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CHAPTER I 

HISTORICAL INTRODUCTION 

Definition 

In briefest statement an art theater might be defined 

as a theater dedicated to creative staging of important plays. 

From the audiences viewpoint, an art theater implies a 

playhouse, permanently established, where a spectator can go, 

always with the assurance of seeing fine plays of the past, 

or present, beautifully acted and adequately staged. 

· From the viewpoint of the artist-producer, the art 

theater is a place where the arts of the theater are 

creatively practiced, free from the will of the businessman 

free from the demands of movie-minded audiences, and free 

from the fetters of superstitious traditionalism: He pro

bably entertains a vision of the several contributive arts 

of the playwrights, the actors, and the designers brought 

together in a union or synthesis. He may expect the final 

result to be invariably stamped with the style or the 

quality of his own imagination--this viewpoint implying an 

anesthetic policy and a lasting association of creative 

workers under artist-leadership. 

It also has a duty as the home of theatrical experiment, 

of the search for new beauty, and as the home of progressive 

thought among playwrights, directors, actors and designers.1 

1 
Oheney, Sheldon. The Art Theater. (New York, 1925), p.l5 
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History 

Although the date of the first theatrical production is 

unknown, it is certain that it is roughly the same time that 

man decided to walk upright. He found that his hands and 

arms, previously used mainly for support, were useful tools 

of communication. Long before his mumblings and gruntings 

developed into coherent, intelligible speech the art of 

pantomine had reached a high level of development. So 

effective were these gestures that there are tribes in ex

istance today whose members are not intelligible to each 

other in the dark, or where visual communication is not 

possible. 

As primitive man began to form vague ideas of his gods 

his gestures became useful in his religious ceremonies. 

These incantations, for food-getting, rain, and the success

ful hunt form the basis for the true dramatic art. Also 

important in the savage rituals were the ceremonies of 

love, hatred, initiation, sacrifice, and historical 

pantomine. 

"We must be aware of the strong influenoe savage art 

has exercised on the modern theater. Barbaric rhythms of 

the congo have invaded not only vaudeville and caberet en

tertainments, but have reached the semi-sacred precincts of 

the opera and symphony concert. Dance patterns from Tahiti, 

Mexico, and Burma have found their place in our theater. 

Stage-decoration and costume are reflecting the colors and 
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designs of primitives; the mask and the puppet have been 

returned to popular favor, and their virtues have been 

sounded from high places. The theater of the nineteenth 

century Europe, so smug in its civilized pseudo-realism, 

has been challenged by the vigorous and imaginative art of 

the savage. How far it will go in accepting inspiration 

from such a source is conjeotoral, but that is has already 

taken new life from the contact is incontestable.• 1 

Ritual dances and religious ceremonies were present 

in parts of the ancient world. They varied only slightly 

in Asia. The Javanese used large flat puppets with 

movable limbs. 

1 
Glenn Hughes, The Story of the Theatre (New York, 1938) ,p .a 
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The origin of the ~reek drama was in the ceremonial 

worship of Dionysus, god of wine and fertility. The 

combination of song and dance employed was known as a 

dithyramb. In the beginning the dithyramb was very likely 

an improvisation inspired by a liberal use of wine and an 

ardent religious frenzy; eventually, however, it took on 

premediated form, and was composed by a skilled poet. The 

first example of such a composition dates back to the 

middle of the seventh century B. 0. The religious festivals 

of which the plays were a part became extremely impressive 

during the fifth century. They were under the management 

of the state, and were conduoted with great care. 

larly in the development of the dr·ama, while it was 

still in the dithyramb stage, it had been put .on a compet

itive basis, and this fact .undoubtedly contributed to the 

quality of the plays and to the popular interest in them. 

The climate of Greece encouraged open-air performances, 

and its theatres from first t-o ' last were uncovered. Had its · 

temples been, like modern churches, places of assemblage, 

the drama might have been housed therein; ·but the Greek 

temple was a shrine only--the abode of a diety, where people 

came individually to pour libations and murmur prayers. It 

was natural, however, that the sacred dramas should be played 

in the vicinity of the temple, and such was generally the case. 
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Before the dithyramb bad attained the complexity of 

drama, it bad been performed in an open place, about a 

sacrificial altar, the audience forming a circle around the 

chorus. Just how the physical theatre evolved from this 

practice is a controversial matter, but one theory is as 

follows: 

When the leader bega~ to impersonate -- that is, to 

dress and act in the manner of Dionysus or other deities, 

instinct prompted him to improve his position by leaping 

onto the sacrificial table near the altar, thus creating 

the first elevated stage. As he developed his art and . 

scope, he found it necessary to erect, just outside the ri~ 

of audience, a temporary tent or shelter, where he might make 

his costume changes. His next step was to move the table 

nearer his dressing-room. Finally, he forced a gap in the 

audience and put his stage directly in front of the shelter, 

which became automatically a background for his action--an 

accidental setting. The Greek word for this shelter or hut 

was 11 skene, 11 from which our word "scene" is derived. 

This arrangement forced the audience into a horseshoe 

formation, and divided their interest between the acting 

of the leader at one end and the movements of the chorus 

about the altar in the center, a development which adapted 

itself admirably to the use of natural amphitheatres. 

Athens offered well-suited hillsides for the purpose, and 

these were promptly utilized. Wooden benches were supplied 
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at first, but later were replaced by stone seats. The 

rude dressing-tent grew into a dignified stage-building. 

Whatever we may believe regarding the embryo of the 

Greek theatre, we know pretty well what it was at maturity. 

Ruins, many of them excavated in modern times, tell an 

accurate story of its final construction. Of course there 

were many Greek theatres built, and they differ in size and 

contour, but fundamentally they are alike. The auditorium 

is built on a concave hillside. At its base is a circular 

"orchestra" or dancing place. This is either paved with flat 

stones or left natural. In the center of the orchestra 

stands a 0 thymele", or altar. Back of the orchestra, in 

some oases enroaohing slightly upan it, is the stage-build

ing, a wide but shallow structure of one or two stories. 
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In its face are three doors, the center one larger than 

the others. At either end are wings projecting toward the 

audience. These are called "parasoenia". In each of them 

is a door at right angles with the doors in the face of 

the building. A row of columns along the face of the builG

ing supports a platform or "logium". The row of columns 

is called the "proscenium". In the rear of the stage

building are dressing rooms and property-rooms. The 

stage-building is not connected structurally with the 

auditorium. The gaps between the ends of the stage-building 

and the corners of the auditorium are called "parodi0 , or 

side entrances. They are used by both audience and chorus. 

In some oases they are provided with ornamental gateways. 1 

It can readily be seen that the theatre held an im

portant place in Greek life. Its motives were religious, 

patriotic, educational, and aesthetic. Devoted in its 

early days to mythology, it came soon to embrace recorded 

history, and finally to interpret and evaluate contemporary 

life. Its tragedies plumbed the very depths of human em

otion; its comedies subjected life to the most penetrating 

rays of human intelligence, Rising from orgiastic ritual 

1 
Hughes, op, cit., pp. 61-66. 
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during the sixth century B. 0., it developed in the course 

of a hundred years into a magnificent combination of poetry, 

acting, and pageantry. After the fifth century B. 0. tragedy 

declined, but comedy persisted and flourished until the end 

of the fourth century B. o., when culture moved from Athens 

to Alexandria, and Greek civilization gave way to Roman. 

Probably the first well-organized theatre in the world, the 
1 Greek remains one of the most inspiring. 

Rome contributed practically nothing to the art of 

the theater. In fact, they almost destroyed everything 

the Greeks had accomplished. What Rome wanted was spec

tacle, and lacking that, farce. The classics of the 

G~eek stage were performed in Rome, but they were altered 

in production, made less literary and more spectacular. 

"They did not want to think; they did not want to be serious 

in the theater. The gasp of wonder or the shriek of ribald 

laughter--these were the measure of success.n2 

When the Romans came into world-power, they found 

many Greek theatres standing--some of them built of stone. 

These they remodeled to suit their own productions. They 

cut (down the orchestra to a semi-circle, and filled it with 

spectators. They introduced a low stage (about five feet high), 

1 
Hughes, op. cit., pp. 78-79 

Ibid., p 80 



-9-

and transferred to it all the action of the play. They 

built higher and more elaborate scenes. They closed the 

parodi {entrances between the stage-building and auditorium), 

for their choruses performed on the stage, not in the 

orchestra. 

The Romans did build stone theatres of their own, 

in certain provincial cities and in Rome, but for the most 

part they depended on remodeling those left by the Greeks. 

In Rome itself only three stone theatres were built, and 

these not until the first century B. C. The first was erected 

in 55 B. 0. under the direction of Pompey; the other two arose 

in 13 B. 0., one under the direction of Balbus, the other 

Marcellus. They were built on level ground, and thus 

architecturally were much greater achievements than the 

theaters built by the Greeks. Their seating capacities 

are variously estimated at between eleven and forty thousand 

persons. The latter figure may be an exaggeration, but there 

is no doubt that these theatres were tremendous--fully as 

large as the hillside amphitheatre at Athens. The stage 

building, and integral part of the theatre structure, was of 

the same height as the walls of the auditorium. Boxes 

{raised platforms holding seats) were introduce.d in the 

corners of the auditorium near the stage. Entrance to the 

auditorium might be had from stairways at the rear, or through 

vaulted passages under the seats near the stage. 
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Perhaps, most significant of all, a front curtain was intro

duced. on the stage, but instead of being lowered from above, 

it was raised from a space between two low walls along the 

front of the stage. It was elaborately embroidered, and 

worked on a roller. At the beginning of a play it was let 

down into its groove, and at the end of the play was 

pulled up to shut off the scene. 

When Christianity was legalized in the Roman Empire, 

the theatre quickly fell into disfavor with the clergy •• 

But so strong was the hold of the theatre on the affections 

of the common people that the church did not dare forbid 

its members to attend performances. As late as the year 

399, during Holy Week the circus and theatre were crowded, 

and the disgust of the churchmen was unbounded. 

Strangely enough, what the church could not accom

plish, barbarians could. During the rule of the Goths in 

the fifth and sixth centuries the institution of the 

theatre was all but destroyed. 

Human instincts are never crushed completely. 

If the Roman theatre was dead, the mimic and the panto

minist were not. Dancers, jugglers, tight-rope walkers, 

singers, buffoons--these persisted. Driven from the arena 

and banQuet hall, they took to the road and market-place. 

Singly and in pairs, they set out to make a living by amusing 
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other~, and through the long centuries that led to a re

birth of the theatre, they were the sole custodians of the 

oldest art. The clown is the only immortal in the world 

of the theatre.l 

It was these wandering minstrels that kept the 

theatre alive from the sixth to the eleventh centuries--

its darkest period. These minstrels were naturally in 

demand as entertainers for the many folk-festivals held 

each year. In time the minstrels began to pantomine the 

legends of the different places they visited, as these plays 

began to take a more definite form stages were fabricated 

on which to act them. These took the form of a cart, and 

were used for exactly that. ·The players took them from city 

to city; it was his home, his transportation, his means of ,. 

livelihood. During this period the same church that dis

couraged the theatre during the Roman period began producing 

their own plays. At the great religious festivals miracle 

and morality plays were presented, and for many years were 

very popular~ But as the church lost its hold on drama the 

great religious festivals declined and court masques had 

pageants became more popular. Students in the schools and 

colleges began to study Latin tragedy and comedy, and to 

imitate these 1m compositions of their own. Small profess

ional companies of players performed interludes in villages 

1 
Hughes, op, cit., p. 86 
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and at court. History and biography supplied new dramatic 

material. The amateur gave way to the professional. 

The need of theatre buildings began to be felt. In short, 

a dozen forms of dramatic expression are converging, and 

that convergence results in the organized theaters of the 

Renaissance--the direct origins of the theatre of today. 

The rebirth of the theatre took place in Italy. 

With the revival of learning came the discovery of Latin 

and Greek plays, and in addition to these, the manuscript 

of "De Architectura," a comprehensive work 'b>y Vitruvius, 

a Roman of the first century B. c., in which were described 

in detail all types of classical architecture, including the 

theatrical, together with a careful exposition of the laws 

of scientific scene-painting, the use of stage machines, 

and the entire process of mounting plays. While many of the 

assumptions of Vitruvius regarding the Greek theatre are not 

credited today, his word was taken as gospel by the eager 
I 

Italian students who discovered him early in the fifteenth 

century. 

The first permanent theatres were built in Spain. 

The first theatres in Spain were known as "corrales" or 

yards, they were merely square or rectnagular spaces 

enclosed by the walls of houses-almost identical with 

the inn yards which were the prototypes of the early theaters 

in London. A rude stage was built at one end of the en-
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closures and spectators were expected to stand in the space 

around the stage, or else to take up positions in the windows 

and balconies of adjoining houses. No protection from the 

weather was provided. 

It was no great while, however, before one of those 

corrales was improved. The innovator was an Italian, 

Alberto Nazeri de Ganassa, who headed his own company of 

players. Taking over the Oorrla de la Pacheoa in 1574, he 

built a roofed stage, installed a covered seats along the 

sides of the yard, and stretched awnings over the pit, or 

standing space in the middle of the enclosure. 

The Ooliseo was the first solidly roofed theater 

in Spain. It boasted of an elaborate interior supported 

by Doric columns whose bases and capitals were of marble. 

!he Renaissance theater reached its peak in 

England. The original theaters were simply the squares 
..... 

or courtyards formed by permanent buildings. 
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These squares were largely employed for bear-baiting, a cruel 

sport which was enjoying vogue throughout Europe. 

During the last half of Queen Elizabeth's reign some 

extraordinary things happened in English theater. In 1587 James 

Burbage designed and built a new kind of playhouse. He called 

it simply The Theater. His example inspired the building of the 

next theater, a year or so later, close by in Shoreditch, a 

northeast section of London. This theater--called The Curtain 

because it was built on a piece of land known as Ourten Olose 

and Oourtein. When the lease expired on the ground where The 

Theater was built, Burgage's sons tore down the structure arid 

used the lumber to build the famous Globe in the district called 

Bankside, south of the Thames. In 1599, a year before his death, 

he bought Blackfriars priory, hoping to turn it into a "private, 11 

or roofed theater. By 1605 London had six public playhousesand 

a private one, Blackfr1ars. 

We know more about the kind of theater that Shakespeare 

commonly played in than we do about his life. Most scholars 

believe it took a unique form. This form was approached only 
...... 

by the Spanish corrales. The basic elements of the Elizabethan 

theater are a stage with a door at each side and a balcony above, 

to be used by the actors, and a flat floor and galleries at the 

' sides and rear, to hold the audience. Some of these elements 

were to be found in the so-called geat halls of palaces like 

Hampton Oourt, of the Inns of Oourt, and of colleges at Oxford 

and Cambridge. In the end wall of such a room there was a door 

at each side leading to the kitchen. These provfded entrances 
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for the actors, who played their scenes on the floor or on a 

low platform between thedoors. Above, was the "ministrels' 

gallery" which served as an upper stage. There were sometimes 

galleries along the side walls, where some to the audience 

could sit, and usually a gallery at the back of the hall. The 

courtyards of the old English inns provided much the same 

elements. 

In 1600 Philip Henslowe decided to build the Fortune. Be 

contracted that it should resemble the Globe in all but one 

detail--where the Globe was many-sided, the Fortune was to be 

square. There were to be three stories with galleries providing 

"convenient divisions for gentlemen's rooms" and "two penny 

rooms,"---the first story twelve feet high, the next eleven, 

and the third nine. The stage was to be forty-three feet wide, 

and it was to extend half way across the open yard, making it 

twenty-seven and a half deep. There was to be a "shadow or 

cover over the said stage," and a "tiring hose," which may have 

included an inner and an upper stage as well as rooms in which 

the actors could change their attire. The tiring room could 

also be used for balcony -scenes. 

Like the ancient and most modern experimentai theaters, 

the Elizabethan stage was almost bereft of movable scenery, 

causing the audience to rely on its imagination where settings 

were concerned. However the theaters were often equipped with 

traps and other stage devices. At court painted curtains were 

employed, and, toward the end of the reign of Charles I, 

schenery seems to have spread from court to private theaters. 
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The Renaissance theater in France began its development 

before that of England. The Hotel de Bourgogne opening about 

1550, was probably the first public playhouse built since the 

fall of Rome. Yet this does not mean that the theater of france 

came to its full perfection before the theater of Spain and 

England. It was not until 1634 that Paris had a second theater 

for the paying public. Perhaps the main deterrent was that the 

kings were fond of giving monopolies to favorite courtier. Soon 

strolling players and acrobats began performing in courtyards 

and tennis courts. This place of sport was a long, roofed 

structure of considerable size. From the Paris fairs, it was 

only natural that the actors should move over into Paris 

tennis courts. 

Very little is actually known about the construction of 

the early French theaters. The Hall of the Hotel de Bourgogne, 

located on the second floor, was forty feet wide. The total 

length was ninety-six feet, which included a stage thirty-three 

feet deep; later this playing space was deepened by ten feet. 

The raked stage was six feet high in the front so that those 

who stood on the floor of the pit could see better. Toward 

the rear the auditorium floor rose in several levels where there 

were benches. A row of boxes hung out from the side walls and 

continued along the back. There may have been another tow of 

boxes above, and even an open gallery with benches still higher. 

The Theatre du Marais is supposed to have been made over 

in Italian fashion from an old tennis court. The private 

theaters, usually constructed for royalty, were smaller but 

much more elaborate. The elaborate and ingenious stage machinere 
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which had developed in Italy and later appeared in Spain, then 

England, was happily embraced by French producers who constantly 

endeavored to please Louis XIV's taste for grandeur. 

Under the Commonwealth all of the English theaters were 

torn down. During the Restoration the theaters which replaced 

them could best be described as a compromise of modern and 

Elizabethan design. The typical theater had a prooenium anda 

stage with movable flats and backdrops. But it also had a deep 

apron, or forestage, where most of the acting went on, and it 

had entrances for the plaues in the walls of the proseenium. 

Except for converted tennis courts, the Restoration theaters 

lacked roofs. When the Drury Lane cockpit was converted into 

a theater a roof was added, although this created a problem 

of lighting. 

The English theaters did not follow the Italian opera houses 

with towering rows of boxes, but they made their own contribution 

to the evil of huge auditoriums through deep and wide balconies. 

And while most Continental auditoriums ran almost straight back 

from the sides of the proscenium, those of the English fanned 

out to right and left. This added to the bad sightlines for many 

spectators, although it brought them nearer the stage. American 

theater-managers and many Europeans have accepted this distortion. 

The development of theaters in northern Europe was rat~er 

slow and unoriginal. As early as 1539 some municipalities in 

the Low Countries had created temporary outdoor stages with 

doors and balconies andcurtains that resemble the Shakespearean. 

Actually, the Flemish stages may have been imitated by Burbage. 

In 1618 Amsterdam opened the Schouwburg, the first municipal 



-18-

theater. When it was rebuilt in ~651, the resemblance to an 

Elizabethan stage continued. It disappeared, however, when 

the Dutch tore down the Schouwburg in 1664, and erected an 

Italianate theater equipped with movable scenery. 

The first half of the nineteenth century saw some important 

developments in theater auditoriums, costuming scenic design 

and devices for changing sets. In London the pit, or grounp 

floor, had no seats or even benches until after the Restoration 

of 1660. At the Oomedie-Francasie the audience in this part of 

the house stood on its feet until 1782. For two centuries there 

were no aisles in the English pit, and the audience sat on long 

benches without backs. As the depth of the apron began to shrink 

in the new or rebuilt theaters managements filled the added space 

down front with "orchestra stalls" . that had backs and, finally, 

upholstry and arm rests. Because these seats could sold formore 

London theater managers by 1850 were filling more and more of 

the gr·ound floor with orchestra stalls, and pushed the pit back 

to a few rows in the rear. Next there came a change in the four 
. . 

or five rows of large boxes on the side walls and the rear wall 

of the patent theaters and some others. The first row of boxes 

was raised, and the pit extended under it. 'l'wo or more of the 

upper rows became deep ish balconies, thus increasing the capacity 

of the house, to the disadvantage of the performance. The side . 

doors to the apron between the footlights and the curtain slowly 

di sa ppeare d. 

The Americans did very little in the development of theater 

design, but they have made immense contributions in stage scenery 

and settings. 

During the nineteenth century various men began experimenting 
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with new theatrical designs. Actually they were using old ideas and 

shaping them into something unique. For instance, Max Reinhardt in

corporated a revolving stage, a Japanese invention of the seventeenth 

century, in the Grosses Schauspielhaus in Berlin in 1919. In 1915 

Norman Bel Geddes designed a theater without a proscenium. The sta~ 

was to be in the corner against a curving plaster wall, and the 

settings were to be lowered on elevators and changed in the basement. 

The theater owes to America the most radical of all projects for 

abolishing the proscenium and curtain. This has been oalledby a 

variety of names "Central staging,•, "arena etaging,1 "the theater 

in the round." The earliest e~periment in placing the actors in the 

center of the theater and the audience around them appears to be a 

production in 1914 at Teachers Colleg~, Columbia University. Within 

a decade after this, Robert Edmond Jones drew sketches for a pro

duction of Shelley's The Cenci in the midst. of the spectators, and 

Herman Rosse conceived a sort of circus stage. In 1940 Glenn Hughs 

of the University of Washington in Seattle brought this sort .of 

playhouse into being, first in a rooftop apartment, then in the 

Penthouse Theater. Within ten years, ther~ ·were at least tifty 

similar ventures. In central staging the scene is defined by floor 

covering, small set pieces, and furniture, while directing and 

lighting become a special and difficult problem. 

A variant that might be called the flexible playhouse began to 

take shape in 1925, when Girmore Brown and Ralph Freud created the 

first Playbox in Paeadana, California. Okhlopkov followed in 1932 

when he opened the Realistic Theater in Moscow. The trend is toward 

simple buildings intended merely to cover the space where the 

cast and directors work, with no stage, no amphitheater. 

Flexibility of another sort has developed with dramatic readings 

which use only a few skillful actors and no properties other than 

curtains. 



CHAPTER II 

REQUIREMENTS OF THE EXPERIMENTAL THEATER 

Primary Considerations 

When artists of the theater set out to capture that 

elusive thing called mood, they proceed by bringing harmony 

into every related part of the production. In voice, in move

ment, in lighting, in scene, they attempt to create an atomo

sphere which will be all-persuasive, and which will project 

itself as a spiritual spell over the spectators in the 

auditorium. But they are handicapped at the state if the 

building in which the play is presented does not serve to 

foster that mood. The synthetic ideal has a very definite 

connotation in relation to theater architecture; the con

nection is such, indeed, that one cannot insist too strong

ly upon the necessity of housing the art theater in a noble 
1 building. 

American theater architecture until very recently 

tended to be pretentious, ornate, and vulgar imitations of 

showey French models. When architects approached the pro

blem of building a playhouse ·they accepted a totally false 

conception of their duty. They saw the theater as a place 

of amusement designed to attr~ct the money-spending public 

1 
Cheney, op. cit., p. 253 
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and $0 the theater reflected its commercial character in 

glitter, gaudiness and red-plush pretentiousness. They 

accepted the businessman's estimate of the theater as the 

home of ".show business". And so their buildings ranged 

from a type neighboring on the sensational ten-cent moving 

picture hOU$e to a type conceived as a sort of Coney Island 

for intellectuals. They found what they considered authori-

tative precedent for "heaping it on" in that culmination of 

the France-Italian social-dramatic ideal, the Paris Opera 

House. 

And so today the average American theater is out of 

key with many things that the new art of the theater stands 

for. It is neither simple nor beautiful; it not only fails 

to reinforce actively the mood evoked by the play, but it 

often. is not even neutral and reposeful enough to leave 

spectators mind's free to enjoy that mood. A majority of the 

existing play houses in America must be abandoned by the 

experimenters to the commercial theater, together with most 

of the people and plays in them. 
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Organization 

It makes no difference whether a theater is eco-

. nomioally dependent upon casual audiences or endowed to a 

greater or lesser extent, it must be intelligently organized 

and administered, or it cannot serve art wholesomely or 

permanently. The endowed theater must be self-supporting 

within the terms of its endowment, and every playhouse must 

adopt commonsense business principles in management, if it 

is to succeed in creating and perpetuating a worthy art. 

No organization looking toward art theater production, shoUld 

initiate activities w1 thout a definite placing of control and 

a predetermined system of administration. 

Perhaps the plan of organization which has proved· most 

successful is the one which the responsibility is ·divided 

three fold. In this system the responsibi-lity is divided 

among a holding group, an artist-director, and a business 

manager. Below is a chart showing this organization. 

BOLDING GROUP 
(owners) 

ARTIST-DIRECTOR 

Complete control of 
stage and production 

Stage hands 

Stage Manager 

Properties 

Electricians 

BUSINESS MANAGER 

Sales 

Advertising 

Bookkeeping 

House management 
auditorium lights 
ticket taking 
rentals 
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The holding group owns the theater and organization 

or represents the owners. It determines the policies of 

the organization and acts as a oourt of last appeal for 

all questions arising in the two administrative depart

ments. 

The artist-director is responsible for every activity 

behind the curtain, and has complete power in everything 

pertaining to the ehoioe of plays and production. 

The business manager is responsible for the front-of

the-bouse administration. He is in charge of seat sales, 

rentals, publicity, bookkeeping, etc. 



GENERAL REQUIREMENTS 

The properly selected site offers: 

1. Accessibility by normal means of transpor

tation. (A central location is essential 

for walking only. Automobiles should not have 

to traverse congested traffic zones when · 

this oan be avoided.) 

2. Sufficient separation from bus and street

car lines, principal highways, and other 

sources of noise. 

3. Sufficient parking space 

4. Convenience to complementary community 

activities, educational or recreational, in 

order to reduce interbuilding traffic and 

minimize supervision and maintenance. 

Arrangement 

"Front" of public areas, and "Backstage" or work 

groups constitute the two major elements. Spectators should 
I 

find everything necessary for their needs accessible from 

the foyer once they have presented tickets. Included are 

toilest, coatrooms, drinking fountains, lounges, and 

smoking areas. The lobby should provide waiting space and . 

circulation to areas other than the theater, which may be 

contained in the building. The mana,ger' s office is convenient 

if adjacent to the box office and accessible from the lobby. 

In the work group, control of the stage entrance will avoid 

-24-
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interference from unauthorized persons and facilitate 

accounting of players, properties, and scenery. Rehearsal 

rooms are part of the work area and should be near other work 

elements. Movement of heavy furniture and other properties 

demands close relation between work spaces and stage pro

per. Dressing rooms may be more remote but within super-
1 

visory distance. 

1 
Time-Saver Standards. (New York, 1954) 
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Acoustics 

Practically perfect conditions for speaking are realized 

when two people are conversing outdoors at a distance of 

about three feet. The sound is loud enough and, except 

for indistinct speaking, there is no distortion. It the dis

tance between these people is increased, the conditions are 

not so perfect. The speaker must raise his voice and any 

nearby sounds begin to disturb the listening. 

Requirements for music are not so exacting. Music is 

usually louder than speech so that it can be heard at greater 

distances, and there is also little question about intell

igibility. 

These ideal condi·tions are found to some extent in the 

Greek open-air theater. In such theaters, the speaker is 

aided by the reflections from the walls near him which allow 

him to 11 hear himself" and which ampligy his voice by ref4 

lecting considerable sound to the audience. The listeners 

have the advantage of outdoor acoustics, whichare generally 

regarded as good, provided the theater is in a quiet location. 

It is a far cry from the Greek theater to the present

day auditorium, but the ancient structure has features that 

suggest acoustic improvements for the modern building. ror 

example, the inadequate reflecting walls of the Greek theater 

Might be amplified; but instead the performer today is lost 

ina rather enormous thage house built primarily to accommodate 
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voluminous scenery and the machinery for handling it. 

Provision is thus made for scenio and color effects, but 

apparently littl~ consideration has been given to acoustics. 

It leads one to inquire about the real purpose of the audi

torium. 

Furthermore, the outdoor condi tiona of the Gr.eek theater 

are not improved, for the surfaces needed to enclose the 

modern auditorium act as reflecters of sound and thus in

troduce possibilities for most of the acoustic defects-

reverberation, echoes, resonance, interference and focusing. 

While the loudness is built up somewhat by reflected sound, 

the amount is small compared with the loudness of the direct 

sound; and any advantage is largely overshadowed the defects 

of reflection. 

How to provide good acoustics 

How then can good acoustics be provided? There are 

two requirements, equally important: 

1. to adjust the stage for generating sound as 

perfectly as possible; and, 

2. to design the auditorium for comfortable and 

satisfactory listening. 

These two objectives present separate problems, which 

will be discussed presently. Complaints have been voiced 

that an auditorium properly adjusted for listening is too 

dead for music. The correct complaint, is that the stage 

arrangements do not provide enough reverberation. The ideal 

is to generate perfect sound effects on the stage that pass 
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out into the auditorium for satisfactory listening. 

Generation of sound 

Performers should have reflecting surfaces near them 

by which they can hear themselves, and thus allow them to 

adjust speaking and music until it sounds best to them. 

Without such reenforcement, performers complain that their 

voices are "lost11 and that they can only guess at what they 

are producing. The reflectors should be reasonably close 

to the performers, less than 28 feet, if intelligibility of 

speech is to be obtained, and less than 24 feet for music. 

These reflecting surfaces should not be arranged in a box 

shape, because parallel walls tend to produce annoying 

resonances. 

While it is desirable to provide a reverberant stage 

room for performers, the stage house space should be . dead

ened to reduce stage noise by lining the stage house walls 

with cinder concrete tile, and treating the ceiling with a 

fireproof absorbing material, such as an efficient acoustic 

plaster. The cinder concrete is sound-absorbant, fire proof 

and pa.intable. 

Hearing of sound 

Three objectives are considered in getting satisfactory 

hearing conditions in an auditorium: 

1. adequate absorption of sound, 

2. reflecting surfaces designed to reduce echoes 

and focusing, 

3. sufficient loudness. 
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Absorption of sound is accomplished by using uphols

tered seats, carpets, and acoustical materials applied to the 

walls and ceiling. The audience, because of the clothing 

worn, furnishes much absorption, but it is an uncertain 

factor so the amount of absorption supplied for the empty 

room should be sufficient to make the auditorium largely 

independent of the number of auditors. 

Reflecting surfaces should be studied geometrically 

in the design stage of an auditorium, and arranged in shape 

and position to reduce possibilities of distortion of sound 

di stri bu ti on. 

Sufficient loudness. The loudness Qf a sound obvious

ly depends on the strength of the source and on the size of 

the room. Music usually has enough volume to be heard easily 

in most auditoriums, and band music can be too loud unless 

some of the more powerful instruments are subdued. Chamber 

music is generally supposed to sound best in rooms of rather 

small volume, and this would be true for the weaker passages 

of compositions. It seems likely, however, that special 

stage reflectors would allow chamber music to be given in 

larger rooms. 

Speech differs from music in two respects--it is gener

ally weaker than music and it must be intelligible to be 

understood. Speech must not be distorted by the ro~ acous

tics. Amplification usually is desirable forspeaking, 

particularly since many listeners ,are· hard-of-hearing. 
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By means of loud speaker amplification, it is possible to 

use a large auditorium for all types of sound, weak or not, 

but the services of an intelligent expert are needed in the 

selection and adjustment of the high-fidelity apparatus 

required. In very large rooms, the question of vision be

comes more important than the sound especially for auditors 

in the rear seats. 

Concave surfaces present an important acoustical problem, 

since they always concentrate sound, sometimes creating 

defects so serious as to make an auditorium unusable. 

Plane surfaces are safer, but even in this case some mod

ification is desired by use of panels of acous~ical mater

ial or other devices to break up the refle·cted sound. 

Concave walls oan be changed by convex panels, by zigzag 

panels, by deeply recessed niches or false windows, etc. 

Alternating convex panels with panels of absorbing material 

produces an arrangement that simultaneously scatters and ab

sorbs sound. 

Plane walls. Generally, large surface areas should be 

broken so that the reflected sound will be scattered and 

thus aid in getting more uniform distribution in a room. 

Acoustical material in deoorati ve panels modified the ref

lected sound and produces more absorption than if installed 

in a continuous area. Oonvex panels also serve beneficially 
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in diverging the reflections. For auditoriums, the convex 

panels may have a bulge at the center equal to about one

tenth of the panel span, In rooms with high ceilings, 

particularly churches, the side walls should be broken in 

some manner to minimize horizontally reflected sounds. 

Paneling is helpful, but architectural modifications, such 

as side balconies, recessed windows, etc., give more 

pronounced results. As a general rule, it should be remem

bered that "direct sound makes for clearness, reflected 

sound produces confusion, 111 

1 
Floyd Watson. Time-Saver Standards, (New York, 1954) pp,419-423 
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Space analysis 

Requirements for the art theater although derived from 

the same sources and from the same historical background as 

those of the commercial, or "professional•, theater, exhibit 

fundamental differences. Emphasis upon creative effort leads 

to demands for a different type of accommodation than does 

the necessity for financial profit. 

Audience activity is great before and after a perform

ance and between acts, due to the social nature of the 

occasion. Spaces for lounging, talking, smoking, for view

ing exhibits of backstage work, are all necessary. Easy 

access to such spaces is of prime importance. At times, 

audience arid actors may intermingle; for this a combination 

of lounge and rehearsal room is needed. Since refreshments 

may be served, provisions for such will be provided. 

Production activities consist of preparation for, and 

presentation of, the performance. In a small theater, scenery, 

costumes, and properties are mostly prepared within the theater 

plant. Separate workshops are ordinarily provided. Ample 

storage space is needed. In large cities where urban real

estate values have forced a vertical development with lofty 

stage houses for lifting scenery vertically, tiered dressi~ 

rooms, and often inadequate wing space, the community or art 

theater, built on less expensive land, may be expanded hori

zontally. Such flexibility and multiplicity of uses are not 

only financially desirable, but some theater authorities 
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call them essential for the theater! s progress. 

Public Circulation. A prime requisite for public 

areas in the theater is ease of movement. Access between 

the various parts needs to be as free as possible, to per

mit their full use by the audience before the show, between 

acts, and after the final curtain. 

Access to auditorium. If possible the principal en

trances from the lobby to the auditorium should be arranged 

without doors. In order to achieve this it is necessary to 

make a careful acoustical analysis; in all probility sound

deadening material will be required on the walls of approach

ing corridors or lobbies, to prevent parallelism. 

Types of spaces. It is always desirable to have 

both vestibule and lobby. In most cases, it would be well 

to provide a separate lounge which on occasion may be used 

for social meetings, lectures, discussion groups, etc. 

The lounge may also serve as rehearsal space. 

Vestibule. The lighting in the vestibule adjoining 

the street may be quite brilliant. Telephone booths should 

be provided, accessible from the vestibule. 

Ticket office. The ticket office should, if possible, 

both command the entrance to the inner lobby and at the same 

time permit the lines to form without obstrucing it. There 

are preferably two ticket windows, one for reserved seats 

and one for current seats. Necessary also is sufficient 
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free wall space for a small ticket rack. 

Lobby. While the theater in the large city has no 

particular need for oversize lobbies, in the small theater 

the performance must be considered also as a social occasion. 

Therefore the lobby should be arranged to show off groups 

of people and their clothes to advantage. 

A combination of exhibition space and lobby is generally 

desirably in the small theater. Exhibition space is desirable 

to show the various developments: costume designs, sketches 

for stage arrangements eto., even though the space is not 

used as an actual art gallery. 

Oheokroom. The checkroom should open from the main 

. lobby and provision should be made to have a sufficient 

number of attendants and a sufficiently large opening to 

the lobby so that standing in long lines after the perform

ance is not necessary. 

The Acting areas. Since the problem at hand is the 

design of an experimental theater it is of utmost import

ance that the staging areas be as nearly completely flexible 

as possible. Provisions must be made for the conventional 

end stage as well as the arena stage, also the space must 

be adaptable to many different arrangements. 

Stage Shops. Adequate area is a prime consideration. 

Equally important is the height to be allowed for the 

paint frame. The shop is the center of most of the dram-
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atic activities and includes subdivisions for carpentry, 

electrical, metal, and painting work. It should be pro

vided with good outside light. It should immediately ad

join the stage storage space. 

Costume Shop. The costume shop is important to a 

theater of this type. While it is true that costumes for 

many productions will be available from local costumers, 

there will be many times when unconventional costumes will· 

be needed. Adjoining the costume shop will be a dying room 

and a costume stora~ room. 

Dressing rooms. Dressing facilities will be provided 

for 20 actors. The spaces will be divided into facilities 

for chorus, (in groups of 8 to 10), semi-private, and 

private dressing rooms for two stars. 

Green room. The green room will be a multi-purpose 

area to be used as a relaxation area for the actors between 

their appearances on the stage, as a rehearsal area, and 

as a place for informal receptions of the casts and audience. 

It must be immediately adjacent to the acting areas, and 

easily acoessable to the audience. 

Administrative. The administrative section will be 

housed in one office. Desks will be provided for the 

artist-director and business manager. In the event that 

the theater is governed by a board of directors, the meet

ings of the board will be held in the green room. 
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Storage space. In addition to the normal amount of 

storage space necessary in a building of this type addition

al storage space will be provided for the accommodation of 

the movable platforms used in the seating arrangement. 

It will be accessible to both the stage and the main 

seating level. 



CHAPTER III 

PROPOSED BUILDING 

Statement of the Problem. Theatrical forms vary so widely 

that it is impossible to predict with accuracy trends for 

even a decade. A solution based upon apparent influences as 

they apply to the theatre building would include considerat

ion of the following trends: 

1. Liberation of the performance from the proscenium arch. 

Exponents call attention to the distracting influence 

of ornate, badly lighted proscenium arches and the separation 

of audience and performance. 

2. Architectural contact between stage and auditorium by 

means of steps, ramps, large aprons, etc. Devices for such 

contact must be flexible. If permanent they limit the use of 

the theatre. 

3. Arena performances in which the audience surrounds a 

central acting area. 

4. Abstraotionism in scenery. In the belief that each 

member of the audience can supply for himself imaginatively 

the best surroundings of the dramatic action, to strip it of 

the limiting detail, or to reduce scenery to the elements 

of pure design. 

5. Multiplication of scenery. Episodic plays mirror 

the increasingly peripatie nature of human living which 

demands not less but more scenery, and with it greater 

stage facilities for changing scenes. 
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6. Reactionary trends. Currently noticeable are two 

separate and allied tendencies, both revolting from the 

recent strong realism of drama and theatre. One calls for a 

return of poetry and romance to the theatre. The other de

mands a recognition of the fact that theatre is 

theatre, that it is not real, and to be most effective must 

be frankly artificial, and theatrically conventional, 

calling a stage a stage. These tendencies are opposed to the 

foregoing because they demand stage and theatrical facilities 

of an established kind: painted scenery, wings, borders and 

backdrops, in fact such scenery as can most easily be 

handled on our somewhat archaic present-day stages. 

Which of these trends, opposed as they are to one 

another, will dominate the future theatre? The theatre as 

an art form is broad enough to encompass and nuture them 

all. The theatre as an architectural form must be capable 

of housing them a11. 1 

1 
Harold Burris-Keyer, Theatres and Auditoriums. 

(New York, 1949) p. 6 
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SOLUTION 

- Location. The location chosen for this building is 

Ban Francisco, California. Ban Francisco has long been the 

cultural center of the Western part of the United States. 

It has many fine legitimate theaters in addition to cele

brated museums and a world famous opera association. It 

is obvious that this city would be a fine location for an 

experimental theatre. 

Site. The site chosen is Sigmund Stern Recreation Grove. 

It is located in the Western portion of the city approximately 

twenty-three blocks from the ocean in an area bounded by 

Wawona Street on the north, Nineteenth Avenue on the East, 

Bloat Boulevard on the South, and Galiban Street on the 

West. The Grove contains various recreational facilities, 

Several bowling greens, club houses, and a well known 

outdoor stage. Located in the same general area of the 

city are San Francisco State College, Harding Municipal 

Golf Course, and the Fleishacker Playground and Zoo. The 

Grove is heavily wooded with tall trees and slopes rather 

sharply from Nineteenth Street. 
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This Grove is particularly well suited to the needs 

of a theatre of the experimental nature. It is easily 

accessible by normal means of transportation, being located 

at the ·intersection of two main arteries. Although it is . , 

adjacent to two such busy streets the Grove has a quiet 

atmosphere due to the sosd insulating qualities of the 

tall trees and thick undergrowth that surround it. 
J 
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The building. The :main problem in the design of a theatre 

to be used primarily for experimentation is the demands of 

complete flexibility. VVhile the public circuAation areas 

of the theatre may be conventional, the staging area must 

be unique. The designer for the stage must have complete 

freedom in order to translate his :ideas into "tisual pre

sentation for an audience. Mm y forms of experimental 

s t aging have been tried, but almost all can be resolved 

into two groups: those performed on a <D nvent:t onal pros

cenium stage and those performed in-the-round. The ob

vious solution would be to design two seperate buildings; 

one to accomodate eachttype of production. Since this 

would prove economically infeasable the paramount problem 

is to design a building to accomodate both systems in the 

same s·tru~ture...:.. .. :Tlj,e major difficulty encountered in this 

endeavor was the conflicting sight-lines necessary to each 

type of production. 'l1his problem was solved by the use 

of revolving platforms. In effect the major portion of the 

orchestra floor is a disk which revolves to bring two seg

ments of seats into place. One of the segments has a 

radius of curvature conforming tb that of the permanerlt 

seats. (Fig.l). This segmert is used with conventional 

end-stage productions. The other segment contains seats 

for use with the arena stage. When the arena stage is 



revol1!1 ng 

stage 

orchestrs 

Figure 1 
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in use this segment is used in conjunction wi t h two 

similar sections of seats which are placed on the re-

volving stage, (Fig. 2}. To na ke this system possible 

it is necessary t h at t h e seats drop down flush with the 

surface of the disk in order that the orchestra disk will 

revolve uner the stage disk. This is accomplished by the 

use of telescoping bleacher which are telescoped into 

a single unit• and lowered into wells in the disk. ,. 

Stage Machinery. The use of the systems of stages 

just described cr·e ates problems in the design of stage 

equipment. In order to secure complete flexibility of light-

ing and settings. For the new stages the conventiona 1 

gridiron wns expanded to cover t he entire upper portion 

of ·the dome. It consists of structural members on a five 

foot module. By the use of interchangeable pulleys and 

lighting brackes any combination of setting m dlighting 

techniques c an be employed . 



Fig. 2 

Showing the stage in the arena position. The two 

upper sections are portable and placed in position. 
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00NOLUSIOH 

The building of theatres, from the fifth century 

B. o. to the present, has been the provision of the essen

til a physical eQuipment for the gratification of the play

going urge, !he planning and building of modern theatres, is 

the use of current materials, methods, and practices to keep 
1 that equipment up to date. 

Types of theatrical entertainment have varied in the 

last twenty-five centuries from the Dionysian revel to the 

current Hollywood product. Some productions of almost every 

epoch have the timeless and universal significance necessary 

to draw audiences today. Audiences have varied no less widely 

than the productions. They have supported the court masque 

and the productions of Ziegfield and Minsky. Their demands 

vary as do the material equipment, economic aspects, modes, 

manners, customs and spiritu~a concepts of human living. 

Most American theatres open now in mid-twentieth century 

were designed in, or to the standards of, and earlier period. 

The audience comes to see the show and to hear the 

show. It wants a maximum of comfort, a minimum of distraction 

and complete safety. 

The producer wants facilities for preparing the show, 

good conditions of performance, efficient production organi

zation and machinery; in short, a fair showing at low cost. 

1 
Burri~Meyer, Harold and Oole, Edward 0. Theatres and 

Auditoriums. (New York, 1949), p. 1 
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Theatre artists (playwrights, composes, directors, 

actors, musicians and designers) want adequate facilities 

for the achievement of their theatrical projects. 

It has been the purpose of this study to create a 

structure which would satisfy the needs of these people; 

the Audience, The Producer, The Artist. 
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