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DEPINING "STYLE" : L
; (with a strategy for general reform of theatre terminology)

The terminology and the conceptual gystem of our profession
are in guch disorder that we £ind 1t almost impossible to commu~
nicate clearly with each other or‘to think precisely and systeﬁar
tically beyond a superficlal level. They have grown like Topsy,
untended and randomly. 3Sporadic attempts have been made to
reform 1t all, but they have falled for lack of scholars trained
and free to do the work, for lack of general ¢circulation of the
few successes, and for lack of concern on the part of the profes-
slon generally. Now the UCTA Program in the Theory and Criticism

.of Drame and Performance has underteken the task again. It 1g
hoped that ‘the human, financial, snd organizational resources of
the Program will give the new effort a gregt;r chance of success.
This discussion of'the term "gtyle” and its related concept is
the firat Publle act Iin the project, so we will discuss more thsan
the term and concept; we will elso describe the general problem

and lay down a2 few ground rules.

2




Does the nesd for reform require argument? Probably so.

There seem always to be those among us for whom any talk of
words 18 useless semantic quibbling. They have not caught on
to one of th? greatest discoverles of our time, that thought oan
be no more preclise or orderly than the conceptual scheme and
vocabulary in which all_consciousneas 1s Inevitably conducted.
They cliné to private schemes and t~rms despite the evident need
for a common convention. When the key terms of the trade are
used In ldioceyncratli. ways Ez each new author end teachei, there
can be no precise general communication and the language 1s

€

devalued drastically. The Perma and concepts most cruclal to

e profound understanding of our art are the one; most tﬁorbughly
abused; such key 1deas as actlion, form, structure, meaning, and

gtyle have hocome buz;‘words, puff words, substitutes for commu=-
nioation, not 1ts vehicles. The root of all this, 1t seems, is

our disinterest in understanding our work profoﬁndly. If we

cared, we would not allow our tools to deoay so.
%

The basic tasks of conceptuai and terﬁinological reform
are these: '

lw= %o delimtt the territory (i1.e. to learn, with precision,
Just what 1t 1s we have to talk and think about)

2= t0 divide this territory up, strategically, into a scheme
of concepts in such a_way that the ;oncepts do not ‘overlap,
so that the territory 1s covered fully and with enough
nuance to allow suppleness, agllity, and accuracy 1n
thought and talk

3= to attach terms to each of these concepts and‘aub-concepts,
agein strateglically, so that they are easy to accommodats
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and retain, and
b~ to "sell" this scheme to the profession, reallzing that

new language systems can be "sold" only when their

pragmatic values are made clesr.

This 18 the responsibllity undertaken by every dlscipline deserving

of the name.

This 1s not & task for one man or for a few but for the
profession. The work will begin. no doubt, with the individual
lebors of the few who care deeply, but the Project wilil fail

~ unless the first proposals sie thoroughly processed by a much

wider and more representative group of scholars and then given
the blessing of whatever we have in the way of professional
guardlans. This 13 not a bright 1dgs; this is standard procedure

in disc¢iplines more mature than ours.

The questions to be pursued never taks the form "What 1a

stylo ?" or "What does 'style'! mean?'  Language. experts and

~ philosophers have shown that these are non-sense questions.

The questions which mattesr are of this kind: "How may we usefully
delimit the territory (or territories) which have vaguely been
intended by the term 'style'?" or "Wwhat shall we mean when we

aay 'style’?”

S0, how does 1t stand with 'style'? The term 18 popular,
impcrtant, and has no precise, common concept sttached to 1%t which

would give 1t general commuricativs vaiue and sllow us to find

"haya of coping with style in production and in the classroom.

Thoeugh there have been partial successes in the effort to deacribe
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the dramaturgic styles of individual playwrights, there has been
no egquivalent work in the area of production style and no effort
to integrate the two. As a result, we have no productive way of
relating dramaturgic style to production style. We have uncountable
performances in which production style 1s ill-matched with
dramaturgic style, but we han no common means to discuss these
failures in the classroom or in the theatre and so we lack a
strategy for elimlnating these production fallures.
Do not think that the traditional gensric categories fill
this need {e.g. Expressionistic drama and Expressionistic scene
design). These clumsy and over-gensralized fdeas have done us
more harm than good. Their greoatest value is that they provide
simple exam queaéions. They serve the comprehension of style as
weil as pick-axe and spade serve brain surgery. We require some-
thing of much greater complexity and s»btlety, much better systema-
tized.
- So "style" needs work. How is such work producbively done?
Back to general principles: when seeking to refnrm a particulsr
term, we:
1= survey all disciplines for whom the term 13 important (in
the case of 'style’, rhetoric, linguistics, and the critical
arm of each of the Arts were of particular importance)
2~ £ind out what definitions have bheen and are used in these
flelds, either explicitly or implicitly and find out what
work the term does for them; don't synthesize at this point;
ocollect every variation you can find or infer
3= without throwing away the individual definltions, synthesize -

those factors {if any) which are common to all of the
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definltions and usesy if usage 18 too diverse to aliow this,
sub=divide and then synthesize as many common-factor
definitions as are required. (Such conceptual confusion is
common. Here is an exampls of one such which currently
plagues theatre writers. The term "symbol" became current

in the Arts as a label for something which signifies

me tavhorically, $.e. because of $ts resemblance, its

necessary link with its aignificanée. No problem. However,
in a separate line of language development, "symbol® became‘
o key term for those studying the broader problems of
significance! -Tinguistic end semantic scholars. .For them,

the term feferred to a sign which was con#entionallx related

to what 1t signified; the key thing about this symbol is
that it is ﬁrbitrarily, not necessarily related to its

significanoce. And 80 we have a significance system with
on1y~twg major categéries (natural signs and conventional
signs) and tﬁey both have the same name. No problem SO leng
a8 those who think about conventional signg operate in a
different world from those who think about metaphorical
signs. However, the evolution of our discipline has nmede
it necessary for us to deal with both ideas. The result
is massive confusicn. When one uses the wofd "symbol™ now,
it is necessary to follow with a definition. Very inefficlent.)
4- the synthesized definitions are compared to the definitlons
given or implied in theatre and the work the term has been
used for in theatre.
5« then an extremely difffcult step: the possibilities suggestsd

by all we have dons so far must be compared to related
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concepts used In theatre; bhefore we can dgcide on one

soncept, we must have & clear gense of how thls will

affect *he larger task of re-conceptualizing the whole
‘ theatrical territory.

¢

6- finglly, in the light of gll the above, a concept 1s carved

out and the label 1s applied to it. | ‘
The success of this effort depends equsally on skill in learning
the’ territory to be covered and the work to be done, in. aynthesizing
definitions, and in graaping the 1ntramural and intermural
1mPlications of each possible way of slicing and defining.
Hard work, but necessary.

The 30b 18 not really finished at this point. A conceptual

£00l 18 not ready for actioﬂ until its functions in every aspect
of our work are understood. This task 18 such larger than the

Job of defining and much more important, but it cannot begin
until the -defining work is finished.

S

Time doesn't allow re-tracing of all thesa steps as thoy
_ ’ppPly to the f{doa of style. Conclusions will have to suffice.
A thorough study of the uses and meaninzs of "atyle"l mekes 1t
clear that, however definitions may vary, the root concept includes
all of thess sub-concepts:
1- an act of chivosing (econsclously or non-coﬂscioua}y)
2- a maker who chooses
3- the perception of & Teguler pattern of choices from which
& principle of cholce can be inferred
4~ the concept of latitude within implied limits
lszkj 5- & tazk which creates the limits and latitude
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6413trategic intent underlying-the cholce of ths selective

principle (again, elther conscious or non-consclous, explicit

or implicit) .

-
-

7- the effect of strateglc individuelization.

The concept of tyle may .usefully be applied ‘o anything that -~
1s mades an object, an actlon, or an idea. At the foundation of
our perception of style 1s necessarily a sense that this made
thing i3 the product of 2 specific task undertaken, that 1t was
meant to be ggggthing:‘not Just anything. It is in the nature of
human perception that we never see something in itself but only as
an instance of a kind. ¥o cholce here, no "pufe" perception,
‘never full accommodation, always some assimilation of the new igté
the o©ld. ‘

Always In this concept of the old 1s a sense of limits, of a

,range of possibllities. Whoever made this did not have an infinite

'range of chplces. His task limited his latitude in two ways: it )
required that certaln things must be done lest the task bve |
unfinisheds }t insisted that certain things might not be done or
1t would be a different task. These "must~bes" are called
"paremeters™s this sense of "may-not-be" 13 cslled "the 1limit of
tolerance." Between 1s a range of lavitude which varies Iin scope
depending- on the task and the situation. Here the maker must
shoose &nd, by choosing, strateglcally individualize what he -makes
and its effects, all without falling the tasks This path selected
through the afea of latitude 1s style.

Mogt of us like short and tidy definitions. They are riéky,

but here is a first attemptt by "atyle“_lg mesnt the pattern &f-
ERIC , .8 .
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individualizing,strateglc choices, of elther matter or form, ‘made
= " .

.within the latitude of an implliclitly or explicitly defined task.

This may not seem superlor to the definitlion you now use or
those you have heard before, but 1t has substantlal values: 1t
covers the ground we have generally intended,: but-more specifically

and tangiblys$it includss all of the factors which are necessary

‘for the understaending of a style and excludes irrselevancles; above

2ll, 1t clearly implies what ocne-examines in order to understand
style.in a given work (task, lht{tuda. pattern, 1ndividualization;
end stratsgy) and 1t suggests the relative nature_of these factors.
That makes 1t useful, 1f not the most useful definition possible.2

Hﬂpn a maker's cholces seem consistent aga\stratqgically
valuable, We say the style s effective. When We can find no -
pattern or use in the cholces, we say the style {3 clumsy or
irrelevant. We find many other things to say about style. What
we say will have more usefulness the more we come to“understand ]
ﬁ%w these cholces are ﬁade] how relevance and consistency drp .
achleved, what controls the rerception of ﬁatterns. how to separate
the effects of style from the effects of conten? and context, and
the more skillfully we refinp our system for thinking and talking
about style.

;
The concepts of pattern, consistency, relevance, and effective~-

ness imply someone who percel ves, thease qualitiés: They are not

"thore" until perceived. There is no objective truth to the

existonce, consistency, or effect of these qualities. The same

is necessarily true of style. Style 1s a strictly theoretical

idea: 1t 18 one of the ways we account for our experience and 1t

is & very useful one indeed, 1f we comprehend the principle and

A



1t8 workings finely enough.

o

3tyle 13 a very relative matter. When our sense of the

LI

task changes, our notlon of what tonstitutes the latituds and the
aystem of choice-ﬁaking changes. For éxaméle, wé may speak of the“
Pinter style when we concelve the tusk to be the ﬁriting of all
of Pinter's scripts. The parameters and toierance then &re the
very general ones of the task of séript-writing in such a time,and
place. We might slso conslider the uniqus style of each Pintef
soript. The much narrower latituds grom whicﬁ these 1ndividualiziné
cholces are made I8 the one of script-writing in thngipter neodse., .
This ocan go on for many more levelg in both directlons, wider or
narrower. We may study ?he style of thought.sr apeech or activity
in one.character or one scene. We might study the styla'of space
end light use fh a single production.

Broadening, we might study the style‘of modern playwrightg
copared to others or the style of %rama compared to the task of

- P

'riotion&l’writing or the task of fictionsl writing cémpared to

non~ficglon. Etcetera. Whatever made thing we can focus ‘on we
nay study stylistically to our profit,r And always’ the question is
this: according to what principle of selection, within what rangs

of latituds, in the service of what task, for what astrategic

purpéses, hag the maker executed thesse cholces?

“8tyle, 8o codnceived, 1s a prime critical and interpretive
kay. Useful orliticism doss three thingst 1t describes the object
of atudy, 1t deacribes thanimpacteof that object, and 1t explains
how the first of these brings about the second. Since style is

the realm of cholce, since cholce (a8 Aristotle rightly said) is
the prime revealer of identity, iﬁgle 18 the interpreter's main
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acceds to understanding Of the work. It 1is 1mportant to remomber
that we do nou,interpret the styles wghidentify the stgle@hﬁ&' ‘
rationalize 1ts ‘functions In order to Interoret the woﬁﬁl. Stylistic
anaiysis is & ool 02 great promise too 11ttle refined in'fhe
theatre end well ‘worth attention. . o
| In carryinL out this task, it is 1mportant to avold hﬂe
debllitating errors of the past: what the study of style wants
is ﬁot‘ﬁ.séﬁ of categprifs, no lisfq‘of posaib1§ afyle{. These
havoe precisely the oqposite of the desired 3ifect° &hey ser;a tb
generalize, not to 1ndiv1dualize, and the und wrstanding of a -
¢ - particular work 1s"f1rst of all a matter of 11nd1n§\the nature and s
function or 1ts individuality. To say that"this work 13 Express- |
1onistic" tells no more than to say that "this person 1s a professor.”
It 13 a groas oversimplification which tells nothing of personality
and is likely to provoke unnarranted assumptions. Give us -
dqgoriptions and rationales, not labelsy give us desc.iptions of
. the princ?ple of choice which shapes the 1ndividﬁal work and
rationales of. the sérategy'sha?igg thoae'choiéea. We need to
know how the maker's chooéing gffscts us, or might affect us
were we open to 1t. The more clearly we grasp. these things, :
the more we will grow as understanders and Qs makers . Ekunﬁh»a
of this growth and we might éven learn how to taach the effective
o

use or style, not in the stifling, mechanical. old rhetorical T

i -

- way, but organioally.

A fTew last thoughts:

4

: ~%n absolute replics does not have style of 1ts own but

Q replicates the style of its model. - F
B L -
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; Art makes no replicas.

- In eny work of Art, we find layers of stylej the style of
the actual or Impllied original and the style of the

| e*oreaticn.

- Th? atyle of eaqh layer may be studled Independently. Each
variabie within each léyer may be studled independeny}y. T
fun and profit reglly begin when we undertake the study Of

~ . the interaction among factors and among layers.'

= It 1s possible that this understanding of style brings us‘
back to Plato in terms which are more tolerable to modern

minds and more pragmatiualls prodyctive. TR -y

W

L=
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‘When style is conceived arl defined carefully, the work has

* Just begun. The next step is ahormous. We must ask oursalves

yhat factors in theatre are part of the latltude and in what
Ways may cholces Involving these factors be made?". Tt is,
“yhat are the variables, how may they be varied, and with whe:t
aﬂfipipatabla el:éct;?T. ‘ The answer will require a systematizir
of e?erything we ‘do or say in or about theatre. It will be worth
the effort. . . | - £ i

If this should be athieved, still another tough job remalns:
to get the trade ¢ use the concept carefully and fully. This
31;1 be hardes: <f all. - ‘ '
r » .

-

Until we undertake this chore and carry it through to

complefioh, Wwe wll} continue to .speak more evocatively than

J oommunioatively. Evocation hag 1ts place, but 1t cannot support

the ru11 burd?n. A profession 1rich cannot oommunicate preclsely

—
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' about 1ts most fundamental concerns 1s Iimmature. That theafre is

‘an Art in no wayﬂexempts 1t from this rule. The Program in the

Theory and Criticism of Drama and Performance invites each of

you to join in this important work.

1 This study was‘possible because of a rare oﬁportunity for
extended teamwork provided by a seminer 1n Theorizing which
I led at Bowling Green State Unlversity in 1978. For much
of what I say about style, I am indebted to three bright and
eager students: Kim Sharp, Robert Shank, and John Galyean.

2 * o things showld®be clear from this definition: 1) no made
‘ thing s "style-less": style may be nore or less obvious,
.efficlent, deligptfui, etc., but cholces must always be made
within a latitude and tﬁﬁt makes style inevitable. 2) our
traditionsl way of using the term "st%lized" 1s inappropriate;
all made thirgs which are not replicas are stylized, each in
its own way. gtyle 1s a kind of abstractioﬁ. Abstractions
ars ssid to operate at higher or lower levels, depending on
how severely we have stripped away speciflic information about
'thevactual or implied original from which we have abstracted.
Low abstractions give us much'iq:ormation about Individualss
high abstractions give us more information about relations to
other individuals. When we feel the urge to refer to a worlk
as "atyliéed" we ought, instead, to describe its level of
abstract{pn and. the 8trategy underlying that cholce.
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