Learning to View Drama and Theatre Critically

Analysis of and critically responding to the work presented in class is a necessary part of artistic exploration and craft development. It helps actors establish what the basic necessities are that serve the work, and helps them develop a sense for what and how they communicate or fail to communicate to an audience. It also helps those watching the work put up to develop the ability to look for what is important in the work and how to apply it to their own.
Unfortunately, I have noticed in recent years that  beginning students have become increasingly less able to tell the difference between what is good or bad theatrically, and why something is good or not. This is particularly true of their perception of stage acting, though not exclusive to it. Surprisingly, many students, even in a rigorous BFA program like the one in which I teach, have seldom if ever seen a professional production of a play, if we exclude musicals. And, though they may be familiar with television and movie acting, they have never really been asked to make analytical judgments of what they have seen, and in many cases have never separated what they like from what is good. 
But the problem, certainly in recent years, goes much further yet. It’s not only that students have not seen much in the way of drama. They have read very little of it as well. Many of the students who come into my program, for example, are set on becoming actors, yet the majority of them have read very few plays, and the analysis of them was, for the most part, from a literary angle (usually in English class) rather than a dramatic one – if there was any kind of analysis at all. If asked, many of my freshmen probably couldn’t tell you anything about the work of Sophocles, O’Neill, or Albee. And names like Pinter, Mamet, or Shepard, might not even be familiar. The question then becomes, how can students begin to train to be actors for the theatre when they are not even familiar with the material they are going to be asked to interpret?
If our job is to teach our students how to become good actors, designers or directors; then our road, and their journey, becomes much more difficult because they have begun their travels without a compass. If our students don’t understand how drama works, how can they be expected to create effective, artistic work? If our students have no standard by which to judge what is good, then how can they accurately gage their own product or progress? How can our students become better if they have no sense of what is good? If we don’t address this issue at the beginning of their journey, we are really asking the blind man to draw that proverbial elephant they have never seen. Examined in this light, it is not so strange that my freshmen tell me that a movie like the heavily panned Gothica is a must-see. Or when I send my students off to see Mystic River for the acting work, they return to tell me it was too slow and boring.

This display of questionable critical judgment along with the fact that students have no background in the source material of their chosen field is the reason I begin my students’ acting training with an intensive unit on understanding theatre – from the basic elements laid out by Aristotle, to a study of how theatre works. We also examine certain plays in class after they have been read independently, and connect the reading to some basic concepts that you will find listed below. It is impossible, of course, in the limited amount of time we have together, to ever spend enough in-class time reading and discussing plays as a group. So, in addition, I have also begun to ask my students to read plays outside of class, and to write short summaries and evaluations - much like we may have done as students in middle school. My students, for example, must read a certain number of plays during the semester to meet the obligations of the course. By doing so, they are, hopefully, beginning to formulate some concepts about the variety of drama out there, and they are beginning to examine more closely how drama works on stage.

The actor’s job is inextricably connected to the overall purpose of theatre, and an actor’s job is certainly part of its overall mechanics. In the early sessions of their training, I introduce my students to the following concepts: 

· how theatre holds a mirror up to nature 
· that good theatre should be entertaining and enlightening in amounts dependent on the inherent qualities of a particular play  
· that there are varying genres of plays,  and that the mechanics of each and the necessary stylistic choices change in accordance with the requirements of the play

· that theatre is intended to be seen by an audience 
· that the audience’s perception is an important consideration in all artistic choices 
· that an actor’s internal and subjective feeling about the work may not be as important as how the work is perceived by an audience

· that a script is merely a blueprint for a staged production

· that playwrights write plays to be produced, not simply to be read

· that successful plays tell good stories that are based on conflict and are not simply warehouses for important ideas

· that those important ideas come out of the play as a result of story and character, not as its own entity 
Early in their training, I also make my students memorize my definition of good acting - acting that is believable and tells the best possible story while serving the script. I tell them this is their compass and no matter what the acting situation, if they connect what they are doing to this mantra, they will be able to make and execute choices that will work.

More and more over the years, I have come to believe that serving the script is something that we, as teachers of acting and of theatre in general, need to spend more time on. And reading and seeing plays, as many of them as possible, is absolutely essential. Students must understand the variety of source material that is out there, and must come to understand how the machinery of drama works.  It cannot be assumed that interpreting a script is something that our students will learn on their own, especially if they have little or no background in seeing plays, let alone reading them. The good choice, the one that serves the play as well as the character, is something that for most actors or designers cannot be left to intuition. The choices actors make, along with those of the director and the designers, affect whether the story of the play and its meaning comes across clearly and effectively. Learning to recognize the story within a script and then being able to bring it to life is a critical part of any theatre practitioner’s work.

But setting down these tracks is of diminished value, if our students can’t see examples of how the mechanics of drama work in action. It would be like asking a med school student to read the anatomy books without ever having the chance to examine a body. A unit on theatre criticism, however, followed by a periodic and ongoing regimen of required critical theatrical response to both scripted and performed work can be for our students, what the dissection process is for med students. It will give them a chance to compare the dogma found in their reading and in their classroom work with the actual theatrical bodies – the good, the bad, and the corpses. By giving our students their own dissections to perform, we can provide them with a far more powerful tool than talking occasionally in the abstract.

What I propose is a series of discussions and essays that follow the reading of a particular assigned script or the viewing of a particular play, either live or taped. You may also opt for a film version if a videotaped theatrical production is not available. In some cases it might actually be even better to see a film adaptation after reading and discussing a play. When a play is converted to film, invariably it is changed, often substantially -- usually by adding characters and resetting many scenes to different locations. This kind of change has become a near absolute in film because, unlike in theatre, a film can easily use multiple settings, and producers think that is what movie-going audiences demand. More often than not, unfortunately, these changes weaken the original script -- bad for the play and audience, perhaps, but not necessarily bad for training in critical analysis.

Admittedly, your students may not like the idea of having to write in drama class, and if you have a lot of students, it may mean taking on a burden that you’re not crazy about either. But there can be little argument that making your students think critically, and requiring them to put their thoughts on paper is an effective way to get them to think logically, independently, and analytically about the work they see and, ultimately, want to do. And there is little doubt that clarity of expression is often related to clarity of doing. Those actors who can’t relate clearly what they are trying to do, most often do not communicate it clearly in their work either. If you select the right plays to read and the right videotaped versions to compare them to, it will encourage solid critical discussion. In time, you’ll probably be able to win over even the most hostile members of your class. And if there is any argument about the value of what you do as drama teachers in your particular school district, even the most conservative and empty-headed administrators won’t be able to argue about the value of critical thinking and writing.

Below you will find two listings of plays that can be read and used for discussion in the classroom. Included in the first list – a top 25 if you like -- you will find brief entries regarding possible discussion topics. The topics are related to those essential theatrical concepts listed earlier in the article. All of these titles have been tested in my own classroom. The second list includes many other great plays that represent the gamut of genre and style available out there. I have not included a description because I have either not used them in class or they may not be considered appropriate for classroom use on the secondary level.
Keep in mind that the titles listed below represent only a percentage of the plays you can actually find on tape or DVD. With some relatively easy sleuthing on line, you will be able to get your hands on even the most difficult to obtain. But even if you don’t have the time and energy to go on the hunt, there is still a host of plays or adaptations readily available for rent or purchase. Find the titles that best suit you, your class, and what you are working on at any particular time. It is my belief that exposure to a wide variety of dramatic material can only serve to help our students get an understanding of what theatre is and how it works. Please note that the lists below do not necessarily represent the plays that I feel are most worth reading; they simply represent a portion of the plays that I know to be available on tape. 
Agnes of God – John Pielmeier
The script offers strong, clear conflicts, and characters who are revealed through playing out those conflicts. The basic dramatic elements are held together through a central spine clearly running through the play. Expectations raised in reading may be contrasted with what is produced in the film version. Is it a case of theatre versus Hollywood?

Amadeus – Peter Shaffer

A brilliant play with magnificent dialogue, turned into a very different film that is cinematic and equally brilliant. The difference between a play and a film could not be better presented – and both, miraculously, are by the same author.
Angels in America: Millennium Approaches – Tony Kushner
What is realism? And what happens when you mix genre and style – brilliantly. Heady social ideas coming through plot and characters made theatrically and intellectually. How film can keep the virtues of a play, yet do what it can and must for a different medium is well presented in the recent HBO movie.

Cat on a Hot Tin Roof – Tennessee Williams
A great character driven play in which the conflict between characters allow those characters to reveal themselves. Lots of talk doesn’t mean there is no action here. Wonderful characters to dissect through what they say, how they say it, and what they do. Available tapes can demonstrate a lot about casting and production choices.

Crimes of the Heart – Beth Henley
A funny, quirky character play in which the humor is generated more through character behavior than punchlines. A reader can easily miss that Henley wrote a comedy. The movie version makes the same mistake. Points up the difficult road that exists from page to stage.
The Crucible – Arthur Miller
Is the dialogue stodgy or period? How do you act Salem, 17th century? Is this realism, or are the characters archetypal and larger than life. Does it work on the page? Does it work on the stage? How do you make the play’s themes come through without being didactic? What does the film version do to the play? How does it stack up?

Dancing at Lughnasa – Brian Friel
A beautifully written, moving play on the page. Character and language exceptionally written. Does the film, in spite of a wonderful cast, fail to rise to the occasion? If so, why?

Death of a Salesman – Arthur Miller
A must-read for any American theatre student. Does it preach too much? Is it still relevant? Is the plot and dialogue too clunky? Why or why not? Several versions available to explore the variations on Willie-ness. Which interpretations work best and why? What is the relation between character interpretation and how the play is perceived?

The Grapes of Wrath – John Steinbeck
How do you put a journey on a stage and make it work? How do you handle a large cast and use them even when they’re not the ones speaking? See the difference between using theatrical convention and style instead of film’s literalism. Ideal for learning about the difference between the script and performance, between the stage and film. Use more than one version. The pictures are worth a thousand…

Hamlet – William Shakespeare

The play is vast and no director’s vision can embrace it all. Several fine film versions and a Kevin Kline version taped from the stage demonstrate that a theatre production is a result of thousands of interpretive choices.

Hedda Gabler – Henrik Ibsen
First great modern female protagonist, or is she an antagonist? Iconoclastic in its time, now seems fairly familiar. How do you make Hedda work for a modern audience? Interpretations vary greatly and at least three good ones are available on tape and DVD.

House of Blue Leaves – John Guare
Wonderful comic characters who speak directly to the audience and deliver fabulous monologues. What genre of play is this anyway; sometimes it seems farcical, other times tragical? What is the unifying style here, and how do you make it work. The Lincoln Center production may provide the answer.

The Importance of Being Earnest – Oscar Wilde
Where dialogue is king. Fail to make the language fly and you’ve got a turkey. Is it farcical and broad, or realistic? Depends on whether it’s the high school production, or the Royal Shakespeare Company that can sell the Wilde wit effectively. Gotta make it work – any way you can.
"Master Harold" and the Boys – Fugard
A beautiful, beautiful play in all respects – characterization, language, spine; with a taped production to match. Well worth the time spent on this play. Harold is in some ways a villain, but the play works best when we care about him. How do the playwright, the actor, and the production make that happen?
Medea – Euripides
Conflict, action, unity of time and place. The basic Aristotelean elements of drama ready to be discussed. How does the play work best for a contemporary audience with contemporary values? Various versions with great actresses using various acting styles and choices. Which add up to the most affecting production?

A Moon for the Misbegotten - Eugene O’Neill
Too many words, but this play manages to move us because its characters touch us deeply. How does O’Neill make that happen? The production with Jason Robards and Colleen Dewhurst make us forget that there are too many words because they’re busy making moment after lovely moment. How do they do that?

'night Mother – Marsha Norman
The conflict doesn’t get more basic than this. Life and death time on stage and only two characters to make the action soar. A basic study on the machinery of drama based on strong conflict. The film version manages to compromise a perfect piece of machinery. Worth watching for how it manages to do that.

Noises Off – Michael Frayn
One of the most brilliant examples of farce ever written. Dialogue clearly takes second place to action – mostly of the physical kind. A great way to demonstrate that acting is far more than being about dialogue. Since this play includes a play within a play, the importance of an audience is demonstrated in the film version by its lack thereof.

Oleanna – David Mamet
The best plays don’t preach, they show. They lay out the pros and cons and let the audience draw their own conclusions. If this play is balanced as a script, a production must tread carefully to keep that balance. Read the play and watch Mamet’s own direction of his material on film. Is it balanced? Why doesn’t it work? Or does it?

Our Town – Thornton Wilder
American classic; simple, solid storytelling, where characters reveal themselves through action and dialogue, and the play’s spine gently reveals itself as the play unfolds. Several versions to compare choice in action.
The Piano Lesson – August Wilson
A beautifully written play that is literary as well as theatrical. Filled with language and symbol, and yet the engine is in the strong conflict and clear characterization. The filmed version falls short of the play as written in spite of fine performances. Why?

A Streetcar Named Desire – Tennessee Williams
Is this the great American play? Room for debate, but there is no doubting its place in the culture, and so - a must read. Great language, character, and dialogue, and its combination of theatricality mixed with a seeming realism makes for great discussion. Comparing the Brando version with any other makes for a great illustration of how choices and casting affect a production.
True West -- Sam Shepard
Conflict taken to the limit, and yet the play is hilarious – though your students may miss this fact on a first read. There’s Shepard’s heightened poetic language, and two central characters that form a fabulous comic act. The taped version with Malkovich and Sinese is nothing less than brilliant. Careful though, this one may be far beyond PG.

A Walk in the Woods – Lee Blessing
A simple two character play in which conflict reveals character and theme with a lovely simplicity and effectiveness. The production serves the script even while the acting work deepens it. Worth looking for.
The Women – Claire Booth Luce
Lots of witty and dated dialogue spoken by characters from a world long gone. May be too much verbiage to hold a contemporary high school student when reading from the page. But the vintage film version compared to the recent production shown on PBS can help students see the difference from page to stage. Finding the right style, a must for this one.
Ah Wilderness -- Eugene O’Neill

All My Sons – Arthur Miller

Antigone – Sophocles

Antigone – Jean Anouilh

Awake and Sing – Clifford Odets

Barefoot in the Park – Neil Simon

Betrayal – Harold Pinter

The Boys Next Door – Tom Griffin

Brighten Beach Memoirs – Neil Simon

Bus Stop – William Inge

The Children’s Hour – Lillian Hellman

For Colored Girls Who Have Considered Suicide… --Ntozake Shange
The Curse of the Starving Class – Sam Shepard

Cyrano – Edmond Rostand

A Delicate Balance – Edward Albee
Dinner with Friends – Donald Margulies
A Doll’s House – Henrik Ibsen

Endgame – Samuel Beckett

Equus – Peter Shaffer

The Fifth of July – Lanford Wilson

Fool for Love – Sam Shepard

Front Page – Ben Hecht

Getting Out – Marsha Norman

Glengarry Glen Ross – David Mamet

The Heidi Chronicles – Wendy Wasserstein

The Homecoming – Harold Pinter
Inherit the Wind – Jerome Lawrence and Robert E. Lee
Julius Caesar – William Shakespeare
The Laramie Project – Moises Kaufman
Love! Valor! Compassion! – Terrence McNally

M. Butterfly – Henry David Hwang

Macbeth – William Shakespeare

Major Barbara – George Bernard Shaw

The Man Who Came to Dinner – Kaufman and Hart

Marat Sade – Peter Weiss

Marvin’s Room – Scott McPherson

Of Mice and Men – John Steinbeck

A Midsummer Night’s Dream – William Shakespeare
The Miracle Worker – William Gibson
Miss Julie – August Strindberg

Much Ado about Nothing – William Shakespeare
Oedipus - Sophocles 
Orphans – Lyle Kessler

Othello – William Shakespeare

Picnic – William Inge

Prelude to a Kiss – Craig Lucas

A Raisin in the Sun – Lorraine Hansberry

Reckless – Craig Lucas

The Rimers of Eldritch – Lanford Wilson

Rhinoceros – Eugene Ionesco

The Rivals – Richard Brinsley Sheridan

Romeo and Juliet – William Shakespeare

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern – Tom Stoppard

The School for Scandal – Richard Brinsley Sheridan

The Seagull – Anton Chekhov

Steel Magnolias – Robert Harling

She Stoops to Conquer – Oliver Goldsmith

Six Characters in Search of an Author – Luigi Pirandello

Six Degrees of Separation – John Guare

The Skin of Our Teeth – Thornton Wilder

Sleuth – Anthony Shaffer

Streamers – David Rabe

The Substance of Fire – John Robin Baitz

SubUrbia – Eric Bogosian

Talk Radio – Eric Bogosian

The Taming of the Shrew – Shakespeare

Tartuffe -- Moliere

The Time of Your Life – William Saroyan

Three Sisters – Anton Chekhov

Twelfth Night – William Shakespeare

Uncle Vanya – Anton Chekhov

Uncommon Women – Wendy Wasserstein

Waiting for Godot – Samuel Beckett
Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf – Edward Albee
Wit – Margaret Edson
The Zoo Story – Edward Albee

Zoot Suit – Luis Valdez

Keep in mind that no matter how effective any of the taped, or DVD versions, listed above may be, there is still nothing to equal actually getting your students to as many live theatrical productions as possible – if they are professional productions, all the better. There is so much to be learned about focus, about ensemble, about collaboration, and about the relationship between audience and performers that is impossible to experience from watching a TV screen -- in spite of the excellence of any particular production. On the other hand, reading and then seeing as many productions of plays – even taped or filmed ones - is absolutely essential.  The once-removed experience of watching taped theatre or film adaptation is far better than not having had the experience at all.

The content of the critical papers you assign your students, and how you ultimately grade them is, of course, up to you. But critical opinions expressed in writing always needs to be supported with example or detailed explanation. Any opinion is valid, but only if a case can be made for that opinion. There is always room for a great variety of reaction, particularly when you are dealing with issues that are subjective – issues like what is good or bad – but unsupported opinion must be considered unacceptable. Making your students find their reasons for thinking and feeling as they do will help them grow as academic students and as artists in the making.
After any general discussion concerning a play read in class, you may want to offer a list of possible critical writing assignments. These assignments can be broad or specific, but you should encourage your students to write with a particular thesis in mind. If they do, it will help them to stick to proving a particular point, rather than rambling through a number of loosely related ideas. By shepherding your students in this fashion, they will be led down a road that will lead to useful analysis, an understanding of the mechanics of good drama, and coherence in how they approach theatrical material. 
Underlying any assignment should be the idea that we are trying to help our students understand the machinery of drama. A play’s clarity of meaning and its ability to move us intellectually and emotionally is invariably tied in to its ability to adhere to basic structural rules. Making choices counter to these rules is unlikely to produce successful results. By getting our students to recognize, examine, understand these rules, whether in script form or in production, we are helping them to succeed. When it comes time to make their own choices, they will be making them in such a way that they best serve the intentions of the playwright, the story being told, and the obligations of the production. And when these obligations are being met, they will also be serving themselves as actors and as artists.

Next issue – a closer look at how to help our students analyze and write critically about theatre.
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