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  Theatre: The Lively Art   allows   you   to be the star in the classroom.     When students 
successfully master concepts with McGraw-Hill’s LearnSmart, you spend more 
class   time focusing on theatre as a performing art, fostering a greater appreciation 
for the course, and inspiring students to become life-long audience members.  

  MASTERING CONCEPTS  

  Theatre is not only an art form; it is one of the performing 
arts. As a result, its quality is elusive because it exists only 

at the moment when a performance occurs. To study it in a book or classroom is 
to be one step removed from that immediate experience. This fact is uppermost in 
the minds of those who teach theatre in a classroom setting. At the same time, the 
theatre appreciation course can immeasurably enhance an audience’s comprehen-
sion of theatre. The experience of seeing theatre can be many times more mean-
ingful if audience members understand parts of the theatre, the creative artists 
and technicians who make it  happen, the tradition and historical background from 
which  theatre springs, and the genre.   LearnSmart helps students better understand 
and  retain these basic concepts.  

  LearnSmart is an adaptive learning program designed to 
help students learn faster, study smarter, and retain more 
knowledge for greater success. Distinguishing what students 
know from what they don’t, and focusing on concepts they 
are most likely to forget, LearnSmart continuously adapts to 
each student’s needs by building a personalized learning 
path.     An intelligent adaptive study tool, LearnSmart is 
proven to strengthen memory recall, keep students in class, 
and boost grades.  

  Fueled by LearnSmart, SmartBook is the first and only 
adaptive reading experience currently available.  

  •        Make It Effective.     SmartBook™ creates a personal-
ized reading experience by highlighting the most impact-
ful concepts a student needs to learn at that moment in 
time. This ensures that every minute spent with Smart-
Book™ is returned to the student as the most value-added 
minute possible.  

  •        Make It Informed.     The reading experience continu-
ously adapts by highlighting content based on what the 
student knows and doesn’t know. Real-time reports 
quickly identify the concepts that require more  attention

  You Be the Star



  xvii

from individual students—or the entire class. SmartBook™ 
detects the content a student is most likely to forget and 
brings it back to improve long-term knowledge retention.  

  AUDIENCE-CENTERED  

  A hallmark of   Theatre: The Lively Art   remains a comprehensive introductory text 
that incorporates a number of elements in one volume:  

  •   An introduction to the audience’s experience of theatre.  

  •   An investigation of the elements of theatre: the audience; the text; theatre art-
ists, including actors and directors; theatrical space; and scenic, costume, light-
ing, and sound design.  

  •   A study of the important developments in the history of theatre.  

  Several qualities set   Theatre: The Lively Art   apart from other introductory texts. 
A particularly important element is our emphasis on the audience. All students 
reading the book are potential theatre-goers, not just during their college years but 
throughout their lives. We have therefore attempted to make   Theatre: The Lively 
Art   an ideal one-volume text to prepare students as future audience members. It 
will give them a grasp of how theatre functions, of how it should be viewed and 
judged, and of the tradition behind any performance they may attend. In addition 

  in the Classroom    

THEATRE: 

THE LIVELY ART

Introduces readers to the 
exciting world of theatre in 
all its dimensions, behind 
the scenes as well as in 
the finished performance. 
Shown here is director 
Tina Landau rehearsing 
with performers.
(© T. Charles Erickson)
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to serving as an ideal text for nonmajors,   Theatre: The Lively Art   will also prepare 
students who wish to continue studies in theatre, as majors, minors, or students 
from other disciplines who take advanced courses.  

  ORGANIZATION OF THE NINTH EDITION  

  Chapters are ordered logically to make studying as intuitive as possible. However, 
as in previous editions,   Theatre: The Lively Art   can be studied in any order the 
 instructor prefers. We listened to instructors who asked us to improve the overall 
organization by streamlining some material for easier classroom use. In  response, 
for the new edition, we have reorganized and rewritten Chapter 1 (Theatre Is 
 Everywhere) and Chapter 2 (The Audience) to give students a clearer sense of 
how theatre is omnipresent in today’s world and to help them better understand 
their role as an audience member.     We have also separated scene design and cos-
tume design into two separate chapters and expanded our discussions of acting 
and directing.  

  As in previous editions, we provide discussions of the unique nature of theatre 
as an art form and highlight the multicultural nature of theatre that today’s students 
will experience. In addition, throughout this edition, we focus on the global nature 
of theatre to give students the groundwork for understanding the wide diversity of 
theatre today.  

  In Part 1, Theatre in Today’s World, we review theatre in everyday life and the 
theatre audience. The chapters in this part provide a foundation for studying the ele-
ments of theatre in Parts 2 and 3.  

  In Part 2, Creating Theatre: The Playwright, we introduce students to the per-
son or group creating a script, the dramatic structure, and dramatic characters. We 
then continue with dramatic genres and investigate point of view in a text as 
expressed in tragedy, comedy, tragicomedy, and other genres.  

  In Part 3, Creating Theatre: The Production, we discuss the people and ele-
ments that make theatre possible: the actors, the director, the producer, and the 
designers who together bring the theatre to stunning life. Important too are the 
 theatre spaces where a production occurs. Design and production techniques (in 
particular lighting, costume, and makeup) have been updated to include the latest 
advances in technology.  

  In Part 4, Global Theatres: Past and Present, we offer a survey of theatre his-
tory, beginning with Greek theatre and continuing to the present. Chapters 15 and 
16 are devoted to theatre of the past one hundred years or so. The forces that came 
into being just a little more than a century ago—in realism and departures from 
realism, in acting techniques, in the emergence of the director, and in scene and 
lighting design—def ne theatre as it exists today. In these f nal chapters we cover 
the contemporary theatre scene around the world and the diverse theatres in the 
United States, including the LGBT, feminist, African American, Asian American, 
Native American, and Latino theatres.  
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  FEATURES  

  Based on feedback from instructors and students, the new Ninth Edition of    Theatre: 
The Lively Art   offers both time-tested and newly revised text features that help 
 students deepen their understanding and appreciation of the theatrical experience.  

  URLs to Online Plays     Many of the plays referenced in the text that also appear 
online are highlighted in blue typeface when f rst mentioned in a chapter.     Should 
you want to read one of these plays,   you can refer to the list at the end of the book 
and f nd the URL.   Titles are listed alphabetically.  

  Playing Your Part A revised and expanded set of critical thinking questions and 
experiential exercises has been added to each chapter as part of an extended pedagogi-
cal program. The feature is divided into two categories: Playing Your Part: Experi-
encing Theatre and Playing Your Part: Thinking About Theatre.   These questions 
and exercises not only help students to think critically about what they have read in the 
chapter, but also help them to connect what they’ve read to their own experiences. 

PLAYING YOUR PART: EXPERIENCING THEATRE

1. Have you ever had to pick someone for a team or for a job? How did you go about making 
your choice? Is that similar to casting in the theatre? Why? Why not?

2. Have one of your classmates read a short speech from a play. Ask her or him to change the 
pace or rhythm of delivery. What terms or phrases did you use to make this request? Were 
your directions understood? How did the change in pace or rhythm affect the delivery of 
the speech and its impact on those listening?

3. Observe how one of your instructors interacts with the class through his or her movement. 
How does this movement affect the way in which the class material is delivered? Does your 
observation of this provide you any insight into the importance of stage blocking?

4. Ask if you can attend a technical rehearsal or dress rehearsal at your university theatre. 
What insights did you gain from attending those rehearsals?

wiL14306_ch06_126-151.indd Page 143  03/09/14  9:50 PM user /201/MH02296/wiL14306_disk1of1/0073514306/wiL14306_pagefiles

PLAYING YOUR PART: THINKING ABOUT THEATRE

1. Imagine that while you are watching a production, one performer is overacting badly, to the 
point that he or she is quite unbelievable. Another performer is listless and has no energy. 
In each case, to what extent do you think this is the director’s fault, and to what extent the 
performer’s failure?

2. If you get bored or impatient when watching a performance, what do you think the director 
could have done in preparing the production to prevent this from happening?

3. Is it fair to say, as some critics do, that when everything “clicks” in a production; that is, 
when the acting, the scenery and lighting, and the pace of the action all seem to be beauti-
fully coordinated—the director’s hand is “invisible”?

4. If you have read a play this semester (or sometime in the past), what do you think the spine 
of that play is? What would your directorial concept be if you were directing a production 
of that play?

wiL14306_ch06_126-151.indd Page 149  03/09/14  9:51 PM user /201/MH02296/wiL14306_disk1of1/0073514306/wiL14306_pagefiles
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Playing Your Part exercises can be used as homework assignments or to inspire class-
room discussion. These sets of questions invite students to engage in experiences relat-
ing to the theatre. They may ask students to attend a performance and write about 
their reactions to it, or to take on the   role of playwright by imagining a play about their 

own lives. These creative activities help 
students feel the vitality and immediacy 
of the theatrical experience.  

  In Focus     These boxes help students 
understand and compare different 
aspects of theatre, whether in the United 
States or around the world. Some high-
light specif c examples of global inf u-
ence on theatre. Artists discussed include 
Peter Brook, Josef Svoboda, Julie Tay-
mor, Bertolt Brecht, and Thornton 
Wilder. Boxes on legendary theatre art-
ists Augusto Boal, Ariane Mnouchkine, 
and Tadashi Suzuki are also included.  

  Other In Focus boxes discuss the 
audience, the playwright, the actor, and 

the director, each focusing on a 
unique issue in the contemporary 
theatre to engage students in discus-
sion and debate.  

  And some boxes     explore the 
close relationship between theatre 
and other forms of popular enter-
tainment through the ages, from the 
mimes and jugglers of ancient Rome 
to the circuses and vaudeville of the 
nineteenth century to  the rock con-
certs and theme parks of today.  

  Experiencing Theatre History   
  We present in these boxes narratives 
of actual events in theatre history, 
taking the readers back in time so 
they have a sense of being in the 
audience at a performance of, say, 

IN FOCUS: THE PLAYWRIGHT’S ROLE

Some contemporary commentators have questioned 
what they refer to as the “centrality” of the playwright 
and the play. These critics point out that there have 
been companies whose performers or directors, some-
times with the assistance of audiences, improvise pre-
sentations: They create a presentation while actually 
performing it. There have also been times when texts 
were developed by performers or by a director who 
assembled material from various sources. Some theo-
rists argue, therefore, that an “authorless” theatre 
exists: theatre in which performers create their own 
works, sometimes using a traditional text only as a 
jumping-off point.

Theorists who question the centrality of the text also 
argue that the playwright’s importance has been 
 overstated—that a play is simply a suggestion or starting 
point and that the artists who create a stage presentation 
are its true “authors.” In addition, they hold that each 
audience member may create his or her own “reading” of 
a production; in this sense, the spectator is the “author,” 
and any discussion of a play’s theme or meaning is inap-
propriate. It should be pointed out that this argument 

seems largely a question of semantics. If a theatre piece 
is created by a group of performers or by a director, then 
these people are in effect operating as playwrights. The 
playwright’s function has not been eliminated; it is sim-
ply being carried out by someone else.

As for the matter of the “centrality” of the play-
wright, this argument, too, does not eliminate the 
necessity of what we are calling the blueprint that 
every theatre event requires. Whether the blueprint is a 
text, a script, an idea, a scenario, an improvisation, or 
anything similar, it is an indispensable element in the 
process of creating a theatre production. The work of 
the playwright or other “authors” need not be “central” 
or predominant to be essential and irreplaceable. Also, 
the fact remains that throughout the history of both 
Western and Eastern theatre, the signif cant role of the 
playwright has been widely accepted. Whether it is a 
dramatist like Sophocles, Shakespeare, or Ibsen in the 
West, or Chikamatsu—an eighteenth-century Japanese 
dramatist—in the East, both their own contemporaries 
and later generations have seen their dramatic texts as 
foundations on which productions are based.
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A t h e n s ,  4 4 1  B . C . E .  The year is 
441 b.c.e. It is a morning in late 
March in Athens, Greece, and the 
citizens of Athens are up early,  making 
their way to the Theatre of Dionysus, 
an open-air theatre on the south side 
of the Acropolis, the highest hill in 
Athens. On the Acropolis are several 
temples, including the Parthenon, a 
magnif cent new temple dedicated to 
the goddess Athena, which is under 
construction at this very time.

The Theatre of Dionysus has 
semicircular seating built into the 
slope of the hill on the side of the 
Acropolis. At the foot of the seating 
area is a flat, circular space—the 
orchestra—where the actors will 
perform. Behind the orchestra a tem-
porary stage house has been built, 
from which the performers will make 
entrances and exits. The facade of the 
stage house for the performance today 
represents the temple at Thebes, 
where the action will take place.

Priests of various religious orders 
are sitting in special seats at the edge 
of the circle opposite the stage house. 
Other dignitaries, such as civic and 
military officials, are arranged around 
them in the first few rows; above 
them sit both citizens and slaves. No 
one—not even those sitting in the top 
row—will have any trouble hearing 
the performers; the acoustics are so 

festival, an annual series of events 
lasting several days. During this 
festival, all business in Athens—both 
commercial and governmental—
comes to a halt. On the day before 
the plays, there was a parade through 
the city, which ended near the theatre 
at a temple dedicated to the god 
Dionysus, for whom the festival is 
named. There, a religious observance 
was held at the altar.

Today is one of three days of the 
festival devoted mainly to tragedies. 
On these days, one playwright will 
present three tragedies and a satyr play. 
The three tragedies are sometimes 
linked to form one long play, called a 
trilogy; but sometimes they are three 
separate pieces—as they are today.

The play about to begin is 
Antigone by Sophocles. Its subject 
comes from a familiar myth: Antigone 
is the daughter of King Oedipus. After 
her father’s death, her two brothers, 
Eteocles and Polynices, fight a war 
against each other to see who will 
become king of Thebes; during the 
war, they kill each other. Antigone’s 
uncle, Creon, then becomes king of 
Thebes. Creon blames Polynices for 
the conflict and issues an edict that 
Polynices is not to be given an honor-
able burial. Antigone decides to defy 
Creon’s order and bury Polynices. 
The audience members know this 

of a woman, appear in the playing 
area: They represent Antigone and 
her sister, Ismene. Antigone tells 
Ismene that she means to defy their 
uncle, the king, and give their 
brother Polynices an honorable 
burial. Ismene, unlike Antigone, is 
timid and frightened; she argues that 
women are too weak to stand up to a 
king. Besides, Ismene points out, 
Antigone will be put to death if she 
is caught. Antigone argues, however, 
that she will not be subservient to a 
man, even the king.

When the two female characters 
leave the stage, a chorus of fifteen 
men enters. These men represent the 
elders of the city, and throughout the 
play—in passages that are sung and 
danced—they will fulfill several 
functions: providing background 
information, raising philosophical 
questions, and urging the principal 
figures to show restraint. The choral 
sections alternate with scenes of 
confrontation between Antigone, 
Creon, and the other main characters.

As the play continues, Antigone 
attempts to bury Polynices, but she is 
caught and brought before the king. 
In their confrontation, Antigone 
defies Creon. She is sentenced to 
death and put into a cave to die. By 
the end of the play, not only is Anti-
gone dead; so too are Creon’s wife 

E x per i enc ing  T heatre  H i s tory
ANTIGONE
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  Antigone   in Athens in 441 b.c.e., or at the pre-
mier of   Hamlet   at the Globe Theatre in London 
around 1600.  

  Timelines    Timelines are included for each period 
and country addressed. These timelines have been 
markedly improved from those in previous editions, 
with entries much easier to read than before. Each 
timeline shows landmark events and accomplish-
ments in the social and political arenas on one side 
and signif cant theatre events on the other. 

  Writing Style     A sense of immediacy and per-
sonalization has been a goal in our writing style. 
We have attempted to write   Theatre: The Lively Art 
  in the most readable language possible. The book 
contains a wealth of information presented in a 
manner that makes it vivid and alive.  

  Production Photos     As always, the vast majority 
of the photos in the book are not only in full color 
but are generously sized to help students see and 
appreciate the dynamic and dramatic world of the 
theatre. Also, a number of global theatre productions 
have been included in 
this edition.     The illus-
trations we’ve chosen—
both photographs and 
line drawings—explain 
and enhance the mate-
rial in the text.  

  Photo Essays     Stu-
dents are placed in the 
audiences of important 
productions in these pic-
torial essays to bring to 
life key elements in the 
text. These essays pro-
vide context for theatre-
viewing experiences, 
while highlighting out-
standing performances 
and designs.  

T H E A T R E C U L T U R E  A N D  P O L I T I C S

A S I A
Y E A R ,  C . E .

100

300

500

700

900

1100

1300

1500

1700

In India, spread of Buddhism; trade with China, Egypt, 

Rome, southeast Asia; Gandhara school of art fl ourishes 

(180–150 B.C.E.)

Natyasastra, major critical work of Indian Sanskrit 

drama (200 B.C.E.–100 C.E.)

Sanskrit drama highly developed in India (320–600)

Shakuntala, famous Sanskrit drama by Indian 

author Kalidasa (fi fth century)

The Little Clay Cart, Indian Sanskrit drama 

attributed to King Shudraka (fi fth century)

Academy of the Pear Garden, 

school for dancers and singers, 

founded in China (714)

Development of professional theatre 

companies in China (960)

Decline of Sanskrit 

drama (1150)

Indian dance drama, 

puppet plays, and folk 

plays (late twelfth century)

Scholars and artists work 

in popular theatre in China 

(thirteenth century)

Zeami Motokiyo (1363–1444); development of no– drama

Literary and romantic 

drama develops during 

Ming period in China 

(1368–1664)

In Japan, kabuki fi rst 

performed in Kyoto (1600–1610)

No– becomes an aristocratic entertainment 

and rigidly codifi ed (1650)

Kabuki becomes popular form of theatre (1675–1750)

Chikamatsu Monzaemon 

begins writing for 

bunraku theatre (1684)

Bunraku (puppet theatre) 

formalized in Japan (1685)

Golden age of classical Sanskrit 

in India (300–500)

Earliest known use 

of zero and decimals 

occurs in India (600) Tang dynasty in China 

(618–907)Travels in India of Xuan 

Zang, Chinese pilgrim and 

chronicler (630–644)

Song dynasty in China (960–1279); 

fl owering of arts, literature, and scholarship

Civil strife in Japan leads to military 

government (1100)

Beginning of Muslim rule in India (1192)

Yuan dynasty in 

China (1271–1368)

Marco Polo visits court of 

Kublai Khan, Beijing, China (1271); 

Polo visits Kayal, southern India (1288)

Ming dynasty in 

China 

(1368–1644)

Rule of Yoshimitsu (rules 

1395–1408) in Japan; years of 

stability followed by civil wars

First Europeans visit Japan (1542)

Period of national unifi cation in Japan (1568–1600)

Qing (Ching) 

dynasty in China 

(1644–1911)

Rule of Shah Jahan in India; 

construction of great buildings, 

including Taj Mahal (1628–1657)
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Serious drama in America came 
of age in the mid-twentieth 
century, with plays by Eugene 
O’Neill, Tennessee Williams, 
Arthur Miller, and Lillian 
Hellman, among others. Though 
all four experimented with 
nonrealistic dramatic devices, 
much of their strongest work was 
realistic domestic drama. Included 
here are examples in photographs 
from recent productions.

At left Long Day’s Journey Into Night by 
Eugene O’Neill, directed by Anthony 
Page; David Suchet as James Tyrone, Kyle 
Soller as Edmund Tyrone, Laurie Metcalf 
as Mary Cavan Tyrone, Trevor White as 
James Tyrone Jr., London, 2012.

At right Natasha Lowe as Blanche, 
Matt Hawkins as Stanley and 
Stacy Stoltz as Stella in Tennessee 
Williams’ A Streetcar Named 
Desire, Writers Theatre, 2010

(© Courtesy Writers Theatre, 2010. Photo by Michael Brosilow)

(© Geraint Lewis)

photo essay
Modern Domestic Drama
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At left Lee Aaron Rosen as Chris Keller, 
Michael Tisdale as George Deever, and 
Diane Davis as Ann Deever in All My 
Sons, by Arthur Miller, directed by 
David Esbjornson at the Huntington 
Theatre Company.

(© T Charles Erickson)

To the right Seth Numrich, left, and 
Danny Burstein in a recent Broadway 
revival of Golden Boy by Clifford Odets, 
directed by Bartlett Sher.

(© Sara Krulwich/The New York Times/Redux)
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  CHAPTER-BY-CHAPTER CHANGES  

  In addition to the major changes outlined earlier, we have included significant new 
material throughout the text, including the following:  

  Chapter 1: Theatre Is Everywhere  
  •   New focus on theatre in everyday life and in popular entertainments.  

  Chapter 2: The Audience  
  •   Revised and expanded focus on understanding how theatre relates to other arts 

and the role of the student as an audience member.  

  Chapter   5: Acting for the Stage  
  •   More extensive discussion of contemporary acting techniques and actor training.  

  Chapter 6: The Director and the Producer  
  •   Expanded discussion of the responsibilities of the director.  

  Chapter   8: Scenery  
  •     A new separate chapter on scenery and the role of the scene designer.  

  Chapter   9: Stage Costumes  
  •   A new separate chapter on stage costumes and the role of the costume designer.  

  Chapter 16: Today’s Diverse Global Theatre  
  •   Updated coverage of contemporary theatrical developments, especially in 

the discussions of multicultural theatres. References to recent developments 
in Native American theatre and an expanded discussion of feminist theatre 
are included.  
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 Theatre in 
Today’s World 

THE AUDIENCE SALUTES 

THE ARTISTS 

 The essence of theatre is a live 

audience in the presence of actors 

performing a dramatic script. 

Today, there is more live theatre 

available to audiences than 

perhaps at any time in history, with 

a wide variety of theatre sites and 

an impressive variety of the types 

of theatre offered. Here we see the 

audience giving a standing ovation 

to the cast of  Elizabeth Rex  at a 

production at the Chicago 

Shakespeare Theatre’s Courtyard 

Theatre.   (© James Steinkamp) 
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1
 As you begin your introductory theatre course, some of you may be asking: 

Why should I study theatre? For those of you who are not majoring in the sub-
ject, this is perhaps an elective for your general education. For those of you who are 
theatre majors, you could be asking: Why  am  I studying theatre? I just want to learn 
how to be an actor, director, playwright, designer, or to work in production. Yet, as 
we shall see in this chapter, and throughout the rest of our book, a knowledge of the 
basics of theatre is essential to anyone who wishes to pursue a theatre career. It is 
also absolutely necessary to anyone who enjoys going to the theatre and wishes to 
enhance this experience, an experience that will be with you the rest of your life. 
Live theatre, which has withstood many changes in the world around it, is present 
everywhere in our everyday lives and is unique in the way it can represent our 
human circumstances. By studying theatre we can better understand ourselves, the 
world around us, and the popular entertainments we enjoy. Theatre is called “the 
lively art” because through live performance, it illuminates and enhances our lives. 

 THEATRE TODAY 

 Prior to the modern period, for more than 2,000 years in the West and 1,500 years 
in Asia, the only way audiences could see theatre of any kind was to attend a live 
 performance. Spectators left their homes and went to a space where a theatrical 

  THEATRE IS 
EVERYWHERE  

THE PERVASIVENESS OF THEATRE

Symbolic of the far reach of theatre today is the 2008 performance piece The Water Fools,

which the theatre company Ilotopie has performed in many parts of the United States and 

around the world. Devised by French artist Bruno Schnebelin, the performance begins when a 

man’s head appears to burst into flames, after which a cavalcade of fireworks, fantasies, and 

dream sequences play out on the water while the audience watches from the shore. (© AP Images/
Wong Maye-E)
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event was taking place where they joined others to watch a production. If people 
wanted to see a tragedy, with kings and queens, heroes and villains, or a comedy 
making fun of human foibles, they would have to become audience members to 
watch a live performance. 

 Then, after all those centuries, at the beginning of the twentieth century, every-
thing began to change. In rapid succession a series of technological innovations 
offered alternative ways to hear and observe drama. First, there was radio, and then 
silent f lm, and after that, movies with sound. Black-and-white f lm soon gave way 
to movies in color and not much later, f lm was joined by television, f rst in black 
and white and after that in color. Film and television now also use 3D technology as 
well as computerization to create amazingly realistic effects. Today, the computer 
and a series of hand-held electronic devices, including smartphones and tablets, 
allow viewers to watch f lms, television shows, and digitized performances any-
where. With all of these inventions, arriving in quick succession, viewing drama has 
become much more accessible and much less expensive. 

 With the development f rst of radio and silent f lm, there were predictions that 
such inventions would mark the death knell of live theatre. Surely, it was argued, 
with the advent of sound f lm and television, especially when color came in, live 
theatre was doomed. Consider what had happened to both f lm and television:  talking 
pictures eliminated silent f lm, just as later, color television obliterated black-and-
white TV. It seemed likely, therefore, that drama on f lm and television, and even 
more, on computers and other digital devices, might well eradicate live theatre. 

 The term for live theatre that is not observed through an electronic medium 
is   nonmediated   theatre . Contrary to the predictions, nonmediated theatre, or  live 
theatre,  has not only survived but has thrived. In fact, today it is more vibrant, more 
widespread, and more accessible than at almost any time in history. 

  The Unique Quality of Theatre  

 In the face of the formidable competition that has arisen from all forms of electronic 
media, why do we continue to go to the theatre? There are a number of reasons, but the 
most important single reason can be found in the title of this book. We call theatre the 
 lively art  not only because it is exciting, suspenseful, and amusing, but also because it 
is alive in a way that makes it different from every other form of dramatic presenta-
tion. It is this live quality of theatre that makes it so durable and so indispensible. 

 The special nature of theatre becomes more apparent when we contrast the 
experience of seeing a drama in a theatre with seeing a drama on f lm or television. 
In many ways the dramas presented are alike. Both offer a story told in dramatic 
form—an enactment of scenes by performers who speak and act as if they are the 
people they represent—and f lm and television can give us many of the same feel-
ings and experiences that we have when watching a theatre performance. We can 
learn a great deal about theatre from watching a play on f lm or television, and the 
accessibility of f lm and television means that they have a crucial role in our overall 
exposure to the depiction of dramatic events and dramatic characters. 

 Nevertheless, there is a fundamental difference between the two experiences, and 
we become aware of that difference when we contrast theatre with movies. This 
 contrast does not have to do with technical matters, such as the way f lms can show 
outdoor shots made from helicopters, cut instantaneously from one scene to another, 

Nonmediated or live 

theatre Theatre that is 
not observed through an 
electronic medium.
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or create interplanetary wars or cataclysmic events by using computer-generated 
 special effects. The most signif cant difference between f lms and theatre is the  relation-
ship between the performer and the audience.  The experience of being in the presence 
of the performer is more important to theatre than anything else. No matter how closely 
a f lm follows the story of a play, no matter how involved we are with the people on the 
screen, we are always in the presence of an  image,  never a living person. 

 We all know the difference between an image of someone and the f esh-and-
blood reality. How often do we rehearse a speech we plan to make to someone we 
love, or fear: We run through the scene in our mind, picturing ourselves talking to 
the other person—declaring our love, asking for help, asking the boss for a raise. 
But when we meet the person face-to-face, it is not the same. We freeze and f nd 
ourselves unable to speak; or perhaps our words gush forth incoherently. Seldom 
does the encounter take place as we planned. 

 Like f lms, television seems very close to theatre; sometimes it seems even 
closer than f lm. Television programs sometimes begin with words such as “This 
program comes to you live from Burbank, California.” But the word  live  must be 
qualif ed. Before television,  live  in the entertainment world meant “in person”: not 
only was the event taking place at that moment; it was taking place in the physical 
 presence  of the spectators. Usually, the term  live television  still means that an event 
is taking place at this moment, but “live” television does  not  take place in the pres-
ence of all of the viewers. In fact, even if there is a live studio audience, it is generally 
far removed from the vast majority of the viewing audience, possibly half a world 
away. In television, like f lm, we see an image—in the case of TV, on a screen—and 
we are free to look or not to look, or even to leave the room. 

 Our fascination with being in the presence of a person is diff cult to explain but 
not diff cult to verify, as the popularity of rock stars attests. No matter how often we 
as fans have seen a favorite star in the movies or heard a rock singer on an MP3 
player, CD, television, computer screen, tablet, or smartphone, we will go to any 
lengths to see the star in person. In the same way, at one time or another, each of us 
has braved bad weather and shoving crowds to see celebrities at a parade or a political 
rally. The same pull of personal contact draws us to the theatre. 

 At the heart of the theatre experience, therefore, is the performer–audience 
relationship—the immediate, personal exchange whose chemistry and magic give 
theatre its special quality. During a stage performance the actresses and actors can 
hear laughter, can sense silence, and can feel tension. In short, the audience itself 
can affect, and in subtle ways change, the performance. At the same time, as members 
of the audience we watch the performers closely, consciously or unconsciously ask-
ing ourselves questions: Are the performers convincing in their roles? Have they 
learned their parts well? Are they talented? Will they do something surprising? Will 
they make a mistake? At each moment, in every stage performance, we are looking 
for answers to questions like these. The performers are alive—and so is the very air 
itself—with the electricity of expectation. It is for this reason that we speak of the-
atre as the lively art. It is for this reason, as well as a number of others, that we study 
theatre as an art form. 

 In the next chapter, we will examine in detail the dynamic of the actor–audience 
relationship. Before we do so, however, other qualities of live theatre are worth 
exploring. One, as we’ve suggested, is the astonishing popularity of live theatre in 
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THE AUDIENCE APPLAUDS

The audience is an integral, indispensible part of any theatre performance. Here, the audience at a performance of the 
Broadway musical Newsies gives the actors a standing ovation. (Benjamin Norman/The New York Times/Redux)
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the face of the competition it faces. Another is the amazing way in which theatre 
permeates every aspect of our lives, in ways of which we are often not even aware. 

  The Range and Accessibility of Theatre  

 One measure of the amazing health of live theatre today is the astounding range of 
opportunities we have of attending theatre, with locations, not only in the United Sates 
but throughout the world, presenting a greater variety of theatre offerings perhaps than 
ever before. For a long time Broadway in New York City was the fountainhead of live 
theatre in the United States. Though it is still thriving, and Broadway shows, particularly 
popular musicals, regularly tour to major and mid-size cities throughout America, 
 theatre that originates on Broadway is not as predominant as it once was. Performing 
arts complexes in all parts of the country that continue to present productions of 
Broadway shows, in addition, often have other spaces which feature different types of 
live theatre. These might include 1,000-seat, 500-seat, or 200-seat theatres that offer 
new plays, revivals, intimate musicals, and other kinds of dramatic entertainment. 

As we shall see, in New York, as in other cities throughout the United States 
and the world, there are also smaller spaces and companies that focus on more 
 cutting edge dramas or experimental works. In addition, we shall also discuss, the 
many theatre companies that focus on underrepresented groups.

 At the same time, during the last half-century there has been a burgeoning of what 
are known as  regional theatres:  permanent, professional, nonprof t theatres that offer 
a season of f rst-class productions to their audiences each year. Their association, the 
League of Resident Theatres, lists a total of 74 such theatres scattered across the 
 country. Added to the above are approximately 120 Shakespeare theatres found in 
virtually every state in the United States that feature, especially in the summer months, 
high-quality productions of Shakespeare and the classics as well as modern plays. 

 Another important component of today’s theatre landscape is the many college 
and university theatres found in every one of the f fty states, as well as Canada and 
elsewhere. Many colleges have not one but perhaps two or three theatre spaces in 
which students and guest artists perform. There might be, for instance, a 500- or 
600-seat theatre, a smaller 200-seat theatre with a different conf guration, and a 
100-seat “black box” for more experimental or intimate productions. 

 Finally, in every corner of the United States, there are an astonishing 7,000 
so-called  community theatres.  These are semiprofessional and experienced amateur 
groups who present a series of plays each year that appeal to their audiences. It 
might surprise many of us to learn that these several thousand theatres present 
roughly 46,000 productions each year to audiences that number in the millions. 
Obviously, taken together, the total number of theatre events presented each year in 
the United States is a staggering, almost unbelievable f gure. 

 It is not, however, just the vast range and number of annual productions that is 
surprising, it is the diversity of offerings. First, there is the rich mixture of traditional 
theatre from the past with the latest theatre offerings of today. Theatre from the past 
begins with the Greek theatre, the foundation of all Western theatre, and moves 
through Shakespeare in the Elizabethan era, the Spanish playwright Lope de Vega 
from the same era, through the French playwright Molière in the seventeenth  century, 
the great playwrights at the beginning of the modern era—Ibsen,  Strindberg and 
Chekhov—through the outstanding American playwrights of the twentieth—such 

  Regional theatres   

 Permanent, professional, 
nonprofit theatres offering 
first-class productions to 
their audiences. 

  Community theatres   

 Semiprofessional and 
experienced amateur groups 
that present plays that 
appeal to their specific 
audiences. 




