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— Emerson

IT
Bl 5 2 il

Art 1n the Theatre

il BIAPIR RE B AV AT 5%
RERERANESR -

1
— 2%



36

Artin the Theatre THE DRAMATIC IMAGINATION

Thcrc seems to be a wide divergence of opinion today
as to what the theatre really is. Some people say it is a
temple, some say it is a brothel, some say it is a laboratory, or a
workshop, or it may be an art, or a plaything, or a corporation.
But whatever it is, one thing is true about it. There is not enough
fine workmanship in it. There is too much incompetence in it.
The theatre demands of its craftsmen that they know their jobs.
The theatre is a school. We shall never have done with studying
and learning. In the theatre, as in life, we try first of all to free
ourselves, as far as we can, from our own limitations. Then we
can begin to practice “this noble and magical art.”” Then we may

begin to dream.

When the curtain rises, it is the scenery that sets the key of the
play. A stage setting is not a background; it is an environment.
Players act in a setting, not against it. We say, in the audience,
when we look at what the designer has made, before anyone on
the stage has time to move or speak, “ Aha, I see! It’s going to
be like #hat! Ahal” This is true no matter whether we are looking
at a realistic representation of Eliza crossing the ice or at the

setting for one of Yeats’ Plays for Dancers, carried to the limit
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of abstract symbolism. When I go to the theatre, I want to get
an eyeful. Why not? I do not want to have to look at one of the
so-called “suggestive” setting, in which a single Gothic column
is made to do duty for a cathedral; it makes me feel as if I had
been invited to some important ceremony and had been given a
poor seat behind a post. I do not want to see any more “skeleton
stages” in which a few architectural elements are combined and
re-combined for the various scenes of a play, for after the first
half hour I invariably discover that I have lost the thread of the
drama. In spite of myself, I have become fascinated, wondering
whether the castle door I have seen in the first act is going to
turn into a refectory table in the second act or a hope-chest
in the last act. No, I don’t like these clever, falsely economical
contraptions. And I do not want to look at a setting that is
merely smart or novel or chic, a setting that tells me that it is the
latest fashion, as though its designer had taken a flying trip like a
spring buyer and brought back a trunk full of the latest styles in

scenery.

I want my imagination to be stimulated by what I see on the
stage. But the moment I get a sense of ingenuity, a sense of
effort, my imagination is not stimulated; it is starved. That play is
finished as far as I am concerned. For I have come to the theatre

to see a play, not to see the work done on a play.
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A good scene should be, not a picture, but an image. Scene-
designing is not what most people imagine it is—a branch of
interior decorating. There is no more reason for a room on a
stage to be a reproduction of an actual room than for an actor
who plays the part of Napoleon to be Napoleon or for an actor
who plays Death in the old morality play to be dead. Everything
that is actual must undergo a strange metamorphosis, a kind of
sea-change, before it can become truth in the theatre. There is a
curious mystery in this. You will remember the quotation from

Hamlet:

My father'—methinks I see my father.
O where, my lord?

In my mind’s eye, Horatio.

Stage-designing should be addressed to this eye of the mind.
There is an outer eye that observes, and there is an inner eye that
sees. A setting should not be a thing to look at in itself. It can, of
course, be made so powerful, so expressive, so dramatic, that the
actors have nothing to do after the curtain rises but to embroider
variations on the theme the scene has already given away. The
designer must always be on his guard against being too explicit.
A good scene, I repeat, is not a picture. It is something seen, but
it is something conveyed as well: a felling, an evocation. Plato
says somewhere, “It is beauty I seek, not beautiful things.” This

is what I mean. A setting is not just a beautiful thing, a collection
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of beautiful things. It is a presence, a mood, a warm wind
fanning the drama to flame. It echoes, it enhances, it animates. It
is an expectancy, a foreboding, a tension. It says nothing, but it

gives everything,

Do not think for a moment that I am advising the designer to
do away with actual objects on the stage. There is no such thing
as a symbolic chair. A chair is a chair. It is in the arrangement of
the chairs that the magic lies. Moliére, Gordon Craig said, knew
how to place the chairs on his stage so they almost seemed to
speak. In the balcony scene from Romeo and Juliet there must
be a balcony, and there must be moonlight. But it is not so
important that the moon be the kind of moon that shines down

on Verona as that Juliet may say of it:

O, swear not by the moon, the inconstant moon

... Lest that thy love prove likewise variable.

The point is this: it is not the knowledge of the atmospheric
conditions prevailing in northern Italy which counts, but the

response to the lyric, soaring quality of Shakespeare’s verse.
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The designer creates an environment in which all noble
emotions are possible. Then he retires. The actor enters.
If the design’s work has been good, it disappears from our
consciousness at that moment. We do not notice it any more.
It has apparently ceased to exist. The actor has taken the stage;
and the designer’s only reward lies in the praise bestowed on the

actof.

Well, now the curtain is up and the play has begun.

When I go to theatre to see a play performed, I have got to
be interested in the people who are performing it. They must,
as the saying goes, “hold” me. It is my right as a member of the
audience to find men and women on the stage who are alive.
I want to respect these players, to look up to them, to care for
them, to love them. I want them to speak well, to move well, to
give out energy and vitality and eagerness. I do not wish to look
at the physically unfit, the mentally defective, or the spiritually
violate. They bring to my mind Barnum’ cruel remark that
normal people are not worth exhibiting. I wish to see actors in
whom I can believe—thoroughbreds, people who are “all there.”
Every play is a living dream: your dream, my dream—and that

dream must not be blurred or darkened. The actors must be
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transparent to it. They may not exhibit. Their task is to reveal.

To reveal. To move in the pattern of a great drama, to let its
reality shine through. There is no greater art than this. How few
actors live up to its possibilities! Some actors have even made me
feel at times that they were at heart a little bit ashamed of being
actors. I call this attitude offensive. The right attitude is that of
the distinguished old English character actor who, when engaged
to play a part, was accustomed to say, “Sir, my fee is so-and-so
mush,” as if he were a specialist from Harley Street. It is easy
of course, to understand why there are not more good actors
on the stage today. The métier is too hard. This art of acting
demands a peculiar humility, a concentration and dedication of
all one’s energies. But when an actor moves before us at last with
the strange freedom and clam of one possessed by the real, we

are stirred as only the theatre can stir us.

I am thinking of the company of Irish Player from the Abbey
Theatre in Dublin who first gave us the dramas of Synge and

Yeats in 1910. As one watched these players, one saw what they
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knew. I kept saying to myself on that first evening: Who are
these rare beings? Where did they come from? How have they
spent their lives? Who are their friends? What music they must
have heard, what books they must have read, what emotions they
must have felt! They literally enchanted me. They put me under
a spell. And when the curtain came down at the end of the play,
they had become necessary to me. I have often asked myself
since that time how it was that actors could make me feel such
strange emotions of trouble and wonder; and I find the answer
now, curiously enough, in an address spoken by a modern Irish
poet to the youth of lreland—+keep in your souls some images of
magnificence. These Irish players had kept in their souls some

images of magnificence.

Exceptional people, distinguished people, superior people,
people who can say, as the old Negro said, “I god a-plenty music

in me.” These are the actors the theatre needs.

I think it needs also actors who have in them a kind of wildness,
an exuberance, a take-it-or-leave-it quality, a dangerous quality.

We must get clean away from the winning, ingratiating, I-hope-
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you’re-all-going-to-like-me-because-I-need-the-money quality
of a great deal of the acting we find today. I remember Calvé’s
entrance in the first act of Carmen. Her audiences were actually
afraid of her. Who has seen Chaliapin in the mad scene of Boris?
Some of the best actors in the world are to be found on the
operatic stage. What a Hedda Gabler Mary Garden would have
made! It seems as if these actor-images were set free by the very
limitations of opera—the fixed melodies, the measured steps
and pauses. They cannot be casual for one instant. They must be
aware. They must know how to do what they have to do. They

must have style. And they must have voices.

It is surprisingly difficult to find actors who seem to mean
what they say. How often one is tempted to call out to them
from the audience, “It’s a lie! I don’t believe a word of it!” A
deep sincerity, a voice that comes form the center of the self, is
one of the rarest things to be found on stage today. It seems odd
that this quality of conviction should be so hard to find in the

theatre.
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But I have been speaking of actors, not of acting.

Great roles require great natures to interpret them. Half our
pleasure in seeing a play lies in our knowledge that we are in
the presence of artists. But this pleasure of watching the artists
themselves is soon forgotten, if the play is well performed, in
the contagious excitement of watching a miracle: the miracle
of incarnation. For acting is a process of incarnation. Just that.
And it is a miracle. I have no words to express what I feel about
this subtle, ancient, sacred art—the marvel of it, the wonder,
the meaning. The designer creates with inanimate materials:
canvas, wood, cloth, light. The actor creates in his living self.
And just as the good designer retires in favor of the actor, so
does the good actor withdraw his personal self in favor of the
character he is playing. He steps aside. The character lives in
him. You are to play Hamlet, let us sat—not narrate Hamlet,
but play Hamlet. Then you become his host. You invite him into
yourself. You lend him your body, your voice, your nerves; but
it is Hamlet’s voice that speaks, Hamlet’s impulses that move
you. We may be grateful to Pirandello for showing us, in his

Six Characters in Search of an Author, the strange reality of the
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creations of the playwright’s mind. Hamlet is as real as you or L.
To watch a character develop from the first flashes of contact in
the actor’s mind to the final moment when the character steps
on the stage in full possession of the actor, whose personal self
looks on from somewhere in the background, is to be present at
a great mystery. No wonder the ancient dramas were initiation-
ceremonies; all acting is an initiation, if one can see it so, an
initiation into what Emerson calls “the empire of the real.” To
spend a lifetime in practicing and perfecting this art of speaking
with tongues other than one’s own is to live as greatly as one

can live.

But the curtain is up, and the play has begun. We look into
a scene that is filled with excitement. See. That man is playing
the part of a beggar. We know he is not a real beggar. Why
not? How do we know? We cannot say. But we know he is not
a beggar. When we look at him we recall, not any particular
beggar we may happen to have seen that day, but all beggars we
have ever seen or read about. And all our ideas of misery and
helplessness and loneliness rush up in our imaginations to touch

us and hurt us. The man is acting,

How is he dressed? (And now I am speaking as a costume-

designer.) The man is in rags. Just rags. But why do we look at
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him with such interest? If he wore ordinary rags we wouldn’t
look at him twice. He is dressed, not like a real beggar, but like
a painting of a beggar. No, that’s not quite it. But as he stands
there or moves about we are continually reminded of great
paintings—paintings like those of Manet, for instance. There
is a curious importance about this figure. We shall remember
it. Why? We cannot tell. We are looking at something theatrical.
These rags have been arranged—“composed” the painters
call it—Dby the hand of an artist. We feel, rather than see, an
indescribable difference. These rags have somehow ceased to be

rags. They have been transformed into moving sculpture.

I am indebted to the great Madame Freisinger for teaching
me the value of simplicity in the theatre. I learned from her not
to torture materials into meaningless folds, but to preserve the
long flowing line, the noble sweep. “ Let us keep this production
noble,” she would say to me. The costume-designer should
steer clear of fashionableness. That was the only fault of the
admirable production of Hamlet in modern dress. It was so
chic that it simpered. I remember that in the closet scene, as the

Queen cried out:
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O Hamlet, thou hast clefi my heart in twain.

And her son answered:

O, throw away the worser part of it,
And live the purer with the other half,

A voice near me whispered, “I wonder if she got that negligee
at Bendel’s?” And the program told us all that Queen Gertrude
of Denmark did, indeed, get that negligee at Bendel’s. And,
furthermore, that Queen Gertrude’s shoes came from the firm
of I. Miller, Inc., and that her hats were furnished by Blank
and her jewels by Dash, and so on. Think of it. Two wotlds are
meeting in this play, in this scene—in the night, in Elsinore. And

we are reminded of shoes and frocks!

Many of the costumes I design are intentionally somewhat
indefinite and abstract. A color, a shimmer, a richness, a sweep—
and the actor’s presence! I often think of a phrase I once found
in an old drama that describes the first entrance of the heroine.
It does not say, “She wore a taffety petticoat or a point lace-
ruff or a farthingale”; it says, “She came in like starlight, hid

in jewels.” There she is in that phrase; not just a beautiful girl
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dressed up in a beautiful dress, but a presence—arresting, ready
to act, enfolded in light. It isn’t just light, it is a stillness, an
awareness, a kind of breathlessness. We ought to look at the
actors and say, Why! I never saw people like #hat before! I didn’t

know people looked like #hat!

The subtlety of stage lighting, the far-flung magic of it! When
a single light-bulb wrongly placed may revel, as Yeats said, the

proud fragility of dreams!

Shakespeare knew more than all of us. How he uses sunlight,
moonlight, candlelight, torchlight, starlight! Imagine Hamlet as
he stands with Rosencrantz and Guildenstern on the forestage
of the Globe Theatre, under the open sky, looking up at the

stars, saying:

... this brave o'erhanging firmament, this

majestical roof fretted with golden fire. ..

I have often wondered whether the Globe Theatre and the
Swan Theatre were not oriented towards the east as ancient
temples are, in order to take advantage of the lighting effects
of nature. Think of the play of Macbeth. It begins on a foggy

afternoon before sundown. The day goes. The sun sets. Torches
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are brought in. We enter deeper and deeper with the play into an
extravagant and lurid night of the soul. Or take the trial scene
from The Merchant of Venice. The scene is played by torchlight.
The auditorium is dark. We see the sky overhead. The trial draws
to an end. Shylock is defeated. There is a gay little interlude,
the byplay with the rings. The stage grows lighter. The torches
are carried off. Now the scene is finished. Portia, Nerissa, and
Gratiano go away...The full moon rises over the wall of the
theatre and touches the stage with silver. Lorenzo and Jessica

enter, hand in hand.

...on such a night
Did Thisbe fearfully o'ertrip the dew...

The sole aim of the arts of scene-designing, costuming,
lighting, is, as I have already said, to enhance the natural powers
of the actor. It is for the director to call forth these powers and

urge them into the pattern of the play.

The director must never make the mistake of imposing his
own ideas upon the actors. Acting is not an imitation of what a
director thinks about a character; it is a gradual, half-conscious
unfolding and flowering of the self into a new personality. This

process of growth should be sacred to the director. He must be
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humble before it. He must nourish it, stimulate it, foster it in a
thousand ways. Once the actors have been engaged, he should
address himself to their highest powers. There is nothing they
cannot accomplish. In this mood, ignoring every limitation,
he fuses them into a white energy. The director energizes; he
animates. That is what Max Reinhardt understands so well how
to do. He is an animator. A curious thing, the animating quality.
Stanislavsky had it; Belasco had it; Arthur Hopkins has it. One
feels it instantly when one meets these men. One sees in them
what Melville calls “the strong, sustained and mystic aspect.” The
greatest stage director I ever heard of, incidentally, is Captain
Ahab in Melville’s Moby Dick. Tutn to the scene of the crossed
lances and read how Ahab incites the crew of the Pequod to
hunt the white Whale to the death: “Ir seemed as though by some
nameless, interior volition, he would fain have shocked into them the
same fiery emotion accumulated within the Leyden jar of his own

magnetic life...” That is stage-directing, if you please.

Now I come to the playwrights. I am not one of the calamity-

howlers who believe the theatre is in a dying condition. On
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the contrary. The American Theatre, as the advertisements of
the revue, Americana, said, is a “star-spangled wow.” And at all
times we have before us the heartening example of Eugene
O’Neill, whose work would be outstanding in any period of
the world’s dramatic history. But to my way of thinking, many
of the playwrights of today are being swamped by their own
facility, snowed under by their very cleverness. A kind of tacit
conspiracy seems to be on foot to rob the theatre of its ancient
mystery and its ancient awe. We seem somehow to have lost
the original immediate experience of the theatre. Familiarity
has bred contempt. In the dramas of today one feels an odd
secondary quality. They are, so to speak, accessories after
the fact. Our playwrights give us schemes for drama, recipes
for drama, designs for drama, definitions of drama. They
explain drama with an elaborate, beguiling ingenuity. But in so
doing they explain it away. Instead of trying to raise us to the
imaginative level of true dramatic creation, they have brought
the theatre down to our own level. And so the ancient audacity
has vanished, the danger, the divine caprice. The wonderful wild
creature has been tamed. Our theatre has become harmless, and
definite, and amiable. The splendid vision has faded into the

light of common day.

There is nothing wrong with this recipe-theatre of ours except

that it isn’t the real thing, There is no dramatic nourishment in it.
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We are hungry, and we are given a cook-book to eat instead of a
meal. We expect to go on a journey, and we have to be satisfied
with a map and a time table. So long as this secondary art, this
substitute theatre, continues to be their image of the theatre, our
playwrights will continue to belong not with the artists but with

the fabricators of the theatre.

And now I have come to my real point. I know that there
are young people in this country who will really create for the
theatre of their time, who will bring something into existence
there that has never existed before. A few. Not many. The theatre
will be fortunate if it can claim a half-dozen of them. But it is
this half-dozen to whom we look to lift our common experience
into a higher region, a clearer light. We do not want shrewdness
or craftiness or adroitness from them. We have had enough
mechanism in the theatre, and more than enough. Let them go
beyond this; let them give us the sense of the dramatic moment,

the immortal moment.

Think of this moment. All that has ever been is in this
moment; all that will be is in this moment. Both are meeting in
one living flame, in this unique instant of time. This is drama;

this is theatre—zo be aware of the Now.
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But how is one to come aware? Someone may ask. I answer,

Listen to the poets. They can tell you.

Of all people in the world, Sir Philip Sidney said, poets are the
least liars. Poets are reporters. They set down what they see. 1

will give you an example from Hamler:

O good Horatio. ..
If thou didst ever hold me in thy heart
Absent thee from felicity awhile. ..

Absent thee from felicity awhile. Here are some of the most
beautiful words ever written in the English language. But this
is not all. These words are a plain record of fact. Hamlet,
drawing his last breath as he spoke them, was not interested in
phrasemaking, nor was Shakespeare. Hamlet did not think up an
exquisite phrase at that moment. He spoke out of a real vision
of felicity, immortal. He saw the clear light, the happy forms. He

saw the felicity. He called it felicity.

23 1554-1586 * KBIIER ~ FA ~ STA o fEdYE Arcadia (1590) ~ Astrophel and Stella
(1591) ~ The Defense of Poesie (1595) °
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I could give you hundreds of examples. Poets know that what

they see is true. If it were not so, they would have told you.

Nothing can stop progress in the American theatre except
the workers themselves. To them I say: There are no limitations
there except your own limitations. Lift it. Get the personal you
out of your work. Who cares about you? Get the wonder into it.

Get your dream into it. Where are your dreams?

Great drama does not deal with cautious people. Its heroes
are tyrants, outcasts, wanderers. From Prometheus, the first of
them all, the thief who stole the divine fire from heaven, these
protagonists are all passionate, excessive, violent, terrible. “Doom
eager,” the Icelandic saga calls them. If we are meant to create
in the theatre—not merely to write a wall-constructed play or
supply nice scenery, but to create— we shall imagine ourselves
into these heroic mood. They will carry us far. For the soul is a
pilgrim. If we follow it, it will lead us away from our home and
into another world, a dangerous world. We shall join a band of
poets and dreamers, the visionaries of the theatre: the mummers,

the mountebanks, the jongleurs, the minstrels, the troubadours.
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