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Theatre History: Fiction, Facts, Reality 
 

James H. Butler 
 

(This was the first annual Fellows Address, given at the ATA Convention in Washington DC, August 12, 1975.) 
 

 I must say I feel very honored and a little awed to have been selected to deliver the first of the Annual 
Fellows' Addresses which henceforth will be a regular part of the yearly American Theatre Association conventions. 
I have selected a topic which is of great interest to me, one that I have wrestled with from time to time and I hope is 
of interest to you and in keeping with this occasion. 
 Since the late 1960s with the appearance of Oscar Brockett's paper on "Research in Theatre History," a 
product of a Princeton Project financed by the United States Office of Education, and printed in a special edition of 
ETJ in 1967, there has been a growing concern with the writing and teaching of theatre history, an increased interest 
in the approaches that might be used, methods that might be applied to bring it more into line with those used by 
historians and teachers in other fields and disciplines, hopefully to give theatre history more meaning, authenticity, 
and vitality for students. 
 This was most vividly brought home to me recently with Professor Favorini's excellent review in the 
December 1974 issue of the Educational Theatre Journal of several current theatre history textbooks presently being 
used in American colleges and universities. In the process of reviewing these texts he made some interesting 
comments on the present state of theatre history as a discipline greatly in need of a broader perspective and 
sophistication as far as historiography and methodologies are concerned. In the same issue of the  concern  for 
cultural and intellectual history. A step which he thinks might provide historians with additional insight into 
questions of a non-theatrical nature. Also I have been impressed by the series of meetings that Professor Alan 
Woods has held at Ohio State University. The one last year dealt with the "Historiography of Theatre History: 
Technological Advances and Possibilities." Yesterday's August 11, 1975, symposium on "Approaches to Training 
the American Theatre Historian" touched upon several matters of vital concern to theatre historians. 
 With this increased interest in the writing of theatre history, the teaching of it, and the research associated 
with it, it is well for us to review from time to time some of the progress that has been made in recent years and 
perhaps to humbly suggest one or two directions that might be taken in the future. This essentially will form the 
basis of my remarks this morning.  
 As an established academic discipline theatre history is fairly new. It is still in the process of gaining a 
degree of stature within the curriculum. Most of the books pertaining to it as recent as the last century and many 
written since then have been for the most part anecdotal in nature. They have principally consisted of memoirs by 
actors or about actors and actresses with the purpose of giving the average person a backstage glimpse of theatrical 
life, or of actors' and actresses' scandalous behavior and escapades off-stage. A keen interest has usually been shown 
in these books in the sexual behavior of the persons being discussed. A trend I might say that is still very popular 
with those who write about motion picture stars and producers. Such an important personage as Madame Vestris, 
who contributed so much to bringing about needed reforms in acting and staging in the English theatre that ushered 
in the beginnings of realism in the first half of the 19th century, long was a leading victim of this kind of writing. 
One of the books written about her by a contemporary bears the alluring title: Memoirs of the Life, Public and 
Private Adventures of Madame Vestris .. To Which is Added, the Amorous Confessions of Madam Vestris, Carefully 
Selected by Charles Molloy, Esquire. It was only this last year with the publication of Clifford J. Williams' and 
William Appleton's biographies of her that Madame Vestris has begun to receive the kind of full evaluative 
treatment she so justly deserves. 
 As Oscar Brockett has pointed out, it was with the emergence of a group of noted theatre scholars in the 
late 19th century that the writing of theatre history began to take on a more vigorous and accurate stance. At about 
the same time as this was happening several of the great private as well as public theatre collections were in the 
process of being assembled in various parts of the world. These collections helped to make available to theatre 
scholars much of the source materials such as prompt-books of productions, playbills, theatre programs, sketches of 
scene designs, engravings, architectural drawings of theatres, memorabilia of all kinds, and other things so 
desperately needed by theatre historians to carry on their research. It helped them as one writer has said "to project 
the past into the present" and more accurately. 
 The great private collector's holdings in this country such as those of Augustin Daly, Evert Jansen Wendell, 
Robert Gould Shaw, Allen A. Brown and others went to form the theatre collections at Harvard, the Boston Public 
Library, and the New York Public Library. Part of this latter collection was placed in a separate Theatre Section in 
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1933 through the untiring efforts of the late George Freedley. Later most of it was moved to the Lincoln Center for 
Performing Arts Library. 
 Theatre collecting gained added support and encouragement from the great designer and theatrician Edward 
Gordon Craig who advocated that "after the practice came the theory." To partially paraphrase him: he believed that 
every record illustrating the practice of many centuries in many lands would aid in the deduction of that theory and 
formulation of those laws upon which future practice might be based. Craig not only assembled a large theatre 
collection, he wrote extensively about the joys of collecting. Since he was one of the leading exponents of what has 
been called the "new stagecraft movement" he was greatly concerned with the visual aspects of theatrical 
productions. This new emphasis tended to move attention away from the purely literary side of theatre which had 
been so dominant up until this time and focussed it more upon theatre in its totality. As a consequence theatre 
scholars began to widen their range of study as they delved into the past. A trend which I am happy to say is 
growing in popularity. 
 Theatre collecting and theatre collections received additional attention in the early 1930s with the series of 
articles that appeared in the old Theatre Arts Monthly. They described the holdings of several important theatre 
museums throughout the world. In 1936 Rosamond Gilder and George Freedley authored the first comprehensive 
account in this country of Theatre Collections in Libraries and Museums, an International Handbook. This was 
followed many years later by a second, much more comprehensive volume compiled by George Freedley and Andre 
Veinstein titled: Performing Arts Libraries and Museums of the World. But even with these volumes and others such 
as the recent issues of Performing Arts Resources which are being put out by the Theatre Library Association 
detailing the holdings of several theatre collections, and ETJ's helpful notes on theatre collections now published in 
each issue much more work remains to be done as new collections are assembled and older ones are enlarged. 
 When it comes to the writing of theatre history it can readily be observed that it has undergone many 
changes and has been influenced by numerous forces, trends, and fashions. Not all of them have proved to be 
advantageous. Probably the greatest fallacy that has sometimes been perpetrated is for today's historian to examine 
ancient happenings and phenomena in the light of modern categories and practices which are not applicable. Much 
of this type of faulty thinking has for years permeated the research and writing pertaining to certain physical aspects 
of the Elizabethan Public Playhouses. Scholars have vainly tried to discover within these playhouses features that 
they believe were shared in common with the theatres of their own time. Several prominent theatre scholars in the 
past, who followed this line of reasoning, were trapped into believing that because a proscenium arch was a 
necessary part of any later 19th or early 20th century theatre, that there must also have been one of them in every 
Elizabethan Public Playhouse. And the logical place for it would have been just in front of the so-called "inner-
stage" or "discovery area" near the rear of the stage. This kind of reasoning eventually of course, stirred up 
considerable controversy. It is only now beginning to be resolved by scholars who have been busy re-evaluating the 
DeWitt sketch of the Swan Playhouse, delving into Elizabethan architecture and construction methods, studying the 
actual staging demands of the extant plays that were produced, and examining the playing conditions in the various 
structures where plays were given. 
 It is hard, as we have seen sometimes, for the historian to separate himself from the conventions and 
practices of his own period. 
 A related aspect of the problem of considering everything from the past in light of the present is the 
growing trend to re-work all period plays, if need be to distort them in order to make them relevant for today's 
culture and value system by considering them in terms of today only. A practice which when carried too far, often 
does a grave disservice. On the other hand if properly handled, this approach can result in exciting and rewarding 
theatre. 
 Fashions in scholarship are factors that greatly influence and color the understanding we have of certain 
historical events and phenomena. They are most often based on prevailing attitudes and beliefs held at the time when 
the historian was doing his research and writing up his findings. However, later when the attitudes and beliefs that 
influenced him change the position the historian once took was subject to change. For example, the once widely held 
theory that favored an evolutionary development for English medieval drama is now being questioned. At the time it 
was being formulated Darwin's theory of evolution was hopefully being applied to many processes in order to better 
understand their fundamental natures. According to two of its strongest proponents, E. K. Chambers and Hardin 
Craig, medieval drama had its origins in a mimetic instinct which had lain dormant since Roman times. When it 
came alive again it led to the creation of simple tropes added on to parts of the medieval church liturgy to form what 
is called liturgical drama. Eventually these progressed, became detached from the liturgy, and more complicated and 
dramatic in structure. Secular elements were added to them. When they left the confines of the church the vernacular 
began to replace the Latin dialogue. The comical, farcical, and grotesque elements assumed more prominence as 
time went on. These plays were finally given in groups or cycles. As I said earlier this theory is now highly suspect. 
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 It has only been in the last few years since scholars have taken a closer look at church history, examined the 
structure and functions of medieval plays, and in the case of England studied government policies concerning the 
productions of them in the 16th century that our views have changed regarding their demise. Medieval church 
dramas are now believed to have disappeared in England because the government was opposed to them rather than 
the once held popular theory of dwindling spectator interest. 
 The Festival of Britain given in 1951, as several scholars have pointed out, also did much to change 
prevailing views concerning medieval dramas. The York and Chester cycle productions, which were given as part of 
that festival, dispelled once and for all the idea that these plays were quaint, simple, rather non-dramatic products of 
a yester-year written and produced by unsophisticated country folk for their own amusement. These plays that once 
had been regarded as merely one step above closet dramas were found to be vital, highly theatrical, and entertaining 
even for a present day audience. Even the staging method of utilizing portable pageant wagons that moved from 
place to place stopping at predetermined stations where performances were given in various towns and cities, a 
concept almost universally accepted for the production of all English cycle plays, now in light of new evidence is 
also being questioned. The recent production of a series of English cycle plays held this past May in Leeds was a 
test of the practicality of this type of station to station staging. 
 Speaking of preconceived beliefs and theories being altered through the productions of plays, there is no 
better example than that furnished by the Greek National Theatre. They have conclusively demonstrated the viability 
of the Greek chorus through their productions of ancient Greek tragedies given in partially restored Classical, 
Hellenistic, and Roman theatres. These productions have shown how effective and powerful the chorus can be when 
it is properly utilized. Up until this time directors of Greek tragedies were deeply concerned with what to do with the 
chorus. In many cases they felt it was a detriment rather than an asset and detracted more than it helped. As a result 
the lines delivered by the chorus were often drastically cut, the members of the chorus reduced in numbers and 
functions. In some cases they were replaced by voices coming through loud speakers. 
 Changing fashions in theatrical research which open up new and unexplored areas, on occasion, have paid 
off rather handsome dividends. This has been the case in the area of quasi-theatricals, or as some call them, 
paratheatricals. A leader in this has been Glynne Wickham whose investigations of medieval tournaments and 
pageant theatres of the streets have shed additional light on various medieval dramatic forms and the scenic devices 
employed in staging them. This whole business of paratheatricals and their influence upon regular theatre has great 
potentials and is filled with possibilities for additional research into other theatrical periods.  
 Of recent there has been a growing interest and concern among theatre scholars for all forms of popular and 
mass entertainment. The entire Issue T-61, March 1974 of the Drama Review was devoted to Popular 
Entertainments. Professor Richard Falk's study of popular Spanish theatre and entertainment in the 18th century 
which will soon be appearing as well as the course he instituted in popular forms of theatre at California State 
University at Northridge are other examples of this growing interest. The upcoming Conference on the History of 
American Popular Entertainment to be held at Lincoln Center in 1977 is another example. I am sure that many in the 
future will find this a rich and rewarding field to explore. 
 Theatre music has suffered much the same kind of neglect as popular entertainment. It has only been within 
the past two years that the first book on this subject appeared titled English Theatre Music in the Eighteenth Century 
written by Roger Fiske. 
 There are at least two kinds of theatrical research, and I am sure there are others, that would be greatly 
facilitated if better methodologies for attacking them were worked out. I am referring here to methodologies and 
techniques which might be applied to investigating acting styles, audience composition and behavior for theatre 
audiences of the past. General research into these areas has been carried on ever since 1941 when two pioneer 
studies appeared in the same year. One was by the late Alan S. Downer which bore the intriguing title: "Nature to 
Advantage Dressed: Eighteenth Century Acting." The other one was by Alfred Harbage and was simply titled 
Shakespeare's Audience. But in spite of the numerous other studies which have appeared since then not much 
progress has been made in developing a more comprehensive approach that encompasses the broader societal 
aspects of the problem, especially those studies pertaining to theatre audiences. 
 In the area of methodologies, Albert F. McLean, Jr. made very effective use of one type of critical 
methodology developed by Suzanne K. Langer when he applied ritual and the process of myth-making to American 
vaudeville in his book American Vaudeville as Ritual published in 1965. By this means he was able to show how the  
social and political cross-currents of American Society - in this case the success story in its varied forms - was 
revealed symbolically in vaudeville in the period from 1885 to 1930 when vaudeville was at its peak. This is an 
example of what David Grimsted would refer to as the broader, culturally-oriented approach to history as opposed to 
the insular, fact-oriented, antiquarian approach which much of present theatre history writing tends to follow where 
theatre is presented as if it existed in a social vacuum isolated from the events of the day. McLean's study has 
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important implications. It suggests a way that might be used in researching other forms of mass entertainments. 
 Probably much of the narrowness and fact laden content contained in most theatre history texts has been 
due to the wide scope of the discipline, the amount of material that has to be covered, the rather inadequate 
preparation, and the broad type of training needed for theatre historians. 
 Ideally I would suppose that a theatre historian would need to have, in addition to a thorough grounding in 
all forms of theatre, a working knowledge of architecture, more than a passing acquaintance with several related art 
forms such as music, opera, ballet, painting, and sculpture; a background in history and histriography, economics, 
political science, anthropology, ethnology, and archaeology to name a few. In addition he should have a command 
of at least two or more foreign languages, and have traveled widely visiting and experiencing theatre in a variety of 
places. His perceptions of how theatre operates would be keener it he had some practical experience working in the 
art form itself. 
 How little sometimes a theatre historian often knows for fact concerning certain matters and how much he 
is able to read into these facts has always puzzled me. Two cases in point are the ancient Greek and Roman drama 
where so much of their early history rests on conjectures based upon a few very slender, shaky threads of evidence 
which are taken as facts. These facts in turn are used to support lengthy and complicated conclusions. As a result of 
this process, that which evolves is often questionable to say the least. 
 A historian, theatre or otherwise, has the primary duty of establishing facts about the past. Whether in the 
future team research coupled with computer technology engaged in what is termed "cliometrics" or quantitative 
history, a new method coming into prominence with many historians will be widely adopted is not too certain at this 
time. The practitioners of "cliometrics" systematically believe in applying behavioral models of the social sciences 
and their related mathematical and statistical methods to their research. Whether this kind of an approach if applied 
to certain segments of theatre history would make it any more accurate or not remains to be seen. It is also certain 
that it will be brought into play soon. 
 The great historian Gibbons once pointed out that "facts" are of three kinds: 1) those that prove nothing 
beyond themselves, 2) those that explain a motive or help to understand a personality, and 3) those facts that 
dominate the system and make it work. However, when it comes to providing an all important evaluative mechanism 
for determining what these facts are we are largely thrown  
back for the most part upon the integrity of the original observers who saw the things happen and their recollections 
of them. And this is not always as reliable as it should be. 
 In the case of the theatre historian he has to cope with the disadvantages created by the transitory and 
ephemeral nature of the art form he is dealing with; the absence many times of vital, primary source material; and a 
considerable amount of information reported by witnesses to the event whose personal impressions may be heavily 
biased or sketchy. 
 In closing I would like to comment on one further item pertaining to theatre history. And that is a plea to 
teachers of the subject to find ways to make it more interesting and meaningful for their students. Often times 
instructors fail to capture the excitement, the uncertainties, and thrills of theatre. Certainly the material they are 
dealing with has these potentials. Theatre students whose main interests are channeled into production work with its 
heavy demands upon their time and energy require extra enrichment in the classroom if we are to really reach them 
and hold their attention in theatre history classes. 
 


