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 When Monroe Lippman invited me to address the Fellows, he told me to choose any topic I wished. Being 
the cagey veteran professor he is, he must have recognized what a tough assignment he was giving. To choose any 
topic? And for the ATA Fellows? What subject could I choose that the venerable Fellows did not know better than 
I? Should I talk about the hit playwright Shakespeare? Or should I share my joy in having vacated my post of white 
collar janitor, a position known to some of you as Dean? Finally, I settled on a topic that has concerned me for some 
time. Put simply, it was the division between thinking and doing that has beset and besets American education and 
theatre ever since I can remember. 
 It seemed to me that just as William Vaughn Moody saw the great divide between eastern Puritanical 
standard and rude western instinct, we too have a parallel division in theatre - especially at the university level - 
between what we think students should know and what they want to do. The cleavage between faith in knowledge 
and faith in practice is not absolute, of course. But it runs through every phase of work: acting training, playwriting, 
stage directing, and so on. 
 Initially, I planned to trace the origins of this great divide, and show the effect it has on our present habits. 
But as I thought of what would be an essentially critical overview, I realized that I didn't want merely to add another 
comment of this type. The shock waves of the 60's and 70's have left few theatrical concepts intact. Either people 
adopt ad hoc premises to enable them to function. Or they think they can function without a conceptual framework. 
If so, they usually act out old cliches. That's why, it seems to me, we are forced to review our most basic 
assumptions about the theatre, and in such a way that our minds and intuition can work together. 
 In my own writings I have always tried to examine material not only from an objective, analytic viewpoint, 
but simultaneously from a subjective, essentially synthetic viewpoint: that is, I try to produce work that is useful to 
the theatre worker as well as theatre scholar. The best I can do here is give you a concrete example of what I do. 
 For some time now I have been trying to describe more accurately than has so far been done the mechanism 
of perception in the theatre. People like E. H. Gombrich and Leonard Meyer have done a similar thing for the visual 
arts and music. So far theatre has lagged behind, and yet, in my view, until we have some agreement on what 
happens between audience and presentation, we cannot deal effectively with a host of other theoretical and practical 
questions. 
 Currently, we are seeing a concerted effort to apply the methods of structuralism and semiology to the 
theatre. So far much of this study has concentrated upon identifying and anatomizing the sign systems that compose  
 
theatrical events. Each of these sign systems - costume, for example, or gesture - is normally examined as a medium 
of communication. In focussing upon communication, however, the semioticist seems almost automatically driven 
to ignore or at best de-emphasize another aspect of theatrical performance, perception. Tadeusz Kowzan, one of the 
more prolific theoreticians in the field, makes this choice explicit in his book, Littérature et Spectacle (1975) . In 
distinguishing the aesthetic basis of literature from that of theatre, Kowzan follows the common semiotic position 
that both arts are essentially media of communication, and any distinction between them is to be made in terms of 
the communicative function. While Kowzan admits that the theoretician cannot ignore the matter of esthetic 
perception, he still prefers to choose "la notion de communication a celle de perception" as the basis for inquiry.1 
But is such a choice viable? In A Theory of Semiotics (1976), Umberto Eco, in embarking on a discussion of 
esthetics, notes the extra-communicative aspect of art. For Eco this extra-communicative dimension emerges from 
an artifact when its material consistency - he uses the example of the gold and jewels that go into a medieval cross - 
becomes charged with something more than cultural signification. When this happens, "there may still be perceptive 
and emotional effects but there are no more significations. Once it has moved beyond this threshold the work of art 
seems to stimulate reactions but not to communicate contents.2 His point is akin to one made by Georges Mounin 
in "La communication théâtrale" (1970). Mounin argues that theater is not reducible to the significance of its parts 
but functions as a network of relationships ("un reseau de relations"), best examined in terms of stimuli.3 
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Consequently, he doubts the efficacy of semiotics as a means for understanding theatrical processes. Both Eco and 
Mounin, in stressing stimulation that transcends signification, are rejecting in effect the proposition that 
communication as opposed to perception can be the foundation for the study of art. Without making any 
assumptions about the relative importance of communication or perception in the theatrical process, I would 
nevertheless concur with their view. In my opinion, it is impossible to talk precisely and fruitfully about theater 
without possessing a systematic outlook on theatrical perception, and in this paper I shall try to lay out the 
dimensions of such a systematic outlook. 
 My argument will fall into three parts. First, I must say something about the performed work as a 
'phenomenal object.' Obviously, the performed work exists in time, cannot be static, and thus cannot in truth be a 
physical object. Yet, if we are to isolate the features of the drama, we must consider its artistic product not merely or 
mainly as a printed text but as an observed and sensed - hence phenomenal - 'object.' The need to speak of the object 
character of art is amply illustrated in Mikel Dufrenne's extended study on Phénoménologie de l'expérience 
esthétique (1953). 
 The second phase of my argument will lay out the main lines of the perceptual system that an audience 
possesses. It is an effort to identify the crucial factors affecting response in the theater. Obviously, my model is - and 
has to be - hypothetical at this time since we simply do not have enough accumulated evidence of the right kind - if 
we knew what the right kind was - to present a detailed picture of the socio-esthetic event of theater. The third and 
last part of my argument will offer some explanation of how the theatrical 'object' impinges on and is received by the 
audience. In brief, I will suggest the kinds of engagement that can exist between play and perceiver. 
  
 For convenience I shall take up these matters seriatim. What else can one do but go from point one to point 
two and so forth. I will ask you to keep in mind, however, that in dealing with so elusive a subject as this, it would 
be much truer to our exploration if we could oscillate from one phase of the subject to another, achieving a partial 
glimpse of one part, going on to another, and then returning to the first with an augmented understanding. Despite 
my straightforward exposition, then, I mean to suggest perspectives rather than claim certainties. 
 To begin then: the performed 'object.' Here, I shall not dwell on how the object comes into existence. The 
playwright, for example, may contribute most to the object. Or it may be the actor. Or the director. Different times 
different balances. Whatever the path to it and whoever leads or follows, the performed object is realized through 
the medium of living performers. What the performers do in front of an audience takes on the force of an object 
because it is organized behavior and, with rare exceptions, essentially replicable. 
 When we think of performing, it is not unusual for us to think of the single actor, usually the star performer. 
Most books about acting highlight the solitary player. Stanislavsky writes on how An Actor Prepares. Jean 
Duvignaud, completing an extensive sociological study of the performer, entitles his work, L'Acteur. In a 
provocative book, Michael Goldman deals with what he calls The Actor's Freedom, actor in the singular. All stress 
the lone performer, whether as star or journeyman. But the truth is that in the shaping of a dramatic object, the actor 
almost never works alone. This is a truth that perhaps needs to be stressed. Few actors can or try to offer solo 
performances, not merely because such performances are difficult to sustain but also because they require the artful 
constitution of an imaginary opposite. Hal Holbrook as Mark Twain characterizes his audiences as listeners of 
another day. Estelle Parsons in Miss Margarida's Way foists upon the audience the role of students. Alone on stage, 
playing teacher, she must impose personae on us so that she can react in predetermined ways. In short, the actor 
must play off an 'other.' The 'other' may be imaginary as when Hamlet's uncle, Claudius, insists, "Bow, stubborn 
knees," or the 'other' may be realized in the person of an acting partner. Whatever the means, the actor is involved in 
an exchange of some sort. 
 As necessary, however, as it is for the actor to have an 'other,' it is equally necessary that the actor not have 
too many others. Indeed, the actor seldom engages in an exchange with more than one opposing force at a time. That 
is, no matter how many characters may be in a play, the sub-sections or segments of the work are largely composed 
of interchanges between two concentrated energies with some occasional exchanges involving three different 
energies. Despite the number of people active in the assassination of Julius Caesar, for instance, Shakespeare leads 
to the confrontation of Caesar and the conspirators through a series of polar exchanges. Preparatory to Casca's first 
stroke, the four conspirators who speak compose a unified petition that Caesar resists. After Caesar's death, the 
conspirators' reactions first to the corpse and then to Antony's appearance are also uniform, and even when Cassius 
challenges Brutus' decision on Antony,  the  segment of  exchange is  confined to  Cassius the challenger and Brutus 
the defender of his decision. Close reading of drama reveals that this reliance on bi-polar exchanges is common 
dramaturgical practice, and may have its formal recognition in the Greek convention of using no more than three 
actors.  
 Where there is a presentation of a complicated sequence of cross-currents  
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in a play, in all likelihood it consists of many brief exchanges between pairs of individuals. Such a sequence of 
many impulses seems to fill the scene when Madame Ranevsky returns to her home in The Cherry Orchard, what 
with servants and masters passing through the old nursery, chattering to each other. Yet this varied, peopled scene 
consists of shorter and longer exchanges between two actors, some two or three lines, some five or six speeches in 
length. Thus, we can say that the dramatic object is produced by a sequence of polar exchanges, the generating 
forces of which are the energies of the actors. 
 What gives form to the dramatic object is that the exchanges between actors are prearranged. Because the 
performers know how an exchange will end, they can pace their energies to fit the prearranged scheme. Even in a 
so-called improvised play, the actors know the consequences. The most famous improvised theatre was the 
commedia dell'arte of the Renaissance age. Actors were noted for their quick invention and their ready adjustment to 
different circumstances. Nevertheless, they still had their agreed upon scenarii which laid out the scheme of the 
play. And each of the stock actors, the lover, the old dotorre, the clowns, had their set speeches and favorite bits of 
business which they interpolated into the various scenarii as time and occasion afforded the opportunity. Even today, 
the improvisational theater depends on general schemes of performance. Those theaters that purport to be most 
improvisatory, where the audience is asked to propose a topic upon which the actors can elaborate, even they find 
that they accumulate conventional routines which can be put at the service of whatever demands the audience 
makes. If there is true improvisation, where the end is unknown, then it occurs in the classroom and seldom in 
performance.  
 How absolute the need is for prearranged action is evident from the recent history of such participatory 
theater groups as the Living Theatre. In Paradise Now as well as in other works, the Living Theatre performers 
sought to force members of the audience to take sides, either for or against the actors. They used provocation 
deliberately. But they were prepared for only a narrow range of responses. If members of the audience insisted on 
responding in unexpected ways, the actors ignored them or were upset by them. In other words, there was the 
appearance of an open-ended exchange, but in fact the number of exchanges that could be accommodated were 
strictly limited and the end programmed in advance.  
 From an artistic point of view this prearrangement is indispensable. Only by knowing the end can actors 
give the dramatic exchange esthetic shape. In the course of rehearsal the actors lay out a schematic path for that 
exchange. I call the path schematic because it is a guide to the form to be realized in performance not the form itself. 
The leeway between the scheme and the object created before an audience does vary, but only to a limited degree. 
When Lady Macbeth inquires of her husband, "Why have you left the chamber?" the actor has some choice in 
deciding how many milliseconds he will take before answering. He rarely can choose to wait ten seconds and to wait 
a full minute is unthinkable. Once the two actors determine the timing, they narrow the tolerance possible in the 
playing though it is by controlling these tolerances that they produce the dramatic object itself. 
 I have spoken of the schematic path of the actors' exchange. But what is it that they exchange? 
Predetermined words, certainly. Agreed upon gestures, of course. But these only provide the raw material for the 
exchange. What can we say,  
 
for instance,, of a musical piece pounded out by a player piano? Is it a musical performance? Or rather a musical 
oddity? All the notes may be present. What is lacking is the connective energy that transforms data into information. 
The shaping force of the human performer is missing, and without that force the musical object is not realized. In a 
parallel manner, without the vibrant exchange between one actor and another, the dramatic object remains 
unformed. 
 The energy shape of the object naturally varies with the kind of action being played, whether Madame 
Ranevsky is confessing her love for her man in Paris or Hamlet is shaming his mother. Yet there are certain 
constants in all dramatic objects, or rather there are common paradoxes which the performers must reconcile through 
the exertion of their artistic powers. There is a paradox of the performers knowing their conclusion yet acting as 
though anything is possible. The actor playing Macbeth must say the words agreeing to kill Duncan. He has no other 
choice unless he writes a new play. But he must act moment to moment as though Macbeth could reject Lady 
Macbeth's urging. Thus, in the face of Lady Macbeth's insistence, the actor must project a continuous stream of 
energy that registers his resistance to her words. That is, as we are aware of her energy, we must also be made aware 
of an explicit or implicit counter-energy. Such energy and counter-energy in an exchange must, furthermore, allow 
spatial and temporal incompletions and irresolutions. The shape that these incompletions and irresolutions assume 
becomes the backbone of the dramatic object. 
 One other property of the dramatic object remains to be discussed. The kind of exchange that I have spoken 
of is not only fictional; it is also presentational. Theatrical legend is filled with stories of audiences that mistake the 
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actors for 'real' people, and treat them accordingly. One well-known anecdote has it that during a performance of a 
melodrama out West in the 1880s, just when the dastardly villain was about to lay hands on the golden-haired 
heroine, a cowboy in the audience leaped up from his seat, pulled out a pistol, and shouting, "Take that, you 
varmint," shot the poor actor dead. But such stories are indeed legends. Audiences usually do not confuse 
performance and reality. Though they become absorbed in what is happening, they do not lose sight of how the 
actors make it happen. Simultaneously, the audience sees the surface of the action - the sensuousness of sound and 
motion - as well as the fictional event represented by that surface. This awareness of surface, that is, awareness of 
the actor's skill and elegance, may at one time be in the forefront of our attention. At another it may be subordinated 
to other sensibilities. The degree to which actor-as-performer or actor-as-character catches our interest varies not 
only from play to play but also from culture to culture. In a highly traditional and articulate theatre such as the 
Kabuki, audiences tend to be more cognizant of the performing features or surface. The presence of the ramp or 
hanamichi and the use of music call special attention to an actor's exit, for example. This is often built into a bravura 
departure. And as an illustration of the balance that can be achieved between surface awareness and fictional 
awareness, I can point to the lovely stage business of Ichikawa Danshiro in Kurozuka. At one moment in the play, 
Danshiro playing the porter Tarôgo approaches the entrance to a forbidden room while his masters are asleep. 
Without being dance, his stealing toward the door becomes a living sculpture. Then suddenly he thinks he hears a 
noise, and with a marvelous deftness turns on his toe, slips to the floor, and pretends to be asleep. The pirouette is so 
quick, the lying down so adroit and neat, that one admires the  
 
elegance of the actor without losing delight in the trepidation of the porter. We can speak of such activity - which is 
indeed a dramatic object - as opaque to the degree that we are aware of its sensuous surface. To the degree that we 
see through the phenomenal object to the fictional content, we can speak of the object's transparency. Both opacity 
and transparency are properties of the dramatic performance, though not equally present at all times. 
 Here I'd like to pause in order to sum up what we know of the dramatic 'object.' It is produced by actors 
moving and speaking in such ways as to create an exchange between one acting impulse and a counter impulse 
arising from other actors, the audience, or an imagined force. The counter impulse may stem from another actor as, 
for instance, in a stage duel, or it may be generated by an actor's solitary exertion as when  a single performer 
projects an opinion upon an audience that the audience may not hold. In short, the dramatic 'object,' in its baldest 
form, consists of a sustained sequence of acting impulses that suggest in their expulsion their opposite. Thus, when 
the actress playing Cleopatra must begin a scene with the line, "Nay, I'll be even with thee, doubt it not," she has to 
impart not only her anger with Enobarbus but also the strength of his argument. Between one impulse and the 
counter impulse, however the counter impulse is generated, there pulsates an energy field. It is to that field that the 
audience becomes attuned, and in following its pulsation, the audience follows, in effect, the shape of the dramatic 
'object.' Because this shape goes through a process of rapid acceleration and retardation, the audience comes to feel 
this intangible play of energy as something palpable. Indeed, the retardation, even stopping, defines a completed 
shape, thus enhancing the opacity of the object which, though difficult to describe, is nevertheless quite apparent to 
the playgoer. Such an object then, intangible yet palpable, allows an audience to carry on a variety of perceptual 
transactions, as I will show in the third section. 
 With this provisional description of the dramatic 'object' in mind, I should now like to turn to the second 
part of my argument: how we perceive such an object. Let us proceed by moving from general factors affecting 
perception to the specific. 
 If we were to imagine that we are about to enter a theater, we could speak of pre-threshold factors, 
threshold factors, and over-the-threshold or in-the-auditorium factors. 
 The pre-threshold factors can be theatrical or extra-theatrical. By extra-theatrical factors, I mean all those 
matters such as values, current events, social behavior, and ethnic outlook that potentially can affect our responses. 
Indeed, the extra-theatrical elements are endless in number. Any of them can be activated by an appropriate dramatic 
object if the conditions are conducive. More limited are the theatrical factors. These include our attitude towards 
theater going, towards a particular actor, or even towards a particular genre. Some people are predisposed towards 
'serious' drama, others towards musical comedy, sometimes so exclusively that it may be useless for them to attend a 
kind of performance for which they have no sympathy. As someone who has produced many plays of Shakespeare, I 
have frequently seen how preconceived ideas about Shakespeare have determined audience response in the theater, 
sometimes happily, more often artificially. 
 What I call the pre-threshold factors are similar to what is often referred to as audience set. Theoretically 
that term embraces innumerable associations. In any specific case of playgoing, however, the amorphous mass of 
factors becomes sorted  
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out. On the threshold the generalized audience set becomes charged, in the sense that steel filings become charged 
electromagnetically. The very fact that certain individuals choose one play rather than another has the result of 
activating certain potential impulses in the production and dampening others. Social habit, advertising, accessibility, 
all or some of these factors help to limit or charge the audience's set. 
 The charged set has several distinct properties. One is a socio-esthetic bias. Theater is perceived in a certain 
kind of way demanding prescribed behavior and offering expected sorts of experiences. Within the frame of these 
expectations, the audience is disposed to engage in predictable mental and affective exercises. These exercises 
cannot be too predictable, of course; otherwise, there would be no pleasure. Nor can they be too surprising; then 
there would be too much pain. Herodotus tells the story of how Phrynichus, the dramatist, violated the expectations 
of the Athenians. In one of his plays, he dramatized their failure to help defend one of the Ionian cities as they had 
promised. This dramatization so shook the audience that it burst into tears as a result of which Phrynichus was fined 
for reminding the Athenians of their troubles and, furthermore, prohibited from ever treating so sensitive a topic 
again.4 
 This example illustrates how potentially charged an audience set can be. Usually, however, the charge is 
not so great nor the consequences so dire. The esthetic framework of the theater provides a safe arena within which 
otherwise destructive impulses can be aired. Both emotive and cognitive responses seem to assume a simpler 
imaginative character - indeed, a more ideal character. Where can one experience grief and anger so purely as in the 
theater? Moreover, because these emotive responses are distanced, they become fused with acts of mental 
recognition. The resulting response thus allows an interplay between the associational propensities of our set and the 
relatively pure states aroused by the dramatic objects. 
 Seen in this light, audience set serves as a charged ground of thought and feeling against which the 
performance unfolds. Because playgoing involves a communal and voluntary decision to gather together, audience 
set is more highly charged in seeing a play than it is when watching television or reading a novel. This has negative 
as well as positive effects. Audiences are more easily disappointed if the performance does not satisfy expectation. 
On the other hand, audiences can be more permanently affected if their expectations are exceeded. Stage 
performances at their most striking still can produce vivid, lasting images in a way not always open to the other 
media. With these media the immediacy of the clash between audience and object is blurred by technological 
communication. Only in special instances, when the content is highly charged, as in the cases of Roots and the 
Holocaust, does a dramatized presentation produce an explosive effect. 
 Audience set can, of course, be superseded by the performance once we step over the threshold and enter 
the theater. A vivid dramatic object can seize the attention of the audience so strongly that personal associations are 
diffused. More commonly, however, elements of our mental and affective set continue in the wings, so to speak. 
What seems to happen is that while the dramatic object captures our attention focally, elements in our set remain 
alert at the periphery of our minds,  ever ready to be activated by something on stage.  Thus, a constant exchange 
can take place between the material unfolding before us and the primed assortment of images lurking in our 
memories. 
  
 Can we say more than this, however? Can we describe the texture of these exchanges between our 
perception and the dramatic object? Although there is some evidence that stage and cinematic images produce 
empathic brain activity directly, we do not really have a clear picture of how this occurs or, indeed, how our senses 
receive performing signals at all. Our most basic terminology obscures the subject. Audience, for example, is the 
most common word we have for those who go to plays. Long ago it indicated a hearing public, but now we speak of 
an audience seeing a play. And the word that once denoted a viewer of a show, spectator, is now almost totally 
confined to sporting events. This eradication of the distinction between a seeing and a hearing public, already 
underway in the Renaissance, while it does nothing to clarify the perceptual process, does represent more accurately 
response in the theater. In the past as well as at present, terms pertaining to play attendance invariably define that 
attendance as acts of hearing or acts of seeing. Aside from 'playgoers,' we have no word to embrace the total 
experience of a person at a performance,. It is as though the two modalities of seeing and hearing were separately 
conducted. In fact, the habit of dividing seeing from hearing is so deeply ingrained in theatrical criticism that it has 
recently been elevated to a philosophical principle. Among academic critics, for instance, writing about the 
theatrical as distinct from the literary side of drama means to a large extent writing about the visual elements. 
Antonin Artaud himself, in decrying the tyranny of literature, saw gesture as its opponent. But the equation drawn 
from this habit of thought, that drama equals the spoken word and the theater the visible spectacle, is a false one. At 
a performance we see and we hear. But the question is, do we see and hear? or, do we see-hear in some integrated 
manner yet to be defined? 
 It is self-evident that we do not hear a play with the same degree of self-conscious hearing we experience at 
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a concert. Nor do we see a play in the way we see a painting. For one thing, at a play our muscular and kinesthetic 
sensitivity seems to be much more heightened. Drama more than music prompts shifting in our seats. At moments 
we lean forward, sit back, tilt our heads, in effect, repeatedly adjust our bodies to absorb or repel the dramatic object. 
James J. Gibson in his book on sense perception calls the "perceptual system by which animals and men are literally 
in touch with the environment" the haptic system.5 Naturally, this haptic system is coordinated with the visual and 
auditory systems. At moments of great suspense, for instance, as we watch a scene intently, are we not also more 
conscious of changes in our breathing. Experimental evidence already exists that at moments of intense dramatic 
action the breathing rhythm of the audience parallels that of the actors.6 Apparently our haptic system attains a 
pleasurable-painful degree of tension that unifies the other elements of our perceptual system. Whether that tension 
actually integrates our perception or is merely a manifestation of such integration is impossible to say at this 
moment. But it is clear that our physical bodies attend to stage performance in ways that are not solely visual nor 
aural. 
 If we are indeed perceiving in this total way, what is it that we are perceiving. Experiments in visual 
perception, particularly by Gestalt psychologists, have shown that it is impossible, in looking at an optical illusion, 
for instance, to see two contradictory images simultaneously. In an analogous way, it seems impossible to separate 
hearing from seeing in the playhouse. As theater people know so well, it is easier to hear an actor when he can be 
seen. This suggests that perception proceeds in a synthetic manner, that is, word plus gesture in space is perceived as 
a  
 
whole. I would argue that oral and visual stimuli on stage are perceived contextually as elements in a coherent unit 
that I call activity. For instance, we see Macbeth's reaction to the phantom dagger not as a question, "Is this a dagger 
that I see before me?" plus a movement, but as an act of startled surprise or fear. Only if the actor deliberately calls 
attention to the opacity of his performance, do we become aware of the distinct phases of word and gesture. 
Otherwise, there is an integration that characterizes our attention in the theater, an integration operative not at the 
phenomenal level of sound and sight but achieved at the more abstract level of activity. 
 That such an integration prevails in the theater can be tested by recalling our experience when a play 
begins. At first we are aware of separate phrases and movements. We see them as discrete units that do not flow 
together yet. Only when we pick up the thread of the action, when we understand the context of the situation, do we 
no longer perceive the separate parts but follow a connected sequence. Furthermore, we are never more conscious of 
our desire to become attached to a flow of action as when, during some experimental production, every effort is 
made to prevent our achieving unity and attention. The Dadaists, in their day, cultivated the art of challenging and 
disturbing expectation in order to prevent the easy attachment of an audience to a presentation. In our day Robert 
Wilson subjects activity to such distortion of timing that our metabolism has difficulty adjusting, thus foiling any 
attempt we make to sustain a conventional rhythm. Yet despite such disruptions to expectation, an audience either 
adjusts to the challenge by finding a new integration or, if it cannot do so, it rejects the presentation.  Whatever  the  
ultimate  purpose  of the  performer,  the  audience continually strives to transform all stimuli projected by the 
dramatic object into an easily apprehensible sequence. 
 We thus have a parallel process at work. Actors arrange their performance to project a coherent impression. 
We in the audience implicitly demand a satisfying sequence of experiences. The dramatic object upon whose shape 
we focus our attention is the means of exchange. But while we follow - one could say, ride upon - the shape of the 
performance, we are also aware of subsidiary stimuli. Without losing our connection with the central features of a 
scene, we are conscious of these peripheral elements. Sometimes the peripheral elements are intrusive and 
accidental. A member of the cast may have annoying mannerisms, for example. This might cause us to shift our 
attention momentarily from the dramatic object itself to the creation of that object. But of more consequence to our 
subject is the peripheral stimulus that is deliberately peripheral. It operates in two ways. As we are focally attentive 
to the fictional content of the dramatic object, we do not lose complete sense of its nature as a stage presentation. 
When an actor-as-character cries out in pain, a residual awareness assures us that the actor-as-performer is not 
suffering. 
 The second way peripheral stimulus functions is wholly within the fictive framework of the drama. When 
one of the characters takes stage, that is, steps into focus, the others who are listening will recede to the periphery of 
our attention. Off-stage sounds may also operate peripherally. Natural and urban noises often work that way. In the 
second act of The Cherry Orchard, we have an excellent example of a scene where sound shifts from being 
peripheral in effect to focal. As family and friends sit in the sunset, they are vaguely aware, as we are, of Epikhodov 
strumming his guitar. The sound in certainly subsidiary in our minds. Then sudden attention is  
 
called to the distant sound of a broken string. In becoming focal for the family, it becomes focal for the audience, 
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and natural sound abruptly assumes a metaphysical overtone. It is precisely the shift from the periphery to the center 
of our attention that produces the strange effect. 
 This illustration is only one example of what repeatedly occurs in the theater. We are constantly required to 
shift the focus of our attention at the same time as we experience an ebb and flow of peripheral stimuli. The 
presence of peripheral stimuli that reinforce a focal stimulus - in short, that may be redundant, as Epikhodov's 
strumming reinforces the languid pauses of the scene in Act II, enhances the dramatic object greatly. Not only does 
the object unfold against the background of audience set, but it is framed within a context of stimuli which fill the 
periphery of our attention. We thus gain an impression of fullness or depth that makes the object so much more a 
complex, living act. 
 So far I have described how the performance works to hold and direct our attention. But concurrently there 
is something in us that resists the grip of the performance.  The very fact that  we are continuously  shifting focus,  
becoming aware of peripheral sounds or adjusting our physical orientation, is exceptionally important to theatrical 
experience. Indeed, our capacity to detach ourselves from the dramatic object even though we remain in its presence 
enables us to retain considerable autonomy of participation. We have protective mechanisms that will turn us away 
from a performance if we feel endangered or bored. That being so, we can say that we do not attend a performance 
fixedly but intermittently. To use a term from television technology and information theory, we scan the dramatic 
object. That is, perceptually we travel over the presented object with our alerted sense systems, probing and testing 
the material. From time to time we temporarily and provisionally surrender ourselves to the impact of the object. 
 Bertolt Brecht warned us against such a surrender. He drew a sharp distinction between bourgeois 
wallowing in illusion and proletarian critical skepticism. Yet seldom is audience submissiveness, bourgeois or 
otherwise, so complete as Brecht imagined nor is audience objectivity so readily achieved as he dreamed. Instead we 
have a continually  
shifting contact with the dramatic object. We scan it, moving from aloof involvement into deep engagement and out 
again. This process allows for a great many kinds of contact between object and audience, at all levels and of all 
sorts; emotive, esthetic, and intellectual. The structural capacity of our perceptual system can accommodate 
manifold impulses. The problem in theater is not to keep from overwhelming that perceptual system but of 
adequately fueling it with vivid, evocative, and ordered theatrical objects. 
 This brings us to the last part of my argument, having to do with the interplay between the audience's 
perception and the dramatic object. 
 The dramatic object is, as we have seen, essentially dialectic in nature. The dialectic can be spatial as when 
Macbeth's assassins enter Macduff's home. The spatial contrast between their threatening presence and the mother 
with the child produces a visceral reaction in us. From the moment the men make their entrance, we feel the fearful 
outcome. In this respect the spatial contrast points to a temporal dislocation, between what we see before us and 
what we imagine will follow. That double awareness has the effect of producing a psychic gap within us to match 
the structured 'gap' in the dramatic object. When we are focally attentive to such a  
 
structured 'gap' in space and time, we have the urge to fill it imaginatively. In essence, we engage in what E. H. 
Gombrich, writing about the visual arts, calls projection. Gombrich argues that in drawing or painting an artist 
leaves space in his work that is either bare or slightly defined in order to encourage the viewer to fill that space 
mentally.7 It has been demonstrated experimentally that these spaces assume textural richness in color or definition 
as a result of how they are framed by the remaining details of the work. They also stimulate the viewer to give them 
shape. 
 A process not too dissimilar occurs in the theater. Perhaps the clearest instances I can give of this sort of 
space in the dramatic object are those carefully specified pauses marked out in the stage directions of Harold Pinter's 
plays. Though the texts do not state what the actors do during the pause, in all those productions with which Pinter 
himself has been associated, the actors remain absolutely still, and so frame the pause. The effect is to invite us to 
project into the pause our intuition about what is going on in the characters. 
 What occurs so sharply in Pinter's work appears in more or less analogous form in all drama. The dramatic 
object, with its recurrent irresolution, invites the audience to define, explore, and complete the dramatic dialectic. In 
fact, the precision of a well-made dramatic structure serves as a matrix for audience projection. If actors fill the 
matrix too fully, with too overflowing or too thorough an emotion, for example, no room is left for the audience to 
enter the interstices of the scene. To stir an audience's imagination, the dramatic object must be defined enough to 
give impetus and direction to its perceptions, yet open enough to encourage 'guesses' about the inner action of the 
scene. By manipulating the tolerances in the structure of the 'object,' the actors excite the audience's hypotheses 
about that inner action. In this way, the dialectic of the dramatic object is matched by a dialectic in the audience, 
involving acceptance and projection. 
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In my experience, the greater the dramatist, the more firmly he has fixed the shape of the dramatic object in the play 
text itself. While leaving room for the actors to amplify the clues in the written language, he nevertheless places the 
clues so as to define the essential action. It is the very ability to define exchanges precisely that makes the master 
dramatist, and thereby gives the performers complex and dense opportunities for expression. If sympathetically 
mounted, such texts produce exceptionally evocative, open spaces of action and therefore call forth complex 
projections from audiences. 
 We can thus see that the exchange between object and perception is both limited and free. The structure of 
the dramatic object plus the ingrained features of the charged audience set limit the possibilities of the kind of 
experience that can be induced. Yet the very nature of theatrical art with its ample array of stimuli insures 
considerable freedom as to how the performer and playgoer will function within these limits. The more carefully the 
parts of the object are articulated and the more highly defined the dialectic is, the more explosive the effect of the 
performance can be. Just as in mathematics, so in the theater. The more economically one is able to embody 
dialectical factors in simple structures, the more  elegant  the  result  and  therefore  the  more  far  reaching  the  
impact.  A consequence of such elegance in the theater is that the dramatic object becomes more  object-like  
without  losing  its  spontaneity.  The  opening  wail of  Judith Anderson as Medea, the absurd  
 
interrogation of John Gielgud's Ernest by Margaret Rutherford's Lady Bracknell, and the fierce tearing of Arthur 
Hill alias George's flesh by Uta Hagen's Martha remain as vivid instances in my memory of scenes and acts that 
retain their hard translucence through all the years that have past since they were played. 
 I end on this personal note, and that is appropriate in a piece on perception. I do so in order to make one 
final point. The superb theatrical moments that we remember are not always the most sober or profound. They are, 
however, powerful and simple. They are also moments that allow us to be simultaneously inside and outside an 
event. In that respect, the theater is a freeing art. Its dramatic objects are constructs of freely conceived impulses by 
the actors; we as playgoers freely scan the result. The objects must be bold, simple, complex, spellbinding if we are 
to be thrilled, stirred and, in some cases, activated. To understand theatrical perception is to understand how human 
beings enjoy the free play of fancy and the free exploration of unlimited ways of living. 
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