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1
The Deadly Theatre

I caN take any empty space and call it a bare stage. A man
walks across this empty space whilst someone else is watch-
ing him, and this is all that is needed for an act of theatre to
be engaged. Yet when we talk about theatre this is not quite
what we mean. Red curtains, spotlights, blank verse, laugh-
ter, darkness, these are all confusedly superimposed in a
messy image covered by one all-purpose word. We talk
of the cinema killing the theatre, and in that phrase we refer
to the theatre as it was when the cinema was born, a theatre
of box office, foyer, tip-up seats, footlights, scene changes,
intervals, music, as though the theatre was by very definition
these and little more.

I will try to split the word four ways and distinguish four
different meanings — and so will talk about a Deadly Theatre,
a Holy Theatre, a Rough Theatre and an Immediate Theatre.
Sometimes these four theatres really exist, standing side by
side, in the West End of London, or in New York off Times
Square. Sometimes they are hundreds of miles apart, the
Holy in Warsaw and the Rough in Prague, and sometimes
they are metaphoric: two of them mixing together within one
evening, within one act. Sometimes within on single moment,
the four of them, Holy, Rough, Immediate and Deadly inter-
twine.

The Deadly Theatre can at first sight be taken for granted,
because it means bad theatre. As this is the form of theatre
we see most often, and as it is most closely linked to the
despised, much-attacked commercial theatre it might seem a
waste of time to criticize it further. But it is only if we see
that deadliness is deceptive and can appear anywhere, that
we will become aware of the size of the problem.
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10 THE EMPTY SPACE

The condition of the Deadly Theatre at least is fairly
obvious. All through the world theatre audiences are dwind-
ling. There are occasional new movements, good new writers
and so on, but as a whole, the theatre not only fails to elevate
or instruct, it hardly even entertains. The theatre has often
been called a whore, meaning its art is impure, but today this
is true in another sense — whores take the money and then go
short on the pleasure. The Broadway crisis, the Paris crisis,
the West End crisis are the same: we do not need the ticket
agents to tell us that the theatre has become a deadly business
and the public is smelling it out. In fact, were the public ever
really to demand the true entertainment it talks about so
often, we would almost all be hard put to know where to be-
gin. A true theatre of joy is non-existent and it is not just the
trivial comedy and the bad musical that fail to give us our
money’s worth — the Deadly Theatre finds its deadly way into
grand opera and tragedy, into the plays of Moliére and the
plays of Brecht. Of course nowhere does the Deadly Theatre
install itself so securely, so comfortably and so slyly as in
the works cf William Shakespeare. The Deadly Theatre takes
easily to Shakespeare. We see his plays done by good actors
in what seems like the proper way — they look lively and
colourful, there is music and everyone is all dressed up, just
as they are supposed to be in the best of classical theatres. Yet
secretly we find it excruciatingly boring — and in our hearts
we either blame Shakespeare, or theatre as such, or even
ourselves. To make matters worse there is always a deadly
spectator, who for special reasons enjoys a lack of intensity
and even a lack of entertainment, such as the scholar who
emerges from routine performances of the classics smiling
because nothing has distracted him from trying over and
confirming his pet theories to himself, whilst reciting his
favourite lines under his breath. In his heart he sincerely
wants a theatre that is nobler-than-life and he confuses a
sort of intellectual satisfaction with the true experience for
which he craves. Unfortunately, he lends the weight of his
authority to dullness and so the Deadly Theatre goes on
its way.
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Anyone who watches the real successes as they appear each
year, will see a very curious phenomenon. We expect the
so-called hit to be livelier, faster, brighter than the flop - but
this is not always the case. Almost every season in most
theatre-loving towns, there is one great success that defies
these rules; one play that succeeds not despite but because of
dullness. After all, one associates culture with a certain sense
of duty, historical costumes and long speeches with the sen-
sation of being bored: so, conversely, just the right degree of
boringness is a reassuring guarantee of a worthwhile event.
Of course, the dosage is so subtle that it is impossible to estab-
lish the exact formula — too much and the audience is driven
out of their seats, too little and it may find the theme too dis-
agreeably intense. However, mediocre authors seem to feel
their way unerringly to the perfect mixture — and they per-
petuate the Deadly Theatre with dull successes, universally
praised. Audiences crave for something in the theatre that
they can term ‘better’ than life and for this reason are open
to confuse culture, or the trappings of culture, with something
they do not know, but sense obscurely could exist — so, tragi-
cally, in elevating something bad into a success they are only
cheating themselves.

If we talk of deadly, let us note that the difference between
life and death, so crystal clear in man, is somewhat veiled in
other fields. A doctor can tell at once between the trace of life
and the useless bag of bones that life has left; but we are less
practised in observing how an idea, an attitude or a form can
pass from the lively to the moribund. It is difficult to define
but a child can smell it out. Let me give an example. In
France there are two deadly ways of playing classical tragedy.
One is traditional, and this involves using a special voice, a
special manner, a noble look and an elevated musical de-
livery. The other way is no more than a half-hearted version
of the same thing. Imperial gestures and royal values are fast
disappearing from everyday life, so each new generation finds
the grand manner more and more hollow, more and more
meaningless. This leads the young actor to an angry and
impatient search for what he calls truth. He wants to play his
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verse more realistically, to get it to sound like honest-to-God
real speech, but he finds that the formality of the writing is so
rigid that it resists this treatment. He is forced to an uneasy
compromise that is neither refreshing, like ordinary talk, nor
defiantly histrionic, like what we call ham. So his acting is
weak and because ham is strong, it is remembered with a
certain nostalgia. Inevitably, someone calls for tragedy to be
played once again ‘the way it is written’. This is fair enough,
but unfortunately all the printed word can tell us is what was
written on paper, not how it was once brought to life. There
are no records, no tapes — only experts, but not one of them,
of course, has firsthand knowledge. The real antiques have
all gone — only some imitations have survived, in the shape
of traditional actors, who continue to play in a traditional
way, drawing their inspiration not from real sources, but
from imaginary ones, such as the memory of the sound an
older actor once made — a sound that in turn was a memory of
a predecessor’s way.

I once saw a rehearsal at the Comedie Francaise — a very
young actor stood in front of a very old one and spoke and
mimed the role with him like a reflection in a glass. This
must not be confused with the great tradition, say, of the
Noh actors passing knowledge orally from father to son.
There it is meaning that is communicated — and meaning
never belongs to the past. It can be checked in each man’s
own present experience. But to imitate the externals of acting
only perpetuates manner — a manner hard to relate to any-
thing at all.

Again with Shakespeare we hear or read the same advice —
‘Play what is written’. But what is written? Certain ciphers
on paper. Shakespeare’s words are records of the words that
he wanted to be spoken, words issuing as sounds from
people’s mouths, with pitch, pause, rhythm and gesture as
part of their meaning. A word does not start as a word — it is
an end product which begins as an impulse, stimulated by
attitude and behaviour which dictate the need for expression.
This process occurs inside the dramatist; it is repeated inside
the actor. Both may only be conscious of the words, but both



