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The American Theatre, 1961-1986 
 

Oscar G. Brockett 
 
[Dr. Oscar G. Brockett's address to the National Educational Theatre Conference, given on August 19, 1986, in 710 
Main, New York University, had originally been planned as the second half of dual Fellows Addresses celebrating 
ATA's Fifty-year Anniversary. Reprinted with permission from Theatre History Studies, Vol. VII (1987), pp. 99-
116. Ed.] 

 
 As I hope you know, this is the second half of a two-part look at the American theatre during the past fifty 
years. Yesterday, Richard Moody presented the first part, on the years 1936 to 1961. Our papers were originally 
intended as retrospective glances at the theater in America during the years of ATA's existence - as a part of ATA's 
Golden Anniversary celebrations. It has occurred to me that ATA's demise was a message that I should abandon this 
endeavor, especially since I have been uneasy ever since I agreed to do it, fearing that I will be the proverbial 
bringer of coals to Newcastle, since it seems rather presumptuous to come to New York and talk to theatre people 
about what has been happening in the American theatre during the past 25 years. I have comforted myself with the 
reminder that the time allotted me represents approximately two minutes for each year I am dealing with. 
 Let me assure you quickly that I do not intend to proceed year by year, reviewing what happened in each 
season from 1961 to the present. Rather, I will focus on two major types of developments and changes - 
organizational and artistic - that make the theatre of 1986 very different from the theatre of 1961. Perhaps the 
principal value of such an undertaking is to remind us of how filled with change the past quarter century of 
American theatre has been. 
 Let me start with some of the more obvious organizational changes: expansion and diversification. In 1961, 
the American theatre was largely confined to New York City, although it had become much more diversified since 
the end of World War II with the the emergence of Off-Broadway. In addition, touring companies, working out of 
New York as extensions of Broadway, were relatively numerous. But, the number of professional companies based 
in cities other than New York was very small, and prior to 1959 these fell into a category one might most accurately 
describe as semi-professional. 
 But by 1961 the American theatre was also on the threshold of great change, largely owing to the Ford 
Foundation and one of its vice presidents, McNeil Lowry. The Ford Foundation's interest had begun around 1957 
with studies of the problems, potentials, and needs of the American theatre. Its financial support began in the late 
1950s with grants to a few companies - notably the Arena Stage in Washington, the Actors Workshop in San 
Francisco, and the Alley Theatre in Houston - that had been able to gain a foothold outside of New York. This initial 
support soon accelerated. In 1961, in order to create a network among nonprofit theatres, the Foundation provided 
funds to establish the Theatre Communications Group (which this year celebrates its 25th anniversary). Then, in 
1962, because the Foundation was convinced that "the resident theatre company is the chief hope for theatre as an 
artistic resource," it began to make major financial commitments intended to encourage the formation of regional 
professional companies. Largely because of this assistance, twenty-six companies were established outside of New 
York between 1962 and 1967, and by 1967 more Equity actors were working in nonprofit theatres than on 
Broadway and in  road companies combined. Eventually the Ford Foundation provided roughly sixty million dollars 
in assistance to the regional resident companies. Although the Foundation ceased its financial assistance in the 
1970s, the number of companies has continued to increase; the presence of one company seems to encourage the 
formation of others. For example, Los Angeles and Chicago, cities with little local theatrical activity twenty-five 
years ago, now seem to generate new companies continuously. Although not all nonprofit theatres are allied with it, 
the Theatre Communications Group's member groups are an indication of the growth. In 1968, the nonprofit 
professional companies allied with TCG had reached about 200, a number almost unimaginable 25 years ago. 
 The Ford Foundation's assistance was not the only impetus to growth. Another crucial event occurred in 
1963 when the Guthrie Theatre opened in  
Minneapolis. This theatre resulted from a decision made by Tyrone Guthrie, then perhaps the best-known director in 
the English-speaking world, to establish a company outside the existing theatre centers where he could present an 
essentially   classical    repertory   in   an   atmosphere   conducive  to   artistic excellence. He was inspired in part by 
the success of the Canadian Stratford Shakespeare Festival in whose initial seasons he had played a major role. 
Considerable publicity was generated by Guthrie's search; several cities were considered, and his ultimate choice of 
Minneapolis was determined in large part by the community's commitment to the project. A theatre, funded entirely 
locally, was built especially for the company to Guthrie's specifications. The company was unique among those 
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founded in the 1960s since it was created more or less full-blown rather than growing gradually. Perhaps most 
significantly, the publicity it generated, in conjunction with that created by the Ford Foundation's programs, had by 
the mid-1960s led almost every major city in America to believe, that if it did not have a resident professional 
company, it was somehow deficient. 
 A third important development came in 1965 with federal legislation authorizing the National Endowment 
for the Arts and the first-ever direct subsidization of the arts by the government. In its first year of operation, 1966, 
the NEA had a pittance -2.5 million dollars - to distribute among all the arts. Subsequently, its funding grew, and 
continued to grow until recently, but its resources have never been large in relation to the country's population - at 
its maximum, about seventy-five cents per capita for allocation among all the arts. Nevertheless, it has been an 
important catalyst, perhaps more for its legitimization of government subsidies than for the actual dollars spent. Its 
influence came through a "trickle down" path: the NEA offered state governments incentives to establish arts 
agencies, and the states, in turn, encouraged the formation of community arts agencies. Thus, whereas 20 years ago 
there were scarcely any governmental arts agencies, today there is scarcely a population center of any size that does 
not have one. Though the present level of funding may not be great, it has reached a point that would have been 
thought impossible 20 years ago. In 1985 the NEA had $163,660,000 to spend on the arts, about 65 times as much as 
in 1966; approximately 200 theatre groups received some of those funds. State funding for the arts in 1985 added an 
additional $160,600,000. 
 The legitimization of the nonprofit theatre that came with foundation, governmental, and private support 
had a number of results. Perhaps most obviously, it led to the largest boom in public buildings for the performing 
arts America has seen. Major cities came to worry that they would be considered culturally backward it they did not 
have a performing arts or cultural center. Cities wooed new businesses by pointing out their superior cultural 
climate, or conversely corporations listed inadequate cultural facilities among their reasons for not locating in a 
particular city. Businesses and corporations demonstrated their commitment to the community by making sizable 
contributions to funds earmarked for cultural centers. Thus, civic pride, corporate and artistic interests converged.  
As has frequently been pointed out,  the most common result was a building (a cultural center), often completed 
before there was a clear idea of what was to happen in it. Although this "edifice complex" has often been faulted, it 
had its salutary effects, since the very presence of a building demanded that it be used. Almost everyone has stories 
about elaborate buildings with inadequate funding for the arts they were supposed to house. Nevertheless, it was the 
felt need for rapid and visible signs of civic commitment that made these building feasible, and a large proportion of 
them did prompt improvements in the theatrical climate of their communities. 
 Ultimately, the dangers were not buildings but ambivalent attitudes. One of the most schizophrenic 
responses was aroused by the very concept that made most of our regional companies possible: the idea of a 
nonprofit theatre, a notion new to Americans in the 1960s and one with which they have yet to make their peace. 
The very term (not for profit) sounds vaguely subversive and un-American. The uneasiness is rooted in a long 
tradition, since few ideas have been more persistent in the English-speaking world than that a theatre should make 
money and that if it does not it must either be because of poor management or failure to cater to public demand. In 
other words, theatre has been viewed first of all as a business which must compete in the free market. Foundation, 
government, and private support for nonprofit theatres is predicated on a different view - that there is a type of 
theatre that serves a cultural function transcending mass entertainment. Many European countries have for so long 
acknowledged the value of theatre that they have come to consider it, like public education, a responsibility that 
must be accepted by a civilized society. In Germany, where the majority of theatres are civic or state owned and 
subsidized, some eighty percent of a theatre's operating budget comes from government funding, leaving less than 
20 percent to be raised through ticket sales. Perhaps even more important, these theatre companies are assured of 
ongoing support. Contrarily, Americans have demonstrated what I earlier referred to as a schizophrenic attitude 
about its nonprofit theatres, since foundations, private donors, and governmental agencies all too often have treated 
our companies as entrepreneurial enterprises in which they were investing venture capital - that is, they have 
awarded companies short-term grants (anywhere from one to five years) seemingly with the expectation that by the 
time the grant expires the company will be on solid financial footing and able to pay its own way. Thus, a common 
attitude has been that, though they may be nonprofit, these theatres should, after an initial start-up period, be self-
supporting within the free market system. Such attitudes have softened during the past twenty years, but grants are 
still short-term, and no company can be sufficiently certain of its future to make solid plans very far in advance. 
Most companies devote as much or more of their energies to raising funds as they do to producing plays. Failure to 
obtain support at the project level has forced many companies to present more  small-cast,  small-budget  pieces or  
to present more crowd-pleasing fare. These retrenchments have come to be called "artistic deficits" - compromising 
artistic goals to avoid financial deficits. Thus, though enormous strides have been made in establishing nonprofit 
theatres during the past 25 years, the American commitment to them remains somewhat unpredictable because of a 
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lurking suspicion that they ought to be self-supporting. 
 Another set of ambivalent feelings center around resident theatres as institutions. Many of our regional 
theatres have aspired to create companies like those in Europe (for example, the Royal Shakespeare Company in 
England, or the state and municipal theatres of Germany) and to achieve a sense of permanence and stability that 
such companies have. Using such companies as models, many of our regional theatres distanced themselves from 
Broadway. Rather, they envisioned themselves as cultural flagships for their communities and asserted their claim 
through their repertory: a cross-section of the world's (or at least the West's) dramatic heritage, ranging from the 
Greeks to Shakespeare to modern classics and a sprinkling of new or recent plays, all presented for limited runs. 
Thus, their emphasis was on creating and preserving the company's artistic reputation rather than on producing a 
single long-run hit. They assumed the role of preserver and transmitter of culture. With such goals, the resident 
theatres gave American actors something they had been missing, for whereas 25 years ago it was difficult for an 
American professional actor to gain extensive experience in a wide range of dramatic forms and styles, today most 
working actors are provided these opportunities by resident companies. 
 The establishment of resident companies represents clear gains. But the gains were not without pitfalls, 
since it is difficult for an institution not to become institutionalized. To be the preserver of culture can mean looking 
backward more than forward, and the lure of community acceptance can result in predictable and repetitive patterns. 
A nonprofit institution, dependent on grants and donors, has strong incentives not to offend what in the 1960s came 
to be called the "establishment," since those who give money can also withhold it. Additionally, the organizational 
structures of nonprofit organizations are not without hazard. Their trustees, or boards of directors, are usually chosen 
in part for their standing and influence in the community. Boards may be passive, merely allowing their names to be 
used, or they may take an active role in fundraising and other activities, but they may also demand adherence to 
certain guidelines (often more financial, moral or political than artistic) and even demand the resignations of artistic 
or managing directors. Thus, in many companies, the actions of boards have become sources of considerable 
controversy. Few artistic directors have shown the nerve that Adrian Hall did in 1976  at  the  Trinity  Repertory  
Theatre  in  Providence  when,  following  an extremely controversial season, his board sought to fire him.  
Responding that it was he who had founded and built the company, Hall dismissed the board and replaced it with 
one more sympathetic to his work. Overall, the regional companies, out of their desire to be cultural institutions, 
have contributed positively and significantly to their communities and to American theatre in general, but they have 
not, with a few notable exceptions, been major innovators. 
 Yet innovation has been one hallmark of the American theatre during the past 25 years. Its major source (at 
least its major American source until recently) has been Off-off-Broadway, the emergence of which in the 1960s, 
like the regional theatres, contributed greatly to the diversification of the theatre. By 1961, Off-Broadway, among 
the bright spots of the American theatre during the 1950s, had begun to encounter many of the problems that had 
plagued Broadway. Off-Broadway's escalating production costs prompted a search for still-more-out-of-the-way 
performance spaces, means of evading union restrictions, and arrangements that permitted plays to be presented 
however one wished. The result was soon dubbed Off-off-Broadway. It is difficult to pin-point exactly when and 
where Off-off-Broadway began. Usually the first venue is said to have been the Caffe Cino, where between 1958 
and 1967 plays were intermingled with various other artistic and nonartistic activities. But, if it was the first, it was 
soon joined by many others. In the beginning, enthusiasm often substituted for professional skill. Most participants 
were unpaid, the budgets for productions were infinitesimal, and financial returns slight, often only what could be 
gathered by taking up a collection. Nevertheless, it has been estimated that between 1960 and 1965 Off-off-
Broadway groups presented some 400 new plays by over 200 new playwrights. Herein lies a major difference 
between the typical Off-Broadway theatre of the 1950s and the Off-off-Broadway groups of the early 1960s. Off-
Broadway had considered itself daring by presenting the type of repertory that would become standard in the 
regional theatres of the 1960s - plays by Brecht, Beckett, Ionesco, and other European dramatists whose work had 
not yet been seen in America, classics of Western drama, or revivals of American plays that had failed on 
Broadway, among them works by Tennessee Williams and Eugene O'Neill. And, with a few notable exceptions, 
their primary models were the repertory theatres of England and continental Europe. Contrarily, the focus of the Off-
off-Broadway theatre (at least in its early years) was new plays by new American writers. 
 By far the most influential of the early Off-off-Broadway producers was Ellen Stewart, a clothing designer 
who began her theatrical work because she tired of hearing young people complain about the lack of opportunity in 
the theatre. In 1961 she began to present plays in a converted basement room, and in 1962 created the LaMama  
Experimental  Theatre  Club. In 1969 LaMama acquired its own building with two theatres where it has remained 
since. In that year, it also presented more plays than all the Broadway theatres combined. 
 By the end of the 1960s, Off-off-Broadway had become a potent force not only in the American theatre but 
internationally. In 1964 LaMama began touring abroad where it was greeted with such enthusiasm that branches 
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were established in such cities as Copenhagen, Tokyo, and Bogota. The familiarity that Europeans gained through 
LaMama's participation in festivals led them to adopt LaMama as a label for a range of innovative writing and 
staging. In America, LaMama hosted foreign companies and theatre artists, thereby becoming a two-way conduit for 
ideas. 
 
 LaMama was by no means the only important Off-off-Broadway theatre in the 1960s. Others included The 
Judson Poets' Theatre under the direction of Al Carmines at the Judson Memorial Church on Washington Square; 
Theatre Genesis, directed by Ralph Cook at St. Mark's church in the Bowery; the American Place Theatre, directed 
by Wynn Handman, originally at St. Clement's hurch; and the Chelsea Theatre Center, headed by Robert Kalfin at 
the Brooklyn Academy of Music from 1965 until 1980, the forerunner of the Brooklyn Academy's present Next 
Wave series. 
 As time passed, the distinction between Off-Broadway and Off-off-Broadway eroded until the distinctions 
were largely those of union contracts. Several groups have been particularly influential during the 1970s and 1980s, 
notably the Circle Repertory Company under the artistic direction of Marshall Mason; the Manhattan Theatre Club 
under the artistic direction of Lynne Meadow; and the Music-Theatre Group/Lenox Art Center under the artistic 
direction of Lyn Austin. And then, of course, there is Joe Papp's New York Shakespeare Festival which, because it 
cuts across almost all categories, does not fit any one. Starting on a shoestring in the 1950s, Papp weathered a series 
of major crises, always surviving and expanding his programs. In 1962, he persuaded the city to build the outdoor 
Delacorte Theatre in Central Park for his summer program; in 1967 he acquired the Astor Library and converted it 
into the Public Theatre with five performance spaces and was ultimately able to get the city to buy it and then lease 
it back to him for one dollar per year. At the Public Theatre, he has produced an extremely large number of new 
plays and has provided performance space for a number of other companies. Several of Papp's productions have 
moved to Broadway where, unlike most regional and Off-Broadway groups, has been able to retain control and to 
reap the profits, most notably with Chorus Line, the longest running production in Broadway's history. His is 
perhaps the most extensive and influential theatrical organization in New York, and certainly encompasses the 
widest range of activities. 
 Off-off-Broadway  not  only  expanded  and  diversified the American theatre, it also was a major influence 
on playwriting. By offering writers a reasonably free hand, it permitted them to have their work staged without the 
demands made by Broadway producers and directors that scripts be rewritten to suit their notions of effectiveness. 
As a result, Broadway lost its appeal for many new playwrights (at least as an initial venue). The last of our 
Broadway playwrights were Edward Albee and Neil Simon. Today, if plays find their way to Broadway, it is only 
after having been produced first at one of the Off-off-Broadway theatres, one or more regional theatres, or in a 
British theatre. Almost all of today's leading American playwrights - among whom I would include Sam Shepard, 
David Mamet, Lanford Wilson, David Rabe, Marcia Norman and Beth Henley - have found their primary artistic 
homes elsewhere. Shepard, despite his reputation, has never had a play produced on Broadway. 
 The number of groups now willing to assist playwrights also marks a considerable change since 1961. New 
Dramatists has been active in New York since 1949, but it only does readings of plays for its members. In 1965, the 
O'Neill Theatre Center in Connecticut inaugurated its National Playwrights Conference where a small number of 
writers are offered staged readings, criticism, and other assistance in developing their plays. Perhaps the best known 
program now is run by the Actors Theatre of Louisville, which since 1976 has offered a festival of fully-mounted 
new plays annually. Additionally, the Yale Repertory Theatre now has an annual Winterfest of new plays, and 
several others are moving in this direction. To these, one should add the American College Theatre Festival's new 
plays program. As a result of these changes, Broadway has become so dependent on others for its offerings that it 
has begun to blame the decline of the American musical on the nonprofit theatre's neglect of the form. Broadway, 
rather than being the sum of American theatre as it was in 1946, or the primary focal point of the American theatre 
as it was in 1961, has become essentially a presenter of productions that have succeeded elsewhere, although 
undoubtedly it retains its primacy in American theatrical myth. 
 Another major change during the past 25 years has come with the establishment of theatre by various 
minority groups, a development that grew at least in part out of the civil rights movement of the 1960s. It also was 
an acknowledgment that the "melting pot" view of America had not worked for certain groups, especially those 
whose distinctive skin color or racial features (Black, Asian, American Indian) had prevented their absorption into 
the white mainstream. Since blacks made up the largest of these groups, it is not surprising that black theatre 
eventually became the most extensively developed of the minority theatres. Black theatre certainly was not new in 
the 1960s - we can trace it back to the 1820s in New York - but it had been sporadic and unsustained. The 1960s 
began promisingly for black drama, since Lorraine Hansberry's  Raisin  in  the  Sun  had won the New York Drama 
Critics Circle Award in 1959 and wide acceptance by audiences, both black and white. It also introduced most of the 
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themes that would be developed by black drama in the 1960s - integration versus separation of blacks and whites; 
the unjust treatment of blacks in a predominantly white society; the African versus the American heritage; black 
hopes and struggles for fulfillment - although it developed them with little of the bitterness found in much 
subsequent black drama. 
 The black theatre movement received its first strong impetus in 1963-64 with the founding in New Orleans 
of the Free Southern Theatre by Gilbert Moses and John O'Neal as extensions of the civil rights movement, and the 
establishment of the Black Arts Repertoire Theatre School in New York by LeRoi Jones and others. Jones' group 
was supported in part by funds from the Office of Economic Opportunity, which, disturbed by some of the 
company's more radical pieces, soon withdrew its assistance, thereby putting an end to the company. This event 
helped to convince Jones that any accommodation with whites was hopeless, and, taking the name Imamu Amiri 
Baraka, he returned to his native Newark, where he established Spirit House as a base from which to advocate total 
separation of blacks from whites. His was the most militant black theatre group of the 1960s and 1970s. 
 The black theatre movement grew quickly. By 1968 there were about forty black theatre companies in the 
United States, of which two were of special importance; the New Lafayette Theatre and the Negro Ensemble 
Company. The New Lafayette, which lasted from 1967 until 1973, was under the direction of Robert Macbeth, who 
sought to make it a cultural center for Harlem and a clearing house for black theatre groups throughout the country. 
Its resident dramatist was Ed Bullins, the most prolific and best known black dramatist of the 1960s and 1970s. The 
Negro Ensemble Company, founded in 1968 under the artistic direction of Douglas Turner Ward, was the least 
militant of the major black theatres, more concerned with producing plays meaningful to blacks than with any 
political agenda. Increasingly its plays focused on the black experience rather than anti-white sentiments. It has 
become the most respected black theatre in America. 
 Much more could deservedly be said about the development of black theatre, but the important point here is 
the enormous change that has occurred during the past 25 years. During that time a black theatre has been 
established and sustained, and it has won acceptance for black dramatists, actors, and directors. Two black 
dramatists, Charles Gordone and Charles Fuller, have won Pulitzer Prizes; integrated and cross-racial casting have 
become common; and blacks are now  employed  by  theatre  companies  in  a  wide  spectrum of jobs. It would be 
misleading to suggest that no problems remain, but it would be equally unjust not to acknowledge the advances 
made since 1961. 
 These changes in black theatre are paralleled, though perhaps less dramatically, in other minority theatres. 
A number of Hispanic-American theatre companies have been formed, perhaps the best known of which is El Teatro 
Campesino, founded in 1965 by Luis Valdez to dramatize the plight of agricultural workers in California, but 
subsequently devoted to plays encouraging pride in the Mexican-Americans heritage. Other important companies 
have been the Bilingual Foundation of the Arts, founded in 1975 in Los Angeles, and Repertorio Español which has 
performed in New York since 1968. Both Ellen Stewart and Joe Papp have assisted Hispanic-American theatres. 
Papp is currently acting as host to a Latin American theatre festival which includes five companies from the United 
States. Asian Americans have also begun their own theatres, perhaps the two most important being the East West 
Players in Los Angeles and the Pan Asian Repertory Theatre in New York. At least two very talented Asian-
American playwrights are now writing - David Henry Hwang and James Yoshimura. Various other minority groups 
have also organized theatres. As a result, the theatre has become a much more accurate reflection of our 
multicultural and diverse society than it was in 1961. 
 To this list of theatres should be added several devoted to feminist concerns, among the most influential of 
which have been the Women's Experimental Theatre in New York, Double Edge in Cambridge, Massachusetts, At 
the Foot of the Mountain in Minneapolis, the Rhode Island Feminist Theatre, and the Omaha Magic Theatre. 
Women have also gained increased numbers of leadership positions, especially in nonprofit theatres. Of the theatres 
associated with the Theatre Communications Group (about 200), approximately 50 have women as Artistic or 
Producing Directors and a somewhat larger number have women as Managing Directors (or some variation on that 
title). Perhaps the percentage should be higher, especially if we recall that Zelda Fichandler, Nina Vance, and Margo 
Jones were among the few persons able to establish theatres outside of New York and keep them going before the 
Ford Foundation offered its assistance. We also now have the largest number of women playwrights in memory - 
among them Tina Howe, Emily Mann, Beth Henley, Marsha Norman, Maria Irene Fornes, Ntosake Shange, Alice 
Childress, and many others. 
 Up to this point, I have talked about the expansion and diversification of the American theatre - especially 
through the addition of regional theatres, Off-off-Broadway theatres, and minority theatres. This tells us a great deal 
about the overall distribution and types of theatres, but it does not deal with other innovations   that   affect   
theatrical   performance.  I  now  pass  on  to  artistic innovation, although with much less confidence since to do it 
justice is much more difficult. 
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 Artistic innovations during the past 25 years have been so numerous that at first glance they seem to fall 
into a number of disparate categories. But, if we examine them closely, we can discover some significant unifying 
partterns. Ultimately a large proportion were contributors to those attitudes and practices comprehended under that 
unfortunate label, Postmodernism. 
 As a term, Postmodernism demands that one view it in relation to Modernism, the predecessor to which it is 
"post". Modernism, itself less than precise as a label, was adopted to cover a conglomeration of developments in 
various fields, including the arts, which approximately 100 years ago challenged the absolutist views of the 
Victorian (and earlier) eras and championed more relativistic values and standards. The evolution and practices of 
Modernism are too complex to pursue here, but some concepts of Modernism are essential to a discussion of 
Postmodernism. In the premodern history of the arts, styles and movements occurred sequentially. Within each 
period, although there was never unanimity, there was something approaching consensus about fundamental artistic 
standards. Consequently, once a movement was established, there was little disagreement over the meanings or 
implications of specific plays, just as there was little disagreement over how plays should be staged or the style to be 
used. In staging, everyone followed much the same approach, which was so well understood by all theatre workers 
that no need was felt for a director as we have come to define that function. But, with the coming of Modernism and 
relativism, sequential artistic movements were joined by simultaneous movements. The emergence of a new 
movement no longer necessarily signaled the end of an old one; movements coexisted because each was predicated 
on assumptions that could establish no claims to universal acceptance. The adherents of each movement might 
believe deeply in the correctness of their own views and might argue bitterly with members of other movements, but 
none could prove validity or superiority. 
 The principal challenge of Modernism, therefore, was how to create order out of the chaos that relativism 
seemed to threaten. The challenge was met by establishing clear categories and operating consistently within them. 
Until around 1900, directors did not work in various styles; rather, they used the same stylistic approach to all plays. 
Saxe-Meiningen's contributions to directing were essentially those of superior organization and enforcable authority; 
his goals were much the same as those of his contemporaries - to create a convincing pictorial realism, no matter 
what play was being presented. Similarly in the 1890s, Lugné-Poe directed all plays in the newly-recognized 
Symbolist style. It was Max Reinhardt who around 1900 stated the need to consider each production as a separate 
problem demanding its own solution - that is, a solution relative to this production of this play in this theatre for this 
audience. More than anyone else, he gained acceptance of the two principles on which theatrical production was to 
be based during the first half of the twentieth century: one, that it is the director's responsibility to choose the style 
he considers most appropriate for each production; and, two, within that style, he should seek absolute unity of 
production. These are also the principles that validated the director's primacy. Under Modernism, then, although a 
wide range of choices was available, each possibility was treated as a distinct category, which, once chosen, 
imposed its own near-absolutist demands. The director accepted the limitations imposed by his choice and did not 
intermingle categories. 
 When we turn to postmodernism, we encounter a quite different set of premises, since postmodernism's 
primary characteristics result from collapsing or combining categories treated as distinct by Modernists. For 
example, one hallmark of postmodern architecture is its combination in a single structure of various stylistic features 
considered by modernists to be not only distinct but incompatible. In this instance, categories are not destroyed but 
juxtaposed. But in certain other Postmodernist tendencies, categories are merged. We have practically abandoned 
our attempts to assign plays formal designations (such as, "a comedy," a "tragedy" or a label indicating a subtype) 
because the categories have been fused. Plays (or parts of them) now are often simultaneously funny, frightening, 
ironic, and their tone may change so rapidly and unpredictably that formal labels for plays by such authors as 
Samuel Beckett not only seem inadequate but irrelevant. Under Postmodernism, rather than being asked to look at 
events through one focal lens (as Modernism did), we are provided several lenses, which we may use alternately or 
together, or any one of which we may choose, reject, or remain oblivious to. Like Modernism, Postmodernism 
accepts relativism as a basic premise, but unlike Modernism it does not in each work confine itself to one of the 
many possible views, but rather juxtaposes or intermingles several, thereby suggesting a multiplicity of possible 
meanings, or it fuses categories to suggest the impossibility of a truth that involves less than the whole. The stage 
becomes a place, not where illusion is to be created, but where realities are to be deconstructed and examined. 
 As a label, Postmodernism is often used today almost exclusively in relation to practices characteristic of 
Performance Art. But to do so is too narrow, for if under the general label Modernism we accommodate Realism, 
Naturalism, Symbolism, Expressionism, and a host of other isms, it seems inconsistent to assume that 
Postmodernism is not equally accommodating. Basically Postmodernism involves a different way of viewing reality 
and human experience, and its vision can be manifested in the arts in more than one way. It seems to me that  
Postmodernism  entered  the   American  theatre   primarily  as  two  rather unfocused streams: one, what Richard 
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Schechner called environmental theatre, and two, what Allan Kaprow called Happenings. From them,  it  has  
spread,  been  refined,  and  become  more  complex.  In the time remaining to me, I can do no more than sketch 
selected developments that I consider crucial or representative. 
 I have chosen to begin with the stream that Schechner called environmental theatre because it was more 
clearly centered in theatre, whereas Happenings developed out of the visual arts. I have also chosen to focus initially 
on the Living Theatre's Paradise Now, first performed in the United States in 1968, because not only was it the 
culmination of twenty years of that innovative company's varied experiments but also, through its blurring or 
destruction of categories that modernists had kept separate, a significant forerunner of one strand of postmodernism. 
 For those who are not familiar with (or who need to have their memories jogged about) this production, 
Paradise Now was basically concerned with ridding human beings and society of unjustified restraints. It was 
divided into eight sections or phases, the point of each being to confront barriers, overcome them, and progress to 
another level. At the end of the performance, the audience was encouraged to move into the streets to continue the 
revolution begun in the theatre. In each section, some members of the audience were singled out and provoked into 
becoming representative of the attitudes and obstacles that had to be overcome before the next level of 
consciousness (and the next phase of the performance) could begin. This often led to acrimonious and near-violent 
confrontations, name-calling, spitting on opponents and other behavior that theatre audiences clearly were not used 
to. But to understand the significance of this production in postmodernist trends, we need to look separately at a 
number of its features. 
 First, Paradise Now almost completely blurred the distinctions among dramatist, performer, and audience. 
Traditionally, the dramatist has written the script, which is then prepared for production, and ultimately performed 
by actors  
for an audience - each function and phase being clearly distinct. Contrarily, Paradise Now, though there was a basic 
outline for the performance (the eight phases which had to be gotten through), once a performance began, no one 
knew precisely what would happen. The script was, in effect, rewritten each night, not by a dramatist but 
collaboratively by performers and audience. Second, the distinctions between acting space and audience space were 
largely obliterated. The progression of the play depended on provoking and overcoming opposition, and this led 
performers to move among the spectators, choosing opponents or gaining allies. Third, the distinctions between 
sequentiality and simultaneity were blurred. Traditionally, productions have been staged with the assumption that 
everyone in the audience should be able to see and hear the same things at the same time; directors and actors have 
sought to control focus so that attention is  directed  to  that  character,  speech,  or  object that is most important at 
that moment. In Paradise Now each actor or group was involved in its own confrontation or task; no one could see 
all that was going on, nor indeed was it expected that they should. Fourth, the distinctions between socially-
acceptable and socially-unacceptable behavior and language were obliterated. Paradise Now came to America in the 
same year that Hair introduced nudity and obscenity to the Broadway stage. But Hair was innocuous alongside 
Paradise Now. In the latter piece, one of the restrictions being denounced was the prohibition against taking off 
one's clothes in public, and during the performance not only some of the actors but many spectators removed their 
clothes. Additionally, the confrontations between actors and audience evolved rather quickly into exchanges of 
obscenities. Sixth, as many of these points suggest, the distinctions between theatre and life, art and reality were 
largely obliterated. The production did not seek to tell a story or develop character. The locale of the dramatic action 
was the performance space (not some imaginary setting), and the performers did not assume fictional roles but rather 
carried out certain tasks. The overall purpose was to examine a reality and to seek its transformation. Like much 
postmodernist theatre, it was partially Brechtian, since it juxtaposed differing views in a dialectical relationship. 
 Happenings broke down some of the same categories as Paradise Now, but did so for different reasons. 
Happenings developed out of the dissatisfactions of visual artists with the limitations of their media, especially the 
fixed, static nature of painting. The 1950s saw many attempts to overcome these limitations, but the one that had the 
greatest implications for theatre was "happenings" an example of which Allan Kaprow first demonstrated in 1959. 
For this presentation, titled 18 Happenings in 6 Parts, a gallery was divided into three compartments by transparent 
plastic walls. Those who attended were given sheets of instructions telling them in which compartment they should 
be during each of the happening's parts and what they should do at specific times. Different activities went on in 
each of the compartments and were accompanied by tape recordings of music, voices and abstract sounds - often 
played simultaneously but asynchronously and at varying volumes. Slides of paintings, familiar objects and collages 
were projected onto screens, the plastic walls or people. A number of performers carried out prescribed movements: 
some painted on canvas; a girl sliced oranges, squeezed them and drank the juice; a man rolled his trousers up and 
down. In each compartment, several things went on simultaneously. But it is not the specific contents of this or of 
other happenings that are important here; rather, it is their characteristic features. Some coincide with those of 
Paradise Now, for happenings too broke down distinctions between performer and audience, between performance 
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space and audience space, and between sequentiality and simultaneity. Participants carried out tasks but were not 
impersonators; and, since events were simultaneous and focus was multiple, no two participants had quite the same 
experience. But the differences between Paradise Now and happenings are as important as their similarities. First, 
Happenings were multi-media events which broke down the barriers between the arts, which had traditionally been 
treated as distinct categories, each with its own methods and potentials. Second, Happenings functioned primarily 
through juxtaposed visual images (still or moving) and nonverbal sound; the human participants were treated as 
visual objects or as task performers. Third, and perhaps most important, no attempt was made to establish 
connections among the juxtaposed images and actions; rather, an event was deconstructed and the parts had to be 
reconstructed or dealt with by each participant however his sensitivity and perception permitted or desired. There 
was no correct interpretation; each response was considered equally valid. 
 Both Paradise Now and Happenings were extreme (or perhaps naive) in certain ways. Neither required 
professional skills on the part of the participants. Any professionalism was manifested primarily in planning rather 
than execution. The participants needed no special training or skills. Both Paradise Now and Happenings received 
considerable publicity and exerted considerable influence, but they were so anarchical that in some respects they 
came to seem dead ends. But the impulses out of which they had arisen did not die, and their successors reasserted 
disciplined, artistic control, in large part by curtailing the role of the audience. Thus, though Happenings 
disappeared, the impetus underlying them resurfaced in Performance Art. Similarly, in theatre the directions 
exemplified in Paradise Now were absorbed and transformed in various ways. Consequently, the two strands 
represented by Paradise Now and Happenings have continued, one major distinction between them being the 
relative emphasis each places on language and visual imagery. 
 Both Paradise Now and Happenings largely disregarded acting and directing. So, let me turn briefly to 
them; first to acting. In 1961, the major influence on acting in America was the Stanislavsky system, especially as 
taught at the Actors Studio. Its primacy owed much to the success of Elia Kazan as director of several major 
Broadway successes, among them A Streetcar Named Desire, Death of a Salesman and Cat on a Hot Tin Roof and 
to the best-known postwar performance, Marlon Brando's Stanley Kowalski. But after Kazan's production of 
William Rowley's Jacobean tragedy, The Changeling, failed resoundingly in 1964 at the newly-opened Lincoln 
Center, the prestige of the Actors Studio suffered a severe blow, and the effectiveness of its training for acting in 
pre-modern plays was challenged. This coincided more or less with the establishment of regional theatres (and their 
emphasis on the classics) and with the emergence in the Off-off-Broadway theatres of a new school of playwrights 
who  often  paid  scant  attention  to  heredity  and environment as shapers of character a mainstay of mainstream 
playwriting since the time of Ibsen and one that the Actors Studio had stressed, along with the character's (or actor's) 
inner feelings. These, and probably other developments, motivated a rethinking of actor training; the Stanislavsky 
method was certainly not abandoned, but it was reexamined and supplemented. Perhaps the major outcome was the 
acceptance of certain premises of Gestalt psychology as a basic starting point. Previously, components of acting - 
voice, movement, psychological preparation - had been taught as if they were distinct categories and then eventually 
assembled. Gestalt theory views human behavior not as a sum of separate elements but as a totality. Under the 
influence of Gestalt psychology, acting teachers came to emphasize the interrelatedness of voice, movement, and 
other aspects of acting at all levels of the process. 
 But here I am more interested in the innovative work of the Open Theatre, founded in 1963 by Peter 
Feldman and Joseph Chaikin, who had been a member of the Living Theatre. Both were unahppy with the 
Stanislavsky system as it was then being taught in New York, in part because it placed too much emphasis on 
sustaining a role within given circumstances - that is, within fixed boundaries. They found much of their inspiration 
in Viola Spolin's work, especially the concept of transformation (that is, a reality that is constantly undergoing 
change). As Feldman stated it: "What may change are character and/or situation and /or time and/or objectives, etc. 
Whatever realities are established at the beginning are destroyed after a few minutes and replaced by others. Then 
these in turn are destroyed and replaced. These changes occur swiftly, and almost without transition, until the 
audience's dependence upon any fixed reality is called into question. ... The transformation, beside questioning our 
notion of reality in a very graphic way, also raises certain questions about the nature of identity and the finitude of 
character." As this passage suggests, the Open Theatre did not view personality as fixed but as a collection of 
shifting roles. It is not surprising, therefore, that the Open Theatre spent little time with preexisting plays, since most 
were not written with this conception of character in mind; instead, it developed its own scripts through 
improvisational explorations of multiple facets of theme or concept, as in Terminal which grew out of a concern for 
death and endings. Thus, the Open Theatre's working methods involved the collective creation of scripts in which 
one scene transforms almost imperceptibly into another without interruption; nevertheless, the action was usually 
discontinuous because consecutive scenes often had no causal connection, only a linkage based on thematic 
appropriateness. Through such devices, the Open Theatre offered another variation on Postmodernist trends by 
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breaking down the barriers between roles, between scenes, and between dramatist and performer. Perhaps more 
importantly, it deconstructed experience and juxtaposed the fragments so that various responses  to  some  
archetypal  theme  could  be  experienced.  I think it is worth noting that Robert Wilson's first professional work in 
the New York theatre came when he made the puppets used in the Open Theatre's America Hurrah. 
 Let me move on to directing, which, like most aspects of theatre, has undergone numerous changes during 
the past 25 years. I believe there are now at least four different approaches to directing in America, representing both 
Modernism and Postmodernism and transitions between them. One approach is based on the assumption that the 
director is an interpretive artist who serves the playwright by transferring his script as faithfully as possible from 
page to stage.  
 Directors who accept this notion usually retain the time and place specified in the script and follow (though 
not necessarily slavishly) the playwright's indications of staging. This approach, no longer the most common one, 
dates from early modernism. A second approach stems from a view of the director as a translator who seeks to 
capture the spirit of the playwright's script, although to do this he may have to depart from the playwright's 
suggestions, for, just as a word-for-word, literal translation of a play from one language to another may distort the 
spirit of the original, an overzealously faithful production may fail to project a play's essential qualities, especially if 
the play is from the past and the theatre's conventions have changed considerably since the play was written. This 
second approach is now the  most common one, although how it is practiced varies widely. A director using this 
approach usually searches for a metaphor, dominant idea, or set of conventions that will convey his directorial 
concept. It is at the outer edges of this approach that we encounter productions that reviewers (often disparagingly) 
like to label postmodern. Liviu Cuilei, Peter Sellars, Richard Foreman, and Andrei Serban (among others) have 
become noted for productions in which time, place, or the characters' circumstances differ radically from those 
indicated by the script, as in Peter Sellars' current production of Mozart's Cosi fan Tutte, reset in a present-day diner. 
Such productions, even if they do not tamper with the text, are often considered desecrations of the original. These 
productions achieve their power through the disparity between text and mounting, thereby creating a dialectical 
relationship which forces a re-viewing of the script. Many directors now argue that well-known plays have become 
so enshrined as classics that we can see them freshly only through radical (even blasphemous) productions. The 
purpose is not to destroy the play, as some critics seem to believe, but to let us reexamaine it without the 
encrustations of accumulated tradition. 
 A third approach treats the play as "found object" thus freeing the director to reuse or reshape it as he 
wishes. The director's vision takes precedence over the playwright's. This approach is based on assumptions 
significant to Postmodernism. Under Modernism, it was assumed that not only should the director serve the 
playwright, but that the playwright's intentions could be determined through careful analysis of a script. 
Postmodernists, on the other hand, argue that there can be no single "correct" understanding of a text because words 
(and other artistic means) do not project precise meanings. Furthermore, once a work is finished, its creator's 
statements about its meanings carry no more authority than any one else's, since it is the text and not the author that 
elicits the responses. Such arguments free a director to interpret a script as he thinks appropriate, even if his 
interpretation is at odds with the playwright's. They also encourage directors to discover new interpretations of well-
known  plays, so much so that since the 1960s directors have often been judged by the novelty (more than the 
aptness) of their reinterpretations. 
 Most radical reinterpretations have involved plays by authors long dead. But in the l980s, certain directorial 
decisions have elicited strong objections from living authors. Samuel Beckett threatened to withdraw Endgame from 
production at the American Repertory Theatre because the director, JoAnne Akalaitis, though she had altered no 
lines, had relocated the action in a derelict subway station and made one of the leading characters black. (I would 
place this production in my second category above.) The use of plays as "found objects" is much more aptly 
illustrated by two productions of the Wooster Group, an offshoot of Richard Schechner's Performance Group. Into 
its piece called L.S.D., the Wooster Group incorporated portions of Arthur Miller's The Crucible, in part to juxtapose 
contemporary irrational responses to LSD with the irrational responses to witchcraft in colonial New England as 
shown in Miller's play. Performances of the work ceased after Miller threatened to take legal action. The Wooster 
Group had previously incorporated sections of Thornton Wilder's Our Town into its piece Route 1 & 9, and 
juxtaposed them with a black vaudeville routine and a pornographic film, thereby implying a critique of Wilder's 
idyllic view of America in which ethnic groups and sex are ignored, as are the industrial wastelands through which 
run the two highways that give the piece its title. These productions seriously challenge time-honored categories and 
attitudes. So long as the director was looked upon as the servant of the playwright, the functions of both were 
considered clear. But when the director envisions himself as translator or as reuser of found objects, where do we 
draw the line between the dramatist's rights and the director's rights? Or, are the assumptions that we can or should 
draw lines merely signs of the modernist desire to maintain neat categories? A number of related questions have 
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been heatedly debated during the past year or so: how can a playwright protect his work from distortions? Should a 
director be permitted to reshape a script to serve his own vision even if it distorts the playwright's intentions or 
stated wishes? What are the implications of demanding that directors adhere to playwright's ideas about the staging 
of their works? Is it acceptable to reshape the plays of dead authors but not of living authors? No one has yet 
proposed wholly acceptable resolutions of these issues. 
 There is still a fourth approach to directing which virtually eliminates distinctions between dramatist and 
director. In Performance Art, and most of Robert Wilson's theatre pieces, the written scripts are often nonexistent or 
so short and convey so little information that they are wholly inadequate as bases for productions by others. These 
pieces can properly be said to exist only in performance; with them, creation and performance are virtually 
coexistent. 
 Here theatre and performance art merge and lead us back to that second strain of postmodernism which was 
pioneered by Happenings. The theatre pieces of Richard Foreman, the Mabou Mines, and Robert Wilson exist 
alongside the performance pieces of Meredith Monk, Martha Clarke, and Ping Chong. Since I do not have time to 
examine each of these separately, I will look briefly at some of Robert Wilson's work, since it seems to have one 
foot in the theatre and the other in performance art. In such pieces as A Letter to Queen Victoria, Einstein on the 
Beach, and CIVIL warS, Wilson has borrowed eclectically from several media, cultures and historical periods, and 
has juxtaposed them as disconnected, though metaphorically related, images. The pieces are usually long - from four 
to twelve hours, in part because time is often slowed to a snail's pace so the spectator has time to examine every 
detail of a deconstructed experience. CIVIL warS, intended for the Olympic Arts Festival in Los Angeles in 1984 but 
never performed in its entirety for lack of adequate funding, was created in segments, each in a different country: 
West Germany, the Netherlands, Italy, France, Japan, and the United States. But the intention was, when put 
together in its entirety, to intercut and interweave bits from each of the segments. Thus, there would be something 
analogous to the Open Theatre's transformations but on an entirely different scale and using quite different means, 
since the Open Theatre depended almost wholly on the actor, whereas Wilson depended primarily on visual 
imagery. The title, CIVIL warS, according to Wilson is intended to reflect not merely armed combat but also "the 
long voyage of man toward understanding the human fraternity." It pursues this theme, not through a linearly 
developed story but through evocative, indeterminate, discontinuous, time-warped images and sounds. It includes 
such disparate figures as Voltaire, Frederick the Great, Karl Marx, Abraham Lincoln, and a Hopi Indian tribe. 
Spoken portions are few but they occur in twelve different languages. It seeks to break down the barriers between 
cultures through multiple evocations of the archetypal concern that constitutes its center. The very multiplicity 
eventually merges to create something approaching an unstated but felt myth transcending cultural distinctions. 
 Wilson has said about CIVIL warS: "One doesn't need a special education or a background in theatre to 
understand it, because there's nothing to understand. It's something one experiences. I try to give a certain space or 
dimension that allows you to see, where one doesn't think so much, but can more freely associate, dream, and see 
one's own pictures in one's own mind." He has labeled attempts to impose a specific interpretation on his (or other) 
works fascistic. At his performances, each spectator becomes partial dramatist, creating his own piece out of his 
associative processing of sensory stimuli. 
 Although a relationship to Happenings seems clear, Wilson's pieces and Performance Art differ 
significantly from Happenings in having eliminated the spectator as active participant. But, if they have restored 
distinctions among these categories, they are currently blurring others - notably the distinctions among performance 
art, theatre pieces, and productions of scripted drama. Wilson has begun staging plays and operas for resident 
companies. His production of Alcestis at the American Repertory Theatre is a major example of a new direction in 
his work. Some performance pieces (perhaps most notably Martha Clarke's current Lusthaus Vienna) now use 
written scripts (although ones that differ markedly from traditional plays) and are being offered in institutional 
theatres (Lusthaus Vienna will be performed at the Kennedy Center in September). Regional companies, especially 
the American Repertory Theatre, the Guthrie Theatre, and the Arena Stage, have for the past few years been inviting 
persons often called postmodernists (among them Richard Foreman, Lee Breuer, JoAnne Akalaitis, Andrei Serban, 
Liviu Cuilei, Elizabeth LeCompte, Peter Sellars, and Lucian Pintilie) to stage plays from the standard repertory. 
Consequently, some of our resident theatres are now the most adventurous of American companies - not only 
preservers of culture but innovators and renewers. 
 In case I have given the impression that I think all present-day theatre is postmodernist, let me correct that 
impression. I believe that the majority of today's theatre remains in the modernist tradition, although, as is often the 
case, it has absorbed many postmodernist techniques without necessarily accepting the views that prompted them. 
But if not the dominant strain, postmodernism is gaining and has already done much to make the theatre of today 
quite different from what it was in 1961. 
 Before closing, let me acknowledge that when one is in the midst of developments it is hard to see the 
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forest for the trees. To someone interested in the theatre 100 years ago, what was happening then must have seemed 
as unfocused and puzzling as those of the past 25 years do to us. In this paper I have tried to shape the trees into a 
forest. But, like everyone else, I stand amidst the trees and consequently the forest that I propose may be quite 
different from the one you see. No doubt when we look back on this period after another 25 year period has passed, 
it will all seem more of a piece than it does now. Meantime, let's try to enjoy the diversity rather than deplore the 
changes that are signs of life and vitality.  
 
 


