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 At one of the first conferences I ever attended a young professor from Northwestern University by 
the name of Hubert Heffner said something I've never forgotten. Let me quote a slightly amended version: 
 
 In differentiating themselves from other animals humans have invented three great instruments for 
 giving meaning to life: religion, art, and philosophy ... Art lies midway between religion and 
 philosophy in giving meaning to life, and it partakes of both the emotional identification of 
 religion and the rational explanation of philosophy. 
  

The greatest of the arts is drama in all its forms. Through tragedy humans have explored their 
highest ideals and aspirations as well as their deepest sins and most profound despairs. ... Through 
comedy they have exhibited for our laughter and our ridicule those human deviations from the 
normal which ... would make us less human and less potentially noble. 

 
 For me, Hubert Heffner had elevated the theatre from a pleasant, entertaining pastime to 
something fundamental - to one of the three great ways of exploring and giving meaning to human 
existence. 
 I realize, of course, that not everyone agrees. Most of my neighbors in Utah - fine,   intelligent,   
educated people,   would insist that religion provides this foundation, the meaning of human existence, 
whereas theatre provides part of the entertainment.  
 Now, I find nothing wrong with entertainment. It is an absolutely essential ingredient of good 
theatre. But when it becomes the one and only, or even the primary, ingredient of theatre my alarm bells 
begin to sound. 
 I've recently been studying the decline of the commercial theatre in America during the twenties 
and the thirties. As audiences disappeared, the frantic commercial managers west of Broadway turned more 
and more to Entertainment - to the popular and the sensational - to catchy titles like "Getting Gertie's 
Gartar," "Up in Mabel's Room," and "Ladies Night in a Turkish Bath." There is no way to prove that plays 
like these killed the commercial theatre, but, at least, they did not save it. 
 One trouble with relying on entertainment as the foundation for theatre is that you are thrown into 
deadly competition. America, especially during the past few decades, has gone stark raving mad over 
entertainment. Automobiles, boats, airplanes; movies, radio, television; baseball, basketball, football; 
swimming, fishing, hunting - you name it! 
 And, to be honest, no theatre ever entertained me or held my interest the way a football game did 
last December when my little old Alma mater, BYU (which in my day could scarcely have beaten a good 
high school team) was pitted against the University of Michigan with the national title at stake. And no 
theatre ever excited and entertained me the way my seven year old granddaughter Kathy did when she 
hooked onto a huge trout in Deer Creek Reservoir. 
 If theatre provides nothing more than entertainment then the following recent letter to the editor of 
the Salt Lake Tribune makes perfectly sound good sense. 
 There is a good percentage of us taxpayers in this state who prefer sports to the arts. Let's not 
discriminate. The arts have more than a fair share. Sports deserve equal subsidies. We pay taxes too. 
 "Ah," but some of you say, "You forget that the theatre is not a vulgar sport but a fine art." 
 I never know what people mean by that. If you mean that theatre can often appeal to the ear with 
pleasant artistic sounds, I agree, but I submit that symphonies, and choral groups usually appeal to the ear 
even better. If you mean that theatre can often appeal to the eye, I agree, but, I submit that painting, ballet, 
and ice shows usually appeal to the eye even better. 
 So what do we have left for the theatre that sports or other arts cannot provide? The answer is 
brains. We have an art that deals with, or can deal with, human ideas. 



 But, I fear, that we may be forgetting this. In Utah the big important theatres mostly produce - or 
rather re-produce, - big musicals. Now I love musicals, but they seldom rate very high in ideas. 
 The Guthrie Theatre may be symbolic of the present trend. In its beginning it was dedicated to the 
production of great classics - old and new, but for our convention in 1983 the Guthrie produced Guys and 
Dolls. This season it has finally produced its all-time popular hit, Cole Porter's old musical, Anything Goes. 
It's apparently a fun evening, but I'll wager that no one goes home any wiser. 
 My dear old Showboat on the Mississippi is another example; we always used to alternate an 
entertaining but brainless classic like Charley's Aunt with a substantial, challenging classic like Tartuffe. 
Today only one show is produced each season, usually a spoofed melodrama with olios. 
 And what about college curriculums? I tried thumbing through the catalogue of a major university 
a few days ago, and while one cannot tell much about a course by looking at its title, I came up with the 
following pseudo-statistics for courses offered on the undergraduate level: 
 
 35 courses seemed to deal with performance 
 20 courses seemed to deal with technical skills 
 1 course, a history of the theatre, seemed that it might be partially concerned with dramatic 
   literature and ideas. 
 
I'll admit, of course, that the intellectual content of a course depends upon the way it is taught, not upon its 
title. Take acting, for example. When I first studied acting at a university it was made to appear to be a 
great, somewhat mysterious, fine Art with orotund tones, graceful gestures, and rules for everything. Then I 
ran into Maud May Babcock at the University of Utah. She gave me a rough time at first with comments 
like, "Quit acting; quit showing off" and "Acting can be a great art but don't let an audience catch you at it" 
and "Your job is not to make Frank Whiting look great but to make Bernard Shaw look great." 
 I could be wrong, but my impression is that most students of acting today could profit from a bit 
of the Maud May Babcock treatment - from her insistence that acting is not for the sake of acting, but for 
the sake of the play. 
  And the same goes for all the technical embellishments; for example, when I did Show Boat on the 
Showboat we worked on a tiny stage with a 15 foot proscenium.  The scenery cost in the neighborhood of 
$500, but in the tiny 210 seat auditorium the audience saw and heard and understood everything. 
Enthusiastic comments afterward tended to express surprise that the romantic old musical was ahead of its 
time: an honest if not profound treatment of the problems faced by Blacks, three unhappy marriages, etc. 
Encouraged by this, I repeated Show Boat when I retired and returned to Utah. In most regards the Utah 
production was vastly superior. The leads were played by professionals, there was a large singing chorus 
and a superb dancing chorus; the revolving stage was huge; my lighting designer was one of Jo Mielziner's 
proteges, and Ron Crosby, one of the most gifted scene designers in the nation, designed the scenery. For 
example, the show opened as a 40 foot showboat mounted on pneumatic tires and driven by huge electric 
motors, floated the boat onto the stage. It was an effect that never failed to "bring down the house," and I 
found it especially effective since it echoed the many times I had helped to swing our Minnesota Centennial 
Showboat into its landings along the Mississippi. The Utah show was also a great success, but, do you 
know something? No one, so far as I know, ever talked about the play: about the problems of the Blacks, or 
about the unhappy marriages, or about any other problems, all anyone ever talked about was that damned 
showboat! 
 The older I grow the more convinced I become that people like Hubert Heffner and Maud May 
Babcock were right - that the true foundation and glory of the theatre lies in its ability to illuminate, enrich, 
and interpret human life - to bring meaning to human existence. 
 Some of you, on the other hand, may agree with the absurdists who insist that life has no meaning, 
or you may agree with the opposite extreme, the religious fundamentalists, who insist that life does have 
meaning, and that your sect has a monopoly on it. These attacks on the rational, from both left and right, 
have been aimed, not only at serious theatre, but at the entire idea of a humanistic liberal education. I could 
try to answer such critics in many ways, but I think that a small article by Archibald MacLeish, that 
appeared in the New York Times, shortly after we first put men on the moon, suggests a most eloquent 
answer. Let me read it to you. 
 Men's conception of themselves and of each other has always depended on their notion of the 
earth. When the earth was the world – all the world there was - and the stars were lights in Dante's heaven, 
and the  ground beneath men's feet roofed hell, they saw themselves as creatures at the center of the 



universe, the sole, particular concern of God - and from that high place they ruled and killed and conquered 
as they pleased. 
 And when, centuries later, the earth was no longer the world but a small, wet, spinning planet in 
the solar system of a minor star . . . when Dante's heaven had disappeared and there was no hell (at least no 
hell beneath the feet) - men began to see themselves not as God-directed actors at the center of a noble 
drama,  but as helpless victims and millions could be killed in world-wide wars or in blasted cities or in 
concentration camps ... 
 
 Now in the last few days, the notion may have changed again.  For the first time in all of the time 
men have seen the earth ... seen it from the depth of  space; seen it whole and round and beautiful and small 
... 
 And seeing it so, one question came to the minds of those who looked at it. "Is it inhabited?" They 
said to  each other and laughed -and then they did not laugh. What came to their minds 100,000 miles and 
more into space -  "half way to the  moon" - what came to their minds was the life on that little, lonely, 
floating planet: that tiny raft in the enormous, empty night. (Was) "Is it inhabited?" 
 
 The medieval notion of the earth put man at the center of everything. The nuclear notion of the 
earth put him nowhere - ... lost in absurdity and war. This latest notion may have other consequences. 
 
 It may remake our image of mankind. No longer that preposterous figure at the center, no longer 
that degraded and degrading victim ... 
 
 To see the earth as it truly is, small and blue and beautiful in that eternal silence where it floats, is 
to see ourselves as riders on the earth together. Brothers on that bright loveliness in the eternal cold. 
Brothers who know now that they are truly brothers. 
 
 I submit that author-playwrights like MacLeish can contribute deep insights into the meaning of 
existence. The classic Greek playwrights provide superb examples of the theatre's ability to enlighten and 
enrich, as well as entertain. No one has explored the theme "violence creates violence" more profoundly 
than Aeschylus does in his Agamemnon trilogy. Who has explored the danger of stubborn pride as 
effectively as Sophocles does in King Oedipus? (I kept wanting to send President Lyndon Johnson a copy 
of Oedipus when his own pride kept digging us deeper and deeper into the jungles of Vietnam.) Who has 
explored the conflict between personal integrity and loyalty to one's government as poignantly as 
Sophocles does in Antigone? Who has explored the agony of war as effectively as Euripides does in The 
Trojan Women. 
 Or take Shakespeare. His early plays may be devoted to "entertainment only," but when we come 
to his great tragedies, especially King Lear, Shakespeare  is a  troubled,  disillusioned  genius  ripping into 
the very guts of human behavior. Moliere is an absolute master of comic entertainment but he uses it to 
dissect human folly. 
 Coming to our own day (almost) Ibsen was, of course, notorious for his shocking plays about 
ideas. Brand tore the mask from religious fanaticism, and A Doll's House will always stand as an early 
landmark in the struggle for womens' rights. Shaw was even more addicted to plays that say something, but 
I need to say no more about modern playwrights. Richard Coe gave us an excellent address on meanings to 
be found in modern plays, when he spoke at the San Francisco convention last year. If you'll pardon me, I 
should like to add one personal experience with Arthur Miller. 
 In 1964, I believe it was, I was given the pleasant assignment of visiting Arthur Miller to offer him 
a professorship at the University of Minnesota, the chief duty of which would be to serve as playwright-in-
residence at the Guthrie Theater. After half a day at Miller's Connecticut home trying to persuade him to 
come to Minnesota, and save the American theatre, Arthur Miller cut me off with, "Mr. Whiting, I'm afraid 
I don't care much about saving the American Theatre. I just wish I could write something that would help to 
save the human race." This was not an egotistical but a very humble statement, and one that would, I am 
sure, be characteristic of most of the great playwrights. 
 Please don't misunderstand. I'm not advocating plays that are "preachy" or that present a simplistic 
or obvious "moral." Such plays are usually melodramas, romances, or propaganda plays. These usually give 
us a simplistic, distorted, dishonest picture of life. They lead us to expect the impossible of life. 
 Great literature, on the other hand, is honest - sometimes painfully so. It's characters, like our own 



friends, tend to be complex and complicated. Oedipus and Hamlet, for example, tend to reveal new 
meanings to each new generation. 
 Part of the problem is that most people today no longer understand the real function of a liberal 
humanistic education. Most people, I fear, equate education with the acquisition of facts and knowledge. To 
them the well-educated scholar would be sort of a walking encyclopedia, or a computer. Such a goal is 
largely true of a scientific education, but a humanistic, liberal education such as that gained from 
experience in great theatre, goes beyond knowledge and results, hopefully, in a thing commonly called 
"wisdom" - in the ability to make wise use of knowledge.  
 Our age has access to a wilderness of knowledge that would have staggered our ancestors. We 
have knowledge that enables us to put men on the moon and to build the most incredible instruments of 
destruction. We know how to make plastic hearts, electronic ears, computers that operate paralyzed legs, 
and we also know how to make wooden brains! In other words, where are the wise men and women who 
should know how to use these wonders? As the Fool says to King Lear, "Thou should'st not have been old 
until thou hadst been wise." Transferring this to our own age it would read, "Thou should'st not have been 
old, should not have gained so much scientific knowledge, especially you should not have known how to 
make nuclear warheads until thou hads't been wise indeed!" 
 What does this have to do with the theatre?  Simply this. Wisdom comes mainly from experience, 
from living, but one lifetime in our hectic modern world, as Shaw observed, is simply not long enough to 
acquire much wisdom. But great literature, especially dramatic literature, can provide a partial solution, 
because literature enables us to live through a life with Electra, Oedipus, Antigone, Cleopatra, Lear, 
Shylock, Nora, Peer Gynt, Undershaft, St. Joan, Willie Loman, Dolly Levi, and thousands of others. 
Anyone acquiring an intimate acquaintance with such characters and their problems can scarcely avoid 
having a bit of that rare quality known as wisdom begin to rub off on him or her. (I often think what a 
shame it is that Ronald Reagan could not have played King Lear or King Oedipus - or, at least Willie 
Loman - instead of all those damned cowboys.) 
 What I hope is that theatres and universities everywhere will once more make us realize - the way 
Maud May Babcock and Hubert Heffner made me realize - that the real glory of the theatre lies in its ability 
to deal honestly (both emotionally and intellectually) with human ideas, and with the very meaning of 
human existence. Skillful acting can help; it's enormously important. Beautiful scenery, lighting, costumes, 
properties can also help. Entertainment is absolutely essential. But in the final analysis skillful presentation 
alone is not enough. Only the presentation of great literature, old and new, makes the theatre worthy of our 
concern, whether on the professional stage or in a university. Experience enough great plays and you just 
might become a bit more civilized, a bit better  educated, and a bit wiser. (And God knows that on this 
fortieth anniversary of Hiroshima we could use some really wise men and women.) 
 And now I'd like to give you a practical demonstration of the difference between knowledge (the 
final product of a good scientific education) and wisdom (the final product of a good humanistic liberal 
education. Such as one gains from experiencing enough great theatre.) 
 Knowledge (with the help of my stop watch) tells me that I have now been speaking for 41 
minutes and 32 seconds. 
 But wisdom tells me what to do about it. It says "You've talked long enough. Shut up and sit 
down." 
 


