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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Statement of the Problem 

Seeking a historical and theoretical perspective for 

self-dramatized acting is a difficult task, because until 

recently the notion was considered an undefined and a highly 

subjective viewpoint. As the exploratory theatre movements 

in the 1960s and the 1970s, inspired by the theories of 

Vsevolod Meyerhold, Bertold Brecht, and Antonin Artaud, 

gained recognition, it became clear that the role of the 

actor needed a fundamental reevaluation and redefinition. 

The merging of life and art in contemporary theatre 

necessitates a close look at history to find an explanation 

for new practices. 

In the twentieth century the notion of realism which 

had explained and sustained the Western civilization through 

wars and disasters was put to test once again and more 

fundamentally than ever before. From the rationalism of the 

ancient Greeks to the psychological individualism of the 

late nineteenth century, reality had always been a somewhat 

positive—if not arbitrary—explanation of the world. With 

the discovery that man may not be the center of the universe 

and that the universe may not be divinely guided, a great 

pessimism threatened the human identity and the notion of 

reality. It was now understood that the universe lies in 

essence beyond human perception and that any system of 
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reality (conscious or subconscious) merely imposes narrow 

limits on a phenomenon that cannot be limited in such a way. 

The idea of reality, therefore, relinquishes its claims to 

objectivity in favor of a phenomenological view where man's 

perception of that reality alone can be the conscious 

recognition of his individual point of view toward a given 

phenomenon. 

Contemporary theatre responded to the phenomenological 

view of reality by discarding character in favor of the 

actor. In a performance, therefore, characterization also 

becomes a conscious recognition of the actor's point of view 

toward the text. Such an approach does not pretend to make 

the elusive notion of the character appear "real." It is 

the actor himself who stands onstage as the only tangible 

reality. The reality of the actor and his conscious 

viewpoint becomes the performance. The dramatic action is 

no longer a series of choices jnade subjectively by the actor 

in order to create an inner reality for the character (which 

could eventually be mistaken as an absolute). Instead, the 

very elements of the theatre are placed in dialectical 

conflict to create action. This process could be viewed, in 

a sense, as more real than the make-believe action of the 

character. The process of structuring the elements in the 

theatre takes place, therefore, within itself, without the 

imposition of a structure borrowed from the outside world. 

The reality of the theatre becomes the performer, the 



platform, the audience, and not the character, a fictional 

world, and passive spectators who happen to eavesdrop on a 

situation where they essentially do not belong. The total 

presence of the actor through a character, therefore, is 

simply a verification of the theatrical reality which in 

terms of phenomenology is not only not unreal, but as real 

as any other view of reality. 

Vsevolod Meyerhold, Antonin Artaud, Bertold Brecht, and 

Jerzy Grotowski view man as a force with a potential for 

transformation to become more evolved. They are less 

interested in the notion of looking at man from a particular 

psychological point of view, perhaps capable of 

transformation, but only within the confines of certain 

given rules. Transformation for contemporary theatre takes 

place on many different levels, and its primary cause of 

generation is confrontation. Where realism/naturalism aims 

at objective representation, contemporary theatre views the 

text as a potential for character action through 

manipulation of dramatic elements, particularly through the 

element of thought. The confrontation of these dramatic 

elements creates a series of character actions which in turn 

confront the actor's choice-making in order to create 

characterization. Achieving dramatic viability is in large 

part due to this process of confrontation, because none of 

the elements work self-sufficiently. All of the theorists 

mentioned above agree that, on some level, the actor 



confronts the character; a process thereby occurs through 

which the actor responds to his/her needs, to his/her way of 

seeing the world, to his/her relationships, and to his/her 

beliefs. 

As Robert Benedetti suggests, for the actor the dual 

reality of his physique and the character mask represents a 

dual consciousness. Even in the most realistic style of 

acting, without the actor mask, it would be hard to make 

aesthetic choices. On the other hand, if one dispenses with 

the character mask completely, one is no longer acting.^ 

Through the theories and practices of Stanislavski, the 

art of acting had a birth in realism/naturalism. 

Stanislavski's preoccupation with "being" rather than 

"seeming" affirms his profound understanding of the actor's 

dual reality. Because of the multiple interpretations of 

his ideas, however, the original intentions were somewhat 

altered. There seemed to be little regard for the actor's 

mask as not only a significant but an essential part of 

creating a dramatic reality and character. The disregard 

for the actor's mask in the United States is perhaps due to 

the influence of the training at the Actor's Studio which is 

still profoundly felt. The explosion of the media, such as 

television and movies, has also contributed to this lack of 

interest in the actor mask and the potential power of a 

theatrical experience. 



In accordance with "real life," the reality of the 

character is not a psychologically continuous one. It is, 

rather, fractured glimpses of multiple facets of a 

personality. The actor brings to life the fragments of the 

character's reality by supplying fragments taken directly 

from his own personal life. The creative motor of the play, 

therefore, becomes primarily the actor instead of the 

playwright. This viewpoint is not to undermine the 

importance of the written word. The process of acting for 

the self-dramatized performer starts with the text. The 

confrontation of the actor and the text, however, is not 

solely for the purpose of fulfilling the requirements of a 

dramatic character; it is rather for the examination of the 

actor's most genuine reactions to the text. Such 

examination takes the performer from a merely personal level 

of response to a new level of self-realization. This new 

plateau of reality is an elevated state beyond that of 

either the character or the performer. 

Although the efforts of the Actor's Studio have been 

positive in producing many fine actors, there is another 

group, equally talented, which has found the realistic 

process puzzling and frustrating. This problem necessitates 

alternative training programs that can benefit a larger 

number of actors and more diverse styles of acting. The 

theories of contemporary theatre, as mentioned before, deal 

in part with the relationship between the actor and the 



character. Unfortunately, this information is scattered 

among various sources. it is, therefore, difficult to gain 

a historical or critical perspective of the concept of self-

dramatization, much less a discussion of an actor-training 

process. If characterization is the result of a process of 

confrontation between the actor and the character, then the 

presence of the actor must be defined as clearly and as 

precisely as possible in order for the confrontation to 

occur with any degree of facility. 

The first part of this study will attempt to speculate 

a historical development for self-dramatization in order to 

bring it from a subjective viewpoint into an objective 

system, and thereby assert its theoretical and practical 

significance in the process of acting. Several theatre 

artists whose theories directly or indirectly deal with 

self-dramatization will be discussed in depth in order to 

find a common ground, as well as points of difference in 

their works. 

The theorists discussed in this study each have taken a 

uniquely individual approach to existentialism and the 

problems of modern man: Meyerhold rejected a verbal system 

of communication in favor of a physical one; Brecht 

attempted to define the actor socially and politically; and 

Artaud viewed man as a collection of his most basic 

impulses. All three, however, agree that the theatre has an 

independent reality in which the actor stands as the central 



figure symbolically representing the world. It is through 

the actor's view of reality that the text and the characters 

come to life. 

The second part of this study will discuss genres, 

forms, and styles developed in the United States in which 

self-dramatizing performance are potentially of primary 

importance. These include post-modern theatre, exploratory 

and political theatre, auto-performance, contemporary 

musical theatre, and opera. 

It is my hope to synthesize my own theatre and music 

training in this dissertation as a way of discovering a more 

effective method of education in the performing arts. I 

also hope that this will open possibilities for future 

research in the area of self-dramatized performance. 

In a period when authenticity is increasingly rare 
in public life the performer has been asked to 
surrender his professional masks and be himself. 
Instead of mirroring his time the performer is 
asked to remedy them.^ 



Notes 

•"Robert Benedetti, Seeming. Being, and Becoming: Acting 
in Our Century (New York: Drama Book Specialists, 1976), 
p. 15. 

2i 
-Richard Schechner and Mady Schuman, Ritual. Play, and 

Performance: Readings in Social Sciences/Theatre (New York: 
The Seabury Press, 1976), p. 207. 
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CHAPTER II 

A THEORETICAL INVESTIGATION OF 

SELF-DRAMATIZED ACTING 

Introduction 

This chapter traces the theoretical development of 

self-dramatized acting. Meyerhold, Vakhtangov, Brecht, 

Artaud, Grotowski, Richard Schechner, and Joseph Chaikin 

will be discussed with a focus on those aspects of their 

work that make up the assumptions of this paper concerning 

self-dramatization. 

All of the theorists under discussion developed their 

ideas and their methodologies as a reaction against the 

naturalistic/realistic movement at the beginning of the 

twentieth century in order to explore the independent 

reality of theatre. Although this movement has been the 

most enduring innovation in modern theatre, its revolution 

became so obsessive as to rob the theatre of its artifice. 

The attempt to purge theatre of its excessive vulgarity was 

carried so far as to force the performance into a 

photographic representation of life. Naturalism/realism 

affected all theatrical elements, particularly the actor who 

was regarded as the impersonator of the character. In the 

search for a psychological identity for the elusive idea of 

"character" and in order to find the most subtle and natural 

way of projecting that identity, the actor's own personal 



conviction and individualism was somewhat sacrificed. The 

measure of good acting became the degree of invisibility of 

the performer behind the character mask. 

Meyerhold was the first to break directly from the 

naturalistic view. He reinstated the image of the actor 

through an intense use of the body as the most expressive 

and emotional method of performing. By insisting that 

theatre is primarily a visual art, the actor regained 

his/her central position as the conveyor of theatrical 

images. 

Brecht continued the development of "the visual" in 

theatre, but he demanded a verification of the actor's 

images through a strong social and political stance. The 

Brechtian actor must define himself/herself and the 

character socially and politically. Through the dialectical 

tension and opposition of such definitions, the action of 

the play emerges. 

Artaud insisted that the actor recognizes the world 

impulsively and sensually. The intellect that has numbed 

the senses must give way to a more immediate reaction. To 

Artaud, the dramatic text is useless unless it unleashes the 

impulse. 

Grotowski is included in this chapter because he is one 

of the first artists to put aspects of the above-mentioned 

theories to practice in the form of a training program. By 

insisting on an objective and disciplined approach to 
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Artaud, Grotowski's actors found credibility and tangibility 

in the "theatre of cruelty." 

The inclusion of Schechner and Chaikin is due to their 

adaptation of those European theories to fulfill the needs 

of the experimental/political theatre in America in the same 

way that the Actors' Studio adapted the teachings of 

Stanislavski in the development of method acting in the 

twentieth century American theatre. 

The elevated role of the actor in the contemporary 

theatre brought about a separation between the actor and the 

character. For Brecht this separation creates equal 

partnership between the actor and the character, so that 

each one can affect the other. Brecht, along with the rest 

of the artists discussed here, believed that theatrical 

reality can only be successfully achieved through this 

separation. Artaud's theatre of cruelty seems to emphasize 

the actor more profoundly, to the point that the actor's own 

self is the character—in a sense, a merging of the actor 

and the character. The character, however, is not an 

outside tenuous creature; he is, rather, the actor himself. 

Manipulation of the traditional theatre space was a 

method favored by all of the above artists. Initially, in 

the search to find the truth in the theatre, Meyerhold and 

Brecht demanded that the performer recognize that he/she is 

standing on a platform confronting the audience. Artaud and 

Schechner often placed the performance space away from the 
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stage in order for life and theatre to overlap and merge^ 

forcing the performer into a more honest act of self-

discovery and self-creation. A study of the historical and 

theoretical development of self-dramatized performing is 

aimed at clarifying the goals of a new school of acting, 

demonstrating the interrelation and unity of purpose in the 

experimental theories of theatre despite differences in 

methodology, and finally shedding light on the specific ways 

that these theories have influenced certain theatrical 

genres in America since the 1960s. 

Vsevolod Meyerhold and Eugene Vakhtangov: 
Rediscovery of the Independent 

Reality of the Theatre 

Meyerhold has often been criticized for treating actors 

as lifeless marionettes manipulated by a master operator. 

This criticism is usually expressed by the realistic/natura

listic theatre artists who tend to forget that rigid 

adherence to the rules of representationalism can also turn 

actors into lifeless marionettes. Meyerhold's theatre, 

however, made every effort to restore style to the theatre, 

not as a decorative accessory, but as an inseparable element 

of its inherent reality. 

Meyerhold's theatrical career began through association 

with the Moscow Art Theatre where he worked both as an actor 

and an assistant director. After a period of four years he 

found it increasingly difficult to adapt his large and 
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angular style of acting to the naturalistic demands of that 

theatre. He decided on a separation from Stanislavski in 

order to find a developing ground for his ideas, both as an 

actor and a director. Far from leaving with any feelings of 

resentment, his early theatrical ventures were a verifica

tion of Stanislavski's teachings, which he considered "an 

excellent practical schooling."^ 

Influenced by the Oriental theatre, however, he 

gradually developed an awareness for the use of rhythmical 

movement and the inherent contradiction between the two-

dimensional scenic back-cloth and the three-dimensional 

figure of the actor. Through his exposure to the Oriental 

theatre and the reflection of his past collaboration with 

Stanislavski, Meyerhold became increasingly suspicious of 

the naturalistic theatre. His objections were numerous. 

Meyerhold associated the naturalistic view of "true to 

character" to the development of facial expressions that 

were exactly those of real life. He believed that this 

exclusive use of the face neglected the rest of the actor's 

expressive mechanism, namely his body—an element which is 

of primary importance in the process of characterization. 

Meyerhold deplored the fact that the naturalistic actor 

never insisted on training his body as an essential acting 

tool. He further argued that beyond the limits of realism 

was a whole theatrical world that demanded that the actor 

exhibit a plasticity of physical action that would reflect 
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the inner music of such plays as Antigone and Julius Caesar. 

"The inner rhythm of these plays clashed violently with the 

'life-like' gestures and movements of the intervening 

action."^ 

Meyerhold regarded naturalistic acting as the art of 

reincarnation and photography. The former requires a 

knowledge of make-up and voice reproduction through sound 

and dialect work in a non-plastic fashion, and the latter 

demands of the actor the ability to view aspects of everyday 

life in a very detailed way and recall and represent it 

almost photographically. Meyerhold believed that such an 

approach "teaches the actor to express himself in a 

finished, clearly defined manner; there is absolutely no 

necessity for sharpness of outline in the clear 

representation of a character."^ 

The term "plasticity" for Meyerhold does not have 

negative connotations. It simply is a recognition of the 

artifice of theatrical elements which creates its 

independent reality. For him the inadequacy of the 

realistic theatre stemmed from its denial of those technical 

tools by concealing them through a vision of reality known 

as "true to life." In a painting of a man, what emerges are 

the lines, the colors, and the brush strokes that convey the 

image of that man. The image is the result of the conscious 

manipulation of the elements by the artist, and not vice 

versa. Meyerhold simply asserted that, in the same way, the 
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theatre artist manipulates a set of givens to create a 

reality through images. To Meyerhold, using everyday life 

to dictate how artistic elements are arranged and juxtaposed 

was, in fact, a betrayal of theatrical truth. 

For Meyerhold the dramatic action was the result of the 

confrontation of the outer dialogue and the inner dialogue. 

The outer dialogue is comprised of the words that the 

character speaks through the actor. The inner dialogue is 

expressed through non-verbal means, such as the body, the 

silences, etc. (For example, two people are engaged in a 

conversation about the weather. A bystander observing this 

conversation, assuming that he is sufficiently sensitive, 

will be able to make a decision about the relationship of 

the first two beyond what is apparent from the words of 

their conversation.) Meyerhold believed that "the essence 

of human relationships is determined by gestures, poses, 

glances, and silences. Words alone cannot say everything."^ 

The term "plasticity" is a deliberate form of physical 

movement that is designed to express the inner dialogue. 

The inner dialogue is often an abstract state which, in 

Meyerhold's view, naturalistic theatre (due to its exclusive 

reliance on the words) does not successfully capture. Stage 

business, which was considered a realistic means of 

conveying the character's subtext, had often become a 

meaningless set of activities superimposed upon the action 

without capturing the essence of the play. Meyerhold 
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regarded the inner dialogue in the theatre as its essence 

and likened it to Richard Wagner's "leitmotif." Wagner 

considered the orchestra the only element powerful enough to 

reveal the inner mysteries of the drama to the audience. In 

a sense, both the inner dialogue and the leitmotif are ways 

in which the actor and the spectator are secretly involved 

in the dramatic action. 

Like the singer's phrase in the "Musikdrama," the 
actor's word in the drama is an insufficiently 
powerful means of conveying inner dialogue. 
Surely if the "word" were the sole means of 
conveying the essence of tragedy, everybody would 
be capable of acting in the theatre. By merely 
declaiming the words, even by declaiming them 
well, one does not necessarily say anything. We 
need some new ways of expressing the ineffable, of 
that which is concealed. Just as Wagner employs 
the orchestra to convey spiritual emotions, I 
employ "plastic movement."^ 

The notion of plasticity in the theatre is not new, 

although Meyerhold's use of it is. Traditionally, 

plasticity corresponded to the spoken word. In Meyerhold's 

theatre plasticity does not correspond to the words and is 

often created against the word. To Meyerhold the most 

impactive way of performing tragedy was not the histrionic 

display of vocal tremolo and facial contortions, but 

"playing tragedy with a smile." 

In the new theatre envisioned by Meyerhold there are two 

methods of establishing a relationship between the actor and 

the director: triangular and linear. In the triangular 

version, the director becomes a conductor. Meyerhold 

asserts, however, that theatre is not a symphony orchestra. 
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A musician carries out the conductor's order through his 

virtuoso technique and through a process of depersonaliza

tion; thus, he becomes part of a tightly-knit ensemble whose 

collective efforts are directed towards fulfilling the 

conductor's artistic vision. 

spectator 

director 

author actor 

If this method were to be employed in the theatre, the 

actor would be expected to perform with virtuosic skill, but 

with no sense of individuality, so that the director's exact 

concept could be realized. Such a view, however, is 

contradictory to Meyerhold's belief that the actor is the 

center of the theatrical universe: 

All theatrical means must be devoted to the 
service of the actor. The attention of the 
audience should be focused on him, for acting 
occupies the central position in the art of the 
stage.^ 

An alternative method to the triangular theatre is the 

linear version which verifies the assimilation of the 
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author's conception by the actor via the director. In this 

approach the actor intensifies the fundamental relationship 

of performer and spectator by revealing his soul in 

confrontation with the text. The performer and the audience 

utilize the text as a way of self-dramatization as they 

confront and reveal more and more of themselves. 

X author X director X actor X spectator 

In the linear theatre the director's concept colors the 

whole production and is used as a starting point. Since 

theatre is a collaborative effort, there needs to be a way 

in which all creative forces are given a unified channel so 

that they can maintain focus. The director's concept may 

well provide such a channel. The actors, however, remain 

free to create while the director gives unity to all of 

these different creations. 

The theatre must employ every means to assist the 
actor to blend his soul with that of the 
playwright and reveal it through the soul of the 
director. And just as the actor's freedom is 
unhampered by the form of his creation being 
received completely from the dramatist, so it will 
not be limited by what the director gives him.^ 

The new theatre that Meyerhold envisioned required a new 

training system for the actor. Actors were expected to 

approach the theatre in a physically angular fashion. This 

approach, which Meyerhold called "grotesque," was a "means 

of transforming any of the most realistic state of affairs, 
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making it unusually sharp, and strongly influential and 

memorable."® 

Meyerhold's own explanation of the grotesque view of 

the theatre sheds light on the role of the actor: 

This [grotesque] attitude opens to the artist some 
marvelous horizons. He concerns himself first 
with himself, with his own personal attitude 
towards the world. He selects the material of his 
art, not according to verisimilitude, but 
according to his artistic fancy.' 

Beyond being a tool for training and performance, the 

grotesque is a means through which the theatre artist 

transports the spectator from a familiar plane of reality to 

an unexpected one. The audience member has an active place 

in Meyerhold's theatre in that his imagination can supply 

that which the artist has left unsaid. Meyerhold believed 

that the excessive detail in realistic theatre did not leave 

anything to the imagination, and, as a result, the audience 

became a passive onlooker. In Meyerhold's view, "the 

spectator in the theatre aspires—albeit unconsciously—to 

that exercise of fantasy which rises sometimes to the level 

of creativity. "̂ ° Above all, the grotesque is a 

confirmation of the artifice without which the theatre would 

not survive. 

Meyerhold's notion of plasticity is ultimately designed 

to heighten the role of the actor as a self-revealing 

performer. To this end, the actor is liberated from all 

forms of scenery and props to become a three-dimensional 

figure confronting the audience. Prominence is restored to 
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the creative powers of the actor. In such a theatre the 

task of the director is to direct the actor rather than to 

control him. He serves purely as a bridge, linking the soul 

of the author with the soul of the actor. 

The actor's pivotal role in the theatre is further 

heightened through the active participation of the spectator 

who becomes a fourth creator. The stylized theatre produces 

a play in such a way that the spectator is compelled to 

employ his imagination creatively in order to fill in those 

suggested by the stage action. Meyerhold asserted that the 

spectator should not forget for a moment that an actor is 

performing before him; further, the actor should never 

forget that he is performing in front of an audience, with a 

stage beneath his feet and a set around him. When one looks 

at a painting, one is always aware that it is composed of 

paint, canvas, brush strokes, but, nonetheless, it creates a 

heightened and clarified impression of life. Frequently, 

the more obvious the artifice, the more powerful the impres

sion of life.̂ ^ 

Meyerhold did not regard the theatre as a means of 

viewing the reality of life through predetermined "isms," 

but "as a place for confronting an audience through 

conventionalized means peculiar to the theatre, with a 

synthesized distillation of life's extremities in conflict 

with one another—and let the laughs, gasps, and squirming 

arise as unexpectedly as the events on the stage."^^ 
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Like Meyerhold, Eugene Vakhtangov began as a follower 

of Stanislavski at the Moscow Art Theatre, but he found the 

workable combination of "social realism" and the 

revolutionary techniques of Meyerhold in "fantastic 

realism," thus becoming a link between the two opposing 

schools. Vakhtangov distinguished between the techniques of 

Meyerhold and Stanislavski by asserting that the former 

insisted on a theatre where the spectator is always 

conscious of his/her surroundings, and the latter favored a 

more illusionistic approach, where theatre represents 

everyday life. Stanislavski's commitment to destroying any 

residual performance banality from the overdone practices of 

the nineteenth century led him to criticize other forms of 

theatre as being "theatrical." In Vakhtangov's view, this 

notion was carried so far as to rob the theatre of a certain 

genuine quality that creates theatre. Stanislavski's 

preoccupation with cleansing theatre's outer form of its 

vulgarities led to an exploration of the inner reality of 

the character, forgetting that the actor has to use a 

theatrical language for conveying such realities. 

Vakhtangov believed that, when human emotions make the 

transition from life to theatre, they have to be 

communicated in a way that is appropriate to that medium. 

In his view, Stanislavski attempted to impose everyday life 

on the actor to the extent that it was detrimental to the 

nature of theatre. 

21 



Vakhtangov's admiration for Meyerhold stems from the 

fact that his commitment to doing away with theatrical 

vulgarity was expressed and approached in a purely 

theatrical fashion. Vakhtangov believed that realism is a 

photographic representation of the actual without any room 

for imagination and creativity. To him, an artist must 

observe the real, distill from it the most prominent 

features, and express it in a sharper and larger way than 

the actual by filtering it through his imagination. To 

Vakhtangov, theatre has the power to elevate life. Without 

the realism of life, however, theatre remains superficially 

plastic. There is, therefore, a need to juxtapose the 

reality of life and theatre and to achieve "fantastic 

realism" through such confrontation. 

Vakhtangov's appreciation for self-dramatized perform

ing (whether he knew the term or not) is reflected in his 

views about the duality of the actor's existence and that 

one must accompany the other and comment on it in order for 

a "theatrical" performance to take place. This view of 

performance is in accordance with his perception of the 

performer's dual reality: 

The audience should never be deceived. The 
singers should always stress: I am singing and 
that is why I am performing out on the 
forestage.^ 

Vakhtangov explains the problem of solving the means 

and the form in fantastic realism as follows: 
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The means must be theatrical. It is very 
difficult to find a form harmonizing with the 
content and presented with the aid of the right 
means. If we begin to work upon marble with 
wooden mallets, nothing will come of it. Marble 
demands an instrument adequate to its structure. ̂^ 

Vakhtangov's theories are significant, not only because 

of their rejection of naturalism, but also because of the 

new heights they achieved through the use of symbolism and 

ritual. Vakhtangov's choreographic style gave his work a 

poetical and musical quality whose influence is profoundly 

apparent in such genres as musical theatre and opera, both 

of which will be discussed in depth in the following 

chapters. 

Bertold Brecht: The Actor as the Demonstrator 

of Character and Action 

An understanding of Brecht's theatre is necessarily 

linked to the political environment into which he was born. 

Living in a country that had been defeated morally and 

materially by the political events of the first half of the 

twentieth century, Brecht was profoundly affected by the 

prevalent nihilism of his age—an age that had been forced 

to reject God and man and was now drowning in the notion 

that human existence was purposeless and meaningless. The 

rationalism and the belief in progress that marked the 

ideology of the previous centuries gave way to 

existentialism and the emergence of the "modern hero," 

defined as "a man who shoulders the responsibilities of 
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life, with the knowledge that there is no sense of purpose, 

and then he dies." Brecht's early plays demonstrate his 

deep empathy with those ideas, as he became involved in the 

German expressionist movement which "constituted not merely 

an aesthetic, but also an ethical, social, and sometimes 

political revolt."^^ Frederick Lumley defines expressionism 

as an "all-out onslaught against any sense of values which 

had survived the disaster, as topsy-turvy in its thought, as 

intolerant in its ultimate results, as the back-cloth of 

Germany it reflected. "̂ ^ 

Theatre became a battleground for political ideologies 

and a means for resisting conformity and tradition. 

Politics and art became inseparable in a heroic search for 

the destiny of the masses. Reality became "a point of 

departure to underline the discord of the society so as to 

introduce the elements of accusation, revolution, and the 

new order. "̂ ^ It is clear that, in such a confrontational 

atmosphere, the idea of illusion in the theatre becomes 

questionably irrelevant. The aesthetic distance that had 

always created a safe place for the actor and the spectator 

to meet and fantasize was fast giving rise to an uncomfort

able state of self-confrontation, previously unknown in the 

theatre. 

Tired of the nihilism of so many of the expressionist 

works, however, Brecht suddenly turned to Marxism as a way 

back to certainty, an established order, stability, and a 
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grammatical explanation of history and war. Brecht firmly 

believed that theatre could turn the existing chaos in the 

world into order and that it could redeem mankind physically 

and spiritually. Brecht's Marxist beliefs are central to 

understanding his plays—both on the part of the actor and 

the spectator—because they are the source of the 

dialectical tensions which marked his social, political, and 

personal life. 

Based on the Hegelian dialectic of thesis, antithesis, 

and synthesis, Karl Marx's theories confirm a historical 

fact: 

There has always been in all societies a class 
struggle between a thesis or possessing class and 
an antithesis or oppressed class. The perfect 
synthesis ends the dialectical process of class 
conflict—indeed, will apparently end history as 
it has been, a record of struggle and suffering. ̂^ 

Through adherence to Marxist theories, Brecht found 

himself able to find a potential solution to purposelessness 

of life. The dialectical tension inherent in the theories 

of Marx and Hegel appealed to Brecht for their universality 

which embraced his political ideas as well as his dramatic 

form: an actor becomes a character, and yet he remains an 

actor. A stage represents the illusion of a fictional 

location, and yet it is a platform. A performance is a 

process of make-believe in a fictional truth, and yet it is 

the real and tangible confrontation of actor and spectator. 

Through verification of such dialectics, Brecht, in fact, 

affirms his understanding for the peculiar language of the 
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theatre. By revealing this peculiarity, he systematically 

destroys any illusionistic tendencies. This aspect of the 

Brechtian theatre closely relates to the notion of self-

dramatization. The actor is expected to demonstrate the 

character while remaining himself. No apologies are offered 

for such blatant theatricality, despite the fact that Brecht 

was accused of being too "non-realistic" by his contem

poraries. 

The definition of realism for Brecht was different from 

the illusionistic view of the early decades of the twentieth 

century. He believed that his non-illusionistic use of the 

theatrical medium provided an insight into the reality of 

life. Brecht demanded that the spectator remain constantly 

aware of his/her own presence in the artificial (non-real) 

atmosphere of the theatre. To understand the purpose behind 

this choice, one must come to terms with Brecht's artistic 

intentions relative to his "epic theatre." The term "epic" 

is derived from a form of poetry that represents narration, 

in contradiction with the dramatic form "which presents 

events as though they were happening here and now, an 

eternal present."^' 

Brecht's epic theatre is narrative in the sense that it 

retells a story that has already taken place. There is, 

therefore, no attempt to recreate the events spontaneously 

or on a moment-to-moment basis, as if it were happening in 

the present tense. Narration for Brecht embodied the 
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Marxist theory of historical determinism which "postulates 

that each epoch, having different social conditions produces 

different ways of feeling or consciousness."^° By setting 

the play in the narrative format the emphasis is on the 

shift in human responses in different ages in confrontation 

with a seemingly fixed historical event. 

The very fact that the action [in Illusionistic 
theatre] was each time assumed to be happening 
anew before the eyes of the audience implied that 
the passions of the character were unchangeable 
expressions of a fixed "human nature", the 
dynamic, tautly logical construction of such 
plays indicated the relentless course of fate and 
made it appear unfathomable and incapable of being 
influenced by human initiative.^^ 

Although the Brechtian character is socially and politically 

oriented, his identity is not dictated by social function. 

He is instead the "totality of all social conditions."^^ 

By using parables in narrative form, Brecht attempted to 

eliminate the personal aspects of a character and an event, 

both for the actor and the spectator, so that they may enter 

into a relationship based on the symbolism of the theatre, 

rather than on the realistic details. The largeness of the 

symbol provides the actor and the spectator with the 

opportunity to define their personal relationship to it in 

an active fashion. That relationship is the result of free 

choice and not strictly dictated by the playwright, the 

actor, or the director. 

By using Stanislavski's teachings as a point of 

reference, one could gain a better insight into the 
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requirements of the Brechtian actor. Stanislavski's actor 

strives to bring forth spontaneous emotional responses to 

the character by concentrating on a set of internal actions 

assigned to the character. By doing so, his involvement 

with the character becomes so intense that the two almost 

overlap and merge. The actor becomes the outer expression 

of the character's inner life, and he "plays out the event 

as though the audience were not present."^^ 

When an actor breaks down his part (scores his 
role), he is constantly concerned with the stake 
of his character, supporting the character's 
action with the actor's motivations: the moment to 
moment reality becomes a circle of concentration 
which only includes other characters.^^ 

Brecht's view of the actor is far too liberated to 

restrict the performer's motivations to the character's 

actions. Based on the notion of transformation toward 

improvement that he derived from Marxism, Brecht gave the 

actor the freedom to bring his own motivations into the 

action of the character and, thus, improve both the 

viewpoint of the character and himself. 

Like Jerzy Grotowski, Brecht envisioned the 
actor's potential to engage in actions engendered 
by motives that were higher than those motivating 
the character's action. If the actor were allowed 
to provide a higher, more ethical point of view 
toward the action than that point of view 
exhibited by the character, then the actor would 
strengthen his own standards and choices when 
confronted with similar real life situations.^^ 

This idea again leads to the notion of self-

dramatization, because it is virtually impossible to discuss 

Brecht's dramatic character without including the actor as 
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an inseparable component with his tremendous power to 

transform the character and the action on the basis of his 

own political and social convictions. The Stanislavski 

actor relives the character's dramatic action, while the 

Brechtian actor, having lived the character, survives to 

tell about it. 

In an article entitled "The Street Scene," Brecht 

likens his prescribed style of acting to that of a man who 

witnesses a car accident and then tells about it to a group 

of bystanders. By retelling the event, he may not intend to 

rekindle emotional empathy in his audience or himself, as 

much as he may want to persuade them to form an opinion 

about the accident.^' Brecht's example explains the term 

"Verfremdungseffekt," which he coined for his epic theatre. 

The translation of that word has caused a great deal of 

confusion in this country. Distancing or detachment has 

often been interpreted as a lack of interest in the dramatic 

action on the part of the actor. Far from being apathetic, 

epic theatre strives to call the spectator to action through 

the use of strong images and a demand for objectification of 

the action. Joseph Chaikin defines detachment in this 

manner: 

An actor was to remain present in his 
impersonation of a character; he was not to merge 
with the character. It was to be more of a 
demonstration of the whole event.̂ ^ 

Separating the actor and the character emotionally can 

create a dialectical tension that may make the dramatic 
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action appear peculiar to the audience. Since the actor is 

no longer committed to the character's personal emotions, he 

must imbue the character with his own political and social 

beliefs. The character and the dramatic action become 

vehicles for the projection of the performer, and yet they 

open the possibility of one's affecting and transforming the 

other. The actor may be transformed for having assumed the 

character, and the character may change through the actor's 

power of self-projection. The projection of self is not an 

act of egocentric self-indulgence; it is a process of self-

revelation through the acknowledgement and the verification 

of the world: 

The first requisite for an actor approaching 
Brecht is to accept Brecht's assumption that what 
takes place in the world is taking place within 
himself, and that the actor is connected to 
whatever takes place in the world.̂ ^ 

The actor's responsibility, therefore, lies in finding 

the link between the character and the whole event, and then 

discovering his own position in connection with both of 

them. 

[The actor] must know the whole event in all its 
congruities, seeing the chaos clearly. From that 
perspective we have a better view of the 
structures in which we live, these structures 
being arrangement we make to deal with chaos. 
Brecht asks us to always reexamine these 
arrangement. 29 

The dramatic action for Brecht is primarily physical. 

The characterization process, therefore, assumes that the 

theatre is a visual art and that the actor is the creator 
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and conveyer of an image. Brecht's social and political 

world is physicalized through "gestus," which is "a refined 

and firmly outlined physical representation of the thematic 

idea. Each scene has its gestus, as well as each 

character—the scenic gestus and character gestus must 

reinforce each other. "̂ ° 

This concept is a physical verification of Brecht's 

idea of the individual in relation to a larger whole. The 

Brechtian "gestus," far from being a stereotypical 

demonstration, is built on the elements that come from the 

actor, and, thus, it projects him and his unique and 

personal viewpoint in confrontation with a given dramatic 

action. In that respect, the actor uses his physical, 

intellectual, and spiritual resources to create a mask of 

revelations. Brecht developed this idea from his studies of 

Oriental theatre where a broad and yet specific style of 

acting disregards emotional or psychological details. The 

Irechtian actor reads the play critically in an attempt to 

uncover its political and social essence. Finally, he 

demonstrates visually those discoveries through specific 

physical projection of his body. Strong physical images can 

often encourage emotional responses in the performer and the 

spectator. This notion may be regarded as being 

contradictory to Brecht's rational approach. He did not 

"exclude feelings, insights, and impulses from his theatre, 

but wished to employ them primarily to change the whole 
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field of human relationships,"^^ leading to the role of the 

spectator in the Brechtian theatre as an active participant. 

So much of Brecht's theatrical efforts are geared toward the 

spectator. The action in his plays is never complete 

without the audience. 

It was the actor's responsibility to alienate the 
audience from the character's choices as well as 
to demonstrate possible alternatives to those 
choices. ̂2 

The audience's role, therefore, is elevated from that 

of a mere spectator to a fellow actor. This inclusion, 

symbolically and physically, widens the theatrical space. 

Together these two groups of actors reflect on the dramatic 

action objectively in order to find solutions for their 

common problems. 

Antonin Artaud: The Self-Sacrificing Actor 

Although Artaud's theories of "cruelty" were not put to 

practice fully in his lifetime, they served as a prophetic 

and visionary force for many theatre artists who came to 

prominence in the decades following his death. Jerzy 

Grotowski, Richard Schechner, Joseph Chaikin, Julian Beck, 

and Judith Malina are a few in a long list of Artaud's 

devoted followers who explored different aspects of his 

teachings to find new directions and fresh ways of 

expression. 

Artaud viewed the Western theatre as a medium that 

dealt with a limited range of human experience, primarily 
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the psychological problems of the individual or the social 

problems of a group. He believed that the more important 

parts of existence are those submerged in the unconscious; 

that aspect of the human being that causes divisions within 

people and between people and leads to hatred, violence, and 

disaster. 

According to Artaud, theatre has the power to awaken 

and unleash the human subconscious that has been repressed 

by the industrial revolution and the bourgeois civilization. 

He believed that within the subconscious lies the true self 

and that it cannot be reached through the rational mind 

because it has been programmed to suppress instinct and 

resist impulsive responses. Through a barrage of attacks 

upon the neurological system, Artaud's theatre attempts to 

break down the spectator's defense. He called this new 

vision the "theatre of cruelty," because the participants 

are often forced to confront themselves in the most brutal 

and direct ways. The cruelty advocated in this type of 

theatre is not merely physical, but moral and psychological 

as well. This deliberate system of attack led to many 

theatrical innovations: the traditional theatre building 

was replaced by remodelled barns, factories, etc. The 

acting areas were located in corners, on overhead catwalks, 

and along the walls. The lighting called for a "vibrating" 

and "shredded effect." In the area of sound, a shrillness, 

abrupt changes in volume, and the use of the human voice to 
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create harmonies and dissonances was favored. By using such 

techniques, the actor's and the spectator's senses were 

assaulted in a cathartic attempt to purge them morally and 

spiritually. Such a purgation can destroy all the 

protective social masks so fundamentally that the 

participant becomes naked and defenseless. This aspect of 

Artaud's theatre demands a conscious sacrifice of intellect, 

psychology, and text to sensuality and impulse. 

Artaud's is a theatre of self and self-sacrifice, 
a journey in search of his own tormented 
personality. Unable to relate to or function 
within the social and spiritual restrictions of 
twentieth-century society, he turned his own quest 
for ultimate self-expression, for the impossible 
meaning that lies beneath nature's deepest 
mysteries, into a ceremonial journey towards 
knowledge of man's unknowable self. The "martyrs" 
of his theatre, in the midst of a stage exploding 
with images and gorged with feeling, signal with 
intense clarity through the sacrificial flames.^^ 

These signs (hieroglyphs) contain the reality of the 

performance action by physicalizing the actor's most 

inexpressible mystical reactions to his own self and the 

world around him. The preoccupation with mysticism inherent 

in the physical form sets a hiegrolyph apart from the 

Brechtian gestus: 

Whereas a gestus may relate directly to external 
or objective ideas—social, economic, and 
political—a hieroglyph is more metaphysical in 
its connotations. A hieroglyph relates to 
spiritual and emotional states or ideas having 
roots in man's deepest cultural associations. It 
is a refinement of intense human essences turned 
into a physical image.̂ * 

34 



In the "theatre of cruelty," the actor is directly 

involved in the creation of the event. The absence of a 

text to lend form to the performer's creativity gives 

precedence to the physical aspects of the theatre (the 

actor's presence in particular). "The text, score, 

scenario, of Artaudian theatre usually evolves from a 

physical form rather than the other way around."^^ 

The performer's sacrificial act of transition from a 

physical to a metaphysical level costs him a tremendous 

emotional price. In a theatre devoid of intellect, the 

actor is expected to define his world through his senses and 

to create action from his moment-to-moment impulsive 

reactions to his surroundings. To Artaud's actor, every 

emotion has an organic basis. The act of breathing not only 

creates physical identification between the actor and the 

spectator, it unleashes fundamental emotions organically due 

to its a moment-to-moment nature. 

Self-creation and self-revelation is a significant 

function of theatre of cruelty, but "it is not an 

egotistical act. It takes place within a focused theatrical 

context—the confrontation of the text, myth, idea, whatever 

the impulse for the event may be."̂ *̂  

The actor uses the object of confrontation as a 
tool with which to chip away at or penetrate 
himself to discover his responses. The actor does 
not "play" Hamlet, or the Constant Prince, he does 
not build up attributes or adopt any exterior 
mask; rather, he removes anything that stands in 
the way of his most intense personal response to 
the role. The Artaudian actor is not trying to 
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find the detailed and the specific responses of a 
character in terms of any biographical data. 
It is the total, not the particular, with which he 
is concerned-instincts and consciousness rather 
than social and historical detail.^^ 

The actor's approach to a role is invariably in terms 

of defining his own sensual responses. The actor's subtext, 

thus, is of tremendous significance to Artaud's theatre. 

The performance, then, is the confrontation of the actor's 

strongest responses (derived from the text) with the 

spectator. The score of action, therefore, is the result of 

the actor's impulsive response to the text; and since it 

originated from the most profound sources within him, it 

reveals as much of him as the text. 

Jerzy Grotowski: The Actor's Theatre 

At the center of Grotwoski's theatre stands the actor 

empowered by the sacrificial nature of his own acting. In 

this type of theatre, all the elements (scenery, costumes, 

lighting, etc.) disappear to capitalize on what Grotowski 

considered the only essentials: the actor, the space, and 

the audience. The manipulation of the these three elements 

breaks barriers between the participants of a theatrical 

event as traditional roles are redefined. 

Influenced by Artaud's "theatre of cruelty," Grotowski 

gave physical form to those theories in what he called his 

"poor theatre." His actor training system attempts to find 

solutions for the split between the mind and the body, which 
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he termed the "Western schizophrenia." He thought that the 

theatre has the power and the mission to eradicate emotional 

blocks in order for that split to be removed. 

If the act takes place, then the actor, that is to 
say the human being, transcends the state of 
incompleteness to which we condemn ourselves in 
everyday life. The division between thought and 
feeling, body and soul, consciousness and the 
unconscious, seeing and instinct, sex and brain 
then disappears; having fulfilled this, the actor 
achieves totality. When he can take this act 
to its limits, he is far less tired after than 
before, because he has renewed himself, recovered 
his primitive indivisibility; and there begin to 
act in him new sources of energy.̂ ® 

Grotowski's words illustrate his commitment to the 

Artaudian concept of renewal of the human impulse through an 

act of sacrifice and self-penetration, but, to him, such an 

act, far from being a self-indulgent outpouring of emotion, 

is steeped in technique. 

The actor who accomplishes an act of self-
penetration is setting out on a journey which is 
recorded through various sound and gesture 
reflexes, formulating a sort of invitation to the 
spectator. But these signs must be articulated. 
Undisciplined self-penetration is no liberation. 
We believe that a personal process which is not 
supported and expressed by a formal articulation 
and disciplined structuring of the role is not a 
release and will collapse in shapelessness.^' 

Deeply influenced by Meyerhold's "constructivism," 

Grotowski set out to discover a system of physical 

expression that "would serve a ceremonial function in 

invoking the spectator's involuntary, or subconscious 

participation."^° This "ceremonial function" is of primary 

importance to the ritual elements of the theatre which 
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Grotowski defined as "images" that are "deeply rooted in the 

collective imagination."^^ Far from being a whimsical 

view, the ritual nature of Grotowskian theatre explains the 

spiritual and metaphysical relationship between the actor 

and the spectator. Through shared experiences these two 

elements can identify themselves and each other. Grotowski, 

however, believed that a system of hieroglyphs borrowed from 

the Oriental theatre (created in the traditions of that 

culture) will not provide a suitable tool for projecting the 

myths and the rituals of the Western civilization. 

Consequently, he searched for such myths among literary 

works. The confrontation of the actor and the text once 

again became the starting point for dramatic action. The 

function of the text, however, is far from literary: 

Everything was stripped away to reveal the actor 
in an intense confrontation with the great human 
myths and legends. Through this confrontation the 
actor would reveal the modern significance of the 
myth touching his own deepest self and that of his 
audience. ̂2 

The actor, therefore, has a responsibility beyond self-

revelation and self-dramatization. He must utilize the most 

untouched aspects of his inner self to discover universal 

truths for himself and for the audience. He responds to the 

text impulsively, morally, critically, etc., and creates a 

"total act" of images which activate the "timeless symbols 

within our subconscious."^' 

Grotowski eventually realized that there were too many 

fundamental differences among the individuals to make the 

38 



unification through recognizable symbols and myths possible. 

At this time Grotowski focused on the actor who was no 

longer being viewed as a mechanical communicator of pre

conceived signs. The actor was asked to undergo a process 

of training that enables him to reveal himself beneath the 

personal level. 

At this point, according to Grotowski, the 
personal and the collective converge, and the act 
of exposure functions in the place of the 
communally-held beliefs of primitive societies 
which permit ritual to take place.^* 

For Grotowski, the interaction of thought and impulse occurs 

through the actor's total commitment without which "his 

organism stops living, his impulses grow superficial."^^ 

By freeing themselves from personal inhibitions and 

emotional/physical blocks, Grotowski's actors developed 

their creative impulses in order to prepare for the three

fold rehearsal process: 

Initial structuring, performed by Grotowski on an 
original text; a collective phase of elaboration, 
involving a great deal of spontaneous creative 
work; and finally the structured composition of 
the role into a 'system of signs.'^^ 

Grotowski believed that the acting process begins with 

an impulsive and spontaneous confrontation of the actor's 

experience and humanity with the illusion of the role 

assigned to him. Intellectual discipline is necessary to 

this process to give it a communicative format. Far from 

resolving the dialectical tension between impulse and 

discipline, Grotowski suggested it as a fundamental 
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interaction of theatre. He believed that Meyerhold 

represented the "discipline" through his physical dictates, 

and Stanislavski favored the impulsive naturalism of 

everyday life. In Grotowski's view, both of those elements 

must work in juxtaposition for theatrical truth to emerge. 

He considered the obsession to resolve this duality to be a 

failure of the Western theatre. The impulsive life of the 

"poor theatre" lies deep in the body. Its flow depends on 

the intensity of the physical action within an individual 

and in his relationships to other living individuals: 

Each physical action is preceded by an inner 
movement, which flows from the interior of the 
body, unknown but concrete. The impulse does not 
exist without a partner. Not in the sense of a 
partner in acting, but in the sense of another 
human being. Or simply—another being.̂ ^ 

The physical action achieved by the actor through his 

impulse is fixed during rehearsals in the form of physical 

signs. This process of "scoring" is a natural method of 

eliminating the actor's barrage of spontaneous responses 

down to the most essential ones. To Grotowski, the authen

ticity of a performance comes from scoring the actor's 

signs, not the director's. This activity is not to belittle 

the director who plays a very important role in Grotowski's 

theatre. Contrary to Meyerhold's view of the actor as the 

creator and the organizer, Grotowski does not consider the 

actor realistically capable of fulfilling both positions 

simultaneously. The director, therefore, commits to the joy 

of exploration along with the actor, identifies and 
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dissolves physical and emotional blocks of the actor, and 

finally creates an intellectually sound structure with the 

actor's impulsive responses. In short, the director's 

significance lies in his ability to communicate with the 

actors more in terms of their creative world than his. He 

must understand when the actor's impulse and intellect are 

at work, and he must not manipulate their process of 

development. 

For Grotowski, the truth of theatrical action is the 

honesty with which the actor confronts the audience. The 

spectator is fully aware that he is not really seeing Hamlet 

in front of him; thus, it is useless for the actor to put 

all his effort into creating an illusion that the viewer 

will never fully accept. The actor's confrontation with the 

spectator is, however, the only reality capable of creating 

an illusion to which the spectator may be willing to 

surrender. 

Grotowski urged his actors to test all aspects of their 

performance against personal experience on a moment to 

moment basis. He did not mean an emotional-memory exercise 

that may be partially relevant to the circumstances of the 

play but the conscious inclusion of the actor's personal 

reactions in the process of performing as the only means of 

achieving an organic theatrical life. 

Even the training process emphasizes the importance of 

fulfilling the actor's personal needs. As mentioned before, 
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Grotowski aimed at removing the actor's emotional and 

physical blocks which impede him from making human contact. 

Such blocks are often highly individual, and their sources 

are extremely personal. No training "method," therefore, 

can accommodate a large group of actors by assuming that 

there are specific blocks common to all of them. 

Furthermore, the word "method" has a tendency to emphasize 

"product" over "process." To Grotowski, acting is a 

personal process of eliminating blocks. There are various 

exercises that are designed to liberate actors from their 

inhibitions, and what makes these technical exercises unique 

is the ethical application of them: 

Ethics are what inform the use of technique—the 
how, when, why, which of technique. What we are 
dealing with, if we look at Grotowski's training 
of his actor is a veritable plethora of 
techniques, informed by a subjective and 
continually evolving set of ethics. And 
what is clear is that while there is a historic 
and analytic relevance in documenting the training 
techniques undertaken at the Laboratory Theatre, 
it is the ethic, or that attitude with which they 
are discovered, researched and performed, that 
is of primary significance if we are to attempt to 
penetrate the essence of Grotowski's approach and 
work.^^ 

This ethical approach to training puts the 

responsibility on the actor to use technique in order to 

discover and remove his own inhibitions. An actor, 

therefore, is in a state of permanent self-reform and 

research. To succumb to a fixed method is to end the 

process of growth and self-revelation. 
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Grotowski was himself a trained "method actor." He 

considered Stanislavski's approach to be the first of its 

kind to imbue the western actor with discipline of daily 

work and commitment to research and self-improvement. 

Misinterpretation of some of Stanislavski's principles by 

his followers, however, has invalidated them. An example of 

such invalidation cited by Grotowski is Stanislavski's 

principle of "precision of action," utilized to give 

specificity and expressiveness to an action. Grotowski 

contends that in "much Stanislavski-style training this 

process has been reduced to an emphasis on the sensation and 

feeling behind action, rather than on the reality of the 

details."^' In Grotowski's view, Stanislavski's principle 

of relaxation has also been robbed of its original intents 

through misinterpretation: "Living is not being contracted, 

nor is it being relaxed: it is a process."^° 

The removal of physical and psychological blocks can be 

viewed as Grotowski's use of Brecht's alienation technique: 

the actor is alienated from himself through separation from 

his conventional responses. This view symbolizes the 

profound juxtaposition of contradictions as the basis of an 

organic theatrical life, and it may be the only tangible way 

of understanding the basis of Grotowski's theatre. He 

himself conceded that "there exists no ideal system which 

could be a key to creativity. There exists a challenge, to 

which each must give his own answer. "̂^ 
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Richard Schechner and Joseph Chaikin: 
The American Connection 

Richard Schechner's "environmental theatre" took the 

notion of self-dramatization beyond its previous 

designations by including all the elements (theatrical and 

otherwise) present during a performance as an inseparable 

part of the theatrical experience. The space, the audience, 

or the actors have the potential to become the focus of the 

performance at any given time. Sometimes the space beyond 

the "theatre" can very easily become a part of the playing 

area, as in Dionysus in '69. where the actors and the 

spectators took off their clothes and ran through the 

streets. Aside from any judgments on morality, ethics, or 

taste, such actions question the traditional limits 

arbitrarily imposed on an art form. Schechner's 

environmental theatre does not attempt to promote Dionysus 

in 69 as superior or even an alternative to the traditional 

format; he simply proposes that there is a continuum from 

traditional theatre to "happenings." Environmental theatre 

falls somewhere in the middle of this continuum. 

Schechner's theatre attempts to extend the possibilities of 

the traditional theatre by completely verifying instead of 

opposing it. 

Inspired by Artaud, Schechner's theatre hopes to 

provide a forum for purgation of human ills. The view of 

theatre as an event demanded the active inclusion of the 

audience beyond any previous attempts in that direction. To 
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Schechner, such an inclusion reflects the reality of 

everyday life where the onlookers on the street are as much 

a part of the whole picture as the ones who are performing 

an action. 

The performance space is also crucial to the idea of 

environmental theatre. Ideally all the space between the 

actor and the audience is used for the performance. The 

spectators, therefore, may find themselves in the actor's 

space and vice versa. Furthermore, any space can be turned 

into a performance space, depending on the ways in which the 

participants transform it through their actions. 

Emotion in Schechner's theatre is the result of the 

actor playing the actions. The cumulative actions become 

the performance score. Since the actor objectively creates 

the actions, he/she is synonymous with that performance 

score. To Schechner, theatrical action has the power to 

transform everyday behavior to symbolic behavior. 

The continuum between theatre and happenings also 

reflects Schechner's view of character. The objective 

demands of the character and the subjective needs of the 

actor comprise the two ends of this spectrum. The performer 

has the freedom to move anywhere on this continuum at any 

time. Such a liberation allows the actor to explore his/her 

duality: 

[Schechner's] performers are trained to display 
their double identities: as themselves and as the 
characters they are playing. By keeping these 
both outfront the spectator sees the performer 
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"choosing to act" in a certain way. Even "being 
in character" is seen as a choice not an 
inevitability. Thus the spectator, too, is 
encouraged to choose how to receive each 
action.^ 

Schechner describes the performance process as a 

combination of subtraction and addition: the actor 

subtracts the obstacles caused by his/her own organism from 

his/her creative process and thus enters a state of ecstasy 

where he is "added to" in a way that he/she may not 

experience outside of a performance context. The transition 

between the trance state and the ecstatic state are not 

fixed; instead, they are everchanging from one to the other. 

Such a constant shift implies a movement into and out of 

character, reminiscent of Brecht. There is a fundamental 

difference between the views of the two theories: 

Unlike the Brechtian actor, who presents a 
consistence of character through the mask, 
Schechner's actor and his masks undergo a 
continual change resulting from the actor's 
interaction on a multitude of planes. Richard 
Schechner views the natural estrangement between 
performance phenomenon as a necessary precondition 
to the act of transformation.^' 

Even in his theoretical writings, Schechner constantly 

verifies the past. He believes that Stanislavski gave the 

actor dignity as "a humanist and psychologist, a person who 

understands and expresses the feelings, motives, actions, 

and strategies of human behavior."^^ In his search for 

human truth, Schechner discovered that there is a reality to 

every individual that lies deep behind the social mask. He 

believed that the theatricalists strove to penetrate behind 
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the mask to reveal that truth and that the naturalists 

simply represented the surface truth of the social mask. 

For Schechner, the training of the actor, along with 

all other aspects of the theatre, has to be made into a 

process: 

No part of the work is frozen or predetermined. 
Some very hard work is necessary if the performer 
is to develop the courage and technique to lay 
his mask aside and show himself as he is in the 
extreme situation of the action he is playing. 
This is not Stanislavski's famous "as if." This 
is the actual situation of the action, not its 
imaginary projection. This is the "what is." 
Environmental theatre performing is both 
naturalistic (= "show himself as he is") and 
theatricalistic (=in the extreme situation of the 
action"). 
This act of spiritual nakedness is all there is to 
performing. This act of dis/covery is not 
character work in the orthodox sense. But neither 
is it unlike character work. It takes place in 
the difficult area between the character and work-
on-oneself. The action of the play is arrived at 
through a cyclic process in which the performer's 
responses are the basis for the work; the perform
er's own self is exteriorized and transformed into 
the scenic givens of the production. These givens 
comprise the mise-en-scene and are, in a sense, 
character. But the response of the performer to 
each given may at any time evoke a new given 
change the mise-en-scene. The process is 
ruthless, ceaseless.^^ 

The most important function of Schechner's theatre is 

the act of transformation. To this end, he worked with his 

actors in a four-part training program: (1) to get in touch 

with themselves; (2) to get in touch with themselves while 

confronted with other people; (3) to relate to others 

without narrative or other highly formalized structures; and 
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(4) to relate to others within narrative or other highly 

formalized structures. 

It is clear to see that Schechner regarded self-

examination as a precondition to performance and physical 

communication as a necessary step before approaching the 

text. Such a process was designed to reveal the performer's 

essence through the social mask and to bring it almost 

brutally face to face with a performance situation. In such 

a vulnerable position, the actor can potentially undergo 

numerous transformations in confrontation with multiple 

plains of reality available to him. 

This wide range of transformations is at the heart of 

Schechner's theatre. Whereas Stanislavski's actor remains 

safe behind the character mask, and Brecht's actor also has 

the safety of a given character to turn to from time to 

time, Schechner's actor is faced with a process of 

intensified and life-like experience where prediction of the 

events is virtually impossible. The virtuosity of this 

actor lies in his ability to minimize the degree of 

predetermination in the process of performing and, thus, 

giving him/herself over completely to a power that is beyond 

his/her control. Such an act of submission is integral to 

the idea of self-dramatization, because, after all, the 

"self" is unknowable and any attempt at revealing it through 

dramatizing requires a willingness to explore and change 

fixed identities. 
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Schechner views the plight of actor-training in America 

as a result of an unwillingness to submit and explore. 

Quite often, training programs try to put too many human 

limitations on a "truth" that is essentially larger than 

man. Limiting that truth to a narrow set of man-made rules 

transforms a training program into an enterprise jealously 

guarded in isolation by those who commercially benefit from 

it. Such training programs tend to forget that growth is 

the result of confrontation of opposites, rather than 

isolation of "absolutes." The act of self-dramatization is 

at once the realization of the truth that the performer is a 

small part of a tremendously large mechanism. The 

performer, therefore, must understand that the limitation 

lies within him/her and not the large mechanism. Through 

the act of self-discovery and self-revelation, the performer 

can reveal the symbolic man. 

I call actors in this sense - actors who are 
working towards dis/covery - "performers." The 
performer does not play a role (re/cover) so much 
as remove resistances and blocks that prevent him 
from acting through, wholly following, the 
impulses that come from within him in response to 
the actions of a role. In performing, the role 
remains itself, the performer remains himself. 
Also the performer is equally adept at singing, 
dancing, speaking, moving; he is in contact with 
his own centers; he is able to relate freely to 
others. Clearly this is an ideal picture. 
In plain fact, some of the most interesting 
performing occurs around areas of resistance, 
places of special turbulence, where the 
performer's life-in-the-theatre is at stake.^* 

Schechner believes that self-revelation can become 

theatrical through the actor's presence—the quality that 
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transforms an ordinary human being into the actor onstage. 

Schechner and Joseph Chaikin regard presence as a major 

means of communicating theatrical life to the spectator. 

It, therefore, plays a central part in both artists' 

training programs. According to Schechner, 

Presence is possible only in safe places, in 
moments of trust when ego-boundaries dissolve, or 
at least thin out. Training is the struggle to 
make places safe, to encourage trust in the middle 
of a social system that breeds danger and 
apprehension.^^ 

Joseph Chaikin's theatre is the fusion of several 

theories and thoughts in pursuit of a forum for 

investigating political and social questions rather than 

aesthetic concepts. To Chaikin the most important aspect of 

theatre is its shared aliveness. This quality that is not 

found in any other art form involves an intense feeling of 

being alive through a series of shared moments between the 

actor and the spectator. Chaikin believes that such a 

heightened experience raises appreciation for life (both on 

a personal and a communal level). Such appreciation is 

necessary in order to assume empathetic and responsible 

social interaction. In a society where an individual 

regards other individuals as nothing more than projections 

of his own self, there is little respect for communal 

aliveness. Theatre has the power and the responsibility to 

remedy and alter that. 

The joy of theatre for Chaikin is its capacity for 

discovery. The only artistic principle is to remain open to 
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redefinition and rediscovery. He warns the actor against 

having a fixed self-image, as that would prevent him from a 

never-ending process of self-discovery which to Chaikin in 

synonymous with life. The constant investigation of self 

(both on an individual basis and in connection with other 

beings) is fundamental to Chaikin's theatre: 

Acting is a demonstration of the self with or 
without a disguise. Because we live on a level 
drastically reduced from what we can imagine, 
acting promises to represent a dynamic expression 
of the intense life. It is a way of making 
testimony to what we have witnessed—a declaration 
of what we know and what we can imagine. One 
actor in his acting expresses himself and touches 
nothing outside of himself. Another actor, in 
expressing himself, touches zones of being 
which can potentially be recognized by anyone.^^ 

This statement clarifies a misconception of self-

dramatized acting that suggests that it is a means of 

playing oneself. Far from encouraging the actor to reduce a 

role to his level of personal and idiosyncratic behavior, 

self-dramatization uses a dramatic character as a means of 

profound self-revelation. Through this process the actor 

can bring the human communication to a mythic level where 

his personal experience becomes recognizable and shared by 

the audience. 

An actor is a social being in the sense that his 

individuality is informed by all the intimate contacts that 

he has made outside of himself. According to Chaikin a 

broad range of experience is a necessity to the actor so 

that his stage work is not distorted through a constricted 
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understanding. Living in an escapist society, people tend 

to edit a great number of astonishing experiences to which 

they are exposed on a daily basis. Chaikin believes that 

"rather than screening out much of what bombards us, and 

focusing on a negotiable position, the actor must in some 

sense be in contact with his own sense of astonishment."^' 

Armed with a wide range of life experience, the actor must 

sharpen his impulsive reaction to his surroundings in order 

to achieve inner unity. He must always remain not merely 

"aware of," but "alive to" everything that confronts him. 

For Chaikin the actor's presence onstage and the 

audience's awareness of that presence symbolizes the most 

basic value of the theatre, namely the shared aliveness. 

For that reason, the actor and the audience must always 

remain aware of each other. This view is in contrast to 

Stanislavski's method where the performer's showing through 

the role is frowned upon. A single-minded focus on the 

character and the inner world of the play can rob the 

theatrical experience of another source of life: the actor, 

the spectator, and the theatrical space. 

Chaikin acknowledges this tangible world by asking the 

actor to heighten his aura of presence by directing his 

attention outward, instead of focusing only on the inner 

world of the play. An actor must always remain conscious of 

the actual moments and the actual space in which he is 

working. This deliberate consciousness does not preclude 
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the fictive world of the theatre, namely that of the 

character and the situation of the play. By juxtaposing 

these two realities the actor underlines the shared 

aliveness of the theatre on a profound level: 

A single human form becomes at once a breathing, 
mortal person and a timeless theatrical personage, 
single space both a playing area and a theatrical 
environment, and a single time both linear, 
progressing time and the abstract time of the 
play. 6° 

In this way, theatre uses the personal level of 

communication as a starting point and, through an intense 

exploration of life, transports the actor and the spectator 

to iconic heights. This journey is always dependent on the 

performer/audience relationship: 

Moment to moment, the play is between the actor 
and the audience. The audience is the actor's 
partner as he plays the role of the character for 
the other characters. Yet the actor should not -
and does not have to - wink, woo, and pander to 
the audience: there is a tacit understanding. The 
actor, as his character, is sincere to the other 
actors but performing in relation to the audience. 
Such a performer functions as a double agent who 
has infiltrated the two worlds.̂ ^ 

For Chaikin characterization is the study of "I" in 

relation to forces that join persons. These forces are 

either political-social, moving through all who are alive at 

the same time in history, or they are forces that are 

concerned with such inexplicable issues as being alive at 

all. "In effect we are joined to each other, (to all living 

creatures) by what we don't understand."" In Chaikin's 

view an actor who approaches characterization by 
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representing stereotypes becomes a stereotype himself. By 

presenting stereotypes to the audience, the actor is, in 

effect, encouraging such classifications and ignoring his 

moral and ethical duty to the theatre. 

By dramatizing the "self," however, the actor can reach 

aspects of his own being that he has never lived, and, by 

sharing that experience with the audience, they can move 

beyond stereotypes. This task is not easy in a society that 

encourages devising social masks in order to achieve 

acceptance and status. Such masks become so over-powering 

that they affect the real face underneath them. The social 

mask can penetrate the private face to a degree that it 

affects even ethnicity and sex roles. 

The success for the wearer of the mask lies in 

understanding the duality and the dialectical tension that 

exists between the private face and the social mask. Most 

wearers, however, are unwilling to dispense with the mask 

for fear of losing their identity. In some cases, the 

social mask overtakes the private face to such a degree that 

the latter disappears altogether. Chaikin believes that 

understanding such relationships among the masks is 

essential to the art of characterization: 

Character as usually expressed in the theatre 
serves to legitimize all such disguises by using 
as a premise that a person is contained within a 
set of facts, as in a sack. Each element of the 
societal disguise, the acceptable image, can be 
assessed on an almost absolute and exploitative 
scale of values: "it is better to be Caucasian", 
"it is better to be heterosexual and male", "it is 

54 



better to be rich", "it is better to be 
protestant." An actor who approaches character 
without having considered the set up falls into 
it." 

The communal and ensemble nature of an actor's 

characterization is significant to Chaikin's theatre, where 

an actor's "presence" cannot be fully achieved unless he 

develops sensitivity to other actors. Since, for Chaikin, 

the actor symbolizes the human race, such interchangeable 

sensitivity must find its roots in society. Understanding 

and awareness of other beings takes on a new level of 

intensity as they become an inseparable part of an 

individual: 

Our memory is like an attic which stores all the 
people we've ever known and we become them. The 
people we've known are no longer outside of us. 
When I dream night or day of a particular person; 
it is, rather, the person who has become. When we 
sat together we were two. When I am alone, we are 
both me.^ 

In Chaikin's view, therefore, approaching a character as if 

it were an entity completely outside of the actor makes the 

organic process of creation superficial. 

Chaikin's theatre attempts to find an alternative to 

naturalistic theatre which, in his view, does not explore a 

wide range of physical and vocal action. Even the methods 

of inner exploration, such as emotional memory techniques, 

are inadequate because they force the actor to parallel the 

character's experience rather than to empathize with it. 

The most important element of acting for Chaikin is to see, 
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to understand subjectively, and to empathize with the 

character. 

Chaikin viewed the fictive world of the theatre as its 

"marvelous" aspect, which interacts with the performer in a 

special way: 

Actors' presentation of the marvelous can become a 
foil to everyday reality and so, potentially, a 
force to change it. Every human creation reflects 
and so promotes a certain way of seeing the world. 
By showing alternative understandings, one 
"recommends" and ultimately, strengthens them.̂ ^ 

In addition to all of the above-mentioned requirements, 

the actor needs to be politically oriented but not 

necessarily use the stage to unleash and release anger. 

There has to be a strategy in order for the actor to give 

shape and form to that for which he cares deeply. Such a 

strategy is transformation of images into theatrical events. 

Images replace the words which have been turned into the 

most superficial social masks and, therefore, are no longer 

suitable for exploring profound feelings. The idea of 

imagery (both vocal and physical) is to explore the depth of 

the human presence untouched by social obligations. The 

actor's training consists of merging his deepest impulse 

with his body and voice to reach authentic responses and 

expressions. Such a process is an active effort on the part 

of the performer to shed prepared reactions that negate 

genuine receptivity. 
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For Chaikin, self-dramatization is an inseparable 

aspect of acting, because the actor's presence in the role 

is a testimony of himself: 

In former times acting simply meant putting on 
a disguise. But now it is clear that the wearing 
of the disguise changes the person. As he takes 
off the disguise, his face is changed from having 
worn it. The stage performance informs the life 
performance and in turn is informed by it. 
Through the work which he himself guides, the 
actor recreates himself.*^ 

Conclusion 

The theories discussed here have brought about a 

theatre in which the actor is a major creative component. 

In light of this tremendous shift in responsibility, the 

actor has redefined his/her position in the theatre and must 

find an alternative method of preparation and operation. In 

self-dramatized acting, the actor is no longer a mere 

mediator between the text and the audience, nor is he the 

representative of a fixed identity known as the character. 

By revealing aspects of his/her own reality, he/she becomes, 

in part, the author of the theatrical event. 

A self-dramatized actor must come to terms with his/her 

own "being," define his/her political and social position, 

and develop a sensual availability that informs his/her 

life. The transparency that is, thus, achieved is expressed 

visually and imagistically to the spectators. It is given 

theatrical truth through the actor's presence. 
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Self-dramatized acting has the potential to achieve 

proportions of a mythical experience. As the performer 

utilizes the text to reveal and recreate himself/herself, 

he/she may be creating aspects of life that are common to 

all humanity and, thus, instantly recognizable. Through 

such a recognition the actor and the spectator are conjoined 

in a bonding process where all the participants become self-

dramatized performers. 
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CHAPTER III 

POLITICAL THEATRE 

Application of Theories to Performance 
Genres. Forms, and Styles 

The theories discussed in the previous chapter 

liberated the performer to become a major creative force in 

the theatre. The genres that will be discussed in the 

following chapters are influenced by those theories in one 

form or another. The main function of all of them is to 

encourage transformation through confrontation of opposites. 

They all depend on the dual reality of the theatre to 

achieve truth. They all seem to mistrust the verbal 

language and wish to replace it with an elevated physical 

language. Further, they all depend on the performer or the 

director to become the authors of the subtext through 

recreating and dramatizing themselves. As a result, the 

text becomes secondary, not only to the character subtext, 

but also to the actor subtext. The investment of the self 

is so profound as to mark all these genres with highly 

distinguishable and personal styles. 

At the turn of the century in the United States, there 

was a movement established by a group of theatre artists in 

an attempt to turn the stage into an arena for social and 

political investigations. This movement enlarged the 

definition and the function of theatre and all its 

components profoundly. Inspired by European theories 
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already discussed, the political theatre movement is of 

utmost significance in the history of the contemporary 

American theatre in that it went beyond its immediate limits 

to include other forms and genres. The historical 

progression of this movement will be discussed in an attempt 

to account for its influences on the structure of 

performance and theatre. 

Contemporary musical theatre is an example of a genre's 

being reshaped through its confrontation with political 

theatre. From its inception, by virtue of combining music 

and theatre, it provided the element of heightened 

theatricality. It was not until the 1960s, due to the 

influence of politics and modern European theories of 

acting, that the musical theatre found an important voice as 

exploratory theatre. Chapter three will investigate the 

progression of the American musical theatre from its 

beginnings to its most recent developments. 

Opera has the potential to offer the same heightened 

theatricality as the musical theatre, but until recently it 

has been the sole property of the musicians. With the 

increasing number of theatre directors trying their hands at 

directing opera, a theatrical viewpoint is emerging through 

the music. In the past decade, many theatre artists have 

found in opera a perfect vehicle for expressing social and 

political issues. Peter Sellars' work as an opera director 

will be discussed in chapter four to account for his 
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self-dramatizing approach to some of the most traditional 

operatic masterpieces. 

By virtue of its technical and structural demands, solo 

performance provides a confrontational mode of performance. 

Solo Acting has three distinct and significant functions: 

(1) it provides a medium for the display of performance 

virtuosity; (2) through utilizing the actor's "presence", it 

reveals his/her essence to the spectator; and (3) it creates 

a direct method of communicating political and social 

messages to the audience. Chapter five will explore all of 

those approaches by bringing significant examples from each 

to illustrate the notion of the actor as a self-dramatized 

performer 

Historical Background 

It is safe to assume that the political and the social 

upheavals of the 1960s influenced the genres and movements 

to be discussed in this section. These all-encompassing 

upheavals, which consisted of "elements of pacifism, civil 

rights agitation, anti-Vietnam sentiments, sexual 

liberation, feminism, and other forms of anti-

authoritarianism, "̂  transformed the popular mode of thinking 

on a profound level. An in-depth look at the events 

surrounding the second half of the 1960s will shed light on 

the political theatre movements and its ramifications. 
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Inspired by Martin Luther King's call for civil rights, 

thousands of students across the country organized 

demonstrations that eventually went beyond their original 

cause to include demands for reforms in the traditional 

structure of the society and the establishment. The Vietnam 

War added a more single-minded motivation to the student 

unrest which, at times, received violent opposition from 

authorities. Through the barrage of mutual attacks, the 

existing apathy gave way to a new politicized spirit that 

questioned the existing values of the society and culture. 

Affected by the revitalization of popular thought, 

artists joined the battle in a search of new forms. The 

supercilious position of "high art" was criticized. Instead 

of functioning in an esoteric and exclusive art world, 

artists attempted to bring their work closer to the people. 

Far from being pure entertainment, the new art strove to 

shock the people out of their lethargy in an Artaudian 

fashion. Furthermore, life and art became almost 

inseparable. Art was no longer regarded as a decorative 

luxury in the service of the upper class, but it became, 

instead, a powerful means of disintegration of the class 

system and a medium for the artists to express their 

cultural protests and perhaps offer solutions: 

The cultural protests were mainly directed against 
the repressive nature of late capitalist, 
technocratic society. This repression could take 
the form of international imperialism (American-
dominated multinationals securing new markets and 
natural resources in South America, Vietnam), or 
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ideological manipulation (through educational 
institutions and the mass media).^ 

Capitalism, according to Alain Touraine, hides "the 

ideology of its technocratic control behind a mask of 

objective neutrality."' This mask consists of an attitude 

of liberal goodwill toward all men, and, for its survival, 

it requires a great deal of adaptation and integration from 

its wearers. The social and artistic revolt against this 

system favored spontaneity in all forms of social, personal, 

and cultural exchanges. An obsession with self-expression 

and self-revelation is a trademark of this era as a direct 

contradiction with the highly structured and non-personal 

nature of capitalism. The prevalent self-revelation gave 

rise to sexual liberation and feminism, among other 

movements. 

The profundity of the system's manipulation of the 

proletariat made artists aware of their own social position 

as underpaid workers with little freedom for creative 

expression and, for the most part, misused by the 

establishment. It was under these circumstances that the 

political function of art was questioned. The new 

generation of theatre artists began to search for answers 

inspired by the cultural concepts of Mao Tse-tung, Antonio 

Gramsci, and Herbert Marcuse, away from the repressive 

atmosphere of commercial theatre. 

Antonio Gramsci is one of the most important figures 

that inspired the theatrical activities of the late 1960s. 
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He firmly believed that any effective political revolution 

must be preceded and accompanied by a cultural revolution. 

To Gramsci, the age of Enlightenment that preceded the 

French Revolution is a prime example of a cultural 

consciousness that caused political awareness. 

Gramsci's life was devoted to finding an alternative 

educational system that would cultivate the working class 

values and liberate them from the bourgeois domination. The 

mode of exploration and communication of this new culture 

would be the same "language" that had been used for 

generations to promote the ideology of the dominant class. 

It would now go to serve a different purpose, namely to 

emphasize the working class values. To this end, Gramsci 

encouraged authors to minimize their literary distance with 

the proletariat in order to create a popular culture that 

would counter the bourgeoisie. Thus, the oppressed working 

class can gain an awareness of their own collective power. 

Another significant figure, Wilhelm Reich, also 

believed that a collective consciousness can transform the 

existing order. Reich's exploration of the psychological 

aspects of the political consciousness was very important to 

the student movements of the 1960s. Reich believed that the 

family is perhaps the strongest social unit through which 

bourgeois ideology is transferred from generation to 

generation. He identified this ideology as "sexual 

repression, often dictated by some religiously inspired 
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moral code, as the chief cause of submission to an 

authoritarian social order."^ In Reich's view, social 

liberation is, in a way, the result of sexual liberation. 

Herbert Marcuse, whose ideas are often discussed in 

conjunction with those of Reich's, was one of the strongest 

opponents of the corporate capitalism. His book. One-

dimensional Man, exposes the contradictions of 

totalitarianism in western society. Marcuse's authority on 

the subject and his passion made him an inspiration to the 

student movements of the 1960s. According to Marcuse, 

The general availability of luxury goods in 
advanced capitalist societies imposed a general 
feeling of contentment, a pattern of 
"one dimensional thought and behavior", against 
which a "counter culture" cannot be easily 

established.^ 

The above-mentioned assumption accounts for Marcuse's 

explanation of why the radical movements of the 1960s were 

so "vague and multifaceted: the technocratic enemy was 

omnipresent but nowhere identifiable."^ Only in certain 

isolated cases, such as the Vietnam war, does the 

establishment reveal its true face. "In all other 

instances, the protesters turned against faceless 

institutions of technocratic manipulation like the 

university systems or the mass media." 

The Cultural Revolution in China had a great deal of 

influence upon the western theatre artists through the 

publication and the distribution of Mao's views on cultural 

renewal. Mao believed that a closer relationship between 
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the artists and the audiences will empower popular art 

which, in his view, should not be considered inferior to 

other forms of "sophisticated" art. To Mao, literature and 

art were inseparable parts of the revolution and, therefore, 

inseparable from life. Artists were encouraged to live 

among the working class in order to gain new insights into 

their lives and ways of thinking. 

Although the political atmosphere of the 1960s was 

responsible for a great deal of theatrical innovation, the 

political theatre movement in the United States began as 

early as the beginning of the century. This movement, as 

reflected in the Off-Broadway productions, was the result of 

the new political awareness of a group of theatre artists 

who chose to go beyond mere self-expression in their works. 

This truly indigenous theatre created a stage for the 

society and the artists to explore communal goals and needs. 

As early as 1905, the Progressive Stage Society was 

formed by Julius Hopp to produce radical plays. At the 

beginning of the century, Hopp and other theatre artists 

were intent on creating a kind of confrontational theatre 

that would directly address societal issues. In contrast to 

the popular mode of theatre production of the day, which 

included pure entertainment, romantic comedies, and 

melodrama, the new wave of theatre artists were interested 

in utilizing theatre as a means of achieving social reform. 

The first two decades of the twentieth century saw the birth 
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of The Provincetown Playhouse which gave voice to the genius 

of Eugene O'Neill. Both O'Neill and The Provincetown 

Playhouse were responsible in part for the formation of the 

Off-Broadway theatre.8 

O'Neill more than any other single person may be 
regarded as the dramatic genius who gave the group 
its impetus and lasting fame. His works to this 
day fire the dramatic imagination, even on 
Broadway.' 

In 1915, Provincetown, Massachusetts, became the 

gathering place for a group of artists who explored the 

changing face of theatre and society. In 1916, The 

Provincetown Playhouse had its first New York season and, as 

a result of that, the Playwright's Theatre was formed in 

1917. This group consisted of active members who 

administrated the theatre and produced plays, associate 

members who purchased the season tickets, and club members 

who were interested in the work of the Provincetown Players. 

The Playwrights Theatre was created by a group of 

writers for the purpose of producing their plays and acting 

in them. The theatre was considered exploratory by its 

founders and it afforded opportunities for exploration to 

actors, designers, and producers. The majority of the 

workers offered their services voluntarily. Although this 

theatre was created as an alternative to Broadway, it often 

employed highly professional actors and directors. This, 

however, raised a great deal of criticism from people who 

regarded such practices to be strongly commercial. Eugene 
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O'Neill reassured the critics that the theatre was 

considered to be an exploratory lab aimed at a particular 

audience and that the theatre holds itself accountable only 

to its associate members. 

Another theatre organization that significantly 

affected the formation of the Off-Broadway movement was the 

Washington Square Players. 

The Players [were] the outgrowth of a little group 
that used to foregather in Washington Square, 
radicals, socialists, progressives, artists, 
writers and plain men and women—Here was the 
guild of artists whose enthusiasms took the place 
of the cold organization by commercial compact of 
the regular theatre.^° 

The Washington Square Players included original 

American scripts, as well as contemporary European plays. 

The plays were in a one-act format as an economic necessity 

but eventually proved useful in "furthering the scope of the 

authors and actors and in the comparative cheapness of 

production."^^ The Washington Square Players, along with 

the Provincetown Theatre, created a new creative atmosphere 

for the artists and the community based on their mutual 

needs. The efforts of these groups questioned the function 

of the theatre both on the exploratory and the commercial 

areas. 

During the depression in the 1930s, the Off-Broadway 

theatre took an even stronger moral and political stance. 

Due to the growing pressures of life, people often found in 

theatre a place where they could seek answers to their 
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problems. The Off-Broadway theatres in the 1930s presented 

the most controversial issues permissible onstage. The 

notion of mere entertainment was no longer the main concern, 

nor was the idea of profit. Off-Broadway became a people's 

theatre where the political commitment merged with personal 

identity, both on the part of the spectator and the 

performer. Julia Price described the off-Broadway theatre 

of 1930s: 

Although many of these plays dealt with vital 
problems, the people involved were interested in 
artistic production. The social milieu of the day 
led to the appearance of a type of theatre off-
Broadway which was sometimes classified as "agit
prop" theatre; one which demands immediate action 
on social problems. The "agit-prop" drama was a 
fighting form of expression which attempted active 
participation in the lives of its people.^^ 

Due to the new movements the social and political 

revitalization in the American theatre certainly affected 

Broadway. To this day, it is off-Broadway and off-off-

Broadway where the art theatre and politics can find a 

laboratory for exploring vital issues. 

This chapter discusses the Living Theatre as a 

representative of the political theatre movements that 

directly resulted from the ideologies of the first half of 

the twentieth century. By virtue of its political 

commitment, this group created a new identity for the 

theatre artist based on his/her own personal identity. This 

newly-found identity created a generation of politically 

aware and politically defined theatre artists committed to 
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self-expression and self-recreation. This chapter also 

includes Charles Ludlam as a major figure in the latter 

group, representing the contemporary self-dramatized 

performer. Finally, there will be a discussion of political 

theatre in the commercial arena. 

The Living Theatre 

Julian Beck and Judith Malina created the Living 

Theatre as a place for myth, politics, and ritualism to 

meet. Based on the belief that avant-garde theatre must be 

audacious, revolutionary, and disturbing, the Living Theatre 

provided a forum where life and art could merge. Beck and 

Malina, who deeply believed in the theories of Artaud and 

Brecht, attempted to synthesize them in their work. Every 

theatrical production was marked with tremendous commitment 

to the human spirit and was approached with incredible 

performance focus. 

To Julian Beck, theatre is not a place to imitate the 

routine of everyday life which passes for realism. Theatre 

has the power to rediscover a reality that the industrial 

age has suffocated. The members of the Living Theatre made 

it their mission to unleash that reality through a 

pacifistic social revolution. 

Without attempting to dispense with the text, the 

Living Theatre utilized it as a means of self-revelation. 

The approach to traditional texts occurred through personal 
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and political verification. Antigone, for instance, was 

presented as the first act of civil disobedience: 

We're not for burning the text, like Artaud, 
because we are crazy about the poetry. Antigone 
was exactly an experiment to see if those 
Artaudian devices were possible with a text that 
was (1) poetic, (2) political, (3) contemporary, 
and (4) classical. Could we use these devices 
that we were developing in terms of poetic, 
political, classical texts? For us the answer was 
yes.^' 

Reminiscent of Schechner's environmental theatre, the 

Living Theatre expressed a preference for transferring the 

performance to the streets, outside of the traditional 

institution. By insisting on no admission charge, the 

spectators had the right to participate in the creation of 

the event along with the actors in a collective manner. 

Such openness underlined the significance of the process 

over product for the members of the Living Theatre. 

Physical action, as the key to acting, was often 

explored through nudity, not as a perverse or shocking 

activity, but as a means of liberating the body, the mind, 

and the emotions from its proscribed social constraints. 

Beck and Malina believed that through this process the 

transformative power of the theatre could be experienced at 

its most intense. 

Rather than confining themselves to the narrow 

viewpoint of "theatre for the sake of theatre," Beck and 

Malina found their communicative language of performance 

through observing other disciplines, such as jazz musicians 
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and modern dancers. Such explorations revealed the 

possibility of non-verbal communication and a kind of 

theatre that was rooted in the human experience with 

tremendous strength and immediacy. 

The Living Theatre encouraged its actors to approach a 

performance as a life experience. Decisions concerning a 

performance, therefore, were kept flexible enough to allow 

the actor to explore the multiplicity of life through the 

theatre. Armed with the belief that the actor experiences 

life more passionately than the average person, the Living 

Theatre performers attempted to make their spectators aware 

of the possibilities of that passion and, thus, to make life 

as intense as theatre. For the Becks, the idealized social 

revolution could only take place through theatre. Life, 

therefore, must become a theatrical event and vice versa. 

In a performance environment that demanded such a total 

involvement of the actor as the central creative force, the 

actor's identity became as much a part of the theatrical 

event as the other elements. The Living Theatre brought 

together a group of actors who had a common political 

conviction, yet their individuality and personal stake in 

every project was underlined. Most of the actors who came 

to this group from previous commercial ventures agreed that 

the intensity and commitment was unmatched by any other 

experience. There was a sense of community; yet no one was 

forced to join, because, according to the Becks, individuals 
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should join a revolution of their own volition, and they 

must find their personal connection to a communal movement 

on their own terms. 

There have been numerous studies concerning the Living 

Theatre's connection to Brecht and Artaud. The method-like 

intensity with which the productions were approached is 

seldom discussed. Judith Malina's direction of The Brig is 

a case in point where the actors were forced to rehearse 

under circumstances that were designed to bring them closer 

to the suffocating and dehumanizing reality of the play. 

The director's political convictions were strengthened 

through an intense research of the military prison system. 

Those convictions found theatrical form through the use of 

symbols. One of the most significant of these symbols was 

the white line: 

The plain white markings on the deck of the Brig 
represent the simplicity with which the torture is 
inflicted. They are the points designated by 
authority beyond which we may not go, and in that 
capacity are related to that ancient taboo, and 
one not without psychological and mythological 
analogies. Where have we met the uncrossable line 
before? What echo does it stir?̂ ^ 

In their commitment to recreating life, the Living 

Theatre utilized various contemporary theories, but always 

through a deep psychological verification. In the essay, 

"Directing The Brig," Judith Malina pays a passionate homage 

to a few of these theorists. The mechanical military 

movements of the prisoners are attributed to the influence 

of Meyerhold's biomechanics. The set is described as 
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"constructivist." The exploration of Artaud's concept of 

cruelty is reflected strongly in the entire play with the 

hope that, after witnessing it, the spectator will no longer 

be able to stomach violence. The play's call to action 

against inhumanity is attributed to the influence of 

Piscator and Brecht. 

In the process of working on The Brig, many levels of 

relationships among the prisoners and between the prisoner 

and the guards were explored. Many questions were asked 

concerning not only the plight of the prisoners, but also 

that of the guards and the ways in which they were able to 

tolerate their ordeal. On quite a different level, the 

director had given the cast a list of strict rehearsal rules 

in order to encourage their personal frustrations as a means 

of verifying the play on a personal level. The brig 

depicted onstage, therefore, became larger than its physical 

and symbolic connotations and was transformed by the actors 

into their personal hell. 

The notion of self-dramatization for the creators of 

the Living Theatre is way of life. Julian Beck once 

declared: 

Life and drama are one. Theatre has taken a 
certain importance in the contemporary 
revolutionary movement because we are trying to 
revitalize Life and we see art as an intentful 
experience and we want Life to become as intense 
as that.̂ 5 

When the boundaries of life and art merge to such a 

degree, character and actor have little choice but to become 
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inseparable also. In a theatre that is so strongly 

committed to political convictions, the performance 

experience becomes an illumination of the actor's inner and 

outer self. In contrast with the realistic/naturalistic 

theatre that encouraged actors to remain invisible behind 

their character mask, the Living Theatre had a profound 

preoccupation with self-revelation through any means 

(including nudity). 

Such blatant overlapping of the real and theatrical 

world distressed a great many people on both sides of the 

spectrum. One of the most ironic attacks came from Harold 

Clurman, who judged "that the living theatre is more 

concerned with 'living' than with theatre."^^ Despite such 

renouncements, the Living Theatre went on to become an 

inspiration to future self-dramatizing theatre artists and 

provided a model of integrity that is desperately needed in 

the theatre today. 

Charles Ludlam and the Ridiculous Theatre 

One of the supreme representatives of self-dramatized 

acting is Charles Ludlam, who combined a traditional 

university theatre training with a strong political self-

awareness to create a symbolically large performance style. 

Ludlam's unconventional acting style raised a great deal of 

negative criticism in his university days. This criticism 

forced Ludlam to create a theatre for himself where his 
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talents could find a voice. Endowed with a passion and a 

need for the theatre, he searched for his place. Inspired 

by Artaud and the Living Theatre, Ludlam discovered that 

there may be some legitimacy to his notion of theatre: 

Artaud was almost a springing-off point for me. 
The idea that actors could be hieroglyphic 
symbols. A character is an embodiment of a 
concept made of flesh and blood, and I think that 
is something that gives tremendous strength. ̂^ 

For Ludlam, the search for a means of exploring and 

presenting his art was as much a process of self-

dramatization as the performance itself. In this heroic 

search for self-expression, Ludlam broke all the 

conventional barriers among the creative elements by 

writing, producing, directing, and acting plays in his own 

145-seat basement theatre in Greenwich Village. These 

scripts explore the continuum from tragedy to comedy. Based 

on the assumption that laughter and tears arise from the 

same source, Ludlam's comedy and tragedy are deeply moving 

as the transition from one to the other becomes indistin

guishable. In his manifesto to the ridiculous theatre, he 

explains: 

Bathos is that which is intended to be sorrowful 
but because of the extremity of its expression 
becomes comic. Pathos is that which is meant to 
be comic but because of the extremity of its 
expression becomes sorrowful. Some things which 
seem to be opposites are actually different 
degrees of the same thing.̂ ^ 

Such a definition not only widens the traditional 

concept of those dramatic forms, it also creates a virtuosic 
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world for the performer where tragedy and comedy are no 

longer a function of the character and the situation, but a 

testimonial of the actor's emotional and technical 

versatility. The core of each play is human failings and 

disaster, but presented in a way that encourages the 

audience to believe that "the prospect of failure is 

something to be reveled in."̂ ' 

That prospect then becomes a version of 
Aristotle's terror and pity, the overcoming of 
that terror an authentic catharsis. Our terror 
and our pity is for the performer as well as 
for the character; we are terrified that the 
performer will appear, well, ridiculous. The 
catharsis arrives when we witness the performer's 
triumph, not the character's—not because we 
feel sorry for Marguerite Gautier, but because, 
for the simple price of an admission ticket, we 
have witnessed Ludlam, in a frock and hairy chest, 
achieve the impossible by making us weep for her.̂ ° 

In this fashion Ludlam's Ridiculous Theatre admitted a 

long list of theatrical styles that would not have been 

tolerated in a more commercialized atmosphere. The 

following definition of the term "ridiculous" illustrates 

its strong link to the political movement of the 1960s: 

An anarchic undermining of political, sexual, 
psychological, and cultural categories, frequently 
in dramatic structures that parody classical 
literary forms or re-function American popular 
entertainments, and always allude to themselves as 
"performances." A highly self-conscious style, 
the Ridiculous tends towards camp, kitsch, 
transvestism, the grotesque, flamboyant visuals, 
and literary dandyism. It is comedy beyond 
the absurd because it is less intellectual, more 
earthy, primal, liberated. Not tragi-comedy, but 
metaphysical burlesque, the Ridiculous offers a 
new version of the "clown." Its dependency 
on the icons, artifacts, and entertainments of 
mass culture in America—the "stars," old movies, 
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popular songs, television and advertising—makes 
the Ridiculous a truly indigenous American 
approach to making theatre.̂ '' 

In such a theatre Ludlam revels in an awareness of the 

performance which creates theatrical excitement. Ludlam 

dismisses naturalism as a very limiting style of acting. 

Furthermore, the traditional commercial theatre does not 

have the capacity to cover a variety of human life and 

reality, a function on which the Ridiculous theater prides 

itself. 

Through the years of self-exploration, Ludlam 

discovered that his homosexuality was in part responsible 

for his unique, excessive, and larger-than-life viewpoint. 

Instead of concealing his inner self under the guise of 

naturalism, he used it as a source of his self-creating 

stage personality. He has explained that during his method 

training he "realized that [the teachers] wanted me to 

behave in a civilized manner in a room, and not doing 

anything extraordinary."^^ Even in his analysis of Hedda 

Gabbler, Ludlam views the tragedy of that character in her 

inability of reduce her enormously mythological personality 

to the mundane setting of a nordic drawing-room. Ludlam's 

flamboyant personality clearly did not fit the limitations 

of realism/naturalism. His theatre provides an outlet for 

his personal expression. Although the scripts cannot be 

considered "gay," they are rooted in Ludlam's homosexuality 

which informs his view of life: 
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These [plays] were chaotic, non-conformist, often 
all-night affairs. Even in an era of experimental 
theatre, Ludlam's must have seemed supremely 
experimental. He was simultaneously devoted to 
the virtuosic use of language and the sheer 
physicality of stage presentation, energized by 
the clash of opposing philosophies and divergent 
acting styles. Tawdry, flamboyant sets and 
costumes, nudity, and simulated sex were 
juxtaposed with the words of Wilde, Joyce, 
Shakespeare, and Baudelaire. Ludlam stood in awe 
before the world's art and literature, viewing 
himself as a recycler not only of cultural 
detritus, but also of neglected and abused master-
works. He collaged his plays because he didn't 
feel worthy of adding one word to the cannon, 
anxious instead to use his gifts to reanimate 
tradition-bound classics and to revive 
outmoded theatrical techniques. Ludlam wasn't 
only making theatre, he was remaking himself. 
Theatre had replaced Catholicism as his religion. 
Whatever was rejected anywhere else was welcome 
on his stage. East and West could meet there, 
dramatically, spiritually, philosophically.^' 

Ludlam's own struggle with his sexuality provided the 

incentive to free his actors and his audiences from the 

constraints of traditional sexual notions. The philosophy 

of the ridiculous theatre regards a human being as the 

survivor of many misfortunes who can treat them as comedies 

in order to liberate the soul and the body. 

Transvestism is used as one of such means of 

liberation. Ludlam, who was inspired by the Living Theatre, 

treated cross-dressing as a freeing device in the same way 

that Beck and Malina used nudity onstage. Transvestism is 

not merely a means of social and sexual liberation for 

Ludlam; it is a way of renouncing the limitations of 

traditional theatre and providing the actor with a virtuosic 

arena for the creation of character and self. Ludlam 
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believed that "when the actor becomes a primary creator he 

is totally responsible for who he is on stage."^^ Active 

participation in the performance, achieved through the 

actor's taking control of his/her life, brings a 

wholehearted commitment to the theatrical experience. 

Ludlam views the mystery of role-playing as "the most 

profound theme of the theatre": 

Roles are interchangeable, personality is an 
artifice in life, and it can be changed or 
interchanged. When each actor is working, 
partially through wish fulfillment or whatever, to 
project his idea of what the character will 
be, we begin to find the "play" in these 
characters. ̂^ 

Through self-creation and self-dramatization Ludlam's 

ridiculous theatre celebrates experimentation. The 

fixedness of the character makes way for the multiplicity of 

the actor's identity. To Ludlam the courage to try 

something new results in growth. 

Ludlam's work reflects his inner and outer lives in an 

intensely theatrical expression. If Beck and Malina were 

accused of merging life and theatre to the point that one 

was indistinguishable from the other, Ludlam remained 

profoundly theatrical, and his plays could never be mistaken 

for real life. Yet, every choice was steeped in Ludlam's 

person and his convictions. Although he never used the 

theatre to make an issue of his "idiosyncracies," he allowed 

theatrical idiosyncracies in his plays to magnify the actor 

and make him a symbol of humanity. 
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M. Butterfly; Political Theatre 
on the Commercial Scene 

Influenced and inspired by the political activities of 

the Off-Broadway theatres, the commercial theatre began to 

include a greater number of productions that were less 

concerned with pure entertainment and more involved with 

social reform. In the light of greater social 

consciousness, there have been a steady flow of plays with 

strong political and social themes on Broadway. August 

Wilson's Fences, John Guare's Six Degrees of Separation, and 

Harvey Fierstein's Torch Song Trilogy are a few examples of 

the commercial theatre's acceptance of daring and confron

tational social issues. 

Among these plays, David Henry Hwang's M. Butterfly 

stands out as a work of profound intelligence. The play 

expresses its politics through the most conventional 

theatrical means, such as deconstruction, masking, etc. 

The true story of a French diplomat's affair with a 

Chinese transvestite for forty years under the impression 

that he is a woman and mixing that seemingly incredible 

story with a deconstructed version of Puccini's Madame 

Butterfly, provided David Henry Hwang with a vehicle to 

voice his own experiences as an Asian-American. 

The West has generally regarded the East as submissive and 

mystical, incapable of taking charge and making practical 

decisions. In Hwang's own words: 
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The play has been taken as a commentary or a 
criticism of Western attitudes toward the East. 
But I would like to think that the play is even-
handed in saying that the East also misperceives 
the West. The East is guilty and complicit in 
this dual form of cultural stereotyping. The 
West, having had the advantage of being the 
colonial power and of being the more powerful of 
the two over the past couple of hundred years, has 
an attitude of condescension toward the East. But 
the East has played up to that to its short-term 
advantage without thinking of the long-term ill 
effects that reinforcing those racial stereotypes 
causes. I think both parties are equally 
guilty. 26 

The central issue in M. Butterfly, therefore, is 

cultural misunderstanding. To that end, Hwang has chosen a 

true story that unfolds the central issue of the play in a 

symbolic/theatrical way. The story of Madame Butterfly as a 

cultural stereotype is weaved into the main plot. A 

disjointed structural approach breaks the linear progression 

to make the play more theatrical and less literal. 

M. Butterfly is a play of masks, and the use of 

transvestism is a means of masking for the actor and the 

character, and not necessarily a projection of 

homosexuality, which is inevitably present in the play. 

Song Lining's dressing up as a woman allows him to assume a 

social mask that is far from his personal face. In 

confrontation with Gallimard's mask, which is equally 

distant from his real self (act I, scene 6), Song's personal 

mask reacts in a way that is contradictory to the social 

mask of an oriental woman. There are numerous examples of 
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such confrontations of masks that provide the element of 

conflict. 

One level of personal reality in M. Butterfly is 

expressed in the notion of fantasy as a "fundamental 

component of the relationship, without [which] it is no 

longer the same relationship. Gallimard is in love with a 

butterfly, he's not in love with this Asian man."̂ ^ In a 

larger sense, the idea of fantasy reflects one of the 

functions of the social mask in the way that it demonstrates 

the acquired responses of the society to these man-made 

masks. These acquired responses often blur the distinction 

between reality and a carefully constructed mask. The 

conflict that arises from the blurring of reality is at the 

heart of the dramatic action in M. Butterfly. Through an 

act of confrontation among these contradictory social masks, 

the true faces of the characters emerge. 

The notion of concealed identities has a major part in 

M. Butterfly, as it reveals the transformation of Song and 

Gallimard into one another at the end of the play. The 

concealed identities of the two main characters seem to be 

synonymous with their social masks which forces them into 

fulfilling certain obligations and relieves them of certain 

other responsibilities. Song's deliberate masking as a 

woman somehow causes the social masks to undergo a process 

of gradual dissolution which reveals the true identity of 

each character. 
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M. Butterfly demands that its actors voice certain 

socio-political convictions which go beyond fulfilling the 

requirements of a character. Song Liling's speech in the 

first act is an example: 

Consider it this way: what would you say if a 
blonde homecoming queen fell in love with a short 
Japanese businessman? He treats her cruelly, then 
goes home for three years, during which time she 
prays to his picture and turns down marriage from 
a young Kennedy. Then, when she learns he has 
remarried, she kills herself. Now, I believe you 
would consider this girl to be a deranged 
idiot, correct? But because it's an Oriental who 
kills herself for a Westerner - ah! - you find it 
beautiful. 28 

In such instances, whether the actor wants to or not, he is 

as much a political commentator as he is a character, and 

for that reason the weight of his words may be far greater 

than a speech that is merely connected to a dramatic 

situation. 

Fragmentation of the structure and a stylized use of 

the stage and the body reveal the actor as much as the 

character. The merging of two plots and the peculiar 

presentational mode of M. Butterfly almost forces the actor 

to dramatize himself in a way that is far more difficult to 

achieve in a psychologically progressive drama. 

Conclusion 

The social awareness at the beginning of the twentieth 

century forced theatre artists to question the position of 

theatre as a means of expression and to create a new mode of 
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communication apart from the limitations of the commercial 

scene. Performers, directors, and playwrights gave up their 

traditional roles in search of means of merging vital life 

issues with theatre. In a theatrical arena where the 

political conviction of the artist was central to the act of 

creation, the notion of impersonating a character was too 

limiting to accommodate those convictions successfully. In 

political theatre, the actor is a performer, a demonstrator, 

and creator of him/herself as the representative of 

humanity. This relatively new position of the actor has 

found such a strong place in today's theatre that it would 

be worthwhile to investigate and research whether it is 

possible any longer to act without being political. 
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CHAPTER IV 

MUSICAL THEATRE 

Introduction 

For all who comprise the creative team of a musical 

theatre piece (writers, composers, lyricists, performers, 

directors, choreographers, designers, etc.), the most 

fundamental truth about the theatre, namely "real life" 

versus "theatrical" life, is a fact that has to be 

confronted and explored relentlessly. Because of its 

technical nature, the musical theatre, far from attempting 

to escape the theatrical language, recognizes and celebrates 

the duality of illusion versus non-illusion. Often the 

action of a scene is continued or resolved in a song or a 

dance number where the actor has to break away from the 

illusion that she/he has created and to be confronted almost 

instantaneously with her/his own reality as a performer. 

Very few other theatrical media demand versatility of this 

nature from the actor, and fewer still recognize the essence 

of theatricality with such unabashed forthrightness. The 

virtuosity that is expected from the musical theatre 

performer is, in part, due to the three-fold technical 

demands of the medium: acting, singing, and dancing. 

Beyond that, the artist is expected to explore various 

plains of theatrical (and non-theatrical) reality with sharp 

and angular shifts, both physically and emotionally. Because 
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of those shifts, the actor emerges through the character, 

and the performer emerges through the actor. 

Furthermore, the musical theatre not only recognizes 

but includes audience members as active participants by 

asking them to believe in the independent reality of the 

genre. Along with the performer, the spectator is given a 

wide spectrum of subjective-objective choices and 

perceptions through which he can take part in the theatre 

experience. Despite its reputation for being "mindless 

entertainment," therefore, the musical theatre demands of 

its viewers imagination, confrontation with the performer's 

multiple reality, and objective choice-making. 

This chapter traces the development of the musical 

theatre in order to account for its significance in the 

areas of self-dramatized acting and directing. 

Musical Theatre: The American National Opera 

In Opera in the Twentieth Century, Ethan Mordden claims 

that "Americans were the last to realize a national opera 

tradition, odd for a people so frequently accused of 

embracing novelty at every opportunity."^ One explanation 

for the lack of enthusiasm for opera is that this country 

has a vital stage tradition known as "Musical Theatre." 

The American musical theatre, whose origins can be 

traced to minstrel shows, vaudeville, revues, burlesque, and 

operetta, to name a few, is the indigenous musical/dramatic 
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art form of this country and perhaps its only ethnic 

contribution to the world theatre. During the course of its 

development from an entertainment piece consisting of a 

chorus of pretty girls doing high kicks, the musical 

theatre's use of colloquialism and American settings has 

given it a uniquely national color and sound. Even to this 

day the musical theatre is regarded as "shallow 

entertainment geared toward the lowest common denominator." 

It is rarely given credit for the vital arena in exploratory 

and nationalist theatre that it has provided in this 

country. 

By looking at the nineteenth century Nationalist 

movement in Europe, one can better understand the 

significance of the musical theatre as a national form. The 

Eastern European Nationalist movement was a reaction against 

the domination of the continental European music, especially 

Italian music. Eastern Europeans had an increasing interest 

in all aspects of their folk heritage. They found opera a 

perfect vehicle for a national expression, where the musical 

style owed much to the distinctive qualities of folk music. 

The libretti were based on myths, legends, peasant life, or 

national history. 

In 18, a group of five composers—Balakirev, Cui, 

Mussorgsky, Borodin, and Rimsky-Korsakov—were the leaders 

of the Nationalist movement in Russia. All of them were 
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amateur composers, with the exception of Rimsky-Korsakov, 

who received some technical training in his career. 

T̂ K-"̂ ŵ ^ °^ ^^® usual technical musical education 
(Which meant, at the time, a German conservatory 
training) had the advantage of turning the 
nationalist composers to the resources of their 
own country for theatrical and musical material 
and to their own instincts and national traditions 
for the means of shaping this material into 
operatic form.^ 

It was under more or less similar circumstances that 

George Gershwin composed Porov and Bess. Billed as an 

American folk opera, the work has been the subject of 

controversy and opposition from purists who call it a 

"musical" in a derogatory fashion, and from black musicians 

who claim that Gershwin's portrayal of their culture and 

music is merely from an outsider's point of view, therefore 

rendering it "unauthentic." Porgy and Bess remains, 

nonetheless, one of the greatest of national music theatre 

pieces created in America. In addition to its subject 

matter, it draws heavily upon jazz, blues, and popular song. 

Throughout his career, George Gershwin was primarily a 

songwriter, composing for Tin Pan Alley, the Broadway stage, 

and Hollywood films. It was within the framework of the 

American popular music that he learned and polished his 

craft. At the turn of the century, Gershwin, along with 

Irving Berlin, Jerome Kern, Richard Rodgers, Cole Porter, 

and Harold Arlen, resembled the "Russian Five" in the sense 

that, for the most part, they were not trained in the 

European Art music tradition. These men achieved a high 
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standard of professional craftsmanship in a genre that is 

traditionally open to amateurs and dilettantes. They 

expanded and changed the musical idiom of the popular song, 

making it into a characteristic form of expression. At the 

same time, each composer maintained a uniquely personal 

style. 

The abundance of the great composers and lyricists that 

comprised the mainstay of the musical theatre derived their 

inspiration from folk elements to mould an instantly 

recognizable style of popular song-writing. From the 1920s 

to the 1950s the popular song charts included Broadway 

tunes. The songs went beyond the confines of the shows in 

which they appeared and reached all of America. They became 

as much a part of daily life in society as any other aspect 

of popular culture. 

In such an artistic atmosphere, where individual songs 

could be taken out of a show to be given an independent 

life, the continuity and cohesion of a musical theatre piece 

was achieved through its book. As early as 1927, Showboat 

set a model for the traditional musical theatre where the 

book provides structure and consistency. Showboat also set 

an example for utilizing songs to further the action and 

illuminate the plot. It is also interesting to note that 

the story of Showboat dealt with a racial issue whose 

portrayal onstage was considered highly controversial at the 

time. In fact, through the use of music and dance as a 
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distancing device, the creators of the musical theatre have 

consistently been able to raise issues which have not been 

readily acceptable in other theatrical media. Besides Porgy 

and Bess and Showboat. other works, such as The King and I, 

South Pacific, and West Side Story, are examples of musicals 

which boldly explore controversial social issues. 

The Broadway musical tunes were brought to the public 

by performers who made up the musical theatre star system 

through the power of their personalities and their public 

magnetism. Many shows were created for the talent of such 

luminaries as Ethel Merman, Ray Bolger, Mary Martin, Judy 

Holliday, Julie Andrews, Gwen Verdon, Zero Mostel, Nancy 

Walker, Phil Silvers, Barbra Streisand, and many others. It 

is hard to fathom as impressive a list being formed today. 

A show such as Gypsv was written for the larger-than-life 

personality of its star, Ethel Merman, and its two 

subsequent revivals have been successful directly because 

they managed to utilize the grand personalities of two other 

stars—Angela Lansbury and Tyne Daly. 

The whole concept of the star system illustrates self-

dramatization in the sense that the business and the public 

demand to see recognizable personalities take on roles and 

remain recognizable through those roles. This fact is in 

direct contradiction to the concept of a versatile actor who 

assumes a part so thoroughly that he becomes almost 

unrecognizable behind the character mask. 
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The Decline of th.:. Tr.;.ditiQnal AmPrican 
Musical Thp;.̂ r-q and thP Rise of the 

Conceptual Musical 

The highly popular formula of the musical theatre 

composition utilized since Showboat became nearly extinct in 

the late 1950s and early 19s. Several factors contributed 

to this decline: the great number of exceptional composers 

and lyricists was reduced to virtually zero, with the 

exception of Stephen Sondheim, and the structure of the 

Broadway star system disintegrated gradually due to the rise 

in popularity of cinema and television. These two factors 

resulted in the disappearance of the Broadway show tunes 

from the popular music charts. Perhaps one of the most 

fundamental reasons for the decline of the traditional 

musical was the political climate surrounding the 19s in the 

United States. Because of the Vietnam war and other 

occurrences, people's trust in the government was questioned 

and put to test. Language, which had always been a strong 

means of communicating and conveying trust, lost its 

effectiveness to some degree. The traditional musical 

theatre that had utilized language as a means of carrying 

its structural device, namely the plot, became an explora

tory stage for discovery of new means of communication and 

the rediscovery of the old methods. 

Since verbal language and plot could no longer 

structure effectively, physical language started to become a 

dominant communicative device in musical theatre. Since 
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there were few composers and lyricists working in a unique 

style of songwriting with specific star performers in mind, 

a new star became the driving force behind the creation of 

the musical theatre: the Super Director/Choreographer. 

The use of dance and movement in musical theatre is not 

a novel idea. In fact, dance has always been strongly 

associated with musicals. Along with the songs in Showboat, 

the dances deal separately with either character, racial 

depiction, or show business pastiche. The character dances 

in Showboat find a place after many of the songs, not as 

mere appendages, but as a direct result of the action of the 

songs. 

In the 1930s, dance became an important device for 

storytelling due to the efforts of the dancer/choreo

graphers, George Balanchine and Agnes De Mille, both of whom 

introduced ballet into musical theatre in two highly 

distinctive ways. Balanchine came to America as a refugee, 

and his association with the musical theatre stems perhaps 

from his attraction to all aspects of his new found land, 

including the Broadway theatre. Balanchine's collaboration 

with Richard Rodgers, Lorenz Hart, and George Abbott 

resulted in On Your Toes in 1936. This show includes a 

full-length ballet entitled "Slaughter on Tenth Avenue," 

which not only marks Balanchine's introduction and 

integration of ballet into musical theatre, but his 

institution of the term "choreography by" as part of a 
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Broadway production's billing.' with "Slaughter on Tenth 

Avenue," dance began to be integrated into musical theatre 

rather than merely having a decorative role. 

Balanchine's innovations in musical theatre dance were 

carried to new heights by Agnes De Mille, who brought a 

distinctive vision of Americana to her choreography. 

Although she was born abroad, she had a natural and profound 

understanding of the earthy quality of American life. She 

had the ability to communicate that understanding through 

movement and dance. Her western ballet. Rodeo, brought her 

to the attention of the creators of Oklahoma!. who engaged 

her to choreograph the dream sequence in that show. 

Although this dream ballet is not the first of its kind in 

musical theatre, it is the first time that dance is used to 

further the plot on such an integrated level. De Mille, 

along with the rest of the creative team of Oklahoma!. 

managed to jnake a successful transition from text to song to 

dance, exploring a wide range from real life to fantasy and 

back. This device, in strong terms, capitalizes on 

theatrical reality. De Mille's contribution to musical 

theatre is of paramount importance because she managed to 

allow all of its elements to develop independently and then 

integrated them fully to strengthen the action and further 

the plot. In 1947, she staged and choreographed Allegro, 

giving rise to the position of director/choreographer that 

became highly influential in the following two decades. 
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The advent of the director/choreographer signifies a 

gradual move toward the total visual elements and impact of 

a show as a structuring device. Characterization and action 

are approached and achieved through prescribed physical 

movement and imagery in an almost Meyerholdian : shion. The 

Aristotelian elements of drama are reversed so that 

"spectacle" stands at the top of the list. The 

director/choreographer's concept forms the mainspring of a 

show, and the collaboration of the creative team consists of 

discovering the best ways to develop that concept. The 

visual and aural elements of spectacle are used as a 

structuring device throughout the work. 

If Balanchine and De Mille gave rise to the position of 

the director/choreographer, George Abbott gave importance to 

the directing aspects of the form. Not a particularly 

strong director or choreographer in the traditional sense of 

those words, George Abbott influenced the importance of 

those positions profoundly through the force of his vision 

and personality. Between 1935 and 1962, Abbott, as 

Broadway's reigning director, supervised the maturation of 

the musical theatre. 

In talking about his technique Abbott uses words 
like "reality" and "truth" that would seem to 
apply to a different kind of theatre than the 
manufactured farce and the musical comedy in which 
he had achieved his greatest successes. Abbott's 
"truth" is theatrical rather than psychological; 
his primary concern is with establishing the truth 
and the reality of the stage picture."* 
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Abbott's commitment to the truth of the action made him 

pay strict attention to the details of every scene. He 

insisted on a practical book that could maintain dramatic 

viability without the help of songs and dances. Abbott 

enlarged the whole concept of musical theatre and found 

means to accommodate the new size. He brought a discipline 

and a polished look to the musical that came to be known as 

its instantly recognizable style. That style profoundly 

influenced a new generation of "Super Director/Choreo

graphers" who followed in his footsteps. 

The first important figure in that group is Jerome 

Robbins, who choreographed several shows for Abbott before 

he directed West Side Story and Fiddler on the Roof. In 

comparison to Abbott's direct and clear style, Robbins 

appears enigmatic, romantically diffused, and more 

emotional. "Perhaps because Robbins' approach was emotional 

rather than intellectual he imported method techniques of 

improvisation and sense-memory to musical theatre 

rehearsals."^ 

Harold Prince, another Abbott protege, evaluates the 

significance of Robbins's efforts: 

The biggest value of the method was to dignify the 
actors. He took a bunch of inexperienced gypsies 
and gave them a sense of higher purpose. He gave 
them exercises which made them feel good about 
themselves and connected to the play's situation.^ 

These experiments elevated the role of the ensemble 

from mere chorus parts to well-defined characters that are 
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strongly integrated into the dramatic fabric of the musical. 

Although method acting techniques were used to give the 

musical a sense of seriousness and theatrical purpose, 

movement still remained the dominant structural device: 

Movement fused to the core of the character and 
circumstance, dance conceived as dramatic action, 
acting that vibrates with a sense of the 
characters' inner lives-Robbins introduced a 
new vocabulary into the musical theatre.^ 

In 1957, West Side Story elevated dance to new heights 

by utilizing it to communicate the essence of the show. By 

giving strong physical identity to the plot-oriented shows, 

Jerome Robbins became the link between the traditional 

musical and the new conceptual musical. 

The next prominent figure in the history of the musical 

theatre is Bob Fosse, who for three decades put his personal 

stamp on many Broadway shows. Educated in the tradition of 

musical theatre direction by Abbott, Fosse went beyond that 

influence to find his own unmistakably unique style. After 

directing and choreographing many shows in the 1950s and 

early 19s, he made a decisive break with the past in Sweet 

Charity (1966) by exploring many elements of conceptualism 

and self-dramatization. Fosse derived the idea of Sweet 

Charity from Fellini's movie. Nights of Cabiria. and 

developed it mainly to showcase the talents of its star, 

Gwen Verdon. In the manner of Brecht's epic theatre, there 

were signs above the stage conveying messages to the 

audience, such as "Charity is in love," etc. 
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The songs often start the process of characterization, 

but the development invariably takes place in the dance 

numbers. "if My Friends Could See Me Now" and "I'm a Brass 

Band" are examples of character depiction through dance. In 

the "Big Spender" and "Rich Man's Frug" numbers, the idea of 

gestus and dance integrate so completely and expressively 

that the lyrics become almost a secondary means of 

communication. Bob Fosse's choreography in Sweet Charity 

makes a sharp break with the easy-going European operetta, 

reflecting instead the brassy, accelerated pace and noise 

level of urban life in America. 

In Pippin (1972) and Chicago (1975), Fosse uses the 

musical theatre for conveying political messages, but never 

in a direct or didactic way and always through the idiom of 

musical comedy. Fosse's fascination with the darker side of 

his own personality is evident in his admittedly cathartic 

identification with certain characters in his shows: 

He was the emcee in Cabaret, always the 
orchestrator of the Big Event. Bob was a flagrant 
manipulator—anything to get out the truth. 
Because, as a creator, you always struggle with 
how much you want to tell the audience—a group of 
strangers—about yourself. Bob was trying to 
come to terms with the reality of his own life.® 

In Pippin, Fosse saw himself as the diabolical Leading 

Player, but Pippin's journey of self-discovery and his 

struggle for fulfillment "reflect Fosse's own unending 

curiosity."' Pippin's disillusionment with life has been 

made more poignant as he breaks from the action on the stage 
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and addresses the audience: "i know this is a musical 

comedy, but I want my life to mean something. "̂ ^ This 

statement can be regarded as much a dramatization of Fosse's 

own life and career as it exposes the misconceptions 

concerning the musical comedy genre. Pippin also dramatizes 

the political and social issues of the decade from which it 

emerged: 

Pippin belongs to a genre of musicals originating 
in the Sixties—Hair, Jesus Christ Superstar. 
Godspell, and Dude—rock musicals that capture the 
anti-establishment tone of the era. All of them 
shunned the escapist storylines of earlier 
musicals, choosing to conjure medieval and 
Biblical subjects, and ally them with the concerns 
of the day—war, oppression, drugs, sexual 
experimentation. ̂  ̂  

Chicago, billed as a "musical vaudeville," was 

conceived with Gwen Verdon's talents in mind, but it was 

also Fosse's reflection on his younger days performing on 

the burlesque club circuit. On the political side, Chicago 

served as Fosse's response to Watergate and a political 

system that had lost its credibility and was steeped in 

decadence. Confrontation of law and journalism are explored 

through Fosse's "homage to burlesque and vaudeville, married 

brilliantly with stylized realism."̂ ^ Chicago was 

criticized for its strong political tone to the detriment of 

its brilliant staging. Its use of metaphor, however, 

creates a unique theatrical language reminiscent of 

Vakhtangov's "fantastic realism." 
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In Dancin' (1978) and Big Deal (1986) the idea of dance 

and visual spectacle becomes all-pervasive. These two shows 

provide an appropriate closure to Fosse's distinguished 

career, because they revolve around his choreography. 

Despite numerous achievements as a super 

director/choreographer, Michael Bennefs name will always be 

linked with that pinnacle of the conceptual musical—A 

Chorus Line. The complete disappearance of the storyline 

gives rise to the idea of concept and symbol as a structural 

device. In A Chorus Line theatre and life confront, merge, 

and, in some cases, become indistinguishable from one 

another. The use of mirrors placed behind the actors 

includes the audience in the action of the play by 

reflecting them on to the stage. Character development in A 

Chorus Line starts on an individual level and becomes 

enormously symbolic: a group of dancers who are auditioning 

for chorus parts become icons as they share their humanity 

and pain with each other and with the audience. The use of 

gestus in the dance numbers, as well as in the songs and the 

monologues, contributes to the gradual transition of the 

show from a personal to a symbolic level. 

A Chorus Line is an actual dramatization of several 

dancers' personal experiences that they revealed in a series 

of recorded interviews prior to the show's complete 

conceptual formation. This musical, therefore, borrows from 

life verbatim. The achievement of Michael Bennett and the 
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other creators of A Chorum T.ino, however, lies in their 

formidable ability to utilize a purely theatrical language 

to make the personal become the universal. 

The economical use of performer and space as the only 

means of communication is reminiscent of Grotowski's "poor 

theatre." Every effort has been made to bring about the 

most direct and unmasked confrontation between the actor and 

the spectator. Costumes are nothing more than rehearsal 

clothes. The actors, if not literally portraying themselves 

in all cases, at least share professions with their 

characters. The space of the play is a theatre, and the 

time element is handled rather realistically. The 

theatrical illusion is achieved through "fantastic realism," 

as the exposition of the characters' stories takes place in 

their directly-to-the-audience-monologues, but the 

development and resolution invariably happens in songs and 

dances. Every vignette, therefore, uses the familiar 

techniques of musical theatre to heighten its theatricality. 

Thus, personal situations that are borrowed from real life 

become human myths. 

A Chorus Line is steeped in the notion of self-

dramatization because the development of the show revolves 

around the confrontation between character and actor and the 

confrontation between performer and audience. In this way, 

the audience is embraced into the fabric of the play as an 

inseparable element. 

106 



Harold Prince is another leader in the history of 

musical theatre. Although not a "choreographer," he is 

strongly associated with the director/choreographer movement 

because of his enormous contributions to the development of 

the conceptual musical. For Prince the visual elements of a 

show are not only the starting point, but the means through 

which a work is developed and structured. Prince attributes 

his philosophy to a connection that he feels with Meyerhold: 

I realized that I want the same thing from the 
theatre that he wanted. He didn't like total 
realism and wanted theatre to be something more. 
As Meyerhold did when he broke with Stanislavski, 
I too want the theatre to be something more.^' 

In his search for that "something more," Prince 

discovered images that were often derived from paintings, 

among other sources. For instance, the work of Magritte 

became an imagistic inspiration in creating A Little Night 

Music. In Stephen Sondheim's opinion, it is hard for Prince 

to get a grasp on a show just from reading a script unless 

he gets a visual take. Sometimes the "visual take" occurs 

even with a sketchy and incomplete script, and Prince uses 

it as a driving force in his creative process. 

Imagery in his shows is not often projected in dance, 

since he considers the traditional use of pure dance in 

musical theatre to be disintegrating. The movements in all 

of his shows reach the intensity of dance, however, although 

they are placed on a performance level that is much more 

action-oriented than dance, and far less decorative. 
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A George Abbott apprentice. Prince combined the clarity 

and organization that he had learned from his mentor with 

his own innovative sense of concept, which came to full 

fruition in an eleven-year collaboration with Stephen 

Sondheim. This period saw the birth of Company. Follies. A 

Little Night Music, Sweeney Todd, Merrily We Roll Along, and 

Pacific Overtures. 

Both Prince and Sondheim, in their work during 
those eleven years, preferred didactic theatre 
containing a minimum of sentimentality. Their 
works have "layered" meanings more common to the 
works of literary intent, and each of them 
has secret metaphors for the shows they create, 
not always necessarily in common, but perfectly 
complimentary. Thus, Sondheim could write a work 
such as Sweeney Todd with "obsession" as his 
metaphor and Prince could construct the production 
with the effects of the industrial revolution 
in mind.̂ ^ 

The use of metaphor as a conceptual means of 

structuring is significant to all these shows because they 

provide another level of imagery beyond the physical. The 

metaphoric level of Sondheim-Prince musicals elevate them to 

the level of myths. The plot in all cases becomes a 

supporting partner to the concept. It is through the 

metaphors that the performer and the spectator are able to 

explore their inner selves. The plots may have been used as 

an alienating device in the manner of Brecht, although both 

Prince and Sondheim have denied any conscious Brechtian 

influence in their work. The influence is present, 

nevertheless, perhaps in a modified fashion. The visual 

elements of a show often reflect the distancing nature of 
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the storyline, such as the soldiers' mechanical movements in 

Evita. They also support the subjective nature of the music 

as in the deliberately stylized staging in The Phantom of 

the Opera (to represent the distorted and "unreal" time 

element). One may conclude that the alienating side of the 

plot in these musicals provides the objective spectrum, and 

the metaphor provides the subjective aspect. 

Far from being a stagnant artist. Prince constantly 

redefines his position in art and life. Although still 

politically inclined, he feels that the days of political 

theatre may be temporarily on hold. Today he concentrates 

more on the idea of exploring a private life through 

theatre. From the sentimental realism of She Loves Me and 

the political world of Evita to the romanticism of The 

Phantom of the Opera, Prince has explored all of the 

possibilities because of an absolute need for and an 

obsession with self-expression. He says, "Obsessions focus 

you, and they tend to make you practical. "̂ ^ 

The last prominent figure who is still developing the 

conceptual musical with tremendous vision and commitment is 

Tommy Tune, following in his predecessors' footsteps in the 

belief that "the visual aspects should tell the story 

without having to hear anything."^^ Well-versed as a 

dancer, actor, choreographer, and director. Tune understands 

the independent requirements, as well as the interdiscipli

nary qualities, of all those elements. 
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His breakthrough as a director/choreographer came in 

1982 with Nine, containing a fragmented and episodic 

structure reminiscent of Company. There are other 

directorial elements in this musical that show the influence 

of Harold Prince. "The 'casanova' opera parody, is strongly 

reminiscent of the surreal (and brilliant) 'Loveland' 

sequence of Mr. Prince's 1971 Follies."^^ The non-linear 

nature of Nine is realized in the "abstract constructivist 

set that is mostly a collection of large cubes."^^ 

Deriving its concept from Fellini's 8 1/2, Nine (even 

the title suggests an organic process of continuation) seems 

to have been built on metaphors: the overture consists of 

Guide Contini (the central character) mentally conducting 

the twenty-one women in his life. Thus, music and 

theatrical imagery are united to alter and perhaps elevate 

the function of the traditional "overture." The element of 

time is distorted beyond its subservience to music to depict 

Guide's fantasies and flashbacks. Through these devices 

Guide undergoes a process of self-discovery and rediscovery 

as his mid-life crisis is resolved by the specter of his 

nine-year-old self, urging him toward maturity in the final 

song of the show: 

Learning more, knowing less. 
Simple words, tenderness. 
Part of getting tall. 

The symbolic ending to Nine seems to dramatize Tune's 

own approach to his life and art. When asked about the 
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source of his "unerring instinct for doing the right work to 

make a show better, "1' he responded: "Baby eyes. My whole 

job is to see the show with baby eyes. I'm a little baby; I 

don't know anything."20 Tune's intricate and many-layered 

work is always marked with disarming honesty that comes from 

the child-like innocence that lives in him and informs his 

artistry. 

In 1983, he directed, choreographed, and starred in My 

One and Only and successfully removed all of the barriers 

among those traditionally separate positions. Familiar 

Gershwin songs provide the structural unity of this "musical 

revue," but the dramatic action results in the performer's 

confrontation with the material. Thus, the performer and 

his unique viewpoint become the sustaining power of the 

show. Mv One and Only is a prime example of self-

dramatization where a theatre artist utilizes all of his 

technical and emotional resources to reveal himself through 

someone else's material. Tune performed in My One and Only 

for five years due to his moral, not contractual obligation. 

"My moral responsibility to (the show) was to stay with it, 

because a role had been created for me that nobody else 

could play."2^ The impossibility of finding a replacement 

has more to do with the self-dramatized relationship of the 

role and the performer than merely the technical demands of 

the show. 
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A recent Broadway venture, Grand Hotel. combines 

elements of expressionism, conceptualism, and self-

dramatization. The initial concept of the show came to Tune 

as he woke up in the middle of the night and turned on the 

television, accidentally coming across the movie of Grand 

Hotel. He admits that the physical setting of the show 

emerged in a recurring dream, and he decided to exorcise it 

by realizing it onstage. He also claims that, throughout 

the process of shaping of the show, he was constantly 

informed by the spirits of Michael Bennett and Vickie Baum 

(the author of the novel) . All of these factors, far from 

wanting to encourage a murky and non-technical approach to 

directing, illustrate how a contemporary theatre artist's 

life (conscious and subconscious) constantly merge as they 

inform each other. A theatrical creation, thus, becomes a 

representation of the artist's total humanity. 

The political tone of Grand Hotel is concealed beneath 

the idiom of musical theatre, which is an element that is 

present in all of Tune's, as well as Fosse's, shows. In 

most cases the audience does not know initially what has 

"hit them." By making the politics implicit, the audience 

is given a chance to draw its own conclusions rather than 

being forced to swallow didactic messages. 

Not surprisingly, the most telling aspect of Grand 

Hotel is its visual elements, an achievement which he 

attributes to his years of apprenticeship with Michael 
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Bennett. The fragmented structure of Tune's conceptual 

musicals find their continuity in his ongoing and ever-

connected artistic process: 

I think it (Grand Hotel) picks up where Nine left 
off. That's why I started with the chairs like 
that, the exact configuration of Nine, and then we 
go on from there. You start with your last 
painting and make your next painting. I don't 
throw them away.̂ ^ 

Being a highly acclaimed performer. Tune's direction is 

geared toward the performer as the central figure of the 

theatre, but he goes beyond that: 

I like to involve the audience as an imaginative 
co-partner in the evening. A perfectly legitimate 
evening in the theatre can be spent sitting back, 
but I like to activate the imagination of the 
audience. They have to come along on the 
journey. One of my criteria for making a theatre 
piece is: if you could do it on television or in 
the movies, you're not doing it the right way. It 
has to be a theatrical event, and it has to be 
something you can only get in the theatre.^^ 

Tracing the development of the conceptual musical 

theatre demonstrates a strong preference for the visual over 

all other elements. Thus, psychological and literary 

approaches give way to a highly theatrical concept of 

performance. If theatre is a visual art, it requires 

recognition of the actor as the most important theatrical 

element, because it is he who visualizes all other elements, 

including the "character." 
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Stephen Sondheim 

For nearly thirty years, Stephen Sondheim has been a 

major creative force in the development of the musical 

theatre. His use of the medium as an exploratory arena for 

the American theatre has altered the musical genre and has 

transported it into exciting and unexpected directions. 

Sondheim's total integration of theatre and music reflects 

his profound understanding of theatrical reality. What 

follows is an exploration of technical elements common to 

Sondheim's musicals through analysis of four of his works. 

As early as 1970, Sondheim demonstrated his genius by 

using the concept of matrimonial relationships as a 

structuring device in Company. Through juxtaposing 

different aspects of married life, the performers and the 

viewers explore several conflicting images simultaneously 

and observe the same concept from different viewpoints. For 

that reason. Company has the reputation of being the first 

"cubist" musical. 

The anti-plot, episodic, and non-linear progression of 

revue-like vignettes in Company demands actors who have the 

ability to undergo shifts and transformations rapidly. 

These episodes are often very brief, and the emotional 

continuity is maintained through physical images, rather 

than through internal sense and emotional memory. 

Sondheim's compositional devices expose theatrical seams 

instead of attempting to hide them with the techniques of 
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naturalism/realism. Subtext is often visualized through the 

placement of the actors in the playing space rather than 

through detailed stage business. 

The music and the lyrics were composed with tremendous 

specificity, yet they encompass such a broad emotional range 

that they require the performer to supply his own subtext. 

Sondheim's lyrics giye voice to universal feelings with such 

affecting clarity that they seem to unite humanity through 

an affirmation of pain and a hope for survival. Sondheim's 

songs, therefore, dramatize not only the individual 

performer, but also the individual members of the audience. 

Despite all of the innovations, the creators of Company 

remain aware of the nature of the musical theatre genre, 

which affects the acting style: 

The acting style that Prince worked for was one 
that remained within the musical-comedy tradition, 
light and presentational. As Prince realized, the 
performance of a musical has to protect its 
stylized activities of singing and dancing. 
Acting in musicals has evolved its own 
conventions, which are different from those for 
straight plays. Solid musical theatre acting 
should not have the same weight as acting in a 
drama: different from if not always larger than 
life, musical acting is acting in a frame, 
performing with traces of self-consciousness, 
creating a character in a musical comedy or a 
musical drama requires supercharged energy and 
size - going out there and selling musical theatre 
itself. ̂^ 

There are many instances in Company where the character 

is separated from the action through compositional, 

directorial, and choreographic choices: in a love-making 

scene, the audience hears the pre-recorded inner monologues 
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of "Robert" and "April" and sees the emotional and the 

physical aspects of the scene expressed by a dancer. The 

participants in this disjunct and emotionally alienating 

theatrical experience have no choice but to confront each 

other as performer and audience. 

Follies continued the structural concept of Company and 

developed it even further. If Company dealt with characters 

expressing the realities of marriage in the present tense, 

Follies focuses on a group of showgirls and the changes that 

they have gone through after a thirty-year separation from 

one another. The characters in Follies are asked to explore 

their pasts, but little biographical or psychological 

information is supplied. Instead, many of them sing songs 

that they used to perform thirty years ago, and the 

confrontation of actor-character-song provides a moving 

reality for the past, the present, and even the future. The 

actor's and the audience's identification with the character 

and the general tone of the show is due to Sondheim's 

stylistic and formalistic choices. For example, "Broadway 

Baby" and "Who's that Woman?" represent a style and form of 

songwriting popular in the 1940s and 1950s which makes them 

nostalgically recognizable. 

Another alienation technique used by Sondheim in 

Follies is the placement of two actors onstage 

simultaneously to perform the young and old versions of the 

same character. The realistic autonomy of actor/character 
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relationship, therefore, is removed so that another kind of 

performance can emerge: two actors commenting on the same 

character at the same time, and the audience is expected to 

unite these fragments in order to perceive a complete 

picture. Such a disjunct approach to character delineation 

can transform the sentimental theatrical view of the human 

pain into a universal symbol, and everyday characters can 

become iconic. The actor, thus, stands onstage representing 

and celebrating humanity. 

The next two musicals under discussion are the result 

of Sondheim's collaboration with James Lapine. George 

Seurat's famous painting and several fictional episodes in 

his life form the basic concept for Sunday in the Park with 

George. Here, Sondheim integrates music and theatre so 

totally that the transition from scene to song becomes 

almost unrecognizable. The actors and the audience are, 

therefore, encouraged to give in to a peculiar performance 

reality where one rarely knows where speech stops and 

singing begins. The actor is asked to create continuity 

while faced with the duality of his performance medium and 

its technical demands. 

The physical placement of the actors in Sunday in the 

Park with George is aligned with the idea of background, 

middleground, and foreground in a painting. The action and 

the relationships are often verified through the actors' 

movement from one ground to another. 
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In a seemingly alienating fashion, the characters of 

"George" and "Dot" are reunited at the end of the show a 

century apart from one another. Through the power of 

Sondheim's music and words, the scene becomes a symbolic 

defiance against the physical reality of time to celebrate 

the spiritual reunion of the human race. 

The theories of Brecht and Vakhtangov are reflected in 

all of Sondheim's works, but nowhere with as much 

consistency as in Into the Woodc;. without an overture, the 

show is immediately introduced by a narrator who not only 

tells the story, but comments on the action and pronounces 

moral and social judgments, and finally becomes a victim of 

his own tale. 

Techniques of alienation are evident from the 

beginning, where several stories are developed 

simultaneously. Gestus seems to be used almost as a 

structural device. Characters are introduced and developed 

physically and presentationally. The songs are used in a 

Brechtian fashion to separate the character from the action 

so that the actor can reflect on it. This constant 

objectif ication gives the work a didactic air, very much in 

the manner of Brecht. Often characters face the audience 

and offer advice. The element of surprise is used in an 

Artaudian fashion with the first act tying up all the loose 

ends with great humor, and the second act shattering one 

hope after another. When the tragedy reaches an unbearable 
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point, Sondheim cradles the performers and the audience with 

"No one is Alone" and points to a ray of hope through the 

dark clouds. The show ends with the reunion of all the 

characters (dead and alive) confronting the audience to 

offer one last advice: "Careful of things you say, children 

will listen. "25 

The deliberate choice of well-known fairy tales makes 

the idea of plot and character immaterial. Familiar 

fictional characters are transformed into recognizable and 

sympathetic individuals through their actions and social 

functions and through the confrontation of actors with them. 

The multi-layered symbolism of Into the Woods, therefore, 

becomes so powerful and all-encompassing that it turns these 

famous fairy tales into a new human myth. 

Through his theatrical and musical devices, Sondheim 

uses the notion of "character" as a starting point into a 

journey of discoveries. The deliberate confrontation of 

performer and character creates a reality beyond the 

constraints of realism/naturalism. A Sondheim performer is 

called upon to imbue an often disjunct and sketchy character 

with his own personal viewpoints through technique and 

personality. 

Sondheim's musicals, from the absurdist flavor of 

Anyone can Whistle and the reassessment of youthful hopes in 

Follies, to the obsession with immortality in Assassins, 

explore American myths steeped in the collective experience 
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and shared dreams of this nation. Sondheim brings the 

spectator into this world on a personal basis so as to 

ensure his total identification with the material. He then 

transports him to an iconic level as the American dream is 

shattered time and again, and finally leaves the door open 

for possibilities of survival. Through this journey, from 

personal to communal and back to personal again, the 

individual (both actor and spectator) become more evolved, 

more vulnerable, and more resilient. 

Conclusion 

A study of the historical development of the musical 

theatre reveals a gradual shift towards concept to replace 

plot as a structural device. Such studies also clarify the 

alignment of the musical theatre with the contemporary 

dramatic theories of Brecht, Meyerhold, Vakhtangov, and even 

Artaud. The dual reality inherent in the techniques of 

musical theatre is reminiscent of Brecht's epic theatre. 

The influence of Meyerhold is seen in the tremendous 

emphasis on visual and physical aspects of a production to 

reflect a concept. Vakhtangov's notion of fantastic realism 

is at the heart of the musical theatre where everyday 

reality finds an elevated state in song and dance. The use 

of the human voice and body sometimes goes beyond its 

accepted aesthetic values to communicate the profundity of 
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human pain, as in "Rose's Turn" in Gypsy and the "Epiphany" 

in Sweeney Todd, in a near Artaudian fashion. 

All of these elements demand a technical proficiency 

from the performer to be able to live and communicate the 

doubleness of reality in musical theatre. Through such 

exploration the role of the performer is elevated beyond 

that of the character, because it is he/she who is 

consciously manipulating the technical elements to project a 

character. This conscious manipulation which is in part 

visible to the spectator is what carries acting to the level 

of performing. 

Such a performance is not a mere display of robotic 

craftsmanship. The performer's manipulation of the artistic 

elements is informed by his/her own social, political, and 

personal identity. The process of acting, therefore, 

becomes a recreation of self through the dramatic material. 

Sondheim is especially significant in this regard, because 

he creates characters that are essentially incomplete until 

the actor inhabits them. A Sondheim performer is a narrator 

of stories that are often distanced from the spectator in 

terms of time and place; the theatrical function of such a 

performer is to find modern relevance for these stories. In 

that respect, the performer is as much a creator as any 

other member of the creative team. The mythical aspects of 

Sondheim's works bring forth realities that are recognizable 

on a communal basis and tangible on a personal level. The 
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performer and the spectator, therefore, can be engaged in an 

experience that is potentially active for all participants. 
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CHAPTER V 

SOLO ACTING 

Introduction 

Solo performance in America has its roots in vaudeville 

and other native forms, but its history can be traced back 

to the ancient tradition of storytelling, as well as to 

variety shows of the Old World. In the course of its 

development, solo performance took on many forms, although 

it was usually strongly associated with impersonations of 

familiar public figures. 

Pat Carroll, who starred in the one woman show, 

Gertrude Stein, Gertrude Stein. Gertrude Stein, regards the 

recent interest in solo performance as a "thrust against 

massness. We have become so conscious about being 

numbers."^ Actors are often looked upon as numbers; and in 

"cattle call" auditions, they are even referred to by 

numbers. "The Screen Actors Guild and Actors Equity, have a 

combined membership of approximately 100,000 members, with 

85%-90% of their number out of work."^ It is psychologically 

very important and gratifying to know that an individual 

performer can fight the collective anonymity. 

It is difficult to analyze solo performance in terms of 

formal structure. Pat Carroll explains: "The uses of one 

person theatre are so unique that it is really based on the 

project and the actor or actress who does it."' In recent 
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years Broadway has welcomed a long line of solo 

performances. Zoe Caldwell in Lillian and Robert Morse in 

Tru represent the historical/biographical monodrama. 

Pauline Collins in Shirley ValPni-ino exemplifies the one-

character play (solo monologue). Lily Tomlin in The Search 

for Intelligent Signs of Life in the Universe combines 

virtuoso character performance with social and political 

theatre. Whoopi Goldberg's one-woman show uses character 

work and stand-up comedy to reveal disturbing social issues. 

Bill Irwin's Largely New York is essentially a solo piece, 

utilizing mime, clowning, and physical comedy. Song and 

Dance features Bernadette Peters in what is essentially a 

one-woman musical. By examining the above list, it is 

possible to see that the forms and the purposes of the solo 

performance genre are numerous. This discussion will 

explore the significance of self-dramatization in the realm 

of solo performance. 

Historical Background 

The beginnings of the one-performer shows go back to 

the conventional theatrical forms of the eighteenth and the 

nineteenth centuries in England and continental Europe. The 

circumstances in the eighteenth century England vaguely 

parallel the current era where there were few employment 

opportunities for actors who did not belong to one of the 

two theatres in London that were licensed by the king. 
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The Theatre Royal (later the Drury Lane) and the 
rival Lincoln's Inn Fields Theatre held by patent 
the sole right to perform legitimate drama, since 
the Restoration. The first one-man 
"entertainments" were devised as a means of 
circumventing these restrictions.^ 

British satirist, Samuel Foote (1721-1777), is 

generally credited with the creation of the one-man show. 

Foote originally began his career as a tragic actor, but his 

physical and vocal resources were so unacceptable to the 

performance standards of his day that his "acting debut as 

Othello provoked laughter."^ By diverting his talents into 

the arena of solo performing, he was as much expanding the 

limited view of a theatrical performance as he was earning a 

living. Throughout history, there are many such cases 

where the actor's rejection by the establishment forced him 

into creating new ways of self-expression. By dramatizing 

his physical and vocal idiosyncracies, Foote found popular 

acceptance in a medium that had originally found his 

qualities objectionable. Richard Klepac calls Foote's 

efforts "a search for novelty and legitimacy."^ 

Foote's one-man show. The Diversions of the Morning, 

became so popular that it created a formidable competition 

for the licensed theatres who threatened to interfere. His 

efforts to keep his show alive, despite the attacks of the 

establishment, reflects, in a way, the struggles of the 

exploratory theatre movements for survival in the 1950s and 

19s in the United States. In fact, the tone of his shows 
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were often satirical and political, almost to the point of 

being "dangerous": 

For the next thirty years Foote wrote and 
performed a series of vicious and highly 
successful entertainments, in which he ridiculed 
artists, preachers, physicians, noblemen, and 
socialites. Try as they might, Foote's victims 
were unable to put a stop to his unflattering 
lampoons; when a noted printer and publisher took 
legal action being caricatured as Peter Paragraph, 
the actor made a mockery of the trial proceedings 
on the stage.^ 

By overstepping the licensing laws of the period, Foote 

inspired a whole generation of actors into developing 

careers as social and political satirists onstage. 

Samuel Foote's legacy reached new heights of 

development in the early nineteenth century through the 

efforts of Charles Mathews, Sr. (1776-1835), whose 

incredible talent for low comedy went ignored by the 

theatrical establishment due to his height. Similar to his 

predecessor, he chose the medium of solo performance to 

showcase his abilities. A description of the structure of 

his shows illustrates the essential differences between his 

work and Foote's: 

The evening would begin with an introductory 
monologue followed by a monologue-dialogue 
sequence, which in turn was followed by a song. 
This pattern continued until there had been a 
three songs and three recitations. This form was 
repeated for the second act, but the third act was 
a short farce, typical of the regular comedy of 
this period except that all the roles were played 
by the same actor. Mathews called this one-man 
farce a monopolylogue. 
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Imitation of famous actors was a regular feature of 

these shows, but the tone of the satire was in no way 

offensive or insulting. Mathews seems to have been 

interested in capitalizing on his acting talent as a superb 

comic and character actor. His were the first examples of 

entire shows with a single person playing all of the 

characters. The success of these shows was so tremendous 

that Mathews was urged to tour the United States with them. 

By the beginning of the twentieth century, monologue 

performers became regular features in vaudeville and other 

variety shows. Vaudeville monologues usually lasted 

approximately ten to fifteen minutes, and they were of a 

comedic nature. At the beginning of the history of 

vaudeville these monologues were done exclusively in 

blackface, but eventually different characters emerged. In 

addition to character monologuists, there were character 

impersonators who mimicked famous public figures. 

Solo Performer and Plays with 
Multiple Characters 

The death of vaudeville by the early 1930s, due to the 

appearance of other performance media, did not diminish the 

popularity of solo performers who were immediately welcomed 

by night clubs, cabarets, radio, and especially Broadway. 

The early Broadway revues offered a "refuge" for 

monologuists. The popularity of the solo performers was so 

tremendous that several actors attempted to expand 
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monologues into an entire evening. One of the luminaries of 

this genre was Ruth Draper (1884-1956), whose evening of 

monologues was often billed as "Ruth Draper and Her Company 

of Characters." Although she was regarded as a monologuist 

and impersonator, she simply called herself a character 

actress. 

The most important feature of Draper's act was its 

simplicity. She strove to minimize her physical and 

spiritual space with the audience. As a result, there was 

no scenery, change of costumes, or props. She simply walked 

onstage, and with the power of concentration, mesmerized the 

audience. sir John Gielgud, who witnessed Draper's 

performance in London, spoke of it in glowing terms: 

Her authority and concentration were absolute. 
How quickly she transformed that stage into her 
own extraordinary world, transporting us at her 
immediate bidding to other places, other 
countries, creating in each of those imagined 
settings a single dominate personality, and then 
seeming to surround herself, as she needed 
them, with an attendant crowd of minor 
characters.' 

Draper considered the direct confrontation with the 

audience to be an inseparable aspect of her performance: 

It is the audience who must supply the 
imagination. What is really important is not to 
put anything "over," but to bring the audience up 
on the stage and into the scene with you. It is 
they who must give you even more than you give 
them in the way of imagination and creative 
power. ̂° 

Ruth Draper is one of the first artists to have been 

instrumental in creating one-person plays with multiple 
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characters and situations. In that respect she is Lily 

Tomlin's and Whoopi Goldberg's predecessor. Unlike Draper, 

Tomlin does not write her own material, but she is, by her 

own admission, highly influenced by Draper: "There's such a 

richness of language and character and humor and humanity 

and, I guess artistry."^^ Tomlin's most recent Broadway 

venture. The Search for Signs of Intelligent Life in the 

Universe, written by Jane Wagner, has many characters and 

intricately interwoven situations, in the manner of Draper. 

Tomlin's virtuosity is apparent as much in her total 

commitment to these characters as it is through her self-

revelation. After all, the audience goes to the theatre to 

see Tomlin and to experience her viewpoint. Commitment to a 

character, therefore, becomes synonymous to commitment to 

one's own point of view. Credibility of the characters in a 

work such as Search is dependent upon the actor's social and 

political convictions. In a television documentary about 

the making of this show, a great deal of time was devoted to 

the discovery of the political identity of each character as 

a starting point for physical characterization. Portrayal 

of diverse characters in a one-person show has a function 

for Tomlin beyond mere display of technique and virtuosity: 

It's always been my intention in my work to try to 
give some order to this planet, and I think this 
has been most fully realized in this show. I like 
to think of the show as prismatic. We would like 
everybody [in the audience] to identify with 
everybody else, to stop thinking in definitive or 
rigid ways about things and about people, and to 
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understand that we are all in this cosmic soup together. ̂2 

In Jane Wagner's view the most important element of 

this play/performance is its directness of approach in the 

sense that there is nothing to hide the performer and the 

audience from one another. Thus, the text and the performer 

become very exposed as does the spectator. 

Whoopi Goldberg took this exposed quality a step 

further in her one-woman show as she chose a storytelling 

method for her five characters. Each character would 

confront the audience, free from the trappings of costume 

and scenery. Golberg often demanded participation from the 

audience. Her profound commitment to change was apparent in 

every scene where a stand-up comedy approach was transformed 

into social and political commentaries that were often 

treated with a degree of "cruelty." 

She dramatized herself by borrowing some of the 

material directly from her own past experiences. Great 

emphasis was placed on exploring the social and political 

significance of her experiences (in perspective), however, 

rather than simply recreating the past events. For 

Goldberg, character work is also steeped in political 

conviction. The performer, thus, can potentially become 

more identifiable than the character. 

Erik Bogosian is a highly trained actor who uses the 

medium of solo performance as a means of directing a bitter 

and abusive criticism against a male-dominated society. 
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Bogosian's political messages are conveyed through a series 

of characters who are allegedly modelled after the typical 

male images in America. As much concerned with form as with 

content, Bogosian's work combines "performance, its 

imagistic focus and appropriations from the media and 

matches them with the finesse and confidence of a highly 

skilled actor. "̂ ' 

His approach [is] to "frame" each character, 
emphasizing the cliches and conventions of 
manipulative acting techniques, while at the same 
time setting up stark, isolated 'pictures' that 
reflected the similar concerns of his fine-art 
peers. ̂^ 

An interesting offshoot of this category is Willie 

Russell's Shirley Valentine. A plot-oriented play for a 

solo female character, this work combines elements of 

storytelling to introduce a large cast of characters, 

presented from the heroine's (Shirley) point of view. 

Despite its fictitious nature, Shirley Valentine can also 

fall under the category of biographical drama and 

autobiographical performance for its reliance on one 

performer's narrative to create dramatic action. 

Solo Performer and Musical Revues 

The solo-revue is derived from the one person variety 

act popularized by vaudeville. As early as the 1930s, a 

large group of vaudevillian "headliners" found successful 

new careers on Broadway as solo variety performers. This 

group included such names as Maurice Chevalier, Ethel 
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Waters, and Judy Garland, to name a few. This particular 

genre is perhaps the only one of its kind to have retained 

its original format without losing popular appeal. The 

reason may be attributed to the fact that the solo revue 

utilizes music and monologues in a combination of serious 

and comedy potential to dramatize a star artist for whom the 

audience has genuine affection. This by no means implies 

that by virtue of being a star one can successfully work in 

this medium, but it is almost a requirement. The steady 

flow of solo revues since the 1930s by luminaries such as 

Bing Crosby, Lou Rawls and Victor Borge, Phyllis Newman and 

Liza Minnelli is a testimonial to this medium's enduring 

popularity. 

Bette Midler has achieved tremendous success in two 

such one-woman concert style shows. Clams on a Halfshell 

Revue (1974) is the first of the two. Conceived by Midler, 

the show is an outrageous collage of the past, from the 

overture to Oklahoma! and a chorus of blackfaced actors 

singing "Old Man River," to the star's comedic 

impersonations of Barbra Streisand, Liza Minnelli, Mae West, 

and Sophie Tucker, reminiscent of the old vaudeville 

monologuists. Through the explosion of a thousand 

personalities and concepts, Midler's performance was an act 

of self-revelation. Every song and every impersonation was 

used as a means of confession: "Her act unraveled to reveal 
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more and more talent; she smoked with passion, blazed with 

charm, rolled with humor, and sang with unequaled energy."̂ ^ 

Midler's second solo show. Divine Madness (1979), 

resembles more a play than a concert. The carefully 

conceived persona of Bette Midler is utilized as a mask of 

revelations. That persona remains a constant throughout the 

show, yet it undergoes tremendous transformations through 

the material. The audience sees a performer and her mask 

confront the "text" and gradually each mask is disposed one 

after another until she is virtually "naked and 

defenseless." The songs are taken out of the context of 

other shows (and even from her own movie. The Rose) . 

Instead of recreating the context or fulfilling 

expectations, Midler explores the music in its present 

performance context. Each song reaches a high level of 

cruelty and self-sacrifice as it reveals the performer with 

terrifying and yet moving intimacy. Midler's art proves 

that a character mask can be used as a strong means of self-

revelation by the actor. 

In 1980, Lena Home presented Broadway with her revue. 

The Lady and Her Music, an autobiographical work in song and 

monologue. As the title suggests, the work is revelatory 

and self-dramatizing in a manner more direct than Midler. 

Instead of confronting a text, Home simply tells the story 

of her professional life in a series of monologues that are 

interesting by virtue of her celebrity; they are political 
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because they speak of an artist's struggle for survival in a 

business that resists minorities. 

Solo Performer and Biographical/ 
Historical Drama 

The one-performer historical/biographical plays also 

have their roots in vaudeville and variety shows, especially 

in the work of character impersonators. Biographical drama 

has always had an important place in American history and 

theatre, as many of the events connected with the 1776 

revolution and other historical facts were dramatized in 

over one hundred and fifty plays to public acclaim. 

In the past two decades there have been many successful 

ventures in the realm of the biographical one-person play. 

Although there is an implied commitment to accuracy in 

approaching an historically based figure (both on the part 

of the actor and the playwright), most artists working in 

this category agree that finding a theatrical language for 

presenting the facts is more important than merely being 

accurate. In Pat Carroll's words: 

That's what theatre's all about. Many of the 
kings of England weren't exactly the way 
Shakespeare portrayed them, either. So it finally 
is in the theatre to take that, without being 
libelous creating untruth about the person's life. 
I think the magic is putting in those colors, 
according to your own creative feelings about the 
person. ̂^ 

Although this particular type of solo requires 

impersonation, for most actors who have recreated historical 
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figures, discovering themselves through the role is more 

important than presenting a docudrama. 

Performance Art 

The political events in the latter part of the 19s 

created an unsettling atmosphere where people suspiciously 

began to question the established order. Parallel to that 

era, artists raised concern about the existing modes of 

expression in an attempt to redefine them. One of the most 

fundamental objections directed by these artists against 

tradition was the way in which the art object was regarded 

as a commodity. The notion of performance was revived in 

order to emphasize process over product, especially a 

product that had been evaluated monetarily by the business 

world. The new wave of artists believed that economic 

restrictions limited creativity, both for the artist and the 

spectator. Their goal was to remove any such restrictions: 

The history of performance art in the twentieth 
century is the history of a permissive, open-ended 
medium with endless variables, executed by artists 
impatient with the limitations of more established 
art forms, and determined to take their art 
directly to the public. For this reason its base 
has always been anarchic. By its very nature, 
performance defies precise or easy definition 
beyond the simple declaration that it is live art 
by artists. Any stricter definition would 
immediately negate the possibility of performing 
itself .̂ ^ 

It is difficult, therefore, to trace accurately the 

historical development of a form of expression which, by its 

very nature, defies traditional limitations. It is 
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generally agreed, however, that performance art in America 

came together in New York and California in the mid-1970s. 

It combines theatre, movement, dance, music, visual arts, 

and video. It is improvised or performed from a script. 

The performance space is completely open to the 

participants' decisions and needs. The work can be 

"confrontational, phantasmagoric, threatening, emotional, 

bizarre. "̂ ^ 

The notion that a performance only lives once is 

crucial to performance art because it makes the event a 

moment-to-moment shared experience between the artist and 

the spectator. No one can own a product, and no one can 

control it. The process of sharing becomes abandoning 

oneself to the experience. Despite its often aggressively 

confrontational tone, performance art demands as much 

vulnerability from the performer as it does from the 

audience. 

The ephemeral nature of performance art is also 

significant because it leaves no traces of the art object 

after the performance is over. This characteristic gave 

rise to the idea of "conceptual art," where the traditional 

materials of canvas, brush, or chisel were rejected, and 

performers turned to their own bodies as art material. The 

use of the body in this manner is important to the 

understanding of performance art in a society where 

religious dictates have always rejected the human body as 
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the source of material evil. A performance artist's use of 

his/her body is a celebration of the transient nature of the 

performance and perhaps an acknowledgement of the transitory 

nature of the human body. The artistic elements manipulated 

by the performer in creating an artwork became his/her body 

and its relation to the space. Such efforts ultimately 

raised fundamental questions about the function of the art 

and the artist within a traditional context and the 

separation between art and life, in an attempt to widen 

horizons. 

Another group of artists used performance as a means of 

reenacting rituals, ancient and Christian, within a modern 

context. These artists believed that the demands of 

contemporary life had severed the spectator's ties with 

his/her ritualistic nature. The aim of these performances 

was to reestablish the ancient bond by reminding the 

audience of its primitive roots. In an Artaudian approach, 

the spectators undergo a cruel confrontation with their 

subconscious in the hopes that they will emerge from the 

experience purified. In contrast to the body and space 

approach, the ritual performance uses emotion and expression 

as its primary means of communication. 

All of these approaches are present in the works of the 

performance artists today. Holly Hughes, Karen Finley, Tim 

Miller, John Fleck, and Laurie Anderson are a few in a long 

list of performance artists today who use elements of 
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ritualism, music, and theatre to convey the most 

confrontational and disturbing current political and social 

issues. 

Autobiographical Performance 

Autobiographical performance is no doubt the most 

controversial type of solo work presented in a theatrical 

setting. This genre first gained prominence recently 

through the monologues of Spalding Gray, in which he 

obsessively exposes his personal life and experience. In 

his own words: "I am by nature extremely narcissistic and 

reflective. For as long as I can remember, I have always 

been self-conscious and aware of my every day actions."^' 

For Gray these monologues provide the extraordinary 

opportunity to be both "active and reflective." 

After receiving a traditional theatre training. Gray 

joined Schechner's Performance Group where the actors were 

required to be themselves before playing a character and to 

fulfill their own needs before concentrating on the needs of 

the character. From a trained method actor. Gray became a 

self-dramatized performer: 

[Schechner] emphasized the performer, making him 
more than, or as important as, the text. He was a 
liberator from assembly line acting techniques. 
The way that I interpreted Schechner's theories 
was that I was free to do what I wanted, be who I 
was, and trust that the text would give this 
freedom a structure.''̂  
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The idea of performing confessional monologues came to 

Gray while collaborating on Three Places in Rhode Island 

with Elizabeth LeCompte and the Wooster Group. This trilogy 

of autobiographical pieces used audience involvement by 

incorporating Schechner's techniques within the traditional 

performer/spectator space: 

Through being part of this [earlier] process, I 
developed an integrated understanding of how a 
group could collaborate in the creation of the 
mise-en-scene. This led directly to being able to 
work with some Group members and some people 
outside The Group on my own work. The source of 
the work was myself, but the final product was the 
result of the collective conceptual actions of all 
involved. 2̂  

The element of "work" as "self" is significant to 

Gray's performance, where characterization is no longer 

pretending to be someone else, but being someone else. That 

someone else became "a play of moods, energies, aspects of 

self. It became the many-in-the-one that had its source in 

the archetype of the performer, not in the text. "22 Thus, 

acknowledging the reality of the moment took precedence over 

reliance on emotional memory. 

The notion of "playing aspects of self" has been 

criticized severely by Spalding Gray's critics who have 

accused the process of being public therapy sessions. Gray 

utilizes his personal accounts as a starting point in his 

performances, yet he believes that the very act of 

communication of those accounts to an audience elevates them 

to a "larger vein." Far from merely wanting to utilize the 
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audience as witnesses to his private confessions, Gray aims 

to bring understanding to the universal truth that the 

spectators "also live with their 'names' and associa

tions;" therefore, the monologues are their stories as 

well. Gray consciously attempts to make the audience aware 

of their "selves" and their other "aspects." 

In the second part of the trilogy, Rumstick Road. Gray 

explores his mother's suicide. The performance used actual 

pictures and recorded conversations of family members. Far 

from being a pointedly factual account, it provided an 

opportunity for the other performers (as well as the 

audience) to associate freely through the experience and to 

"develop their own scores. "2̂  Gray not only uses the 

theatrical medium as a distancing device to transform the 

confessional nature of the piece into a performance, he also 

uses the performance as a distancing device on the actual 

life experience. He is interested in what happens to the 

so-called facts after they have passed through performance 

and registered on his memory. To Gray, this outward 

expression of an inward reflection is the basis of a theatre 

that merges life and art: "It is a kind of therapeutic 

lesson about how we create our own world through our 

projections. "25 This view is directly responsible for the 

solo monologues that have made Gray a controversial and 

venerated theatrical figure: 

Gray's work has simply developed from an age-old 
observation that life is performance coupled with 
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a new realization that life's tools, therefore, 
are performer's tools as well and are complete in 
themselves. ̂^ 

Gray liberates himself from all theatrical trappings in 

order to communicate through total presence and performance-

elements that are often sorely lacking in the theatre today. 

Addressing the audience verbally from a desk onstage without 

ever getting up seems to be a negation of the premises of 

contemporary/exploratory theatre where the physical image 

replaces language and psychology. Yet, Gray achieves 

tremendous action through creating a series of 

confrontations among a number of personal masks: the 

narrator, the observer, the commentator, and the performer. 

What makes Spalding Gray so theatrical in his 
seemingly non-theatrical way is not only his 
talent as a storyteller and social observer but 
also his ability to deepen mystery of the 
demarcation line between performer and role.2̂  

In Gray's performances, the language and the actor's 

presence constantly undermine each other, leading to a 

certain disarming charm which is partly responsible for his 

acceptance into the popular culture. Gray's 

autobiographical monologues are steeped in the belief that 

some of the most truthful moments of life are those that are 

exposed and embarrassing, and any effort to make them pretty 

will detract from their reality. The experienced actor, 

therefore, makes no attempt to conceal his inner turbulence 

with technical bravura. Furthermore, the politically 

confrontational days of the Performance Group and the 
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Wooster Group have given way to a subtler expression which 

is a testimonial of Spalding Gray's change and growth as he 

redefines his life and art. 

In all forms of solo performance, the actor is the 

focus of interest due to the sustaining power of his 

personality. The confrontation between the performer and 

the spectator in solo work is total and completely 

theatrical. in recent years, there has been a greater 

demand for such shows both in commercial and non-commercial 

theatres. Perhaps the audiences find a stronger ring of 

truth in the actor's personality than in traditional, 

inorganic characterizations. This is not to say that 

impersonation and characterization do not have a place in 

solo performance, but to a lesser or a greater degree, they 

are derived from the actor's inner life, and they illuminate 

and illustrate him/her through the character. 
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CHAPTER VI 

OPERA: APPOLONIAN AND DIONYSIAN COMBINED 

Introduction 

Since the opening of the first public opera house in 

Venice in 1637, opera has continued to fascinate generations 

of theatre artists and musicians due to the fact that it 

provides a meeting place for both disciplines. There has 

always been a disagreement as to whom should lay claim to 

opera. Musicians have been content for centuries to view 

opera as an essentially vocal concert made visually 

interesting by elaborate costumes and scenery. Theatre 

artists have argued for years that a purely musical approach 

will deny opera of its theatrical possibilities. 

At the beginning of the seventeenth century in 

Florence, a group of scholars and artists, known as the 

"Florentine camerata," decided to revive Greek tragedies. 

Due to the lack of historical information, they unknowingly 

created a new art form. The assumption on the part of the 

"Camerata" concerning the use of music in these tragedies 

may have come from Aristotle's Poetics: 

Tragedy, then, is an imitation of some action that 
is important, entire, and of a proper magnitude -
by language, embellished and rendered pleasurable, 
but by different means in different parts. 
By pleasurable language, I mean language that has 
the embellishments of rhythm, melody, and metre. 
And I add, by different means in different parts, 
because in some parts metre alone is employed, in 
others, melody.^ 
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This statement implies that Greek tragedies were partly 

sung and partly spoken. The choruses may have been sung 

entirely. All the same, the original intentions of the 

"Florentine camerata" were more theatrical than musical. 

The new art form was entitled "recitar cantando," which 

loosely translates as "a sung play." Such a definition 

implies that singing is the function of acting and not the 

other way around. 

With the advent of "bel canto" in the eighteenth and 

nineteenth century, the emphasis shifted from dramatic to 

musical. The virtuosity that was demanded of the singer by 

such composers as Rossini, Bellini, and Donizetti required a 

rigorous training program in many areas of music, leaving 

little time for theatrical considerations. In the last part 

of the nineteenth century, Verdi and Wagner used a large 

orchestra and asked the human voice to compete with it. 

Technical virtuosity and power made the human voice the 

focal point of an operatic performance. 

It was under these circumstances that the twentieth 

century musicians and audiences inherited opera. With the 

addition of building very large opera houses, the problem of 

making the human voice audible without using amplification 

gave opera an athletic and competitive air, to the detriment 

of its aesthetic values. Under such conditions, the 

performer has no choice but to become a function of his/her 

voice. The sheer sound of the voice is expected to operate 
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as a means of creating action. The performers' subtext is 

often steeped in technical considerations with the 

inevitable result of the impulse being shut down. Many 

opera singers confess that they spend an entire performance 

worrying about a high note or a sustained phrase. The vocal 

demands of opera and the demands that the current 

performance situations place on a performer tend to curtail 

the theatrical end to a large extent. 

In terms of theatre, another drawback in opera is the 

presence of the conductor who controls the time element for 

all participants from the moment he raises his baton. 

Whereas the stage director's job essentially ends when the 

production opens, the musical "director" remains present 

during the performance. Although the technical demands of 

the music require the conductor's presence in performance, 

he has power beyond that of the director. This power is 

sometimes used to elevate the station of music over theatre 

in opera. Furthermore, the conductor is the source of 

approval or disapproval for the singers. His constant 

presence often encourages the performers to preclude their 

own instincts and personal needs to satisfy his. 

This tradition is very much a part of an opera 

performer's training, where he/she studies with a voice 

teacher for years to develop a certain "sound." After 

achieving a degree of vocal proficiency, the singer studies 

with a coach-accompanist who basically dictates a style of 
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performance to him/her. Such regimented and rigid training 

robs the performer of individuality and impulsive response. 

The singer is reduced to a voice (instrument) played in the 

hands of the conductor and the coach-accompanist. 

The tremendous emphasis on the voice as an instrument 

tends to exclude not only the operatic character, but the 

performer as well. Thus, an art form that can potentially 

offer so much opportunity for self-expression becomes a 

fragmented and totalitarian arena for aesthetic and non-

aesthetic power struggles. The position of the director in 

opera has often been reduced to that of a traffic organizer. 

Most opera directors either physically stage the show or 

concentrate on the production aspects. Little attention is 

given to character action/interaction and the role of the 

performer beyond his/her vocal responsibilities. 

In such a strict traditional atmosphere it is hard to 

imagine how a theatre artist would explore the theatrical 

values in opera. Yet the attraction is ever-present. A 

great number of theatre directors have regularly worked and 

continue to do so in opera. 

Harold Prince, whose contributions to musical theatre 

have already been discussed, turned to opera after years of 

working on Broadway. The grand and spectacular nature of 

opera holds a tremendous fascination for him. He directs 

opera as if it were musical theatre, with great care to 

validate the theatre aspects and to illuminate the music. 
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Prince does not believe in updating. In his work on 

Puccini's operas, he simply brings a theatrical thrust to 

those scores which already dictate the "direction." 

Prince's knowledge of stagecraft is of enormous use to him 

when he approaches opera. He knows how to utilize different 

parts of the stage and to light them to get the most 

impactive dramatic results. Prince is a part of a long list 

of opera directors who are designers as well. This list 

includes such artists as Franco Zefirrelli, Jean Pierre 

Ponnelle, Giorgio Strehler, to name a few. These directors 

have brought their great talents in design to an art form 

that lends itself well to elaborate stagecraft. 

Aside from being a superb designer. Franco Zefirrelli 

is a great director whose talents lend themselves well to 

opera. This is, perhaps, due to the fact that Zefirrelli is 

a practical romantic. He approaches the Italian romantic 

opera repertoire with a child-like enthusiasm and wonder and 

then finds realistic and pragmatic ways of performance. 

To Zefirelli, the music holds the essence of the 

dramatic action in opera. He, therefore, finds it much 

easier to work with singers who are not strong actors and to 

coax them into acting. He strongly believes that no amount 

of great acting can compensate for a voice that is incapable 

of singing the music in opera. 

Zefirrelli's method of working with opera performers is 

to provide an atmosphere where creative powers can take 
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flight. He does not believe in imposing a certain concept 

or way of interpretation, if the singer's instincts are 

working correctly. 

Charles Ludlam is another theatre artist who was lured 

by the theatrical grandeur of opera. He expected higher 

standards of acting from opera singers than the ones 

traditionally employed in opera. His method of directing 

opera emphasized action that is verified internally. He 

believed that no amount of movement can create action on 

stage, unless there is a will on the part of the performer 

to express an action. This method brings a simplicity to 

operatic staging that Ludlam preferred. Too often, opera 

singers impose movement upon music in order to create a 

semblance of action, rather than standing still and allowing 

the music to stimulate their responses. 

Peter Sellars' involvement with opera is quite unique. 

His fascination is so strong that it has meant a self-

imposed retirement from the legitimate stage for the past 

few years. In his view, opera "elevates theatre, it lifts 

theatre out of its strange self-centered depression and 

self-absorption."2 Sellars sees this self-absorption as the 

cause of paralysis in the political scene. To him, opera, 

with its "non-real and magical world," gives permission for 

a kind of artistic exploration that the legitimate theatre 

does not allow. 
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Opera is a verification of the kind of performance 

duality that contemporary theatre longs for--the 

juxtaposition of subjective and objective. Sellars regards 

this duality of perspective in opera as an advantage for his 

artistic vision: 

Brechtian poetics are redeemed by music. The 
beauty of music is that it is a completely 
abstract formulation, people are singing notes, 
there is no question that they are just making 
this up, and you don't confuse the person singing 
the role with the role. So that wonderful 
Brechtian double edge of identity is always made 
clear and the act of music itself - there is an 
orchestra there, and the singers having to look at 
the conductor from time to time - functions as its 
own permanent alienation function, if you will. 
At the same time, the music is all about emotional 
identification. So you get both processes 
occurring simultaneously: there is constant 
distancing and constant emotional immediacy -
simply by working in the field, in the frame of 
music' 

Sellars' thorough analysis accounts for the elements 

that comprise an operatic experience in an atmosphere of 

total interaction and freedom from any hierarchial 

considerations. It also sheds light on the fact that many 

of the theories of contemporary theatre (including Brecht) 

may be viewed as rediscoveries of the past. 

In addition to verifying the duality of opera, Sellars 

introduces an added element of tension to his direction, 

namely that of updating. This element perhaps has been the 

aspect of his work that has been criticized most severely as 

being a ploy to draw attention to himself. Sellars, 

himself, has confessed that he detests updating as a rule. 
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but, for him, such a deconstructive act is a means of 

exploring his own political convictions. Often, it seems 

amazing how an updated version of a Sellars opera holds true 

politically for the contemporary era as it did for the past. 

The class distinctions, power struggles, and male domination 

in The Marriage of Figaro are as brutally true to life today 

as when Beaumarchais' play first appeared on the scene. 

Sellars' modernization of the situations are in part aimed 

at bringing the spectator closer to the action. 

In another sense, the process of updating creates a 

political identity for the character that is tangible by the 

performer. The performance of The Marriage of Figaro, thus, 

provides the actor with an opportunity to project himself 

through self-examination in confrontation with social and 

political issues. In this manner, Sellars finds symbolic 

political representation and parallels in personal 

situations in an opera. His version of Handel's Giulio 

Cesare is updated to today's Middle East, with Caesar 

holding presidential press conferences and Cleopatra playing 

with rubber toys by the swimming pool, in the hopes that 

such modifications may be viewed "as a base camp in 

preparation for the ascent to far, far higher terrain."^ 

Sellars' version of Mozart's cnsi fan Tutte raised 

objections from the critics and purists because it was set 

in a coffee shop. Sellars explains that the stage direction 

in the libretto of this opera reads "bodega de caffe" (room 
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in a cafe). Sellars' deviation lies in the fact that the 

coffee shop was contemporary, and there were no scene 

changes. The time that could have been spent on the 

shifting on scenes was devoted to detail work. He states: 

Updating in itself is not interesting, and also 
equally uninteresting is the so-called "period" 
staging. Each is a falsification. The fact is 
that Cosi was written in 1790. So you can't say 
it was written in 1986 because it wasn't. At the 
same time you can't do it as they did in 1790 
because you don't know how that was. The act of 
theatre is this equation: Whatever you do onstage 
must = the public at the time you stage it. We 
may be able to recreate half of the equation, the 
production as it was done in 1790 (although I 
doubt it), but the other half the public Mozart 
did it for, we can never recreate. For me it has 
to be both. Having set the opera in a coffee 
shop, we then proceed to violate coffee shop 
behavior in the staging. The important thing in 
the theatre is the sense of anachronism. 
Shakespeare knew perfectly well there were no 
clocks in ancient Rome. The point is to 
deliberately leave in these little bits of 
roughage that don't digest, that suddenly 
make you stop, that don't go down easily. It's 
not smooth transition from scene to scene but 
constantly encountering fiction, something that 
reminds you, "Wait a minute, we're in 11, aren't 
we? We're not in ancient Rome.^ 

Sellars' unique position as a director is due to his 

use of the operatic medium as a theatre for social reform. 

This view is the result of several influences, from Wagner, 

Brecht, Craig, and Appia to Elizabeth LeCompte and the 

Wooster Group. The strongest influence on Sellars is 

Meyerhold whose theories he studied as an undergraduate 

student. For Sellars, Meyerhold provides a link between his 

own views and those of Stanislavski through opera: 
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Meyerhold turned for most of his life to music to 
solve the problem of how an abstract and 
Choreographic stage also has the tremendous 
emotional resonance that Stanislavski was looking 
tor but was sometimes elusive. Meyerhold called 
It "musical realism." Now what is interesting is 
that at the end of Stanislavski's life he 
basically turned to opera as his last project, the 
end of his journey. in fact, when Harold Clurman 
and all those people went to visit Stanislavski 
in 1935, he was engaged in all these biomechanic 
experiments with actors - he had them interacting 
with machines - and he was very busy in his opera 
studio. In any case, when the Meyerhold Theatre 
was closed down finally by Stalin in '36, 
Meyerhold was a marked man. But then Stanislavski 
did something tremendously courageous. He and 
Meyerhold, of course, had done pitched battle for 
20 years, had been engaged in polemics ever since 
Meyerhold defected from the company after Seagull. 
Now, Stanislavski was the only man in Russia who 
could save Meyerhold's life, and he did. He 
immediately hired Meyerhold as the director of his 
opera studios, and the strangely beautiful thing 
was that as Stanislavski was confined to his 
bed, Meyerhold directed Stanislavski's last 
production. I've always felt that very 
emotionally. I've always felt that the healing of 
that rift, and the saving of that life—in some 
strange way it was as if both men's lives were 
saved—was through opera. Opera was the grounds 
on which the two opposing camps of dramaturgy in 
the twentieth century - and its two greatest 
directors - finally met.^ 

This statement not only accounts for a possible merging 

of the two theories of acting; it also reveals Sellars' 

personal connection to those theories in a disarmingly 

emotional manner. Sellars, in this way, constantly 

personalizes the "higher terrain" and symbolizes the 

personal. The theatre, therefore, becomes a place for 

self-scrutiny and self-discovery as one examines one's 

connection with the larger picture. 
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The director's function, according to Sellars, is to 

give a sense of order to all of the creative ideas that are 

thrown at him by the performers and the designers. The 

members of this creative team, therefore, have a great deal 

of liberty to find their own reactions to the music and the 

libretto. This possibility is almost revolutionary in an 

art form that relies solely on the conductor's baton for 

approval. Without attempting to degrade the music, Sellars 

collaborates very closely with the conductor. In the Mozart 

trilogy, for instance, the music remains virtually 

untouched, and even the traditional cuts have been restored. 

The performers, however, are encouraged to find their 

personal and character motivations through their own 

confrontation with the music, without any predetermined 

results. Thus, the traditionally product-oriented art of 

opera finds a commitment to process and exploration of human 

values. 

In the traditional operas of Handel and Mozart, 

Sellars' directorial power comes from accounting for the 

transitional moments. The set pieces, namely the arias, 

that have always received a great deal of attention through 

vocal and musical bravura find a new level of humanity under 

Sellars' direction. A strong political connection among 

Sellars, the actors and the situations of a text is always 

present. In The Marriage of Figaro, for instance, the 

Count's behavior towards the Countess is approached as a 

157 



question of how people treat each other-person to person, 

man to woman. Sellars sees such relationships as a 

documentation of the historic political temper of the time; 

from these seemingly insignificant interactions and acts of 

betrayal, extravagance, and cruelty, the world revolutions 

are started. Sellars' mise-en-scene becomes an expressive 

means for projecting these political issues. The second act 

is an example of the use of the mise in this way. As the 

curtain rises, the downtrodden figure of the Countess (in a 

Brechtian gestus) emerges against the background of a high-

rise. The image reflects the Countess's personal tragedy as 

it reveals a larger picture of humanity suffering against 

the all-encompassing effects of the industrial revolution. 

Even the mistaken identities in the last act, derived 

from the tradition of the comedy of manners, is explored 

beyond its surface function. By masking themselves as 

characters, the actors are able to confront their most 

insecure inner parts. To Sellars the whole notion of 

mistaken identities in the last act is a reflection of the 

Count's blindness to the fact that he has the most beautiful 

woman at home for a wife; yet, he is searching everywhere to 

find temporary sexual release. The Count's raping of the 

young servant girls is viewed as a parallel to the way the 

large nations treat the smaller countries. 
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Whether these choices are apparent to the audience, 

they provide a sense of immediacy and personal identi

fication for the creative team. Through personalization, 

mistaken identity becomes a credible device—one can see how 

the Count may not recognize the Countess (disguised as 

Susanna), since he has never taken the time to really see 

her. Sellars views the most striking element of mistaken 

identity in the interchageability of the characters of the 

Countess and Susanna, as the class differences almost vanish 

momentarily to give way to the emergence of humanity. 

Sellars believes this action to be Mozart's deeper 

democratic point and perhaps his solution. 

Although Sellars favors non-psychological gestures as a 

means of achieving theatrical truth, he does not bypass the 

psychology of the characters. In Figaro, the unspoken truth 

of the characters is explored as a means of scrutinizing 

their psychology. The action in Susanna's last act aria 

"deh, vieni, non tardar," therefore, is achieved as the 

actor reveals her emotions, sometimes in direct 

contradiction with the text. The rhythm of Cherubino's 

aria, "Non so piu," finds a physical statement to reflect an 

adolescent's discovery of the sexual act. Whereas the 

psychological statements are made through the actor and the 

character subtext, the physical statements are achieved 

through an agreement with the text. There are exceptions, 

however, as in Donna Anna's "Non mi dir," where Sellars sees 
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the physical statement of the actor during the cabaletta as 

a drug-induced hallucination. These are the kinds of 

choices that have raised objections such as "in exploring 

the unconscious motivation of these scores, [Sellars] 

reduces their message to evil, violence, and depravity."^ 

Attempted rape and murder are some of the evil and 

violent actions that are present in Don Giovanni and 

Mozart's music may provide as much of an escape from those 

issues for the audience as the drug potentially does for 

Donna Anna. Sellars simply forces the audience to confront 

the unpleasant in a non-illusionistic fashion. 

Sellars always encourages his actors to find a poetic 

way of expressing the characters' and their own inner world 

in accordance with the lyrical language of the music: 

"We'll make it as real as possible, but we'll all know it's 

EXPRESSIONISM." This method of performance simultaneously 

utilizes two plains of reality in an attempt to make the 

audience share a moment when the inner and the outer worlds 

of experience collide and coexist. The visual elements, 

created through the body, lend a choreographic image to 

Sellars' work. This image is the result of the influence of 

Balanchine, the National Theatre for the Deaf, and the hand 

gestures of Pacific Island dances on Sellars. This 

"gestural vocabulary" can only function, however, when it 

responds and is inspired by the music, as Sellars uses 

musical cues in opera to find visual connections. In the 
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light of such layered approach, it would be unfair to assume 

that Sellars' updating of older operas is merely a means of 

drawing attention to himself: 

What Sellars and his company are doing, then, are 
not modern updates of classic works. They are 
cpreating complex approximations of the originals 
in contemporary terms. In an ordinary update, a 
classic work is reduced rather cynically to the 
limits of what the modern world sees and knows. 
In more traditional revivals a pure vision from 
the past may impress us, but leave us standing 
outside its idealized perfection in awe and dis
belief. In a Sellars approximation we and the 
work stand face to face, eye to eye,so that each 
may recognize, touch, be pushed and shoved, 
embraced of held by the other. Potential violence 
may be done when we are such equals, 
misunderstandings are inevitable, but so too are 
the synchronous moments of spiritual perception.® 

According to Sellars, such equality is in accordance 

with Mozart's own egalitarianism, where all the characters 

have received equal dramatic attention. As a result, the 

absence of main versus secondary characters gives rise to a 

total ensemble opera where eight characters can sing 

simultaneously about their individual needs and feelings. 

In Sellars' estimation, any attempt to create a star system 

will rob the work of its theatrical integrity. 

Sellars deplores the current educational system where 

theatre is approached totally for its own sake, with no 

regard for its connection with literature, dance, music, and 

indeed life itself. To him, such training reflects the 

downfall of the Western theatre, where the absence of any 

connection between life and art makes it difficult for 
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either one to survive. m his undertaking of operatic 

direction, Sellars hopes for a solution to this problem. 

The criticism unleashed at Sellars for being unfaithful 

to the original intentions of these established operas seems 

a bit ironic when one considers that the very creation of 

opera was the result of deconstruction of Greek tragedy. 

During the course of its development, opera has freely 

borrowed from dramatic literature, seemingly without 

objection from the purists. Sellars' direction does not 

presume to offer the fixed truth that most critics claim is 

inherent in the traditional performances of opera; it simply 

offers one viewpoint. Such personal viewpoints can often 

revitalize an art form that is generally regarded as a 

museum piece and to recreate humanity through fixed truths. 

Through his operatic work, Sellars has been able to 

realize his dream for ensemble work that he could not 

achieve in the legitimate theatre. From the singers to the 

conductor, musicians, and designers, a team of dedicated 

artists have come together to work and grow from one 

experience to the next. Sellars and his associates work in 

the theatre because of a profound need. Sellars views the 

future of the American theatre as bleak in the light of its 

present state: 

The importance of [theatre] as a widespread 
artform has virtually vanished. The language of 
the theatre has to be reinvented, as the people of 
the Wooster Group are doing. The Wooster Group is 
speaking the language that the theatre will speak 
fifteen to twenty years from now. I'm talking 
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about the vocabulary of stage language, of what a 
set looks like, how lighting behaves, how sound 
works, how video works, how all of those things go 
into creating a work of art. The notion that a 
piece IS made of all those various elements is 
very important, and in the Group's work is the 
first time that I've seen all of those elements 
combined in a really sophisticated way to create 
this Gesamtkunstwerk, where the text is as 
important as the video image is as important as 
the sound, and nothing has dominance although the 
words are very powerful. They are the only 
vocabulary that can deal with the material of the 
last twenty years once we understand its 
strangeness.' 

As mentioned previously, the audience is an important 

element in Sellars' creative decision-making. His 

productions are aimed at a variety of possibilities at any 

given moment so as to encourage a variety of reactions from 

the audience. Sellars explains this process: 

The main shock is that the American people have 
gotten so used to the predigested culture and to 
being told that there is one solution and one 
point of view for everything. We produce theatre 
that is based on not letting anyone disagree. The 
whole objective is to make everyone in the entire 
audience laugh or cry at the same moment. That is 
professional theatre in America. It is a 
science. The notion of monolithic response is 
basically undemocratic. That "only one thing will 
be permitted here and it will be rigorously timed" 
is one of the reasons why America has forgotten 
what a discussion is.̂ ° 

With great awareness of the contemporary theatrical 

developments in Europe and America, Sellars has managed to 

bridge historical periods, cultures, genres and forms in his 

staging of classical and contemporary operas. The elements 

of deconstruction are utilized to make these works relevant 

to a contemporary audience without tampering with the text 
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or the music. There have been many criticisms that accuse 

Sellars of taking attention away from these operas and to 

himself. The critics, however, have failed to explore 

beyond the exterior of "updating" to experience the 

rediscovery of humanity. Sellars' direction of The Marriage 

of Figaro. Cosi fan Tutte. and Don Giovanni, reveals the 

fact that human truths remain as immediate as they must have 

been in Mozart's time. These truths have been kept hidden 

under the eighteenth century social mask that are often 

inaccurately conceived and presented in the contemporary 

era. By dispensing with that mask, Sellars encourages a 

process whereby the essence Oi: those operas finds a wider 

audience as they become timeless myths of civilization. 
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CHAPTER VII 

CONCLUSION 

Self-dramatized acting redefines the notion of reality 

as it was brought about and accepted through the theories of 

naturalism/realism. The contemporary theatre has managed to 

challenge that notion and expand it beyond its traditional 

limits. 

^^ The Shifting Point, Peter Brook attempts to clarify 

the usual misconception associated with the notion of 

realism: "By the time [the child] is old enough to be a 

theatre-goer he will have already learned from films if not 

from life that space and time are loose and meaningless 

terms: that with a cut the mind can flick from yesterday to 

Australia."^ With that clarification in mind, it is 

possible to see that the so-called realistic plays and 

productions actually violate this natural reality of the 

human mind. The liberating power of imagination is forced 

to surrender to a narrow system of behavior governed by 

progressive psychological motivations. Self-dramatized 

acting not only verifies the inherent reality of the human 

mind, it also celebrates the heightened reflection of that 

reality in theatrical terms. Naturalism/realism, quite 

often, suppressed both those areas in favor of a stage 

deportment that heavily masked the performer on a social 

level. 
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A look at the system of method acting reveals that all 

efforts are geared towards creating a character. The "magic 

if" and the "giyen circumstances" transport the actor into 

the imaginary world of the play. Through his/her 

"imagination" the actor supplies the character's past, 

future, and the details of the present not specified by the 

playwright. A thorough analysis of the character and the 

events of the play enables the actor to become so familiar 

with the environment of the play that he/she becomes a part 

of it. While this detailed system gives logical progression 

to the creation of the dramatic action and building of the 

character, it leaves out an important element, namely the 

performer. Although the performer is given a strong 

interpretive power, his/her creative responsibilities are 

completely in the service of the character. The actor, 

therefore, may decide that the character assigned to him/her 

is a certain way and behaves a certain way in the 

circumstances of the play (the plot, the setting, the epoch, 

the condition of life, etc.). Through this approach the 

truth of the character becomes fixed and unchangeable. In 

contrast, self-dramatized acting asserts that truth and 

reality, far from being fixed, are constantly evolving. A 

notion of fixedness of that truth, therefore, is not in 

accordance with the realism of life. By allowing this ever-

changing reality to enter not only the rehearsal but also 

the performance, the unchanging truth of the character 
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becomes transformed and evolved. As a result, the actor is 

no longer merely impersonating a character; he/she is 

"being" at a most intense level. 

The term "self-dramatized acting" is often mis

understood as being solely a way for the actor to reveal 

his/her inner and outer self, while that definition is in 

part accurate, it does not fully explain the approach or the 

intention. Many theatre artists argue that in all styles of 

acting the actor inevitably reveals him/herself to some 

degree by virtue of his/her physical presence. Self-

dramatized acting accounts for the actor's self-revelation 

through a confrontation with the text where the resulting 

performance stands beyond and above both the actor or the 

text. In that respect, self-dramatization is neither 

governed by the text or by the actor. It is, rather, a 

system whereby the actor willingly gives up control and sets 

out on a journey of discoveries that are often 

unpremeditated to a large degree. As a result of such 

willingness and trust to dispense with one's total control, 

an experience results known as a performance which is 

different from faithfully and reverently representing a text 

through an intellectual method of characterization. 

Self-dramatized acting should not be regarded as an 

eccentric method of performance negating the tenets of 

realism/naturalism, but instead, as a way in which the actor 

expands the essentially unknowable notion of reality to 
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encompass a wider variety of possibilities. The 

misconception of realistic acting on the part of many 

theatre artists has forced the actor into a series of 

mannerisms intellectually and analytically assigned to the 

character. This becomes the extent of the actor's 

participation in the process. A moment-to-moment reality of 

life is set aside, as a performance often becomes a period 

where time stands still, and the actor negates his/her own 

existence. 

The theories presented in the first chapter of this 

study were suggested ways through which an actor can achieve 

the level of performance through unleashing his/her own 

reality in all aspects of the creative process. By using 

physical intensity as a means of triggering emotions, 

objectification through reason, and subjectification through 

impulse, the actor undergoes self-actualization, and she/he 

becomes the author of the performance. At a time where the 

law protects the rights of the playwright, the director, and 

the choreographer, self-dramatized acting becomes highly 

controversial as it raises the question of the performer's 

authorship. The illusive idea of moment-to-moment life that 

supplies the reality of a performance cannot be recorded, 

and, therefore, it cannot be legally defended. It exists, 

however, and it creates the human experience that bonds the 

actor to the spectator. 
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My purpose in examining elements of self-dramatization 

as they were explored in certain theatrical genres in the 

United States has been to illustrate how those elements have 

entered commercial and non-commercial theatre. It is 

possible, therefore, to see that self-dramatization is fast 

becoming a practical method of performance that is used 

increasingly more frequently by established theatre artists 

and it has managed to permeate all aspects of the theatre. 

A methodical study of self-dramatized acting is hoped 

to minimize the subjectivity, both on the part of the 

supporters and the opponents of this notion, in order that a 

systematic training program can emerge. The actor's 

openness and vulnerability in allowing his/her impulsive 

reactions to a text to create a performance score and in 

utilizing the dialectical tension resulting from subjec

tive/objective aspects of the actor's presence and his/her 

viewpoints necessitates a new approach and training method 

unknown to the traditional theatre. 

Finally, self-dramatized performance, due to its 

dependence on theatrical reality, has the power to 

synthesize genres, forms, and styles. An awareness of self-

dramatization can provide an understanding of the 

interrelation of the performing arts, and it can bring about 

a training program that takes the elements of one 

performance discipline to shed light on aspects of another. 
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^Peter Brook, The Shifting Point (New York: Harper and 
Row, 1987), p. 84. 
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