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The arena, the card-table, the magic circle, the temple, the stage, the screen, the tennis court, the court of justice, etc., are all in form and function play-grounds, i.e., forbidden spots, isolated, hedged round, hallowed, within which special rules obtain. All are temporary worlds within the ordinary world, dedicated to the performance of an act apart.


—Johan Huizinga, Homo Ludens
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Introduction





I read a lot of technical material about the theatre when I was young.


The Neighborhood Playhouse distributed a reading list to its students in 1967, and we were supposed to have read the forty or fifty titles before the first day of class.


The books, as I recall, were predominantly Russian—Stanislavsky’s trilogy (An Actor Prepares, Building a Character, and Creating a Role) and My Life in Art; Nemirovich-Danchenko (his partner in the Moscow Art Theatre) writing about Stanislavsky; Nikolai Gorchakov’s Stanislavsky Directs and his The Vakhtangov School of Stage Art.


Books by and about the Moscow Art Theatre’s second generation, the studios, filled out the list. In addition to the thought of Vakhtangov, we were exposed to that of Meyerhold (his rival, the pretender to the throne). 


After the generation of the studios (Meyerhold and Vakhtangov), the locus of succession shifted to their Muscovite disciples in New York and their work. We read Stella Adler, Harold Clurman, Robert Lewis (Method or Madness), and so on.


I gobbled this stuff up. I was a rotten actor and a hopeless acting student, but I loved the theatre and I loved the theoretical, and I delighted in tracing the vein of Muscovite thought through the apostolic succession.


For that succession extended down to me.


The head of my school, my teacher, was Sanford Meisner, baby of the Group Theatre. He came of age with the Adlers, Morris Carnovsky, Lee Strasberg, Harold Clurman, and the host of technophiles.


(Clurman and Stella Adler had made a pilgrimage to Paris to meet with Stanislavsky in the thirties and had received the laying on of hands. Was I not a student of their colleague? Yes, I was. And I am proud to have known and studied with Mr. Meisner, to have socialized with Harold Clurman, Stella Adler, and Bobby Lewis.


I admired their accomplishments and pored over their books; but, on reflection, I had (and have) little idea what they were talking about.


I exempt Harold Clurman, who age eighty or so took my wife to the theatre. Halfway through the first act she felt his hand on her knee and gliding up her skirt. “Harold, please,” she said. “What are you doing?” And he replied, “I come to the theatre to enjoy myself.”


Well, so do I, and so do we all; and that’s the only reason we come or should come.


We should not come, whether as workers or audience, to practice or share a “technique.” There is no such thing as a “Stanislavsky actor” or a “Meisner actor” or a “Method actor.” There are actors (of varying abilities) and nonactors.


The job of the actor is to perform the play such that his performance is more enjoyable—to the audience—than a mere reading of the text.


Similarly, the job of the designers of costumes, sets, and lights, is to increase the audience’s enjoyment of the play past that which might be expected in a performance done in street clothes, on a bare stage, under work lights.


This is a very difficult task indeed, for most plays are better enjoyed under such circumstances, as anyone who has ever seen a great rehearsal in a rehearsal hall can attest.


Why is this great rehearsal more enjoyable than the vast bulk of designed productions? It allows the audience to use its imagination, which is the purpose of coming to the theatre in the first place.


It takes a real artist to increase the enjoyment of the audience past that which would be found in seeing the play on a bare stage, for the first rule of the designer, as of the physician, is do no harm. And, as with the physician, the rule is quite often observed in the breach.


What of the director?


Actors, left alone, will generally stage the play better than it could be staged by all but a few directors.


Why?


Actors never forget that which most directors never realize: The purpose of staging is to draw the attention of the audience to the person speaking.


Each actor in the directorless play will insist (for his own reasons) on being seen, heard, and rationally featured for that portion of the play in which the playwright has indicated he should be the center of attention.


Further, the actors, thinking, as they should, that the most interesting parts of the play are those which feature themselves, will, in committee, vote to get on with it, and move this play along.* Which is all the audience cares about.


The task of the good director, then, is to focus the attention of the audience through the arrangement of the actors, and through the pace and rhythm of the presentation.


And there you have it. Actor, designers, director. First and last, their job is to bring the play to the audience. Any true technique, then, would consist—and consist solely—in a habitual application of those ideas that will aid in so doing.


“But,” the observant may remark, “did not the Moscow Art Theatre, its studios, the Group, et cetera, did they not, irrespective of their adoration of the theoretical, do good and even great work? And has not the author himself and at length, offered the world theoretical treatises?” It is all true; and I suggest that such treatises and theories be accepted not as instruction manuals but as the otherwise incathectable expression of love for an ever-widening mystery, in which spirit I offer these essays. 






*If you think about it, this desire of the actor to get to the part where he talks and the desire of the character to do the same are indistinguishable to the audience—if we say, as I will later, that there is no such thing as the character, then these two urges are not merely indistinguishable, but identical.

























THE GREENROOM





The greenroom is that common room between the street and the stage. In coming backstage, one enters the greenroom first. I’ve heard, over the years, several derivations of the term: The original room was painted green, or was constructed by a man named Green. None are convincing.


Early nineteenth-century British novels refer to the greenroom in a country house. They mean by this that transitional space known in New England as the mud-room. This mudroom in old farmhouses (including my own) allowed the farmer, hunter, outdoorsman to divest himself of those accoutrements that were needed on the land but inappropriate in the house. Mine, in Vermont, was filled, according to the seasons, with fishing rods, snowshoes, muddy boots, firearms, longbows, skis, skates, a snow shovel, a maul, the walls covered with hooks bearing all sorts of coats and caps, and on the floor a wooden drying rack covered with gloves, gaiters, sweaters. 


In Vermont, the mudroom; in England, the greenroom, where one knocked off the grass, grain, and green of the field. On the farm, the greenroom was the space between the farm and the home; in the theatre, it rests between the sacred and the profane.


Many of the observations and suggestions in this book might be considered heretical.


That is, if the theatre were a religion. But, though its origins are linked with religion, the theatre as an art is a profession, and, in its appearance as show business, is something of a racket.


This book is a compilation and a distillation of those thoughts and attendant practices I have used in my forty years in the professional theatre. They are the rules by which I function as an artist and by which I have been able to make a living.


Faced with a difficult medical decision, we are most comforted to hear the physician endorse one of the choices by saying, “This is what I would do if it were my own child.”


The ideas herein, similarly, are what I would (and do) tell my own children and my students. I will gladly test their practicality and practicability against anyone willing to put his particular philosophy to a practical test.


Of what might such a test consist? The ability to motivate an actor to perform an action simply and unself-consciously; to involve an audience; and, at a somewhat more abstract level, to communicate a directorial or literary vision to a designer such that his designs will serve the show.


Finally, I am suggesting and describing a way of thinking about the drama (analysis) and of communicating the subsequent conclusions using language and vocabulary (direction).


Impracticable theory is an impediment to both art and sustenance, and benefits no one save the intellectual to whom theatrical thought is an abstract and enjoyable exercise. But the point of the theatre is to give the audience enjoyment, and it is my experience that to do so, the practitioner is going to have to learn discipline.


This is primarily a discipline of thought and speech. Its overriding principle is never to consider or to suggest that which is impossible to accomplish.


As a young student I abhorred direction and instruction that was incapable of being done. I still do. It called for a collusion between the student and the teacher-director: “I will pretend to an approximation of what I think you want if you will refrain from criticizing me.”


The theatre does not need more teachers or more directors; it needs more writers and actors, and both come from the same applicant pool: those who are affronted, bemused, fascinated, or saddened by the infinite variety of human interaction, which always bodes so promising and usually ends so ill.


This applicant pool is interested in the truth, and they love to act and write.


Here follow certain thoughts about these people and the audience that craves their productions.  



















THE HUNTER AND THE GAME





Game does not disappear because of overhunting but because of destruction of habitat. It takes one hundred square miles to support a grizzly bear and hundreds of acres to support a herd of deer.


In the theatre, the habitat in which the artist must flourish is the audience.


In 1967, when I was in acting school in New York, there were seventy-two new Broadway plays produced. In 2009 there were forty-three, of which half were revivals.


Why the diminution? The habitat has disappeared—the audience, which is to say, the middle class, is gone.


They were the arbiters of American theatre, for American theatre would reach the hinterlands only via Broadway, and the Broadway play would fail or succeed upon its ability to appeal to the middle class. One might say that the true arbiters were the critics, but this only places the correct answer at one remove, for the critics, then as now, served, whether they know it or not, at the pleasure of the paper’s advertisers, which is to say, at the pleasure of the consumers, which is to say, the audience.


This Broadway audience, which supported the plays of O’Neill, Odets, Saroyan, Wilder, Miller, and Williams, was educated or, in any case, literate, middle-class, largely Jewish. They enjoyed discussion and those plays that fostered discussion, for most in their community saw the plays.


No more. Today’s Broadway audience is predominantly tourists and the wealthy vacationers who, in the main, are the only ones who can afford life in New York. These may be tourists full stop, or that genus the rural Vermonters of my youth referred to as “the year-round summer people,” that is to say, those who cannot fully participate in the community, as they need not rely upon one another.


These current New Yorkers do not participate in the day-to-day life of the world in which they are domiciled, or do so at a much lower level than those middle-class New Yorkers of old; as they do not participate, that communal interaction that gives rise both to the audience and to the playwrights does not occur. I wrote a new play last year and asked my New York producer if he didn’t think that it would, perhaps, fare better off rather than on Broadway, and he gave me a rueful smile and explained, “There is no off-Broadway,” and further, that there had not been for twenty years.


There is only Broadway. There are fewer theatres. More than 25 percent of off-off Broadway theatres have closed in the last five years alone, mostly in Midtown and the West Village.


The worth of Midtown real estate has raised the rents of the Broadway theatres, and, for an average play to recoup its investment, it must run fifteen weeks at near capacity. Which is to say, it must fill 1,200 seats, at an average ticket price of $77.


To whom, then, must this play appeal? To risk $11 million, the play, to the rational investor, must be odds-on to appeal to the tourist.


The tourist has no memory of last year’s play and actors, he does not come to see the new work of a director, of a playwright, or of a designer. He comes to see a spectacle, which will neither provoke nor disturb, whose worth cannot be questioned. He does not come with the theatrical curiosity of the native theatregoer but with the desire for amusement, and he comes as to an amusement park, for the thrill first of experiencing, and next, and perhaps more important, of being able to relate having experienced that particular thrill deprived to the stay-at-homes. He wants to brag of having seen star X or star Y. The tourist goes to the theatre much as I went, in London, to see the Crown Jewels. 


No adult Londoner would go to see the Crown Jewels, and no adult New Yorker went to see Mamma Mia! for to do so would have been culturally repugnant, branding him as a tourist or dufus.


New York, with the rise in real estate prices and the disappearance of manufacture, business, and, thus, of the middle class, has become New York Land.


What of the critics?


The readership of The New York Times is the wealthy, in effect, the rentier, which is to say, he who has got to where he was going, and our paper of record, absent a constituency of the theatrically savvy, has become a champion of the moot, appealing to the intellectual pretensions of its readership.


The paper, de facto cultural censor, writes (I will not say “panders”) to the intellectually pretentious—“You must experience the meaning of this play”—while it also pushes the transient—“Thrills, chills, and an exploding set. KILL to get a ticket!!!”


The currency of any new play depends on its reception in New York. If it is not staged in New York, it will not be printed or awake the interest of the stock and amateur theatres from which a playwright might derive continued income. If it is not well received in New York, it will fare similarly. And that is the news from Lake Wobegon: The habitat has disappeared.


Now, the desire for drama has not disappeared, and one may find it gratified through various new venues, electronic and, as always, local and jury-rigged. Though there is much less chance of these local efforts migrating to Gotham and thence to the world, there is increased possibility of them finding a wider audience on the Internet. And so it goes.*






* It would be as pointless today to decry the disappearance of the New York stage for a previous generation as to lament the demise of radio drama. The young of today will have their own “good old days.” 

























HUNTING INSTINCTS







Man is never happier than when he is going hunting.


—José Ortega y Gasset 





Man is a predator. We know this because our eyes are in the front of our heads. The same conclusion may be reached by reading the newspapers.


As predators we close out the day around the campfire with stories of the hunt.


These stories, like the chase itself, engage our most primal instinct of pursuit:* The story’s hero is in pursuit of his goal—the hiding place of the stag or the cause of the plague on Thebes or the question of Desdemona’s chastity or the location of Godot.


In the hunt story, the audience is placed in the same position as the protagonist: The viewer is told what the goal is and, like the hero, works to determine what is the best thing to do next—he wonders what happens next. How may he determine what is the best course toward the goal? Through observation. He, the viewer, watches the behavior of the hero and his antagonists, and guesses what will happen next. This is the essence of the story around the campfire: “And you’ll never guess what happened next …”


In this prognostication we engage the same portion of the brain that we use in the hunt: the ability to spontaneously process and act upon information without subjecting the process to verbal (conscious) review.


This is the apparent paradox of dramatic writing. It is not, though it may appear to be, the communication of ideas but rather the inculcation in the audience of the instincts of the hunt. These instincts precede and, in times of stress, supersede the verbal; they are spontaneous and more powerful than the assimilation of an idea.


The mere presentation of an idea is called a lecture. A lecture induces in the listener that ruminative state necessary for comparison and evaluation of ideas. This is the usual state of the civilized being—a dampening of the predatory instincts in order to allow communal cooperation.


This is all well and good, but it is not the stuff of drama, which, by fulfilling a more basic need—to exercise our most primal instincts—has the power not only to please but also, curiously, to unite. For the audience, when moved, is moved on a preverbal level. It is not involved in sharing the ideas of the drama, but rather experiences the thrill of the communal hunt. This suspension of the analytical faculty is also experienced in the falling-in-love portion of mating, in gambling, in combat, in sport.


When we rise from the drama we resume our intellectual pretensions and ascribe our enjoyment to our ability to appreciate its engaging themes and ideas. This (like the societal election of the newspaper critic as censor) is an attempt to regain autonomy.


But we are not actually moved by the ideas in plays, nor, primarily, even by the presence of poetry. We appreciate plays in translation, and what do we know of the Russian of Chekhov? And we have argued for four hundred years about the “meaning” of Hamlet.
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