Arm (2003), An Oak Tree (2005) and ENGLAND (2007) acting as its roadmap. Realizing that, as an actor, he has ‘often worked far too hard “to host” an audience’s journey through a play’, as a playwright, Crouch attempts ‘to provoke questions about the qualitative distinctions between viewing theatre and viewing visual art’, between ‘the social nature of watching a play and the private, stand-alone nature of looking at a painting’.15 Inspired by the visual arts, where the viewer is expected ‘to work hard’, Crouch seeks fully to engage audience members, giving them a greater sense of authority over what they see,16 while inviting them to question their own role and the underlying ontology of theatre itself.

In discussing how theatre, and art in general, relates to their audiences, The Art Gallery on Stage seeks to unpick the intersections between theatre and performance art, even if it does not cover the heterogeneous world of performing art. Borrowing conceptual framing strategies from performance artists, several playwrights and theatre-makers have undoubtedly begun to focus more on the creative process of making rather than on the finished text itself. They have also adopted ensemble modes of working that, as Duška Radosavljević claims, ‘have challenged and altered the previously held hierarchies of text over performance in the Anglo-American context’.17 While Crouch, in his ‘play for galleries’, ENGLAND, is indebted to conceptual art and Fluxus and uses the blank slate of the white cube in a gallery to deconstruct the elements of the theatre, Mark Ravenhill pushes the boundaries of theatre in the play pool (no water) by collaborating with Frantic Assembly, a company that specializes in devising and favouring the physical over the verbal text.

While some playwrights seem more inclined than others to explore the world of art galleries, some venues are more suited than others to stage plays dealing with the creation and display of works of art. Hackney’s Arcola Theatre is a fine example. Founded in 2000 by Turkish-born Mehmet Ergen and Leyla Nazli, in 2011 it made its home at the former Reeves and Sons paint factory on Ashwin Street in Dalston, where J.M.W. Turner and John Constable used to buy their blocks of paint. As such, it perhaps comes as no surprise that the venue opened with Rebecca Lenkiewicz’s play about Turner, The Painter. Between 2009 and 2014 the Arcola Theatre went on to host the premieres of three other shows about three artists,18 two of which explored spaces and places for the making and exhibiting of art. Wertenbaker’s The Line (2009) focuses on the artist’s studio as the arena for the troubled relationship between Edgar Degas and his ambitious protégée Suzanne Valadon, while Tom Wainwright’s highly successful one-man show Banksy: The Room in the Elephant (2014) analyses how narrative is framed and shaped through the story of a man left homeless when the Los Angeles water tank he was living in is transformed into a Banksy artwork.19 Philip Ridley has acknowledged the Arcola, where The Pitchfork Disney was successfully revived in 2012, as a ‘raw and more earthy place’ and one of the few theatres where the atmosphere of the place influences the performance:


The new Arcola is a great space. The thing that’s become more important to me over the years is the space in which the plays are done and it’s interesting because that was always vitally important to me when I was showing artwork and it took me a while to realise that the atmosphere of a place was part of what contributed to whether it worked or not. There are certain venues in London at the moment that are exciting me beyond belief. The Arcola does.20


No wonder, then, that ten years later, his award-winning The Poltergeist, a one-man show about a struggling artist who was hailed as an enfant prodige for his large-scale murals as a teenager and is now a bitter unknown, made its stage debut at the Arcola Theatre, after an acclaimed streamed run at the Southwark Playhouse during the Covid-19 pandemic.

Since the late 1980s, playwrights’ radical re-imagining of the stage mediated by visual arts has also raised questions around British identity in ways this book aims to trace and analyse. From Alan Bennett’s perspective on British foreign policy in relation to the rise of Nazism and Thatcher’s Falklands War to David Edgard’s rethinking of refugee rights after the break-up of Yugoslavia, from David Leddy’s play about what is ‘real’ on the eve of Brexit to Crouch’s examination of the dynamics between the Western world and others, for several of the playwrights in this book, the art gallery, as a site for constructing narratives and the self,21 seems the ideal place to explore and discuss individual and national, past and present identity, and to challenge the notion of ‘identity’ as bounded and coherent. The visual and the theatrical, the museum and the playhouse, have increasingly interacted in provocative and sometimes enigmatic ways, blurring the specificities of each idiom – artistic and theatrical – and of the physical spaces traditionally allotted to them.

The Art Gallery on Stage charts the motives and interests that playwrights have brought to the subject, highlights their approaches, and explores the range of their formal strategies. It thus reconstructs how art gallery-related plays were initially performed in traditional theatres, requiring playwrights and set, costume and light designers to endeavour to re-create the art gallery in mimetic terms, and how they later moved to site-specific venues where playwrights have instead attempted to challenge the naturalistic conceptions of theatrical structure. However, as a coda to this brief introduction to the book, it is worth saying that, although this is the first monograph devoted to a systematic investigation of the full range and significance of the mutual relationship between the art gallery and British playwriting, a comprehensive and exhaustive review of art gallery/museum-related plays is beyond the scope of this volume. Instead, the present text seeks to provide an analysis of some important formal responses to the new aesthetic questions raised by the changing role and function of art galleries and museums over the past four decades. The number of plays about art galleries written and/or performed in Britain during this time is both impressive and growing, so it has been necessary to narrow down the selection to a more manageable corpus for closer analysis. The plays included in the book have been chosen primarily for their paradigmatic value as examples of trends, both old and new, and as demonstrations of the formal developments stimulated by the emergence of a new paradigm of the art gallery. This approach combines chronological and typological analysis with close readings of a number of individual and exemplary plays, while also gesturing more broadly to a range of other plays that can be said to have contributed to the overall movement in question. Although most of the plays considered in The Art Gallery on Stage are by British playwrights, there are some notable exceptions, including a few by American writers that were first staged in the UK, such as John Logan’s Red, which had its world premiere at the Donmar Warehouse (2009).

Chapter 1, ‘How the Art gallery Came to Stage’, shows how the art gallery became an important issue in contemporary playwriting and provides a preliminary discussion of some crucial issues when considering the history of the interplay between British theatre and art galleries. It argues that drama’s interest in questions of art display and exhibition, which can be traced back to early modern drama, was rekindled in the late 1980s after a long history not only of setbacks but also of glimpses of successful partnership (e.g. in the wake of the artistic and cultural experimentation of the 1960s). The chapter describes the reasons behind the increasingly frequent crossings between modes of exhibiting in art galleries and modes of representing in theatre in a country that, despite sixteenth-century iconoclasm and a long-standing historical mistrust of the visual, is nonetheless eager to assert itself on the global contemporary art world. In particular, the chapter offers a preliminary incursion into the work of Samuel Beckett and Tom Stoppard, whose dramas, although for very different reasons, may be regarded as milestones in the liaison between theatre and art gallery. Beckett’s understanding of collecting, ordering and re-presenting images, objects, and characters on stage bears affinities to that of a museum curator, and indeed, over time, his work has increasingly cross-fertilized theatre and the visual arts. If Beckett is a major visual artist who has turned the stage into an art gallery, Stoppard is the first British playwright to consider and accurately describe the experience of visiting an art gallery, before the boom of academic interest in the 1980s and 1990s in the nature, quality and impact of ‘museum experiences’.

The chapter also provides a chronological framework, exploring some of the critical moments and events that have shaped the dialogue between theatre and art galleries, including the emergence of the heritage industry in the 1980s and the accompanying oppositional attempts to challenge Thatcherite nostalgia and break new ground in both the art world and the theatre (as exemplified by Dear’s The Art of Success (1987) and Wertenbaker’s Three Birds Alighting on a Field); the YBAs’ first age-defining exhibition, Freeze; Charles Saatchi’s Sensation exhibition at the Royal Academy in 1997, which helped to consecrate the 1990s as a golden age for the arts but whose more troubling sides have been explored in more or less explicit ways by many YBAs themselves as well as by playwrights, from Philip Ridley and Lee Hall to Tim Crouch and David Leddy; and, finally, the opening of the Tate Modern in 2000, which has also played a driving role in bringing art museums and art galleries to the forefront of a significant cultural debate, not only in the elite circles of intellectuals, curators, museum directors, trendsetters and playwrights but also among the general public and those who had thus far shown little interest in the art world. With a career-long interest in visual arts and art galleries, Crouch does not just devise a play to be performed in art galleries (e.g. ENGLAND) but sets up a form of engagement that encourages active audience participation and the free production of meaning. In this way, he somehow challenges both the playwright and the curator’s authority, paralleling or mirroring what is happening in many art galleries, including the Tate Modern, where director Sir Nicholas Serota has rejected the sequential order in the display artworks, challenging the common notion of the museum experience as the contemplation of an exhibition designed by a curator’s authoritative interpretation. Finally, the chapter charts the rise to prominence of a growing exchange between theatre and gallery spaces, which seems to have intensified over the past two decades. Indeed, it is important to note that the dynamic between theatre and the visual arts has also been reshaped by an increasing number of performances staged in art galleries and museums, sometimes in conjunction with specific exhibitions and/or specific and pressing sociopolitical issues. In the wake of the #MeToo movement, to take one prominent example, issues of sexual violence have invaded both art galleries and theatres.

Chapter 2, ‘The Drama of Authenticity, Connoisseurship and Identity’, sets out to show how debates around connoisseurship and authorship, differences between originals and copies, and questions of conservation and restoration have been appropriated by playwrights both to re-negotiate long-standing tensions and to question their own political and aesthetic strategies and aims. An early indication of these museological concerns on stage is the presence in many plays of prominent artists and figures from the art world, from William Hogarth to Tracey Emin or Joseph Duveen to Anthony Blunt. David Hare’s The Bay at Nice (1986), Nick Dear’s The Art of Success (1987), Alan Bennett’s A Question of Attribution (1988), David Edgar’s Pentecost (1994) and Simon Gray’s The Old Masters (2004) are all plays set in or around art museums or galleries, focusing on the biographies of people in the art world, and entertaining audiences with sophisticated questions of attribution and debates about the best methods of examining a painting.

On stage, the mysteries surrounding a work of art, including questions of its authorship and provenance, contribute to the development of dramatic plots while reeling in spectators by means of suspense, trepidation, and coup de théâtre; furthermore, the attribution process works as a catalyst for other and perhaps more important aesthetic and political issues. By bringing onstage the long tradition of hostility between connoisseurship as the subjective talent of the trained and experienced eye and the ‘objective’ expertise of science, which was fuelled in 1920 by the cause célèbre of Andrée and Harry Han’s disputed version of Leonardo’s La Belle Ferronnière, these playwrights have rekindled a critical debate in the art world. While inviting their audiences to enlarge and strengthen their gaze, they have also brought to the fore crucial political issues. Indeed, even though written in different years and with different intentions, these plays focus on the power and limits of the eye before either a painting or a performance, thus mobilizing questions about the act of spectating as a source of action and a site of agency. The questions of expertise and authenticity that have haunted the work of David Hare and Alan Bennett and fed their stage explorations of the politics of art and the art of politics in the Thatcher era have grown and changed over the years.

A theme rich in dramatic potential, the question of attribution also provides metaphoric suggestions for playwrights. Interestingly, not only does it encourage a questioning and reassessment of the problem of identity, both individual and national, but it also offers a unique opportunity to address in more experimental ways the ontological relationship between lying and acting. In Long Live the Little Knife (2013), David Leddy acknowledges the crucial role of fakes and forgeries and their exhibition in triggering discussion on the connection between reality and its representation, and, in particular, on verbatim theatre. In An Oak Tree, Crouch grapples even more radically with the precarious balance between true and false as well as with multiple and sometimes contradictory layers of representation in an attempt to liberate the authority of the audience.

Chapter 3, ‘Staging the Art Gallery’, examines modes of representing artworks, collections and art galleries. It traces a trajectory from plays that engage in fierce competition with the spectacle of art to plays that shatter all familiar dramaturgical conventions in favour of a radical reconfiguration of visual representation. Drawing (after Beckett) on the grammar of the visual arts, playwrights have challenged both the conventions of naturalistic theatre and the playwright’s traditional authorial role in guiding audiences through a predetermined and closed dramatic experience. Increasingly, they have made the stage a significant forum for discussing the relation between representation and performance and have experimented with new dramatic forms.

On the one hand, in some plays where the core of the action, dialogue and lectures is the process of art making as well as art exhibiting, from Lee Hall’s The Pitmen Painters (2008) to John Logan’s Red (2009), playwrights seem to be inviting theatre directors and set designers to compete with curators in conceiving onstage art galleries or artists’ studios. In biographical plays, in particular, the need to present the life and work of the artists as ‘authentic’ leads directors and set designers to adopt the model of dioramic representation, which is used by museums to re-create the studios of deceased artists, often as permanent installations to be gazed at with voyeuristic wonder. The chapter also shows how the theatre has rivalled the art gallery in that, by capitalizing on the mythology of the artist, stage designers and directors have been able not only to convey the aura of famous masterpieces but also to offer audiences the thrilling privilege of being allowed to witness the artistic process of creation, and to be taught how to look at works of art while their creators passionately discuss them.

On the other hand, the stage has increasingly become a laboratory in which to experiment with the interaction between display, performing and storytelling, and to engage both the director and the audience in a different way, as in Breach’s It’s True, It’s True, It’s True (2018). Having abandoned any attempt at naturalism, some playwrights or, rather theatre-makers, conceive (post-dramatic) plays, in which the reduction of explicit stage directions is a theatrical (textual) challenge that contributes to the openness of the plays, requiring both a creative intervention in staging and an active participation of the audience in the process of meaning-making. By intersecting the grammars of theatre, visual arts and performing arts, Martin Crimp, Mark Ravenhill and Tim Crouch have adopted the kind of conceptual framing strategies developed by performance artists, emphasizing the creative process of making, rather than on the text, as discussed in Duška Radosavljević’s Theatre Making (2013).

While redefining the role of the text in theatre, very different but equally engaging plays such as Crimp’s Attempts on Her Life (1997), Ravenhill’s pool (no water) and Crouch’s ENGLAND invite directors, actors and audiences to participate directly in the process of imagining, or, better, ‘theatre-making’ of art galleries and artworks, thus outlining a new post-Beckett theatre of absence. While making their audiences aware of the artificial mechanisms deployed in the construction of the imaginary worlds they conjure up through words and images, they induce a visceral, unmediated understanding and experience of the performance. But while Crimp’s Attempts on Her Life seems to be written with the vocabulary of postmodern critique, the other two plays, oscillating between sincerity and irony, deconstruction and construction, apathy and affect,22 and encouraging generative collaboration in collective activities, seem to embrace, albeit differently, that structure of feeling and dramaturgy defined as meta-modern.

The fourth and final chapter, ‘The Price of Everything’, charts the rise of a growing body of plays by authors who, after witnessing the shift from welfare state to the art market and the increasing hybridization of state support and corporate patronage, have directed attention to such phenomena as the commercialization, marketing and consumption of art and denounced the damaging and interconnected implications of philistinism and commodification for the art world. Suffice it to mention The Art of Success, in which Dear discusses the rise of the globalized art market and the political manipulation of aesthetics by establishing a close correspondence between William Hogarth’s historical context and the 1980s debate on the complex identity of British art. It was this debate that paved the way for the impressive success of YBA and other playwrights determined to investigate a world of contemporary art that had been made so suddenly and conspicuously spectacular by globalization, financialization, the appeal of scandal and a range of other factors which can be seen to interact with aesthetics, craftsmanship and talent. Wertenbaker’s Three Birds Alighting on a Field – to take just one example – revives the long-running debate about national taste, raises questions about art as a rewarding financial investment and ponders the issue of what constitutes legitimation in the contemporary art world as well as the dangers of private funding in both the art and theatre worlds. Controversial issues such as commission prices, fierce competition between artists, auctions and processes of endorsement to determine which works are worthy of a potential place in art history urge playwrights not only to explore the difference between the intrinsic and exchange value of the artwork but also to question the relationship of visual arts and theatre to the market and the public bodies that are financially and medially involved in their management. Even if some of these plays highlight the more mysterious and troubling entanglements of art with more or less serious crimes, from intellectual property theft to paedophilia and the global black market in human organs, what ultimately emerges is our need for art. Both art galleries and theatres are places where we question our assumptions about the past, ourselves, our present and our value system, but above all where we actively cultivate hope and plan for a better and more ethically engaged future.

By exploring contemporary British theatre at its intersection with the art gallery, The Art Gallery on Stage re-evaluates existing paradigms and points to a new connection between the distinct and yet related fields of theatre and museum studies. It does so, however, in recognition of the fact that this is only a first attempt to map and critically analyse a phenomenon that has been largely neglected, despite its potential to offer meaningful contributions to the understanding of the mechanisms behind the cultural, social and political construction of art and our value system. I hope that The Art Gallery on Stage, with its focus on contemporary playwriting, will inspire further research and theoretical and social reflection on this fruitful theatre/art gallery bond.
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1 How the art gallery came to the stage

The seduction of the art gallery

Since the 1990s, art historians and curators have often revived the old-standing idea of a connection between museums and theatre when writing about the representational challenges posed by recent changes in the language and concept of the museum in general. At the end of the past millennium, performance studies specialist Barbara Kirschenblatt-Gimblett wrote that the museum is ‘a theatre, a memory place, a stage for the enactment of other times and places, a space of transport, fantasy, dreams’.1 She even suggested that exhibitions are fundamentally theatrical, ‘for they are how museums perform the knowledge they create’.2 Roughly at the same time, Carol Duncan, a professor in religion and cultural studies who considers museums as symbolic, social spaces that convey beliefs and ideas about identity, regarded ‘the totality of the museum as a stage setting that prompts visitors to enact a performance of some kind, whether or not actual visitors would describe it as such (and whether or not they are prepared to do so)’. She concluded that, ‘the museum’s sequenced spaces and arrangements of objects, its lighting and architectural details constitute a dramatic field – a combination of stage set and script – that both structures and invites a performance’.3 Ten years later, American art historian Donald Preziosi underlined that all museums ‘use theatrical effects to enhance a belief in the historicity of the objects they collect’,4 in his own way confirming a growing trend towards an increasing interaction between collections/exhibitions and artists/performers.

If, on the one hand, then, art galleries and museums seem to be intrinsically theatrical, on the other hand British playwrights and theatre practitioners have increasingly recognized the art gallery as an inspiring place in plays that have been frequently hailed as among the best of their respective seasons, from Alan Bennett’s A Question of Attribution to David Edgar’s Pentecost; from Patrick Marber’s Closer (1997) to Lee Hall’s The Pitmen Painters (2008). Whether private or public, big or small, family-owned or corporate-run, the art gallery provides a place for encounters, emotions and stories. From the Tate Gallery in Pimlico to the Tate Modern on Bankside; from London’s National Gallery to the Hermitage in Saint Petersburg or the posh fictional The Gallery off Cork Street, placing an art gallery or an art museum on stage sets in motion a narrative full of potential, museological inquiry and unpredictable consequences.

Tracing the long historical trajectory of the fascinating affair between the British theatre and the art gallery is beyond the scope of this volume. However, it is worth turning back briefly to the Elizabethan times5 and recalling both Frances A. Yates’ classic study The Art of Memory (1966), which relates the art of memory and Robert Fludd’s theatre memory system to the Globe Theatre, and Shakespeare’s The Winter’s Tale (5.3). The ‘statue scene’ in Shakespeare’s romance is one of the most famous representations of both an art gallery and a patron of the visual arts in early modern English drama, notoriously interpreted as Shakespeare’s will to confirm his status as visual artist and to legitimize ‘a way of knowing asserted against the humanist claims for an exclusive, or near-exclusive, truth in language’.6 There is no need to delve into the maze of iconoclasm with its connection to Elizabethan anti-theatricalism and its many consequences. Undoubtedly, the war on icons and the destruction of images have left an indelible mark on the history of the country. They are, in a sense, the primary scenario of a museology that, though wounded by dissolution and dispersion, was born and grew, as elsewhere in Europe, between the end of the seventeenth and the nineteenth centuries, but also the seeds of what director Peter Hall calls ‘a recurrent national neurosis’, that, he argues, still makes the English ‘suspicious of the visual delights of the theatre’.7

Despite this distrust of visual representation, the liaison between the theatre and the art gallery has seen various vicissitudes and fruitful partnerships: the exploitation of the visual potentialities coming from continental stage design with the reopening of theatres in 1661; the Victorian theatre’s growing interest in creating pictorial stage re-renderings, whose mimetic reconstructions of the environments and atmospheres of the past aimed at historical (and almost museological) authenticity; the experiments of the avant-gardes, challenging both naturalistic theatre and the traditional museum, often regarded as antiquated, aristocratic and authoritarian institutions.

The 1960s marked a turning point. Boundaries between theatre, art and performance were variously breached by pioneering playwrights and theatre-makers experimenting with cross-fertilizations of languages, codes and grammars. Happenings and performances inspired by Body art, Fluxus and Environmental and Conceptual Art contributed to a consolidation of the relationship between British theatre and art galleries.8 Visual artists began to explore participatory forms of entertainment and to encourage spectator participation, while many developments in theatre sought to reduce the distance between actor and audience, favouring ‘a paradigm of physical involvement’9 in the tradition of Antonin Artaud’s Theatre of Cruelty.

In this inevitably sketchy survey, it is also worth mentioning the so-called Fun Palace, perhaps one of the most interesting projects of the 1960s (it was never actually built). Designed by actress and theatre director Joan Littlewood and British architect Cedric Price as an innovative alternative to both mainstream theatre and conventional architecture, the Fun Palace was intended as a utopian agent of change for the individual, community and environment that would provide a provisional stage to be continuously set and reset, sited and re-sited. Above all, it was to offer ‘a democratic space that opened itself up for negotiation by the user, a deliberate attempt to redefine the standard relationship between people and institutions. Movement between different zones was to be part of the overall experience of freedom and the activation of individual agency’.10 Never realized but nonetheless a source of inspiration in the following decades – not least for The Tanks, Tate Modern’s new space opened in 2016 as a permanent gallery for live art, performance, installation and film –11 the Fun Palace seemingly embodied the zeitgeist of the 1960s, the growing fluidity of the boundaries between art forms and the desire for artists to create events rather than works of art.

Samuel Beckett is a milestone in the history of the liaison between the theatre and the art gallery. He has played a remarkably rich and ground-breaking role and has remained a constant reference and influence in the development of British playwriting, all the way from the revolutionary ‘performative turn’ of the 1960s12 to the post-dramatic and meta-dramatic experiments of the twenty-first century. However, his fascinating movements between theatre and art museums and galleries, to which many pages have been devoted and many more should be, can only necessarily be confined to a short section.

Beckett’s museum fever and performative turn

Samuel Beckett’s That Time, a short one-act play, first performed at the Royal Court on 20 May 1976, features one of the first theatrical characters in the British theatre to enter an art gallery. The play imagines that C, one of the three voices that come out of the dark as aspects of the Listener’s past, belongs to a broken man, who takes refuge in London National Portrait Gallery. Surprisingly, C is only interested in the gallery as a shelter from the rain and cold:


C when you went in out of the rain always a winter then always raining that time in the Portrait Gallery in off the street out of the cold and rain slipped in when no one was looking and through the rooms shivering and dripping till you found a seat marble slab and sat down to rest and dry off and on to hell out of there when was that.13


Unlike C, Beckett was an assiduous visitor of art galleries and a connoisseur of the highest order. His art gallery fever, nurtured by a lifelong passion born in the National Galleries in Dublin and London, pursued during the uneasy 1930s from Dresden to Erfurt, Berlin, Hamburg and Munich, and then in the United States, New York especially, has a manifold articulation: it echoes the familiarity he had with many public and private collections; it illuminates the visual world deployed in texts and on stage; it gives shape and significance to the stage as a theatre of (defective) memory, a space that stores fragile memories triggered by a few objects; and it works to clear the stage and bring theatre closer to performing arts.

In her memoir, Anne Atik wrote that Beckett’s visual memory was ‘striking’ and that ‘he remembered paintings of Old Masters which he’d seen in his travels through museums in Germany, France and Italy, those in Ireland, and England, their composition and colour, the impact each one had had’.14 His intimate knowledge of art and personal friendship with artists, obscure and famous, is now part of the critical lore as is the fact that he was a collector. His own collection consisted, as it happened, almost exclusively of the works of his friends: the van Velde brothers, Jack Yeats, Henri Hayden and Jean-Paul Riopelle – artists whom Beckett wrote about and who shared his personal struggle towards a form of expression free from the tyranny of representation. In fact, he used his art criticism as an opportunity to explore his own ideas about art, the ‘crucible in which he could forge his aesthetic ideas’.15

Beckett had the eye of a connoisseur, whom, he joked (winking at Hamlet), ‘can just separate Uccello from a handsaw’.16 In the 1930s, he exchanged ideas on attributions with his friend Thomas McGreevy, the director of Dublin’s National Gallery of Ireland from 1950 to 1963, and sometimes rightly doubted what curators and official catalogues said about an artist. He even seriously considered a career in museums, when, in 1933, ‘in a moment of gush’, he applied for an assistant position at the National Gallery in Trafalgar Square.17 Indeed, the correspondence with McGreevy reveals Beckett’s expertise in art as well as his peculiar sensitivity to issues of curatorship and display, which will also be found in his plays. Thus, his complaint about the display of Perugino’s Pietà, just purchased at the National Gallery of Ireland, ‘buried behind a formidable barrage of shining glass, so that one is obliged to take cognisance of it progressively, square inch by square inch’,18 reappears later in That Time. C speaks of a similar obstacle to a clear view when he describes the Portrait Gallery portraits as ‘black with dirt and antiquity’ and recalls ‘a vast oil black with age and dirt […] black behind the glass’, where ‘he experiences the shock of a ghost-like face emerging from an oil black with age’:19


C till you hoisted your head and there before your eyes when they opened a vast oil black with age and dirt someone famous in his time some famous man or woman or even child such as a young prince or princess some young some young prince or princess of the blood black with age behind the glass where gradually as you peered trying to make it out gradually of all things a face appeared had you swivel on the slab to see who it was there at your elbow. (That Time 389)


Undoubtedly, Beckett’s understanding of displaying and lighting as well as his focus on the relationship between viewer and object are rooted in his early interest in curatorship, which would later fuel his theatre.20 Significantly, Atik recalls that in his art catalogues he used to write ‘scattered annotations which bear witness to an attentive, passionate viewer, and in his work he referred, sometimes indirectly, sometimes directly, to these paintings, positioning his actors and actresses accordingly’.21 His connoisseurship as well as his ongoing exposure to and engagement with the world of visual arts played an important role in determining much of his textual and theatrical practice, leading him to use the visual resources of the stage – depth and foreground, lighting and darkness, movement and stillness, colour and gesture – to conceive his plays as a visual artist. Increasingly, Beckett moved further away from writing plays with any trace of the conventions of drama.

As with all museums,22 Beckett’s stage entails concerns with the retrieval and conservation of memory, which, however flawed and fragmented, is triggered by a few objects endowed with intertextual stories.23 Through his art galleries onstage – both empty and yet full of echoes and images – Beckett leads us to the heart of the tormented modernist memory: an unresolved site both void and inhabited. Such is also the result of an artistic process of ‘shrinking’ that, by winking at both visual arts and media, liberates the stage from all excess and goes beyond text to use the stage as a multimedia space crossed by a continuous contradictory rhythm of showing and hiding, adding and subtracting, which would later inspire several (post-dramatic) playwrights, including Martin Crimp and Mark Ravenhill.

Last but not least, the grammar of contemporary art gallery influences Beckett’s theatre in another and perhaps more important way. Undeniably, his texts and performances developed in the context of the major changes in the art world of the 1960s, the period of the interlinked evolution of both the minimalist and modernist paradigms.24 As the boundaries between art, drama, performing arts and music were broken down, Beckett’s plays became more and more like art installations, taking place on a stage that was also very much like a gallery space, as Billie Whitelaw suggested in an interview with Jonathan Kalb:


I do not think he just writes a play. I think he’s a writer, a painter, a musician, and his works seem to me all these things rolled into one. I remember once he said to me in my home, ‘I don’t know whether the theater is the right place for me anymore.’ He was getting further and further away from writing conventional plays. And I know what he meant. I thought, well perhaps he should be in an art gallery or something. Perhaps I should be pacing up and down in the Tate Gallery, I don’t know, because the way the thing looks and the way he paints with light it is just as important as what comes out from my mouth. […] Now, perhaps I’m being silly, perhaps I shouldn’t do that, but I feel that the shape my body makes is just as important as the sound that comes out of my mouth. And that’s the shape my body wants to take, of somebody who’s spiraling inward.25


What kind of play is Not I (1972), where the stage is ‘in darkness but for mouth upstage audience right, about 8 feet above stage level, faintly lit from close-up and below, rest of face in shadow’ (Not I
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