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Introduction

Robert Knopf

For as long as film has existed, comparisons have been made between
the ancient mother, theater, and her youthful offspring, film. The two
media have a lot in common, not the least of which is that their pre-
dominant end has been storytelling. Yet the two differ in many ways as
well, most of which have been noted by the critics and theorists found
in this book, who have carried on a scholarly debate that extends over
the greater part of the twentieth century. At base, we can probably all
agree that theater is live and exists in the moment, whereas film con-
sists of a performance or story preserved, indeed most would say con-
structed, on celluloid.

Traditionally, the study of most theater-and-film courses has cen-
tered on the adaptation of dramatic texts to film, and it is precisely this
focus that Theater and Film: A Comparative Anthology aims to chal-
lenge. For the adaptation of plays to film is a small, albeit significant,
portion of artists’ and scholars™ investigation of the relationship be-
tween theater and film—a relationship that begins with the birth of
film in 1895, when the earliest showings were exhibited in theatrical
houses and, a short while later, as “acts” within vaudeville bills." The
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time has come to broaden the scope of this inquiry by expanding the “lens”
through which we view theater and film. For this reason, the essays in this vol-
ume focus less on adaptation and more on the economic, aesthetic, cultural,
and technological relationships between theater and film. To examine theater
and film in this context, we must therefore look beyond the products—the the-
atrical performance and the cinematic screening—toward the interweaving of
influence and differentiation between the two media, to borrow the terminol-
ogy (first used by A. Nicholas Vardac) that had its roots in the days of pre-film
and early cinema.? Only by doing so can we see the complexity of this relation-
ship, which extends far beyond the initial question of how to transfer a story
from one medium to another.

Vardac was the first, or at least the most prominent, scholar to note that cin-
ema’s precursor may be detected in the spectacle theater of the nineteenth cen-
tury. As he states in this volume, there was a cultural push toward a realist-
romantic aesthetic that first developed in melodrama and spectacle theater. A
growing cultural desire to see the world in precise detail, to locate the audience
as closely as possible to both the spectacular and the everyday, created, in a
sense, the appetite for the invention of film. For despite all of the advances of
the nineteenth-century stage—seen most clearly in the stage spectacles and
melodramas of Steele MacKaye, Henry Irving, and David Belasco—film could
bring audiences to places they could not travel and position them closer to
events than might otherwise be safe in person.

The historical section of this anthology therefore sets up the give-and-take
between the two media and seeks to help students and scholars of theater and
film chart the course of the technological, aesthetic, and economic interaction
between the two media. Film was initially, and in many cases still is, considered
the more visual medium. Yet how much of this bias comes from the simple fact
that the first films were silent? Not truly silent, for music, either recorded or
live, accompanied most “silent” films, and words were relegated to intertitles,
literally detaching the dialogue from the characters. Conversely, how much of
the bias toward seeing theater as the more verbal medium stems from the fact
that the first twenty-five hundred years of Western theatrical production disap-
peared into thin air, not preserved by the camera and leaving predominantly
one concrete trace of its existence—the script?® So, even though early Greek
tragedy and comedy were frequently filled with the spectacle of masks and a
dancing chorus, as well as the sound of music (now lost to the ages), and even
though silent theater predates the more language-based theater of Aeschylus,
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Sophocles, Euripides, and their brethren,* theater is often categorized as the
more verbal, or text-based medium.

Yet the assumption seems to linger that film is primarily a visual medium
and theater primarily a verbal one. Certainly this need not be the case. We need
look no further than Julie Taymor’s productions—for example, 7he Lion King
(1997) and The Green Bird (2000)—for a predominantly visual theater and
Neil LaBute’s films—such as In the Company of Men (1997) and Your Friends
and Neighbors (1998)—for a predominantly verbal cinema. Both these artists,
moreover, have shown themselves able to switch media and emphasis with ease.
So where does this initial and enduring visual-verbal assumption come from?
Most scholars have accepted the notion that these qualities are inherent in the
media, but I prefer to categorize their view as just one “lens”—a particular way
of looking at the issue that shapes the conclusions one may draw. Instead, I
would like to propose a historical explanation for the widespread belief that
film is inherently visual and theater is inherently verbal. First, let us examine
the assumption that theater is a verbal medium.

Although many contemporary theater historians suggest precursors to the-
ater in shamanism, Egyptian rituals, and other “primitive” performances, for
just as many the ancient Greek theater remains the first truly significant one
that we can fully imagine. Why? Because it is the first theater with a significant
number of extant scripts. Greek theater also claims the first significant drama
critic and theorist: Aristotle. Both the preservation of scripts and Aristotle’s Po-
etics (ca. 335—323 B.C.) lead us to think of the “great” contributions of theater as
words, scripts, plots, and characters. The scripts can be revived, retranslated,
and reimagined. And Aristotle, in ranking his six elements of theater, put text-
based elements of theater (plot, character, thought, and language) in the top
positions and visual and sensual elements (music, spectacle) in the bottom two
spots. Aristotle’s relative rankings of dramatic and theatrical elements may be
explained, in part, by the fact that he was writing approximately one hundred
years after the great Greek tragedians had written and produced their plays.
Many scholars have pointed out that the quality of theatrical production in
Aristotle’s time had declined, and for this reason among others he preferred
scripts to productions. The time has come to put aside these useful, though per-
haps outdated, assumptions and examine the relationship between theater and
film afresh.

Even if we look at each medium and examine its supposed strengths and
weaknesses, the medium does not irrevocably determine the form of any par-
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Fig. 1. Buster Keaton in Sherlock, Jr. (1924). Keaton drew his influences from vaudeville
magicians, combining their magic acts with new cinematic techniques that he and his

cameraman invented to create new screen magic. Courtesy of BFI Stills, Posters and
Designs.

ticular film or play. Whereas it is true that many playwrights and screenwriters
write with the medium, and often particular actors, theaters, and production
companies, in mind—the most famous example being none other than Wil-
liam Shakespeare, who wrote his plays with the Lord Chamberlain’s Men and
the Globe in mind—it may be most useful and liberating for artists, scholars,
critics, and students to see conditions of production as a challenge rather than
a limitation. Whenever something appears to be impossible in theater or film,
someone invents a way to make it happen anyhow. And it is through produc-
tions that creatively cross the border between what was considered impossible,
and what is then found to be realizable, that both media grow and change.
Film may offer greater visual possibilities, but that does not prevent theater
professor-turned-film director Neil LaBute from writing screenplays that are as
highly verbal as his plays.> At the same time, it would be difficult if not impos-



Introduction

sible to categorize some of the most exciting and popular theater in New York
as verbal. What of Bill Irwin’s “new vaudeville” pieces, Largely New York (1989)
and Fool Moon (1993), productions that are virtually silent? What of experien-
tial and nearly nonverbal productions such as Blue Man Group’s Ziubes (1991)
and De La Guarda’s Villa Villa (1998), both still running as of 2003 to sold-out
houses? These productions do not happen to be successful in spite of their ne-
glect of the supposed strengths of their chosen medium. It is, to my mind, pre-
cisely by choosing to overcome the limitations of their medium that these
artists achieve success, for what greater thrill can there be than to see either art
form transcend the boundaries that we have become accustomed to assigning
to it?

In her seminal essay “Film and Theater,” Susan Sontag concludes that most
scholars and critics see theater and film as either inherently separate or inher-
ently interchangeable. Thus, for most scholars and critics, film is film and the-
ater is theater, or film can be theatrical and theater can be cinematic, points of
view that are problematic only to the extent that any one individual makes
claims to “truth” and fails to recognize that the relative balance between the ver-
bal and the visual is a matter of choice, regardless of medium. By comparison,
Sontag calls for a new notion of the relationship between film and theater with-
out proposing one, thereby provocatively challenging us: “We need a new idea.
It will probably be a very simple one. Will we be able to recognize it?”® What
might this new idea be, and how might we go about discovering it? This an-
thology is structured on the premise that a new notion of the relationship be-
tween theater and film must be based not only on the history and theory of the
two media but also on the contributions of the artists who have been most in-
fluential in them; that the inherent differences in the media provide different
options but do not predetermine what kind of film or theater can be created;
and that there is no single “idea” that can answer Sontag’s bold challenge.
Rather, there is a multiplicity of answers, and the scholar’s or artist’s journey to-
ward a particular answer will ultimately be personal, depending upon the
“lens” through which he or she views the two media.

To the above, I would add one more observation: both media are constantly
changing in terms of technology, style, economics, and their influence on each
other. For example, one of the most-quoted, though probably apocryphal, tales
of early cinema concerns the first Parisian audience’s viewing of film footage of
a train coming into a station in the Lumiére brothers’ Arrival of the Paris Express
(1895). As the story goes, audience members screamed when the train appeared
to come toward them, temporarily unable to distinguish palpable reality from
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cinematic imagery. In those early days of film, its novelty as technological in-
novation was its principal draw. Yet film does not have a monopoly on new
technology; theater has been swayed by its own flirtation with technology and
special effects. The first audiences who saw Miss Saigon had a sensation similar
to the Lumieres’ audience when a helicopter appeared to land on a Broadway
stage.” For this reason, all claims to the inherent discreteness of theater and film
as media are spurious and subject to the yet-to-be-seen influences of future
technological innovation on both these art forms.

In 1917, when Hugo Miinsterberg observed that theater is bound by causal-
ity whereas film is not, the use of simultaneous action and non-causal action on
the avant-garde stage had just begun. By 2003, the computerized light boards of
contemporary theater, which allow easy cross-fades from one location to an-
other, have changed the nature of theater as a medium and continue to revolu-
tionize it, so that Miinsterberg’s observation becomes less and less accurate with
time.® And with today’s generation of young playwrights having been raised on
film, plays are no longer being written predominantly in the “well-made-play”
form. Episodic theater, jumping from place to place and time to time, is on the
rise—though anticipated by medieval mystery plays by a mere five hundred
years or so. And with the Internet encouraging contemporary artists to see time
and place as non-linear, I believe we can expect further experimentation with
shifts of time and place in new drama and film.”

If there is an inherent quality of theater that I would isolate at this point, it is
the fact that theater performance, by virtue of its “live-ness,” disappears as soon
as it is spoken, leaving texts (scripts) as the primary record and most widely
consumed “artifact” of the theatrical event. Film performance, by nature of its
preservation on celluloid and now videotape and DVD, is kept “alive” in a way
that theater performance, even in the best-taped performances or in written
documentation, cannot be.1? The cinematic artifact, therefore, is the film itself,
whereas the theatrical artifact is the script.

Yet the theatrical artifact (the text), though subject to exhaustive and (occa-
sionally exhausting) scholarly debate, should not be confused with the theatri-
cal product, whereas the cinematic artifact 75 the product. Plays and films are
made to be seen, and therefore the focus on the dramatic text shines the spot-
light on the words to a degree that is not always commensurate with their sig-
nificance in production.!! With the possible exception of the plays of Shake-
speare, Oscar Wilde, and perhaps George Bernard Shaw, theater audiences by
and large remember fully realized, staged moments of a play with greater fre-
quency than lines from the text. All of which begs the question, why is theater
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considered the more verbal form and, even if it is, does this change the theater’s
capacity in any significant way?

I believe that the answer lies in the way that plays and screenplays develop
into production and films. For the dramatic text leaves open a multitude of in-
terpretations during its artistic life, and these interpretations can be realized in
production without rewriting a word of the script. Films, however, are some-
times remade, and this process rarely, if ever, has been based word-for-word on
the original screenplay—a fact indicating that play texts are viewed, at least by
a significant minority, as sacrosanct, whereas screenplays are not. Yet this need
not be the case, and the overall validity of this generalization tells us more about
the power of producers, directors, and writers in each medium. A theater direc-
tor like the late Jerzy Grotowski, who used to adapt or radically reinterpret
other playwrights’ texts, is labeled “experimental” (among other adjectives),
whereas a filmmaker such as Martin Scorsese can completely rewrite a movie
like Cape Fear, and his “remake” has its own legitimacy as a separate work of art.
Whether a cinematic remake has any more independent validity as a work of
art than an experimental theater production can be examined only on a case-
by-case basis, however. I would observe, moreover, that theater produces a
greater number and range of interpretations of its most esteemed scripts than
film does of any of its screenplays.

One dominant quality to which both film and theater have often aspired is
life-likeness—what often comes under the terms “realism,” “naturalism,” or
simply representationalism. Indeed, it has often been said that theater’s ability
to mimic reality has been surpassed by film, because films can capture behavior
in actual environments to an extent nearly impossible in theater. Whereas the-
ater enthusiasts could point to the sensory appeal of theater—its ability to
communicate to all five senses of the audience—as evidence of its greater life-
likeness, film lovers will counter with film’s capacity to bring the audience
closer to the actors’ behavior, in circumstances that are “real” and not “staged.”
Yet theater and film have always tried to claim, and still do claim, representa-
tionalism or life-likeness as their own special province. From the earliest days of
film, we clearly see theatrical innovators such as André Antoine, Konstantin
Stanislavsky, and Duke of Saxe-Meiningen experimenting with numerous ways
of making the theater more lifelike. Antoine put carcasses of beef on stage in
The Butchers (1888), Stanislavsky incorporated extensive environmental sound
in his productions of Anton Chekhov’s plays at the Moscow Art Theater, and as
early as the mid-nineteenth century the Duke of Saxe-Meiningen used real
trees, rocks, and foliage on many of his sets.
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At the same time, film’s first significant achievements occur both in the realm
of representationalism (in the Lumiére brothers’ short, slice-of-life films, such
as Arrival of the Paris Expressand Passengers Descending from the Brooklyn Bridge
(1896]) and in the realm of fantasy (in the magical films of George Méliés, such
as A Trip to the Moon [1902]). And while early film artists were exploring these
two possible directions for cinematic art, theatrical realism was being chal-
lenged by the non-realistic experiments of the avant-garde, seen first in the
Symbolist theater of the 1890s and then in the bizarre antics of Alfred Jarry’s
character King Ubu, who first appeared on the professional stage in 1896. So,
from the beginning, both media displayed the capability of achieving realism
or non-realism. And because some of the earliest exhibitions of films occurred
in vaudeville houses, interspersed between live variety acts, we can see that ei-
ther medium was able to contribute “variety” to vaudeville’s already wide range
of styles. The economic competition and technological developments of the
two media thus result in their being polarized at times, drawn together at oth-
ers, like two magnets whose ends either meet or repel.

For example, the greater economic pressure on film, caused by film’s larger
audiences, led Hollywood to adopt a more realistic and cost-effective norm,
as Bordwell, Staiger, and Thompson have convincingly argued.'? Theater is
bound less by such economic factors, as the audience for any production is
much smaller and therefore so are the budgets and financial risks. Avant-garde
theater, which tends to be lower budget, can take greater chances, whereas
Broadway and the West End productions are confined by the financial risks of
their larger budgets. Only a project with a guaranteed audience, like 7he Lion
King, finally brought the work of the experimental director Julie Taymor to
Broadway and West End audiences. Artistically, the two media influence each
other, then, while economically they push each other further apart in an effort
to carve out their own niche and audience.

Technological innovations (at the time, some would have called them
“changes,” but not truly innovations) like the introduction of spoken words to
films, which becomes the dominant practice between 1926 and 1929, change
the relationship of these two media or magnets, as I have referred to them
above.!® Once sound recordings of dialogue became the norm in film, Holly-
wood needed scripts with extensive dialogue—not merely because Hollywood
wished to take advantage of sound’s capabilities but also because the earliest
sound equipment required indoor studio sets and nearly static camera work
to preserve the quality of the recording. Combined with audiences’ interest in
seeing actors speak, the static camera thus impelled studios toward dialogue-



