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I am sitting in a darkened theatre correcting
the galley sheets for the book you are about
to read. A technical rehearsal for a play I am
directing is in progress; I am seated at a make-
shift desk in the back of the house, my reading
illuminated by a tiny covered gooseneck lamp.
On stage stand several actors, silent and mo-
tionless, as light plays over their faces and
bodies. Above me, unseen and unheard, tech-
nicians operate, adjust, and record the settings
for another of the play’s hundred and fifty
light cues. To the outside observer, it is the
dullest situation imaginable; nothing observ-
able happens for twenty or thirty minutes at a
stretch. A pool of light intensifies and then re-
cedes, muffled conversation crackles over head-
sets, footsteps clang on steel catwalks lacing
the ceiling, and a spotlight is carefully repo-
sitioned. This has been going on now since
eight in the morning, and it is already past
dinnertime.

And yet my eye is continually pulled from
these pages to the dance of light upon the
stage. The violet and amber hues are rich with
color, and the sharp shafts of incandescence
dazzle with brilliance. I am fascinated by the
patient weariness of the actors, alternately
glowing in and then shadowed by the lights,
endlessly holding the positions that, in perfor-
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mance, they will occupy for only a few transi-
tory seconds. I gaze with admiration at the
followspot operator, his hands gloved, as he
handles his instrument with the precision and
sensitivity of a surgeon.

The silence, the stasis, is hypnotic. All is
quiet but profound with held-back beats, in-
cipient torrents of passion and exhilaration.
The potential is riveting—1I am alive with ex-
citement —and I look back to these cold galley
sheets with alarm.

How can I have thought to express the
thrill of the theatre in these pages? How can I
have hoped to make recognizable the joy and
awe I feel in theatrical involvement?

The theatre is not merely a collection of
crafts, a branch of literature, a collaboration
of technique, or even an all-encompassing art
form. It is a life. It is people. It is people
making art out of themselves. Its full reality
transcends by light years anything that could
be said or written about it.

What I have tried to do in these pages is
not so much to introduce the theatre or to
survey it as to present the theatre with its
liveliness and humanness intact, with its incip-
ient passion and exhilaration always present,
with its potential for joy, awe, wisdom, and
excitement as clear to the reader as they have
been made clear to me.

WHAT’S NEW?

This third edition brings the text up to date
in every chapter, with new scholarship on the
theatre’s past (including the archaeological dis-
covery of the Globe and Rose theatre foun-
dations) and a wholly rewritten chapter on the
current theatre. A greater emphasis has been
placed on international and multicultural the-
atre and on the past and present contributions
of women to the dramatic arts. A substantially
expanded section on American playwrights is
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a significant feature of the current edition as
is an increase in the number of photographs —
particularly color photographs — of stage pro-
ductions from a growing list of professional
theatres here and abroad.

Remaining constant are the presentations
of eight “model plays,” drawn from the the-
atre’s history, as the core of the “past” and
“present” sections. These eight plays —Pro-
metheus Bound, Oedipus Tyrannos, The Trojan
Women, the York Cycle, Romeo and Juliet, The
Bourgeois Gentleman, The Three Sisters, and
Happy Days—represent, in combination, the
range and magnitude of human theatrical
achievement. That is not to say that they are
the world’s greatest dramatic masterpieces
(although some of them surely are), but that
they collectively define the major horizons of
the drama as well as the theatre’s major styles,
themes, and expressions of human imagina-
tion. However, I do not intend for these
model play presentations to substitute for
seeing the plays or for reading them. Readers
of this third edition may gain access to six of
these model plays (together with two others)
in their entirety through a companion anthol-
ogy, Eight Plays for Theatre, and to twelve
more plays, including Prometheus Bound, in
Tiwelve Plays for Theatre.

With or without the knowledge of the
whole plays, however, I believe that the model
presentations in this book will provide out-
lines for the reader’s understanding and
springboards for the reader’ imagination of
Western drama as it has been created and
practiced through the major periods of theat-
rical history.

Finally, I hope that the new edition will
better serve the goal of its predecessors by
providing a solid foundation upon which the
reader can develop an informed and critical
enthusiasm for the theatre, an enthusiasm that
will ultimately lead to theatrical participa-
tion —as either a spectator or as a theatrical
artist.
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It is evening in Manhattan. On Broadway and
the streets that cross it—44th, 45th, 46th,
47th, 50th, 52nd —marquees light up, “Per-
formance Tonight” signs materialize in front
of double doors, and beneath a few box of-
fice windows placards announce “This Per-
formance Completely Sold Out” At Grand
Central Station three long blocks to the east
and at Pennsylvania Station ten shorter blocks
to the south, trains disgorge suburbanites
from Greenwich, Larchmont, and Trenton,
students from New Haven and Philadelphia,
daytrippers from Boston and Washington. Up
from the Seventh and Eighth Avenue subway
stations of Times Square troop denizens of
the island city and the neighboring boroughs.
At the Times Square “TKTS” Booth, hun-
dreds line up in the deepening chill to buy
the half-price tickets that go on sale a few
hours before curtain time for undersold
shows. Now, converging on these few mid-
town blocks of America’s largest city, come
limousines, restaurant buses, private cars, and
taxis, whose drivers search for a curbside slot
to deposit their riders among the thousands
of pedestrians who already throng the streets.
Financiers and dowagers, bearded intellec-
tuals, bedraggled bohemians, sleek executives,
hip Harlemites, arm-in-arm widows, conven-
tioneers, Japanese tourists, honeymooners, out-
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of-work actors, celebrities, pushers, the pre-
cocious young —all commingle in this bizarre
aggregation that is the Broadway audience. It
is as bright, bold, and varied a crowd as is
likely to assemble at any one place in America.

It is eight o’clock. In thirty or forty theatres
houselights dim, curtains rise, spotlights pick
out performers whose lives center on this mo-
ment. Here a new musical, here a star-studded
revival of an American classic, here a contem-
porary English comedy from Londons West
End, here a new play fresh from its electrify-
ing Seattle or San Diego premiere, here a one-
woman show, here an off-Broadway hit mov-
ing to larger quarters, here a new avant-garde
dance-drama, here a touring production from
Eastern Europe, and here the new play every-
one expects will capture this year’s coveted
Pulitzer Prize. The hours pass.

Eleven o’clock. Pandemonium. All the dou-
ble doors open as at a signal, and once again
the thousands pour out into the night. At
nearby restaurants, waiters stand by to receive
the after-theatre onslaught. In Sardi’s private
upstairs room, an opening-night cast party
gets under way; downstairs, the patrons re-
hash the evening’s entertainment and sneak
covert glances at the celebrities around them
and at the actors heading for the upstairs sanc-
tuary to await the reviews that will determine
whether they will be employed next week or
back on the street.

Now turn back the clock.

It is dawn in Athens, the thirteenth day
of the month of Elaphebolion in the year
458 B.C. From thousands of low mud-bricked
homes in the city, from the central agora,
from temples and agricultural outposts, streams
of Athenians and visitors converge upon the
south slope of the Acropolis. Bundled against
the early damp, carrying with them breakfast
figs and flagons of wine, they pay their tokens
at the entrance to the great Theatre of Diony-
sus and take their places in the seating spaces
allotted them. Each tribe occupies a separate
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area. They gather for the Festival of the Great
Dionysia, celebrating the greening of the
land, the rebirth of vegetation, and the long
sunny days that stretch ahead. It is a time for
revelry, a time for rejoicing at fertility and its
fruits. And it is above all a time for the ulti-
mate form of Dionysian worship: the theatre.

The open stone seats carved into the hill-
side fill up quickly. The crowd of 17,000 peo-
ple here today comprises not only the majority
of Athenian citizens, but thousands of non-
citizens as well: women, slaves, tradesmen,
foreign visitors, and resident aliens. Even the
paupers are in attendance, thanks to the two
obols meted out to each of them from a state
fund so they can purchase entry; they sit with
the foreigners and latecomers on the extremi-
ties of the theatron, as this first of theatres is
called.

Now as the eastern sky grows pale, a
masked and costumed actor appears atop a
squat building set in full view of every spec-
tator. A hush falls over the crowd, and the
actor, his voice magnified by the wooden
mask from which it emanates, booms out
this text:

I ask the gods some respite from the
weariness

of this watchtime measured by years I lie
awake . . .

And the entranced crowd settles in, secure in
the knowledge that today they are in good
hands. Today they will hear and see a new
version of a familiar story — the story of Aga-
memnon’s homecoming and his murder, the
revenge of that murder by his son Orestes,
and the final disposition of justice in the case
of Orestes’ act—as told in the three tragedies
that constitute The Orestein. This magnificent
trilogy will last from dawn to midafternoon
and will be followed by a bawdy, hilarious,
and mocking satyr play on the same theme by
the same author. It is a story of astounding



Y

The Broadway theatve district. About three dozen theatres line the stveets of a mere
ten blocks in midtown Manhattan; four of them — the Royale, the Golden, the
Imperial (Les Misérables), and the Martin Beck (Guys and Dolls) — ave shown
heve in a single half-block of 45th street. Broadway was laygely developed at the turn
of the century as theatves veplaced aging apartment buildings in what was orviginally
a quiet vesidential district known as Longacre Squave. The theatres— mostly de-
signed by one man, Hevbert . Krapp — ave velatively intimate (most seat 1,000 or
less), and ave closely situated, making for a bustling concentration of theatres un-
known in most other cities.
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familiarity; but today it will take on a new
complexity owing to the dramatic intrigue,
suspense, spectacle, and rhetorical magnifi-
cence, as well as the complicated interpre-
tations of character, motivation, and moral
ramifications supplied by the playwright Aes-
chylus, Athens’ leading dramatist for more
than forty years. The spectators watch closely,
admiring but critical. Tomorrow they or their
representatives will have to decide by vote
whether the festival prize should go to this
group of plays or to one of those shown yes-
terday or the day before, whether Aeschylus
still reigns supreme or the young Sophocles
has better sensed the true pulse of the time.

Night falls, the plays are over. Back to the
agora, to the baths, to the establishments of
the courtesans, and finally to their homes go
the Athenians to discuss what they have seen.
Even forty years later the comic playwright
Aristophanes will be arguing the merits and
demerits of this day’s work.

It is noon in London, and the first Queen
Elizabeth sits on the throne. Flags fly boldly
atop three of the taller buildings in Bankside,
on the other side of the Thames, announcing
performance day at The Globe, The Rose, and
The Swan. Boatmen have already begun fer-
rying theatre-bound Londoners across the
broad river. Meanwhile, north of town, other
flocks of Londoners are headed by foot and
by carriage up to Finsbury Fields and the
theatres of Shoreditch: The Fortune and The
Curtain. Public theatres have been banned in
the city for some time now by action of the
Lords Aldermen; however, an ensemble of
trained schoolboys is rehearsing for a private
candlelight performance before the Queen.
Now, as the morning sermon concludes at
St. Paul’s Cathedral, the traffic across the river
increases; London Bridge fills with pedes-
trians hurrying to Bankside, where The Globe
players will present a new tragedy by Shake-
speare (something called Hamlet, supposedly
after an old play by Thomas Kyd), and The
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Rose promises a revival of the late Christo-
pher Marlowe’s Dr. Faustus. The noisy crowds
swarm into the theatres, where the price of
admission is a penny; another penny is needed
for a pint of beer, and those who wish to go
upstairs and take a seat on one of the benches
in the gallery—the best place to see the ac-
tion, both on stage and off —must plunk
down yet more pennies.

At The Globe, 2,000 spectators are on
hand for the premiere. A trumpet sounds,
sounds again, and then builds into a full fan-
fare. The members of the audience exchange a
few last winks with friends old and new, covert
and overt invitations to postperformance inti-
macies of various kinds, and then turn their
attention to the pillared, trestled, naked stage.
Through one giant door Bernardo bursts
forth. “Who’s there?” he cries. Then through
another door, a voice: “Nay, answer me: stand
and unfold yourself,” and Francisco enters
with lighted lantern in hand. In 2,000 imagi-
nations, the bright afternoon turns to mid-
night, the Bankside gives way to the outskirts
of Elsinore. A shiver from the actors on stage
sets up an answering chill among the audience
as Francisco proclaims, “’Tis bitter cold, and
I am sick at heart.” The audience strains for-
ward. The tragedy has begun.

It is evening at Versailles, 1664. King Louis
XIV nods graciously as the celebrated actor-
playwright bows before him. Jean Baptiste
Poquelin, known throughout France as Mo-
liere, has just presented his Tartuffe, with its
scathingly witty denunciation of the power-
ful Church extremists. The courtiers, taking
Louis’s nod, applaud vigorously; in one cor-
ner of the glittering hall, however, a bishop
glares coldly at the actor. The Archbishop of
Paris will hear of this.

Itis 5 A.M. in Moscow, 1898. At a café in the
shadow of the Kremlin wall, Konstantin Stan-
islavski and Vladimir Nemirovich-Danchenko
hotly discuss the wretched state of the current



Russian theatre. It is too declamatory, they
agree; it is also too insensitive, too shallow,
too inartistic. Out of this all-night session the
Moscow Art Theatre will be formed, bringing
to the last days of czarist society the complex,
gently ironic masterpieces of Chekhov and
an acting style so natural as to astonish the
world.

It is midnight in a coffeehouse in the East
Village, or on the Left Bank, or in the campus
rehearsal room. Across one end of the room,
a curtain has been drawn across a pole sus-
pended by wires. It has been a long evening,
but a play yet remains to be seen. The author
is unknown, but rumor says that this new
work is brutal, shocking, poetic, strange. The
audience, by turns skeptics and enthusiasts,
look for the tenth time at their programs.
The lights dim. Performers, backed by crudely
painted packing crates, begin to act.

There is a common denominator in all these
scenes: they are all theatre.

Theatre is the most natural of the arts.
There is no culture that has not had a theatre
in some form, for theatre, quite simply, is
the art of people acting out —and giving wit-
ness to—their most pressing, most illumi-
nating, and most inspiring concerns. Theatre
is at once a showcase and a forum, a medium
through which a society’s ideas, fashions, mo-
ralities, and entertainments can be displayed
and its conflicts, dilemmas, and struggles can
be debated. Theatre has provided a stage for
political revolution, for social propaganda, for
civil debate, for artistic expression, for reli-
gious conversions, for mass education, and
even for its own self-criticism. It has been a
performance ground for witch doctors and
priests, intellectuals, poets, painters, technol-
ogists, militarists, philosophers, reformers,
evangelists, prime ministers, jugglers, peas-
ants, children, and kings. It has taken place
in caves, in fields and forests, in circus tents,
in inns and in castles, on street corners, and in

public buildings grand and squalid all over the
world. And it goes on incessantly in the minds
of its authors, its actors, its producers, its de-
signers, and its audiences.

For theatre is, above all, a /zving art form —
a process, an event that is fluid in time, feeling,
and experience. It is not simply a matter of
“plays,” but also of “playing”; and a play is
composed not simply of “acts,” but also of
“acting.” As “play” and “act” are both noun
and verb, so theatre is both a “thing” and a
“happening.” It is continually forming, con-
tinually present in time. In fact, that very qual-
ity of “presentness” (or, in the actor’s term,
“stage presence”) defines great theatrical per-
formance.

Theatre, unlike the more static arts, pre-
sents a number of classic paradoxes:

It is unique to the moment, yet it is re-
peatable.

It is spontaneous, yet it is rehearsed.

It is participatory, yet it is presented.

It is real, yet it is simulated.

It is understandable, yet it is obscure.

The actors are themselves, yet they are char-
acters.

The audience believes, yet it does not be-
lieve.

The audience is involved, yet it remains
apart.

These paradoxes stem not from any flaw or
weakness in the logic of theatrical construc-
tion, but from the theatre’s essential strength,
which resides in its kinship and concern with
the ambiguity and irony of human life —our
life. It is we who are at the same time unique
yet conventional, spontaneous yet premedi-
tating, involved yet isolated, candid yet con-
triving, comprehensible yet fundamentally
unknown and unknowable. Theorists of dra-
matic literature and of dramatic practice often
ignore these paradoxes in their attempts to
“explain” a play or the art of the stage; in this
they do a grave disservice to art as well as to
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