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Over ten yéars ago, ieslie Irene Cogér wrote "Interpreter's Theatre:
Theatre of the Mind."1 In the intervening span of time, from ﬁhe mid-603
to the present, we, as profe;sionals in the field of interpretation, have
rarely gone beyond tecﬁnique and intuition in our utilization of readers
theatre in the classroom and in public performance. For the most part we
lack understanding and clarity in viewing the performances we put together

or judge in féstivals and tournaments. Yet readers theatre is done --

often with great success. It is done on a trial and error basis, by the

~ seat of our pants, by intuition. Although we have a number of books, parts

of books, and articles which tell us how to select and cut a script, cast,
direct, and perform readers theatre,2 we lack a clear understanding of how

it all works. Except for Joanna Hawkins Maclay's work, Readers Theatre:

Toward a Grammar of Practice, no work has dealt with the bhildsophiqal and
theoretical undetbinnings of readers theatre.‘ Maclay idéntifies a number

of areas in which definition and conceptualiéation must be provided for
greater understanding of readersltheatra. The first problem she deals with
is the relationship between text and performer, text and director, and

text and audience. The next area is that relationship between performer and
audience, and lastly, performer with performer, These‘are all areas in which
we have a number of technical answers, ‘some psychological answers (provided
by Maclay), and almost no phiio&ophical-theoretical answers, Maclay attempts
to provide the latter in her work:

-

A grammar of practice is needed -- a body of. aesthetic principlés
that are directly related to the relationships among the performers,
the audience and the text -- principles that will serve as guides

in the task of featuring the literary text in a performance,
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Rather than continué‘h study of the grammar of p;actice which Maclay
so aptly has accomplished, it is the purpose'of this brief paper to begin
with a general framework within which Maclay's grammayr of praétice may
later be placed, It is hoped that thiS'baper will further define the term
theatreegand develop a conceptualization of the process in which performer,
audiengewg;d literature are interacting parts in a large dialogue,

Tﬁe German-Jewish philosopher, Martin Buber,‘prbvides the modern iﬁter-
preter with two key concepts around which one might structure the inter-
£e1ationship of performers, text, ana audience described previously. Those
concepts are what Buber calls Polafitz and Dialogue. Buber, in his essay
" non Polarity, Dialogue after the Theatre'# identifies four types of polar
tensions: |

‘a, That of the performer and the-character he represents;

b. That between the performer and other performers (the protagonists);

€. That between the actors, the play or literature, and the audience;

d. That between drama itself (as a creation of the author) and the

theatre (play, actor, audience relationship).

The remainder of this paper.will be an“iliumihatioﬁ of these ideas and a
diséussion of their utility in readers theatre:

Bubér developed these ideas mOré fully in his work "I and Thou!! and in
a later essay, '"Drama and Theatre" (whicﬁ we shall also discuss), but-most
important in our understanding of Buber ahsuhis writing is that he developed
his concept of theatre and drama during the period'when he was advising and
directing experimental theatre productions in Hellerau and Dusseldorf from
before 1911_throuéh 1920 approximately. Not only was he a theatre critic,
but in 1913,'aftéf some iﬁitial problems inlDusseidorf, Buber,.Emil Strauss,
Jakob Hegner,”and the French dramatist, Paul Ciaudel, founded the Hellefau

Dramatijc Union, in which Buber "experimented with a number of plays and

techniques,
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Essentially what Martin Buber did betyeen 1901 and 1925 was a direct
Precursor to his more mature philosophy of "I and Thou." Buber was
attempting to explain the dramatic componept between people, and between
an individual and God, What is important for interpretation and readers
theatre is the side~Product of his lengthy development of a philosophy of
dialogue and philosOPhical anthropology. This side-product is the idea of
polarity or tension through one's "overagainstness" against another,

The first polar tepsion he describes jg that between the performer and
the character he rePresents. Buber obseryed that the charfacter has certain
Physical characteriStics which are to sOomg extent different from the actor --
and yet they are on€ and the same.

The two stood oVeragainst each other ag a pole and opPosite

pole, being and Countar-being, and the actor accomplished

his task of inclusjon precisely through the fact that he

did not weaken this tension,

The actor and the character are wholly different beings, They stand
against each other, Not in a dominant-submissive relationShip, but in a
relationship involving dialogue., The key to understanding this relationship
is the term inclusion, Inclusion means the total involvement in the
standpoint of the other, Buber puts it this way: .

It is the extenSiop of one's own concreteness, the fulfillment of

the actual situation in_life, the complete presence of the reality

in which one participates. (One person) without forfeiting any-
' thing of the felt reality of his activity, at the same timg lives

‘phroﬁgh the common event from the standpoint of the other.

For the interprefer, then, Buber is saying that one does not take a
character on as one Might put on one's ¢Oat, but - rather, the reality
that is the individual performer is expressed through the standpoint of

the character. This is certainly true evep in the situation of narration.

When the narrator talkg directly to the aﬁdience, he is not the performer

4]
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alone, but also one who sees the action. This led Daniel, Buber's character

in the essaQ;‘"Dialogue on Polarity," to the realization that there are two
kinds of actors: the genuine actor and the false actor. The geNuine actor
stands "over and against the Hero:o:'character of the play as the
"simulacrum of the deed" or as a simulation or semblance of the character.
By standing in opposition to the hero and simulating him, the actor suggests
character. If he weakened the opposition by.mimickiné the character, the -
situation would be "poisoned."’ '. ’ -

That is the paradox of the great actor, 'Freed, purified,

transfigured in the transformation, he realizes the hero

in ever-new uriquéiss with his spul as with his bcdy.8

The paradoxical situation of the actor, at once himself, aﬁd at the
same time the cha;acte: of different body and temperament, éreates a tension
which enables the actor to leave the boundaries of his own self and wander

among new roles and new gelves within the character. Actor and Ccharacter

are two different"eggities, yet when placed over and against cne another

‘they form a new being, a communicative being living an internal dialogue

of tension. The actor does not put on @ mask but places himself, "sur-
renduring his soul and winning it back a2gain"® into the center of the hero

(or the literature as we might say) and dredges out the basis of what Buber

~calls a personal kinesSis or ''the union Of meaning and deed peculiar to him,"10

When the meaning is attaijned by the actor, the deed or action "resounds'" in

the character.l!l ‘ . “

A false actor, on the other hand, attempts to imitate the character,

"fingers the hero with his senses, collects the hero's woice, hiS mien,

his gestures. He explores the world of the doer in order to acqUire his
_ 08 .

material and then constrycts out of it a mask."12

7



fﬁé Seconq polarity tenSion‘revolves around the relationship of the

protagonists on Stage. Actor gveragainst actor, character against

. character, involves a tension similar to the Previous one in form and
substance, yet different, The tragedy occurS when the polar tension is
created by the interaction betyeen the‘charaCters, yet because of the
limited resources of each individu31VCharact¢f, thisAtension call never be
resolved; Essentially, no two people ever mean the same thing bethe words.
that they‘pée, “that there i8, therefore, no Pure rep1§; that at each point
of the cgnversation, therefore, understanding and misunderstanding are
interwoven -- from which comes\the interplay: of openness and closeqdnpess,
expression and reserve, 13 It is the Polar tetsjon based on the dlfference
between People when placed in a capricious gituation which leads to tragedy

.

and when placed in a situation involving accident, Which leads to comedy.

From the point of view oflthe interprefer in Readers Theatre, the.tension
between protagoﬁist is most evigent when offstage focus is used because
the audience has full view of .the gestural and facial response each character

o gives off., It is important in tpis instance to emphasize therdifference
in characters to heighten the tension.

The next polarlty involyes the'félatlonship between actor, literature,
and audience, The tensions in this polarity are many and varied, but
essentia11y~weA§ee them as thé differences between individuals who happen
to be sitting and viewing something on stage through their individual per-
ceptual frameworks and the difference between thogse indlvlduals who make

up the mass of the audience and the characters/actors on the stageé. These

" differences are mediated by the yords of the literature, which at Oonce C




provide thke basis of the simultaneous inclusion and Separation of

audience and indiyidual, and audience and char: cter/actor. Buber,
through the character Daniel, says it this way:

"I knew nothing except just that'audience, but that truly
and wonderfulily., :

I had, in fact, experienced what was the first act of my
drama not as one of the spectatorg, but as a seCret hierophont;
now the crowd of which I was part su prised me and filled me
with astonishment as though I had associated with it for® the
first time. These men had separated themselves out’ and combined;
they had installed in a solitary space, in the Solitary time ’
of this stage and accepted its procedure as something allied
to them; with different meanings, to be sure, the gne stirred
the action, the other awareness of the per formance, only a few
cojoined in that dynamic wholeness in which the action and the
Performance are submerged ir a mythical reality, as symbol and
Preparation, but open to all that is happening to the actor,
answering the gymmetry of his step with the symmetry of the
Soul's step and, whether with resjgned, whether Wwith superior
feeling, mustering the task + « . I still carried in myself
the measure of that completed polarity in which I stood for
awhile, like the measure of a passion that supplements every-
thing fragmentary and broken around it to wholenegg, rather
lets it appear in its wholeness. So my surroundings grew
together for me into a community of which I was @ pember.

And thus, no 1longer as focus and centeri but as a pember, I
experienced ths szcond act of my drama. !

My own words cannot compete with the vivid poetfy of Buber, yet
there is a clear example of thié passionate experiefCe Buber describes,
In a readers theatre production of Chaucer's Canterbury Tales in which I
was involved, a iove scene between a young married Woman and her lover was
performed on a Very high ladder (to represent a pl'm tree), while hgr older
husband'Wandered about below, Af.er the performance, an elderly gentleman
came up to tﬁe director and with great agitation and excitement asked how
he had created Such.a realistic and beautiful plum tree, This was not an
il1lusion, but a cojoining of the audience and the characters via the
mediation of the ljiterature that provided more than the mere Phyéical

attributes of a ﬁooden ladder.

9
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~Buber's fourth polarity has a much larger context than the previous
three. This fourth polar tension involves the idea of the Qrama, i.e.,
the creative work of a poet, and the concept of theatre, i.e., the inner

workings of the relationship between actor, play and audience. The

‘tension is created because the actor adds something to the word ari the

audience adds something to the actor's gestures, Thus, from drama to
theatre a change is takihg-place. On one ﬁand,»we Haveufhe ungpoken symbol,
the word which gstands by itself. On the other hand, we have the actor's |
actions, his gestures, which place flesh aﬁd physical movement on the word.
Both are cbntrolled_and filtered by the audience'svselectivity. Maurice
Friedman, translator and editor of many of Buber's works, says about this
drama-theatre tension: ' . .

Drama is pure dialogue which goes over Into the spoken, But it

is the poet who makes the actor speak, The strength of the poei

is the word, the strength'of the actor is the gesture. Even o
speech for the actor is only a kind of gesture, and among early
peoples there are no words at all for representation but only the
dance. The poet thus is ‘the master of the word, who moves the
theatre, and yet never really enters it. Behind each word of escl
actor, even the most masterful, Daniel could hecar the gestureless,
unaccented, untouched, the concise and secret, the essential-voiced
word of the poem whose determined simplicity the theatre can only
draw out, the faithful theatre can only interpret,

This drama/theatre tension takes on crucial importance for interpretation

@

and readers theatre because our avowed purpose is the illustration of

literature through voice and body movement. -The polar tension is that

“we "can only interpret."16 We can draw out what the poet provides us,

Often we have forgotten that our talent is not in the creation of the w0id_

but in its transmittal. We, as interpreters, flesh the word in our gestures,

‘in our voices, but we do not create the poem. The tension then for the

actors must be clearly evident to the director of readers theatre who mus t

10
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decide what tovcut or what to put beside the piece of iiterature (if
he is doing a collage); The concept of dialogue is central to this
discussibn; the aﬁthér, the'éirector, and the actqr are all different
and ovefagainst one énd the éther. Yet through the }hea of iw:lusion
or totai.involvement in the standpoint of the other; we sce Jrama develop

<

into theatre,

In the~p;eceding'§ages, we have seen how the concepts of polarity,
dialogue, "drfd.-inclusiou operate within the four polar tensions of the
actor overagainst character; actor overagainst actor; actor/play over-
against a;dience; and drama overagainst theatre. We have also heard
some examples of the use of these ideas in interpretation and readers
theatre, It has not been my purpose.to argue whether interpretation is
theatre or vice vers#. For Buber, clearly, al? theatre is interpretation.
My purpose is‘to‘postulate that the driving central force of interpretation
and readers theatre is essentially the same as Buber's concept of polarity/
-tension, dialogue and inclusion. ‘Polarity is crucial because we are
alwwvays balancing the tension between>the‘word, the body and the audience.
Dialogue is’ crucial because over the yeara wé have wedded ourselves to the
idea that we communicate literature. Inclusion is érucial because as
interpr;ters we not only must totally involve ourselves in the literature,
but also in the charagtermof the play or the persona of the poem, as well
as the standpoint of the audience,

Buber has said that drama is the formation of word-'as something that

. moves between things,‘"the mystery of'word‘and answgr." The mystery is
not oﬁe of union or harmony, "but of tension, for two men never mean the

same thing by the words that they use, and no answer is fully satisfactory."17

1i
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But through the interweaving of understanding and misunderstanding comes
"the interplay of cpenness and clbsédness, exéfession and reserve that
mark every genuine dialogue between man and man, Thus the mere fact of
the difference between men already implies a basié d;amatic encanglement
as an-inherent component of human existgnce as such which dramalonly
reproduces in clearer and heightenad fortﬁ."18 -
Maclay has prﬁvided us with.a grammar of practice; Buber provides us
with a framework to practice in. Therefore, it is not necessary fﬁr us
to achieve successful readers theatre producﬁions by trial and error or
by formula combinations of techniques. Buber has provided us with a
bacis fgr understanding what we do and justification and support for our

intuition.

Y i
o
IS

12

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:



FOOTNOTES

Leslie Irene Coger, "Interpreter's Theatre: Theatre of. the Mind,"
Q.J.S., April 1963, pp. 157-164.

2Just an example .of this form is: Leslie Coger and Melvin White,
Readers Theatre Handbook, 1973,

3Joanna Hawkiné Maclay, Read-rs Theatre: Toward A Grammar of Practice,
1971.

Martin Buber, Daniel: Dialogues on Realization, trans. by Maurice
Friedman, 1964, pp. 101-127,

5Maurice Friedman, Martin Buber and the Theater, 1969, p. 66.

6Martin Buber, Between Man and Man, the essay on "Education", pp. 96ff.

7Friedman, op. cit., pp. 66-67.

8Ibid.

91bid., p. 13.

Or444., p. 67. ’/n:)

11Ibid.

12221;9_-’ PP. 67-68-

13Ibid., p. 84.

14
Ibid- ’ pp. 57 -58-

L1pi4., p. 15.

1GIbid.

17
Ibid., p. 43.

18
Ibid., p. 44.

13




