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INTRODUCTION

What Is Theater Made Of?

What first attracted you to the idea of learning more about theater? For many students and aspiring professional thespians, the answer has to do with a memorable experience. For instance, so many performers have told me, during my long career as a theater journalist, that the impetus to jump in and learn more happened for them when they saw an exciting production as a young child and found themselves transfixed. Dazzled. Filled with awe and wonder and yearning to learn more about this new, emotional, sparkling onstage world before them.

Others, who are often humanities or English students, have expressed to me that academic interest drew them to want to learn about theater. After all, the art form is full of rich tradition, historical events and associations, deeply intelligent narrative, and highly technical performance mechanics that are endlessly fascinating to delve into. Plus, logically, today’s dramaturgs and playwrights love to study the words and creative motivation of Shakespeare, of the Greeks, of the writers who crafted the template for plays that are still performed today. Modern directors and designers are also incredibly inspired by the staging of historical works and by the beauty and pageantry of costume and scenic progression over so many hundreds of years of theater history.

Then there are the passionate fans among us. Avid theatergoers who never miss a Broadway performance if they live in New York City, or a regional or community theater production if they live in suburbia. Those folks who devour every biography they can find on theater actors, plays, and the craft of stage work. The more great theater you see, the more curious you tend to become about seeking out more of the communal experience it provides. You sit in a dark house experiencing a moving story and unfettered human emotion, and you share this as it’s happening with an audience of peers. You’re bonded to those peers, as well as to the performers you’re viewing, in a very unique and powerful way.

Since you’ve decided to take a theater class or pick up this book, chances are very good you fit into one of the above three categories. Or maybe you don’t; maybe you just need to get an arts requirement out of the way. That’s cool, too. If you know practically nothing about theater at this moment, prepare to have your mind blown and your interest sparked. Why? Because in the process of working through this book, you’ll grow to understand how theater positively impacts every one of us in society, through its fundamental function as an art form. You’ll see for yourself how intriguing theater history can be, find yourself caught up in the personal success story of an accomplished theater artist, or surprise yourself with how much fun it is to take part in a theater exercise. Be prepared: theater hooks you fast.



This introduction is intended to inform you about the fundamental function of theater as an art form, and why it’s important for us to understand its impact. Let’s do this by answering some important questions.

Why Is Theater an Important Part of the Humanities Overall?

Theater has historically served as a societal “sounding board.” Issues currently facing the world can be discussed in honest terms, with plenty of room for subjective interpretation and feedback, when you watch them play out in performance. Take, for example, the work of a genius playwright like Tony Kushner. Kushner’s masterwork, Angels in America, which is referenced elsewhere in this book and which every theater student should be strongly encouraged to read, functions as a humanities lesson on numerous levels. First, it’s an insightful exploration of how the AIDS crisis came to affect the world; next, it’s a scathing political commentary regarding the pain that ignorance, selfishness, and false values have on the world we live in; and third, it’s a deeply personal, sympathetic look at the victims of this disease and their loved ones. A controversial, beautiful, highly opinionated piece, it invokes emotion and thought in its readers and viewers and is the catalyst for important discussion. This play, and ambitious works like it, have the power to change minds and embolden people to take positive action throughout the world.

How Does Theater Work as an Art Form, and How Does It Inform Society?

Theater works as an art form because it’s the epitome of complete freedom. A playmaker or performer can make any statement they like, perform a work in any style that feels truthful to them, and engage the audience as directly as they wish, and no choice is wrong. In the same vein, theater is a completely subjective art form to behold. You can watch it and love it; you can watch it and hate it. No matter—the point is, a point of view is unfolding before you, and you’re reacting to it. This kind of give-and-take matters because it creates a dialogue (spoken or unspoken) between performer and viewer, and forces you, on one or more levels, to take a position.

Theater informs society because of this lack of mutual judgment. Whether you’re infuriated by something you see onstage, whether your mind is changed by the content of a play, whether you learn something you never knew about yourself because you strongly identify with a character in a play—all of these emotions theater spawns create moments of personal growth. You change and learn about yourself through taking theater in, and expressing the new thought or reaction you have to someone else informs that person in a new way. You cause them to consider your opinion and form their own opinion of your point of view—one small societal change, one exchange at a time. The best way to foster this kind of positive discourse, naturally, happens when we take a friend to see a play and engage in a lively discussion about our thoughts on it after the performance is finished—an enlightening, expansive exercise if ever there was one.

How Can Theater Help Us Communicate?

Theater makes us brave. If we perform, we are baring our inner selves and our physical selves. We’re vulnerable because we’re expressing our emotions through a character wholeheartedly. If we direct or write a play, we’re revealing our opinions on the stage or on the page in a way that can be extremely transparent and will often say a lot about our deepest beliefs and attitudes. If we design, we’re sharing our artistic impulses and handiwork very overtly with the world—making a statement about how we see the world via the beautiful, or ugly, images and objects we create. All of these actions that thespians take in the name of their work are powerful communication tools, because courage speaks volumes and changes minds. Courage, when communicated, can inspire others to do something brave in turn, in their own lives. That’s a meaningful gift thespians give that can play out in so many real-life scenarios beyond a theatrical experience.

What Can We Learn about Ourselves and Others from Participating in and/or Watching a Theatrical Piece?

We can appreciate that others live different lives than we do. We can understand larger issues in the world by seeing a play that explores these issues. We can open ourselves up to “trying” a new creative experience we don’t think we’re going to like (but end up loving the play we see in spite of ourselves). We can practice our critical thinking skills as we decide what we liked or didn’t like about a play we’ve read or seen. We can see, while in the moment of experiencing the visual, aural, and sensory thrill of watching a good piece of drama, how wonderful it feels to be present and allow a memorable moment in our lives to influence us in a new way.

Why Does Studying Theater Provide Us with an Invaluable Understanding of Ourselves and the World We Live In?

Because of all of the above reasons, and one more: studying theater is a lot of fun! Reading about theater history is to enjoy learning about riveting times you never experienced art and culture in. Reading about the personal struggles and accomplishments of your favorite actress makes you more fully appreciate her amazing work when you watch her perform. And participating in theater to learn about it? It doesn’t get any better than that.



USING THIS BOOK

Here’s the purpose of each chapter presented for study in the book, with a view toward helping you understand the major concepts you’ll learn. We’re about to cover the following:

•   Theater history

•   Theater terminology

•   Text analysis

•   Acting

•   Directing

•   Playwrighting

•   Design

•   Technical theater work

•   Ways to apply theater study to a variety of careers, both show business–related and in other industries

We’ll also outline a complete chapter for a four-week production you and your classmates and teacher can take on—a very valuable and enriching opportunity.

Many chapters feature “Selected Readings”—lesson-oriented articles that expand on the major topic we’ve covered in entertaining and informative detail. You can use these readings as supplementary food for thought, as inspiration for your own paper or project on a particularly interesting theater maker or piece of well-known theatrical material—really, any way you see fit. The more you know, the more color will be added to your understanding of theatrical process and creativity.

You’ll also note that some chapters contain worksheets. Essentially, these worksheets are writing exercises intended to help further foster your understanding of theatrical detail. For example, in chapter 1, the worksheet assignment given has to do with researching and writing about a theater festival known for its rich street theater element, a direct offshoot of some basic reading you’ll do in the chapter about street theater as a whole topic.

If you choose to tackle a worksheet, or are assigned to do so, there’s no specific intention as to how long your written exercise/essay should be in regard to covering the topic—I would say 750–1,000 words will be a good recommendation, however, in terms of enhancing your comprehension of the subject you’re writing about.

Finally, at the end of many chapters, you’ll find a “Chapter Checklist”—suggestions for interactive ways you can practice the points of a theater study topic you’ve just learned about in that section.

There’s lots to do—so let’s begin. I’m delighted to embark on this journey with you!

—Lisa Mulcahy
2018
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A Little History, Please

As a rule, all modern theater is steeped in the past—it’s an art form rich in tradition. And that’s a good thing. Yet you’re probably thinking, isn’t the theater we see today so fascinating because it’s always changing and evolving? Isn’t the point to keep things as fresh as possible, so theatrical creativity can really flourish?

Absolutely—and theater is such a free, cutting-edge mode of expression, we are always seeing new concepts and performance innovation, everywhere from the most bare-bones student production to a lushly experimental show in New York. The history of theatrical writing, movement, and theory, however, remain a huge influence on the work thespians do today. So many elements of theatrical execution—such as the way actors use their bodies or the rhythms in which playwrights craft their texts—have their roots in historic theatrical genres.

In this chapter, let’s take a focused look at how theater was first physically created and performed. We’ll cover the specifics of four historical genres—Greek theater, Kabuki theater, Elizabethan Renaissance theater, and commedia dell’arte—and pay tribute to each genre’s innovators throughout theatrical history. Each of these genres is still performed throughout the world today, and so many thespians incorporate elements of each form innately today. Take, for example, any contemporary comedy or tragedy—arguably, its roots can be clearly seen in the major themes pioneered by the Greeks, who were the chief architects of the examination of highly emotional subject matter in a dramatic context. As you read about each historic genre, you’ll be struck by the similarities you notice in terms of ideas, techniques, and styles practiced theatrically in the past and in the theater we see and do today. Everything comes full circle, and always will.

GET ME TO THE GREEKS: THE PROGRESSION OF GREEK THEATER

Dramatic productions in ancient Greece started to crop up around 700 BC in Athens. Festivals such as the Dionysia became the introductory platform for the basic premise of Greek performance, which encompassed three major genres: tragedy, comedy, and satire (known as satyr—and defined as spoofing dramatic subject matter). The public cottoned to Greek theater pretty much right away, due to the fact that one-on-one and group storytelling was a very common component of the culture at this time.

Thespis, an actor specializing in dramatic tales of woe, became Greek theater’s first true superstar—he was known as the “Father of Tragedy,” in that he guided the productions of many a tear-jerking performance. Another Greek thespian, Solon, specialized in creating poems and spoken-word performances. Greek theater’s most respected early producer was Phrynichus, who worked to help stage tragedies such as Capture of Miletus. Interest in Greek theater began to truly accelerate when three highly regarded thinkers and playwrights, Aristotle, Aeschylus, and Sophocles, began writing plays in a competition to try to outdo each other with their best individual work. Another respected writer, Menander, was instrumental in launching the New Comedy period that proved to be an enduring success, with audiences enjoying a number of humorous new works.

Actors had plentiful opportunities to work in Greek theater—each play usually had twelve to fifteen chorus roles, in addition to lead parts. Only two to three actors were ever onstage at a single moment, however, so often, one actor would take on multiple roles—even in a single scene—which required significant concentration and talent. No female thespians were allowed to perform in Greek plays at the time, though—men played all the female characters. Any time a character in a play died, they did so offstage, because Greek playwrights believed audiences were too fragile to actually witness any character’s demise directly. Musicians could also find opportunity to work on these productions, as most plays were elaborately scored. And audiences got plenty of dramatic and comedic excitement for their attendance—performances traditionally lasted for entire days, from morning to night! Another interesting element of Greek performance: beautifully expressive masks, depicting comedy and tragedy faces, were frequently used as “costuming” in plays. Masks were considered a crucial tool in helping the audience understand the subtext of the material they were watching, and often donned to define clarity in a scene, or comment visually on the action. In the evening, at the end of each marathon show, any masks worn by the actors in a play were formally dedicated at an altar of the Greek god Dionysus. Luxurious headgear was also a staple of Greek costuming; masks were often built with lush wigs streaming human or animal hair or with ornate helmets attached. A final common accessory: extremely tall boots, called cothurni, created the illusion of height for many actors, and allowed audiences at any area of the performance space to better see the performers.

Speaking of the Greek performance space: it was always constructed as an amphitheater. Essentially, a Greek amphitheater stage was a round space measuring roughly seventy-eight feet in diameter. Amphitheaters were traditionally built at the base of a hill, with a rounded seating setup that ascended up that hill; many audience members, as a result, were looking down at the performance from wood or stone seating.

Onstage, each piece of a Greek amphitheater set was designed with the intention to maximize sightlines for the audience. The logeion, a tall platform, was a key component of every play’s set design—it was used by each actor as a dominant spot from which to deliver a speech. The entrances actors used, called the paradoi or eisodoi, were multiple stories high; matching their height were thyromata, or painted images that illustrated the themes of each play. The paraskenia, a stone wall segment of the stage, was a major visual element, as was a rudimentary crane, which was used to fly in pieces of scenery. Platforms on wheels were another, easier way to move painted scenery and props on- and offstage. Everything was big, and it needed to be, in order to accommodate incredible crowd sizes—up to fourteen thousand people would rush to each performance!

ELEGANT PHYSICALITY: KABUKI THEATER

In 1603, an astoundingly beautiful new art form began in Japan. Kabuki, best described as dramatic performance colored extensively by dance movements, came to be. Kabuki translates to English as “to lean” (which is evident in many of its signature physical movements) and “to be out of the ordinary”—which this special theatrical genre certainly is.

Kabuki’s godmother, arguably, was Izumo no Okuni, who started staging original dances in dry riverbeds throughout the city of Kyoto. Kabuki provided a great opportunity for women to pursue creative expression, as it was only performed by female performers initially. Once word got out about the lovely original work being done by Okuni and other Kabuki artists, the form moved to other Japanese cities, specifically Edo, and became so popular that performances were given for the Imperial Court. Kabuki ensembles started to come together all across the country.

One of the most recognizable signatures of Kabuki was thick whiteface makeup, made of rice powder, which was applied in a linear, very detailed manner called kumadori and altered to reflect the character being interpreted. Japanese current events became staple subject matter of Kabuki—material for performances included fashion and historical/social/political events. Shows could last from early morning to nighttime and contained five distinct acts: jo (act one, which slowly set up the performance’s premise), ha (acts two, three and four, a faster progression of the story line), and kyu (act five, a brief ending to the performance). Set pieces that were most relevant to Kabuki productions included revolving stages, flies, trapdoors, and mini “wagons,” small wheeled stages that could quickly set up or remove pieces of scenery.

Actors would strike distinct poses in performance: the mie was a key pose that visually determined the essence of a character for the audience. By the mid-1600s, men had begun forming all-male Kabuki troupes, and drama began to take hold as Kabuki’s major hallmark, phasing out the dance aspect. Kabuki’s most popular and artistically significant period was 1673–1841; works such as The Love Suicides at Amijima by Chikamatsu Monzaemon sparked controversy as well as creative growth. Kawatake Mokuami started writing Kabuki plays about the life of the everyday man, adding music to his material’s presentations as well.

Kabuki flourished for centuries; however, after World War II, it was briefly outlawed in Japan, as some people objected to its traditional themes from the country’s past. Director Tetsuji Takechi was undaunted, however, and began restaging classic Kabuki plays. Today, all eras of Kabuki are revered in Japan and by thespians all over the world—the performance style can be found in theaters in Tokyo, Kyoto, and Osaka, as well as enjoyed by audiences worldwide via well-respected touring companies.

POWER TO THE PEOPLE: ENGLISH RENAISSANCE THEATER

English Renaissance theater, (also known as Elizabethan theater) was vastly popular between the years of 1562 and 1642, starting in the early years of and lasting beyond Queen Elizabeth I’s reign. It was considered a democratic mode for presenting new works, in that it was “public.” This meant English Renaissance productions could be enjoyed by all classes of English society—at a performance, you could often spot a member of the royal family in the audience, surrounded by commoners.

Big public theater spaces very quickly started cropping up outside of London (where private theater had always been the rule, and exclusively for the upper echelon of society), then throughout the country, due to the great popularity of plays in England during the Renaissance era. These facilities swiftly became big moneymakers; houses with especially good revenue included the Theatre in Shoreditch, the Curtain Theatre, the Swan, the Fortune, the Globe, and the Red Bull. Most of these houses boasted an open-roof space, with a performance area at its center containing platforming and a balcony, although several additional English Renaissance houses, including Salisbury Court Theatre and the Cockpit, were opened with traditional roofing. Such theaters operated on the repertory system—no single play ran on two consecutive days. Production values were bare bones: there were no sets to speak of, and lighting was achieved via candlelight or simply outdoor light seeping into the performance space.

The primary theme of English Renaissance plays tended to be variations on high-stakes tragedy, often with a revenge-driven plot twist. Playwrights like William Shakespeare, Thomas Dekker, Thomas Kyd, and Ben Jonson saw their careers flourish by churning out these extremely dramatic works. A famous play that falls very much in line with this edict is Doctor Faustus by Christopher Marlowe, in which a man sells his soul to the devil; other wildly entertaining revenge tragedies included The Spanish Tragedy and The Duchess of Malfi. Interest in these and other works spread back to London, and finally, by 1580, the rules against public theater were lifted. English Renaissance theater came to the capital city; to honor the aristocracy who now attended performances, purple, the color of royalty, was woven into the actors’ costumes. All was well …

… until 1642. At that time, the powerful Puritans declared theater to be a sinful creative form and outlawed it. Theater spaces closed, and actors were put out of work, sadly. But the plays? They live on today, as some of the most creative, beguiling, and insightful written words ever committed to the page.

GOING FOR THE LAUGH: COMMEDIA DELL’ARTE

In Italian, the phrase commedia dell’arte means “comedy of the profession”—and this influential theatrical form, which dates all the way back to the Roman Republic period, certainly coaxed laughs out of its viewers. Both scripted and improvised, commedia dell’arte integrated stereotypical characters into broad sketches full of pantomime and big human themes.

Although not a lot of historical data is available, the first commedia dell’arte play is believed to have been produced in 1551, in a street performance (although later on, indoor performances were held throughout Italy). Commedia dell’arte focused on emotionally charged, wildly exaggerated comic situations dealing with subjects like love and greed. A harlequin character, Arlecchino, was often central to the themes of many story lines. Other stock characters included Il Dottore (the Doctor), vecchi (two elderly men) and innamorata (two pairings of lovers). Acting troupes were formed to interpret these plays, including the Gelosi, Confidenti, and Accessi theater companies. Women were fully involved in performing roles in commedia dell’arte, and story lines of each play were often updated to reflect local events when a troupe played in a certain city or town. Commedia dell’arte technique was said to be a big inspiration for the creation of Punch and Judy’s puppet plays, and eventually, in addition to the standardized slapstick and jokes in each play, some elements of tragedy were included in the material, as the art form grew artistically.

Today, many advanced acting classes in master of fine arts programs immerse students in the commedia dell’arte technique, as it’s so different from more subtle forms of Method acting that are so standardized today. Commedia dell’arte is a really effective way for an actor to learn a sense of controlled physical and emotional chaos, if you will—a freedom that can be a powerful skill in building any character.

[image: image]



SELECTED READINGS

Here’s more information on intriguing theatrical subtypes that are inform and inspire today’s theatrical artists.

No Words Speak Volumes

The concept of mime is one of the theater’s most expressive and enduring art forms. You probably know that mime means a performer is mute and uses his or her body to communicate the ideas of a particular scene or situation.

Here’s where mime originated from, and how it’s done when it’s done right.

The method we’ve come to know as mime actually started in ancient Greece, where actors used their bodies to silently act out a story in some public performances. This raw style of performance really flourished, however, in nineteenth-century Paris. Mimes (who, by the way, were originally called “mummers”) began to hone their technique by drawing upon fluid dance movements as inspiration. Certain physical gestures—leaning, using the hands in very detailed and precise ways to indicate a particular action, and adopting exaggerated facial expressions to convey emotions—became the gold standard. Mimes also universally adopted the use of the whiteface makeup palette in Paris at this time: a stark, snowy foundation enhanced by black-rimmed eyes and colorfully painted lips.

Mimes who were considered masters in terms of teaching others, and inventing new ways to interpret scenarios through mime, included Jean Soubeyran, Brigitte Soubeyran, Jean-Gaspard Deburau, Jacques Lecoq, and Etienne Decroux. Marcel Marceau brought mime into popular culture, often appearing onstage and on television in Europe and the United States in the 1960s and 1970s as his charming character Bip. Interestingly, Charlie Chaplin was considered the first mime in the world of cinema, having studied and adapted many elements of mime within his silent film work. Harpo Marx was also considered to be drawing significantly from the art form in honing his nonspeaking roles in the Marx Brothers films; Buster Keaton and Dario Fo also incorporated aspects of mime into their film and stage work. And that continues today. Popular actress Isla Fisher (from the films The Wedding Crashers and Keeping Up with the Joneses), developed her gift for physical comedy through mime study—proof that the practical foundations of silent acting skill endure very effectively.

Taking It to the Streets: The Allure of Street Theater

Got a great idea for a show? Head down the block to that empty parking lot and start acting your little heart out.

Seriously, it’s a valid option—street theater is considered an esteemed dramatic genre all over the world, is dirt cheap in terms of overhead, and allows an actor to stretch his or her imagination infinitely—the location you choose is the measure of how resourceful you can be as a playmaker.

The history of street theater speaks to the power of rebellion. A most fascinating example of this has to do with the rich tapestry of street theater as it evolved in India. Sanskrit theater, performed in public places, began in the country in the second century BC, emphasizing early social concerns. As the years passed, Indian street theater grew more creatively complex, using puppetry as a key component. Political street theater started to make a populist impact in 1949, with the vastly popular play Chargesheet, performed in Calcutta. Workers embraced the art form, as it often spoke to their grassroots concerns, including uprisings and protest. Indeed, well-known street theater troupes such as Janam and Samudaya were established in the 1970s, churning out literally thousands of politically themed productions. Street theater has also enjoyed immense popularity worldwide, specifically in Eastern Europe, the UK, and Canada.

To give a great street theater performance, you can work on a street corner, on a subway platform, in a public park—anywhere you can draw a crowd, really. Sets obviously must be kept to a minimum, so most crafty street performers choose to incorporate the environment they’re in throughout the artistic statement they’re making. Busking—or “passing the hat”—is a very important and lucrative endeavor for many street performers. It refers to collecting money from audience members and passersby. Many professional street performers actually earn a living from busking, as well as by affiliation with one of hundreds of theater festivals that support street theater as an importance aspect of their performance schedules. The annual Edinburgh Festival Fringe in Scotland enthusiastically encourages its participants to do street theater if the spirit moves, for example. “Guerrilla” street theater troupes, such as the Bread and Puppet Theatre and the San Francisco Mime troupe, both in the US, are known for sophisticated and intelligent street theater performances that, as befitting the form’s history, speak to a community’s political viewpoints. And street theater is a great way to learn how to establish a big, bold presence as a performer—both David Bowie and Robin Williams got their starts this way.



WORKSHEET ASSIGNMENT

Read up on and write a summary of the Edinburgh Festival Fringe in Edinburgh, Scotland. This freewheeling fest boasts street theater at its most boisterous, and is heaven-sent for scores of buskers, who collect money from festivalgoers and locals like there’s no tomorrow.



CHAPTER 1 CHECKLIST

Get more out of what you’ve learned in this chapter by:

[image: image]   Reading the Greek tragedy Antigone by Sophocles. It’s a juicy, ancient-era soap opera complete with family drama, strife, agony, passion—an example of the emotional elements this genre so skillfully employs to move the reader and/or viewer.

[image: image]   Watching Henry V, directed by Kenneth Branagh. This 1989 film adaptation of Shakespeare’s classic work is fiery, touching, and unforgettable. Branagh is considered one of the Bard’s most illustrious interpreters today, and his affinity for the material is wildly evident in both his guidance of the film and his Oscar-nominated performance in the title role. Strong acting from Emma Thompson as well.

[image: image]   Trying Mirror Mime. This acting exercise will help you recognize the importance of detailed movement, as is used in mime, as you both practice it and observe it at the same time. Grab a classmate, then face each other in a standing position. Choose who will lead this exercise; that person begins a movement—something as simple as raising a hand over his or her head. The other person mirrors this movement as specifically as possible. Then the second person initiates a movement, and the first person mirrors their movement. Continue the back-and-forth, utilizing and moving your arms, legs, eyebrows—anything you want to try. As you get into a groove, your movements will start to flow in unison—very cool indeed!
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How to Speak Theater

When you’re first immersed in the environment of putting on a play, one thing might seem especially complicated, and more than a little confusing: the language of theater. Everywhere you listen, people are talking about “going up” and “striking” and being “off-book” so casually, it might seem like you’re looking in on a really cool club of which you’re too illiterate to be a member. This is so not true! Learning the lingo of thespians is actually a lot easier than it seems.

Sure, it’s true that theater is one of those working areas where very specific theatrical terms, jargon, and vocabulary are essential in order to participate effectively when working on a production. The good news, though, is that as you learn these theatrical words and phrases, you also rather effortlessly learn the basic definitions of stage directions, stage locations/areas, and production functions. With this knowledge, you can competently act or work on a crew and even read and understand the text of a play with greater clarity.
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