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When I began my career in theatre almost 25 years ago as an MFA graduate student in acting, university theatre departments were heavily engaged in a bloody philosophic war that pitted entrenched theatre academicians against the new breed of professional theatre people entering the academic world.  Since that time, theatre professionals seeking an escape from the world of commercial theatre have continued to usurp the domain formerly occupied solely by theatre scholars and academicians. For the most part, universities have allowed and even supported the change. At least for the moment, veterans of the professional theatre world have taken over many university theatre programs. 

At about the same time that veterans of commercial theatre began finding homes in academia, a new generation of theatre students began matriculating into theatre programs across the country.  This new breed, educated on television and “method” acting in movies, and fueled by America’s twin ideals, money and fame, began an unintentional assault on university theatre’s goals and philosophy. Filled with misconceptions, wrong-headed expectations, and a total lack of understanding about what theatre is and what it can do, this new generation continues to line up for star training at university theatre departments.  Many universities have responded to their demands by creating or expanding MFA and BFA programs.  For the most part, I believe they have done so without compromising what theatre education can and should be.  In fact many universities that now offer BFA training have retained and even expanded their theatre programs in the liberal arts. 

In spite of this ongoing demand, Professor Loughlin’s would like to see university theatre programs turn away from pre-professional training.  He believes that the number of MFA programs should be reduced significantly, and that BFA programs in theatre should be eliminated altogether.  Professor Loughlin points out that there are far fewer jobs available in professional theatre than there are graduates being spewed out year after year.  Universities would better serve their students by not offering degrees in fields where employment opportunities are iffy to say the least.

I agree with Professor Loughlin that there are too many MFA programs in theatre.  MFA programs and, perhaps, even BFA programs have proliferated beyond a reasonable point.  Too many graduates with fine arts degrees in theatre are being turned out by universities, certainly far more than the market can bear.  On the other hand, there have always been more artists than society has been willing and able to support.  But that is not necessarily a reason to shut down altogether.  There are also more English scholars and certainly more lawyers being turned out by colleges than can be supported by society as well.  

The problem on the MFA level is that universities have been willing to accept students into their programs lacking the talent or mental/emotional make-up necessary for success in the professional world. Most MFA students in theatre have already been out there for at least a few years.  They are older and need to get on with their lives.  They have returned to the university for more training to make them more commercial, or they want the degree that will help them get a teaching job.  If their chances for commercial/artistic success are truly nil, universities have an ethical obligation to reject such candidates. On the other hand, if universities knowingly accept students who want a degree only so they can teach, then universities have an obligation to provide them with solid teacher training. 

Professor Loughlin would like to see BFA programs eliminated altogether.  In his opinion they are too “skills oriented” and lack the necessary firm grounding in the fundamental traditions of theatre.  Further, he states that pre-professional training programs sell themselves by making two specious primary claims. The first is that pre-professional training will make students employable in the entertainment industry.  The second is that fine arts programs in theatre instill the idea that success in the show business world is the “only meaningful success”.   I can categorically state that neither of these assumptions underlies the basis for training in my own program, nor in those of colleagues who teach in other programs.

Simply put, conservatory training alone will not makes students employable in the entertainment industry.  No degree or diploma has ever gotten a graduate a role.  Only a good audition or connections can do that.  Professional artist/teachers must emphasize that what is being offered is intensive theatre training, not tickets to employment or success.  In fact, in an article called “What You Need to Succeed,” published not too long ago in Dramatics Magazine, I pointed out that of the top ten most important qualities leading to success in the entertainment industry, talent and training is tenth.

Further, BFA theatre teachers must go out of their way to remind students that BFA training is only one avenue for theatre education. They must encourage all prospective candidates to consider a broad-based curriculum as undergraduates.   Theatre is indeed the one area of study where literally every thing you learn can be of use sooner or later.  Therefore, an education in the liberal arts should be fully supported.  BFA programs must make clear to students the daunting statistics that suggest their failure in the professional world.  Students must understand the relative narrowness of conservatory training and the possible shortsightedness they are showing about their future when they choose to train intensively in theatre. 

But, the fact is that today’s entering freshmen in conservatory programs have done their homework.  They tell recruiters and auditors what needs to be heard in terms of their training goals.  “If it weren’t for theatre,” they say, “I wouldn’t even go to college.  I simply couldn’t do anything else.  I eat, drink, and breathe theatre!”  When candidates seem sincere and when their academics suggest they could survive the rigorous training, they should be considered.  When interviewers are convinced that it is the training, not the idea of becoming a star that has motivated these candidates, they should be examined.  But, only when convinced that their talent and mental/emotional equipment seems strong enough for survival, should BFA programs accept candidates as incoming freshmen. 

Conservatory programs must consider it an obligation to make clear to students that their chances for commercial success are small indeed, but once they do, it is incumbent on them to instill in their students some alternate modes of artistic self-evaluation. A good program might choose to focus on the development of craft, appreciation for the work, love of theatre, work ethics, and desire to discover and grow.  It should emphasize love for process rather than product. Certainly, it should de-emphasize the built-in competitive nature of theatre as much as possible, but regularly remind students that they must learn to deal with their failures as well as their triumphs.  BFA programs are obligated to make clear the reality of a competitive career in the arts. But, they must also do what they can to help their students learn to manage both their successes and defeats.  In short, they must deal with the whole person.

Professor Loughlin suggests that since most employment in drama related fields is to be found in film and television, acting training in theatre is practically a waste of time.  This is simply wrong-headed. Anthony Hopkins, Ralph Fiennes, Meryl Streep, Glen Close, Al Pacino, Robert Duval, Tommy Lee Jones, and Kenneth Branagh, to name a very few, make this eminently clear.  The professor’s assertion that theatre training doesn’t transfer to other mediums is antediluvian, to say the least.  Ask any actor who has trained in theatre and works in film.

Further, BFA training, although narrower in focus especially when compared to a liberal arts education, offers much training that will be of great value to their students in the future, even if they choose not to pursue theatre once they are out of school.  A short list of the life skills intensive training in theatre provides include creativity, courage, common sense, will power, the ability to think logically, to analyze and synthesize, and to make practical as well as artistic choices. Students learn to talk and listen to people and to work in a collaborative manner; they learn to use time wisely, and learn the consequences of not learning to use time wisely.  They learn to make the best possible choices in situations where there are no good choices, to think and work independently, and to deal with success and failure – their own and those of others.  BFA training also develops passion, and compassion.  Most importantly, BFA students learn to love something other than themselves, and, hopefully, learn how to love something other than themselves as well.

Professor Loughlin feels that the focus on intensive skills training forces programs to minimize or ignore altogether the underlying philosophic, historical, and intellectual components of theatre. This is certainly not true in our own program, nor in many of those with which I am familiar.  Unlike the musical theatre or method cliché he seems to have of us, a good BFA program sees the playwright, the script, and the tradition of theatre as the cornerstones of its training.  That is where the work begins, and actors and designers must be trained to be creative interpreters of these sources.

BFA theatre training must never be so time-intensive and skills-oriented that subjects like theatre history, literature, and script analysis are mostly ignored.   The study of Stanislavski, Moliere, Brecht, and Ibsen must remain an important part of the BFA theatre curriculum.  If Stanislavski is not read directly, it must be because others write about his seminal concepts more clearly than he does, and freshmen sometimes get confused by his seeming contradictions. The work of the artists cited above is essential, and, hopefully, BFA students come to think so.  Professor Loughlin’s vision of BFA training as an academic Mickey and Judy factory is no more realistic than trying to mount a junior high production of Streetcar.

There is little doubt that an artist who has been enriched with a liberal arts degree before beginning intensive arts training is generally better educated.

However, I noticed early on in my own theatrical journey that the directors who came from commercial theatre were more efficient in their craft, and more importantly, were able to mount productions that were consistently more entertaining, accessible, and professional than the work of their academic counterparts. The commercial theatre people were able to create theatrical magic without any diminishment of the source material. They not only seemed to understand theatre well conceptually, but truly understood how it works and could make it do so.

As a result of these early observations, I quickly came to believe that the best theatre could and must entertain as well as enlighten.  This fact has become a cornerstone in my teaching of acting, script analysis, and directing.  In my opinion, academics, overly concerned with the idea behind the play, too often forget this or chose to ignore it altogether.  It was Aristotle, after all, who pointed out that the engine of drama is action, not idea.
Professor Loughlin believes that theatre academics make better theatre teachers than those with terminal arts degrees.  In his opinion, a teacher with a doctorate possesses a more profound understanding of theatre than a teacher with an MFA, who considers theatre primarily as a source of entertainment. All generalizations, of course, should be avoided.  But, great teachers do not come from any single source any more than great artists do. 

Anyone who has ever been an undergraduate is very familiar with impoverished teaching grudgingly provided by scholars with advanced degrees. BFA programs must hire theatre professionals who are proven teachers.  To do anything less would be totally unacceptable. Obviously, a teaching program must hire the best teachers possible.  But that should be true of any program. Making good theatre requires a complex combination of intellectual and artistic skills, and so does good theatre teaching. Good acting or good designing does not automatically convert into good teaching, but neither does good scholarship. 

If MFA’s have filled the ranks of academic theatre in the last twenty years or so, it is not because the meaning of theatre has been cheapened, but because veterans of professional theatre have demonstrated the importance of keeping theatre entertaining as well as enlightening. There is that same good story hidden in a play by Chekhov and Beckett as there is in the more obvious one by Wasserstein or Simon.  In an era when theatre audiences are shrinking rapidly, there is a mandate to make sure than theatre be an entertaining experience.  

That does not mean, as Professor Loughlin implies, that our work with serious playwrights is superficial and glitzy at the expense of the meaning.  What it means, rather, is that we understand the value of telling the story that the playwright has written, and trust that its meaning will be conveyed through the words and actions the audience sees and hears if properly translated to the stage. An audience can and should be challenged and provoked, but it is our responsibility to make the audience leave the theatre wanting to come again.  This is what we try to teach our BFA’s.

Once BFA programs are done away with, Professor Loughlin would like to see them turned into training grounds for perspective high school drama teachers, drama therapists, and community theatre developers.  Each of these areas is no doubt worthy, but has Professor Loughlin checked the want ads lately?  The poor employment rate for those graduates would compete nicely with that of current BFA graduates. Yet, ironically, that was his principal reason for dismantling BFA programs in the first place – training in an area where little or no employment would be found.

In conclusion, contrary to the picture Professor Loughlin paints, the study and understanding of theatre from an intellectual standpoint remains an extremely important component in BFA programs, and much energy is focused on making today’s MTV nurtured students appreciate and understand theatre’s central concepts.  Training in theatre is a wasted time without this basic understanding, but as the professor points out; the current generation enters our programs with today’s mindset. Contrary to the image he has of BFA programs, however, they have not abrogated their responsibilities to educate their students in theatre in order to find time for tap dancing and musical theatre shtick.

It is not our theatre programs that are responsible for the ignorance in today’s theatre students, but, rather, the nature and experience of the students who choose to train in them.  Professor Loughlin correctly points out that many of today’s theatre students enter our programs hoping that the training they receive will help them succeed in film and television.  Many of these students are totally ignorant about theatre because of the dearth of it in their own lives.  It becomes our job not only to train but also to remediate these students, and, hopefully, instill in them the love and passion that Professor Loughlin and I obviously share.  That can be accomplished through theatre training, either through the liberal or the fine arts.  Both approaches remain essential.  
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