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delivered on August 9, 1983, at the ATA Convention in Minneapolis, MN. It was published in Theatre 
Journal 36 (May 1984) 153-163, and is reprinted here with permission of the Johns Hopkins University 
Press. Ed.]  

 
 I first used The Theatre in Search of a Fix as the title of an article in the Tulane Drama Review 
which was published in the spring of 1961.1 The article was about the Theatre of the Absurd. In it I sought 
to analyze the characteristics of that then new and seemingly incomprehensible theatrical form, and to 
describe those forces, impulses, and conditions that were operating both within the theatre itself and also in 
the larger world outside the theatre of which the theatre is a part. Better than a decade later I used the title 
again, this time for a collection of my essays published in 1973.2 While the scope of that collection ranged 
from the Greeks to the present, a significant portion of the book dealt with the implications of the theatre's 
drive to achieve a new relevance in the 1960s and early 1970s. I was concerned then with those effects - 
both short and long term - that all the energy spent to break down and break out of the traditional modes of 
theatre would have on the emerging new theatre. Now I use the title yet again. This time I want to confront 
what seems to me to be one of the crucial issues for those who are seriously interested in the nature and 
practice of theatre in our times. The Search For A New Poetics Of Theatre. 
 However, before I address myself to this formidable task, let me say one more word about my 
thrice-used sub-title. It is meant to have many resonances, resonances that I believe are as applicable today 
as they were more than twenty years ago. I point to three in particular: (1) The Pirandellian ambiguity of 
art's interaction with life as it was manifested in Six Characters in Search of an Author, as it was then 
compounded with the Beck's Living Theatre: first with the fix of their widely influential success, Jack 
Gelber's The Connection, and then later as they busted (and were "busted") out of the theatre into the 
streets. (2) The theatre's almost compulsive and ongoing need to "fix" the world - while at the same time 
we know that such "fixes" usually have as much long-term effect on the world as a fix of heroin does on 
our well being. (3) Finally, and most important, it points to the theatre's abiding concern to restore and 
renew itself so that it can more adequately, fully, and meaningfully give form, expression, and judgment to 
the accomplishments and conflicts of that world to which the theatre is inseparably related, even as it is 
forever apart. This essay, then, will be a series of soundings that I hope will not only indicate the issues we 
must confront but will also begin to give shape to the theatre's present renewal - to the ways it is fixing 
itself. 
 
I. Premises 
 
 Before developing my main discussion, I would like to establish three preliminary premises upon 
which this argument will be built. The first premise: The Theatre of the Absurd is, perhaps more correctly 
was, an aesthetic theatre. In the first version of The Theatre in Search of a Fix, I described this theatre as 
the newest manifestation of the evolving tradition of the new. I duly noted how action had given way to 
revelation; plot, which is composed of many situations, had been replaced by a single situation; characters 
seemed to lose individuality and became types, and there certainly seemed to be no necessary relationships 
between character and action; there was a breakdown of both language and logic; there were no endings 
because you really could not locate any beginnings. Looking back today, I see that my descriptions were 
accurate, but I was wrong in my analysis of this theatre's significance. Now I am convinced that the Theatre 
of the Absurd was the last major expression and dominating form of the theatre in the tradition of 
modernism. It is the culmination of the theatre begun by Buechner, Ibsen, Strindberg, Chekhov, Shaw, 
Hauptmann, Wedekind, and Pirandello, and it has its roots in this great tradition. For all its apparent 
dislocations of form, it is essentially naturalistic in its impulses, and more important, it is an aesthetic 
theatre. It may be about alienation, ontological solitude, the cliched nature of our language, the absence of 
logical cause and effect, and so on, but it is about them. Beckett, Ionesco, and others gave form to this 
condition - they sought to express consciousness of this condition - even though this became increasingly 
difficult to do. So difficult, that one could almost say that Beckett's Breath is the last gasp of the modernist 
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theatre. It is significant to note that there were never any major American  Absurdist playwrights.  There 
were many productions of European absurdist plays but, at best, we had only a few imitative models. By 
the time the Theatre of the Absurd came to the United States, our most innovative theatre practitioners were 
into other things. 
 I turn to my second premise by drawing attention to a very interesting and important set of facts. 
Just as the American theatre was taking off into what many thought was outer space in the early and mid 
60s, our playwrighting establishment - those writers whose work embodies the most significant 
achievements of the modernist theatre tradition - had a quite wonderful final flowering. I am referring, of 
course, to some of the remarkable plays that were first produced during this period: Williams's The Night of 
the Iguana (1961), Albee's Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf (1962) and Tiny Alice (1964), Miller's After the 
Fall (1964), Incident at Vichy (1964), and The Price (1968), Bellow's The Last Analysis (1964), and Robert 
Lowell's The Old Glory (1964). In retrospect this was a great time, but it was also the end of the line. 
Bellow and Lowell stopped writing for the theatre shortly thereafter. The other three have, for the most 
part, produced abortive failures ever since. Williams spent the last twenty years of his life desperately 
trying to rekindle the flame of his genius in the vain hope that he would have a phoenix-like rebirth. Albee 
goes about the country holding residencies in which he directs his old plays. Miller - after trying every form 
one could think of: allegory, musical theatre, Studs Terkel-like documentary, traditional drama - seems for 
the present to have given up and has turned to writing interesting travel books and directing Death of a 
Salesman in communist China. 
 These failures of our very best underscore the breakdown of the modernist tradition. They point to 
a failure on the part of our traditional playwrights to give expression to the conflicts of contemporary 
experience, and also to a loss of confidence in the capacity of the traditional dramatic form to adequately 
express those conflicts. When Arthur Miller wrote in 1981: "I don't know what's happened. It used to be a 
problem was put in Act I, complicated and brought to a crisis in Act II, and resolved or answered in Act 
III," he poignantly described their dilemma.3  It is not just their personal dilemma, nor is it a dilemma for 
the theatre alone but, as we shall see, it is one confronting the whole world. However, I think it is important 
for us to realize that the bankruptcy of the modernist tradition is most clearly revealed in the embarrassing 
impotency of its once most powerful practitioners. 
 This leads to my third premise. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, both the arts and the world at 
large were in a state of great turmoil. Looking back at the period from today's equally disturbed but more 
placid vantage point, we see that it was a time of real revolution. This was particularly true of the theatre. It 
was the era of happenings, participatory performance, and group grope. Plays moved off the stage out into 
the streets, garages, fields, etc., and everyone was a performing self. In short, everything was breaking 
down and breaking out. All of life seemed to have been theatricalized and the riots were a ritual madness. 
One thinks, for instance, of the trial of the Chicago 7, which was certainly more an amalgam of Brecht, 
Artaud, Genet, and Ionesco than it was a court of law. The theatre, like all of the arts, was in a state of 
metamorphosis. Most of us thought that - like Shakespeare's prayers - it was replenishing itself; although 
others saw it only as some kind of mad St. Vitus Dance. The point is, that at this turbulent time we felt we 
knew the answers. We had seen the rottenness at the core of the system and knew it for what it was. We 
were going to save the world by changing it, and the theatre and the other arts would be our weapons. We 
would stop the Vietnam war; overthrow the authorities for whom we had nothing but contempt; and we 
would create new communities which would provide the energizing spirit for the new "greening of 
America." 
 It didn't turn out that way! The aesthetics of direct experience turned out to be deaestheticizing. 
The arts as a political weapon proved impotent. It was, to use the title of a book describing the period, A 
Time of Illusion. The politicalizing of the theatre in the 1960s may have been short lived and of dubious 
aesthetic distinction, but it did have a liberating spirit. It forced the theatre to redefine itself. It brought into 
question, from a new and radical perspective, the always tricky relationship between art and life that exists 
in the theatre. And this forced us to ask some basic questions - as if for the first time: Questions about the 
nature of theatre; questions, which when grappled with, certainly enlarged our understanding of the 
theatrical event. 
 However, for all the wide range of experiment taking place during this period, I perceive three 
common elements that existed either singly or in some combination in all of the most significant work of 
the avant garde - or what in the United States has come to be called "The Alternative Theatre": (1) The use 
of a theatrical context to create a life experience; (2) A tendency to use the theatrical context as a political 
weapon to change the world; (3) Perhaps, most important, the use of the theatre as a means of expanding 



3 

the performers' own consciousness and also that of the audience (which ideally would cease being an 
audience). In short, our avant garde used the theatre as a means to something else - which was non-
aesthetic, like drugs, ESP, or meditation. Thus, it was political, environmental, improvisational, 
participatory, therapeutic, consciousness raising, and euphorically optimistic. The makers of the "new" 
theatre failed in much of this (for reasons which are interesting, but not germane to my argument), but they 
accomplished one all-important thing. They revealed how inadequate for our times the vision, the language, 
and the structures of the traditional theatre were. They revealed these inadequacies in their attempts to 
express the growing awareness that our culture was going through a profound transformation of 
consciousness. It now seems clear that most of our talented and innovative young artists sensed this change, 
and as a result the most interesting theatre of the past decade is largely the fruit of their efforts to deal with 
this most difficult awareness. Certainly by the 1970s most thoughtful critics believed that the modernist 
theatre was in a condition of aesthetic bankruptcy, and that the only way to revitalize the theatre was to go 
back to "ground zero." 
 One of the most important calls for a return to new beginnings was Peter Brook's The Empty 
Space, published in 1969. Brook had many bold things to say as we entered the 1970s, but the most 
audacious thing about the book was its title, The Empty Space. It is impossible for us to conceive of the 
Greek theatre of Epidaurus ,Shakespeare's Globe, Moliere's court, Ibsen's living rooms, or even Shaw's 
Edwardian drawing rooms as empty spaces. In the past the place of performance was an emblem of either 
an actual ritual place or a model of the world, or some combination of the two. The space, shape, and 
nature of the classical Greek theatre derived from the "sacred ground" of the god Dionysus. The Japanese 
Nōh theatre expresses symbolically the Buddist cosmic myth. The Elizabethean theatre, based as it was 
upon the idea of "The Great Chain of Being," was conceived as a model of the world in which the drama of 
life took place. In the golden age of Spain, Calderon's "Great Theatre of the World" had a cosmological 
structure. Even the box-like living rooms of the naturalistic theatre reflected a world view. To say "all the 
world's a stage" implies a governing cosmology and its attending metaphysic. The base root of the 
theatrical event is its transformational character, and when it has been most vital the empty space of the 
stage has been transformed into the "sacred space" of the play. Nothing underscores the profoundly 
transitional nature of the times more than the idea of the stage as an empty or neutral space. Each 
production must begin at "ground zero" to create a new theatrical world governed by its own laws. Of 
course, this is a Promethean undertaking because it really implies creating a totally new world with only 
The Whole Earth Catalogue to work with. 
 I have deliberately chosen the word "Promethean" to describe what is required. Not only to remind 
us of the "bind" the contemporary theatre is in, but also to underscore the  fact that if the contemporary 
Promethean bind is ever to be resolved we must discover how our dramas end. Somehow our contemporary 
Prometheus must be "Unbound" (the title of the second and lost play of the Aeschylean trilogy), so he and 
she can become the creative "Firebringers" (the title of the third and also lost play of the trilogy) who create 
not only new forms, but new worlds. With that image, I - at long last - can turn from premises to the 
challenge of the Fix in its third version. 
 
II. Consciousness and a New Poetics of Theatre 
 
 For a good part of the past decade we have been hearing more and more about postmodernism and 
the new medievalism of our times. Critics and cultural commentators point to the collapse of the paradigms 
of modernism and insist that what we are experiencing is not just a transition from one phase of modern 
culture to another. Rather they argue that there is a growing awareness that the basic premises of our 
industrial/urban culture are breaking down or not working. Or to put it more positively, we are becoming 
increasingly conscious of the fact that reality as we are experiencing it cannot be adequately expressed and 
dealt with by the structures of modernist thought. Hence the widely held belief that we are in the process of 
going through a radical transformation of culture, and because of our efforts to encompass these 
transformations imaginatively, the expansion of consciousness has been the dominant characteristic of the 
American sensibility for at least the past decade. Certainly the theatre has not been exempted from this 
condition. Indeed, as I indicated earlier, using the theatre as a means of expanding the consciousness of 
both the performers and the audience has been the central concern of most of our theatre's most interesting 
practitioners during this period. But the expansion of consciousness - as crucial an enterprise as it is - does 
not theatre make! It is not the same thing as giving expression to the re-presentation of an already 
perceived consciousness. This distinction is crucial, and the recognition that it is  points to our need to 
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develop a new poetics of the theatre. And mention of a new poetics prompts me to begin my discussion 
with reference to Aristotle's still potent analysis of dramatic form. 
 Historically the Western theatre has had its primary energizing force in the plot, what Aristotle 
referred to as the "first form of action." This idea has serious implications. It assumes the presence and 
possibility of probable sequence, that a play will have a recognizable beginning, middle, and end. It 
presupposes a dramatic structure that will have coherence and be self-contained, and yet be of sufficient 
magnitude for transitions to occur, whether they be reversals or discoveries. Further, it insists that any event 
in drama must correspond to what we believe is possible and to some notion of what is appropriate. (The 
Greek words for "probable" and "propriety" both come from the same root, to eikos.) Most important, it 
assumes that all of the elements of a dramatic action (praxis) including plot (mythos) have both a 
teleological and eschatological basis. Teleological in that it affirms that a design or purpose in nature exists 
and can be known, and also that phenomena are guided not only by outside forces, but they move toward 
certain final causes and goals of self-realization - in short, that action moves to endings. It is eschatological 
in that it affirms that this movement will be realized in a final end and with a judgment. The primacy of 
plot also determines how we think about dramatic characters. Let me quote one of the best-known passages 
in The Poetics. "Tragedy in its essence is an imitation, not of men as such, but of action and life, of 
happiness and misery. And happiness and misery are not states of being, but forms of activity. ... In a play, 
consequently, the agents do not perform for the sake of representing their individual dispositions; rather the 
display of moral character is included as incidents of the plot."4  It is clear from this that for Artistotle 
"character" is included as an "incident" of the plot. That is, character is the result of a coherence of acts and 
defined by that coherence. Myth, history, legend, or some other form of fictive mythos provides a 
framework of acts by and through which character is made manifest. 
 The traditional definition of dramatic action is built upon a sacramental vision of action and 
nature. It assumes a direct correlation between external actions and interior nature. Hence such phrases as: 
"By their acts shall you know them" and "You are what you do." In theatre, people say and do exactly what 
they mean. Hamlet may put "an antic disposition on," but not before he tells us he is going to do so. The 
traditional theatre is built upon the idea of correspondence, correspondences of actions, events, characters, 
spiritual conditions, and even physical nature. Thus when there is a storm in King Lear or a plague in 
Oedipus the King, it represents more than a weather or health report. It represents the condition of all 
nature, animate and inanimate. It was not until the middle of the sixteenth century - although it was not 
reflected in the theatre until much later - that the legitimacy of this view of the world was seriously 
challenged. In splitting acts and actions and separating faith from works, Luther insisted that there is no 
direct or necessary relationship between our actions and our beings; that the coherence of our being can 
never be known except by intuition or revelation. This shift in thinking produced a profound and radical 
change in the theatre. It took a while, but by the middle of the nineteenth century it had clearly emerged. It 
is manifest in old Anton's bewildered "I don't understand the world anymore," at the final curtain of 
Hebbel's Maria Magdalena, Buechner's fragmented Woyzeck and it was certainly a central issue in Ibsen's 
"war to the knife" with the past. As consciousness replaces action as the theatre's central concern, character 
appears to assume primacy over plot, and the concept of action becomes increasingly interiorized. 
 This shift of emphasis can be seen most easily in Ibsen. After Peer Gynt until late in his career, his 
plots are quite conventional: the plot of the well-made play with a liberal sprinkling of symbols. But the 
characters are increasingly ambiguous. Our interest in Hedda Gabler, for example, is much greater than it is 
in the play's creaky, melodramatic plot. Indeed, the ending of that play is a quintessential example of 
structuralist thought. It expresses the countless contradictory possibilities for interpretation which are 
contained in the work. Or think of Chekhov. Each of the plays of his maturity exists within a simple 
structure of arrival and departure. The form is contextual rather than linear and sequential. The structure of 
a Chekhovian play is epiphanic; its purpose is to reveal the inner lives of his characters. To accomplish this, 
Chekhov transforms the plot, which includes numerous situations, into a single situation. This inflation of 
situation into the source of the dramatic action so that it replaces the plot is the vital secret of Chekhovian 
dramaturgy. The key idea here is that the mainspring of the Modernist Theatre is the belief that the most 
significant actions have moved within. The most important actions are located in the realm of the irrational, 
the secret, the seemingly unknowable. Having said this, however, does not mean, as some critics have 
suggested, that character has replaced plot as the first form or action. Rather, plots have become 
subterranean and interiorized; they can only be fully known indirectly and epiphanically. We should 
remember that the idea of a "subtext" was first presented by Stanislavski at the end of the last century. This 
idea only makes sense if there is an underground action which must be given expression, which has a 
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beginning, middle, and end once you find the hidden thread.  
  
 The Modernist Theatre still believed that a representation of an action - even if that action were to 
become increasingly minimal - was both possible and significant. It believed that destiny can be known and 
revealed through a representation of human action in dramatic form, and that it is still possible to bring 
action to judgment. Using these words reminds me of Susanne Langer's idea that drama is composed in the 
mode of destiny, that the perpetual present moment of performance carries with it both its own unique past 
and also  its still to be fulfilled future. The Modernist Theatre - no matter how labyrinthine the route - still 
believed in beginnings, middles, and ends. These are the qualities which distinguish modernist theatre from 
what we today refer to as a "Postmodern Performance." 
 
III. The Postmodern Transition 
 
 Postmodernism is a badly misunderstood and widely misused term which hides a multitude of 
sins. Yet in its serious uses, it is trying to deal with the growing awareness, if not belief, that our society has 
entered upon an irreversible perceptual and cultural change. Furthermore, it posits that this change 
represents more than a change of style, is more than the emergence of a new movement, and is only the 
next evolving stage of modernism. But rather, to use Robert Palmer's phrase, it represents "an 
archaeological shift in the presuppositions of our thinking." We do not as yet fully comprehend what the 
meanings of this archaeological shift are. It is difficult to perceive our beginnings and/or our ends, not to 
mention a pattern of destiny. It is hard to see how the I of my yesterdays is related to my I of today,  not to 
mention  the  I of  my  tomorrows,  and  next  to impossible to relate this ever-dissolving sense of my I to 
the world around me. These difficulties become increasingly insurmountable as the paradigms of 
modernism break down with increasing regularity and rapidity, and as the boundaries (those good old 
distinctions) which give shape and meaning to our lives collapse like sand castles before an indomitable 
surf. I believe it is essential that we view the most innovative and serious theatre of the past decade against 
this backdrop and within this context.  
 As distinctions break down and patterns dissolve, our "makers" of theatre - it is interesting to note 
that it has become increasingly difficult to use the words "playwright" and "plays" when referring to the 
new theatre "works" of the past few years - seem to have a diminished sense of confidence that there is a 
world out there or one in here that can be represented. And if there are such worlds, they have not found 
the form or language with which to represent them. This is not their fault, because the forms have probably 
not emerged clearly enough to have yet been perceived. However, as anyone who has followed the new 
theatre of the past decade knows well, this is not a time for plot - there are no beginnings, middles, and 
ends, nor is there that coherence of acts by which character is defined. Postmodern performance is 
composed in the mode of radical indeterminacy, and in the conviction that some things are unrepresentable. 
Rather than the traditional structures of drama, self-absorption, self-reflexiveness, and self-obsession have 
been the dominant characteristics of the postmodern transition. Unable to create representations of human 
beings in action (and not believing in their validity anyway), the only thing that can be represented is the 
performance itself. In that transformation, presentation replaces representation and performance is 
increasingly about performance.  
 Bonnie Marranca, the co-editor of Performing Arts Journal, who has followed and chronicled the 
work of these makers of our contemporary theatre as carefully as anyone - and I am thinking of such people 
as: Richard Foreman, Robert Wilson, Lee Breuer, Joanne Akalaitis, Elizabeth LeCompte and The Wooster 
Group, Stuart Sherman, and Spalding Gray - gave the new performance art the label "The Theatre of 
Images." She would be the first to admit what a limited and even inaccurate label this is. It certainly is an 
inadequate umbrella to cover such diverse talents. But what was she to do? The work had no definable plot 
- at least as it is usually defined, nor did it have characters in any traditional sense. So what did we 
experience? Images! The basic means of this theatre are images, visual and aural. Language may be used or 
thrown away. At times it is a text, at others, a pre-text. Sometimes it is inflected, sometimes it is not, and at 
still other times is little more than gibberish. There is little, if any, narrative structure - no theme or spine, 
no linear story line - rather the performance is a process of continuous transformation, like a giant 
assemblage created in a series of frames on stage. Actors do not create and play roles, but create patterns in 
space. They are icons, embodiments of energy. In fact, tableau is the central strategy of production and the 
artists use staging to build a production much like a painter fills the canvas. Every part of the work exists 
independently of each other like random bits of information in a computer bank. And as Elinor Fuchs put it: 
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"The audience is not following relationships between characters, but relationships among planes or 
channels - verbal, visual, musical, etc. Bits and pieces of characters take their place among these, but 
character has dissolved into the flux of performance elements."5 This is a theatre - fascinating and 
challenging as it is - that is floating in a limbo of self-reflexivity. And it is a theatre which, in my view, has 
lost the audience. Somehow this theatre about a theatre making theatre does not satisfy us. It is not 
dissatisfying because it refuses to meet our outmoded expectations of dramatic form, but because it appears 
to deny what has always been the basis of theatre - a dramatic action, a representation of human life in the 
form of action. 
 Clearly, the old ways of making, thinking about, describing, and judging theatre do not work any 
longer. The traditional forms do not give adequate expression to the ongoing interaction of the individual 
and the world. To paraphrase Brecht, the new world that is emerging does not fit into the old theatre. Thus 
the challenge confronting the theatre is to create forms that will both represent and make sense of the 
emerging new world that the transformation of consciousness is heralding. And it must do so without 
denying the theatre's fundamental nature. Fortunately, in the past few years there have been some hopeful 
signs of renewal, and I point to one in particular. I refer to the fascinating and probing production 
experiments in the presentation of the classics and otherwise established plays of the repertoire - both old 
and new - by some of the world's most imaginative and innovative directors. To name a few: Andrei Serban 
(Greek Tragedy, Chekhov, and most recently Beaumarchais's The Marriage of Figaro), Liviu Ciulei, 
Richard Schechner (particularly Richard's Lear), Herbert Blau (Seeds of Atreus and Elsinore), Peter Brook, 
Ingmar Bergman, Peter Oskarsson (Strindberg's A Dream Play), Elizabeth Le Compte (especially her 
deconstructive productions of The Cocktail Party, A Long Day's Journey into Night, and Our Town), Lee 
Breuer, Gabor Tompa (Zoo Story), and last, but hardly least - Richard Foreman (Three Penny Opera and 
Moliere's Don Juan). The quality I find interesting in this work is that it is not just being gimmicky - it is 
more than just another "Puck on Roller Skates." Rather it is exploration of old forms, structures - yes, even 
old languages, and an effort to find new ones. It represents a creative borrowing from the past in order to 
put together a stake that will carry them into the still shadowy future. It is an effort to make a new theatre 
from the old.  Of course, this in itself will not do the job.  But hopefully these experiments will provoke 
new visions that will begin to comprehend the new culture which is emerging. Believe me, I do not want to 
overstate the case here; these are only hopeful symptoms. Nothing should prompt our caution more readily 
than the fact that I note with increasing frequency that one of the hallmarks of these new productions is the 
lavish use of mirrors as a major element of both the setting and the staging itself. And more often than not, 
those mirrors reflect the audience as part of that self-reflecting image. Thus, even as we may be cheered by 
the new shoots that have sprung from the borrowings, we should also note the "Mirrors of Solipsism" 
which reflect the self-referential character of our boldest experiments in production. 
 
IV. The Search for an End 
 
 I have already referred several times to endings and the problems related to endings. They are 
difficult problems. How to end? How to bring action to that point described by Hamm in the closing speech 
of Beckett's Endgame in which "Time is over, reckoning closed and story ended." How to end? This is and 
always has been the central issue of a dramatic action, and today it is the biggest problem facing our 
theatre. How do you play the endgame? Perhaps more accurately, how do you play the endgame and come 
out with more than a stalemate? I believe it is significant that more and more people are wondering about 
these same questions. Earlier this summer, in one of his penultimate valedictories prior to his retirement as 
the critic for the New York Times, Walter Kerr wrote a Sunday piece entitled "An Inquiry Into The 
Vanishing Ending." I am afraid it was not much of an inquiry, but he did identify the problem in direct and 
very up-to-date terms. Kerr wonders if the play will ever end. He is not talking about interminable length, 
but rather how can this play ever end since it has no structure to complete? He expresses the dilemma as 
follows: "Formerly, even the plays we thought loosest in shape [he gives Williams's The Glass Menagerie 
as an example] were cunningly constructed so as to tip us off, hinting at the big scene that was coming and 
teaching us to expect or at least to hope that this big scene would solve or destroy everything. We were 
further promised, ever so subtly, that just a certain number of rhythmic beats after the completion of the big 
scene the stage lights would slowly dim and the curtain slowly fall. In those days we knew whether we 
were at the beginning, or in the middle, or at the end."6 He then compares this surety of structure with the 
lack of any observable structure in so many new plays. After a brief catalog of examples of what he means, 
he closes with the question: "Why don't our playwrights like endings anymore?" Alas, if it were only a 
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question of liking or disliking them. 
 Kerr's questions do underscore the fact that we seem to be living in a world that lacks a form and 
meaning that an end implies. Our deep need for intelligible ends does not as yet correspond to our 
perceptions of the emerging new paradigms of thought and experience which will shape the ways we make 
sense of the world. This condition makes it difficult to think much about ends and endings. But one thing is 
clear: as our sense of the end changes (or has changed), so also do these relationships that lead to an end. 
And the contemporary theatre's solipsistic obsession with its own processes reveals its dilemma. Having no 
well-defined sense of an end, process becomes an end in itself. But this is neither satisfying nor fulfilling, at 
least not in the theatre. My dissatisfaction with postmodern theatre is not with its images or its style, but its 
lack of recognizable and experienced teleology. As I look back over the recorded history of theatre, I find 
that in its most significant and powerful manifestations, its central subject has been the family, its central 
structure has been teleological, and the central need in audiences that it has fulfilled is our need to have 
dramatic representation of our familial conflicts brought to a meaningful end in judgment. More and more 
today I sense that, together with Kent in King Lear, we ask "Is this the promis'd end?" A dramatic action, 
and especially its first form, the plot, presupposes and requires that an end will bestow upon the whole, 
orderly duration and meaning. A dramatic action presupposes and requires that the perception of the 
present, memory of the past, and expectations of the future can exist in a common and unified structure. A 
dramatic action presupposes and requires that one's concerns over his or her individual end in death and the 
ends or purposes of the world can be represented in such a manner that they are consonant with their 
beginnings, and in such a way that all of the stages from beginning to end are in concord. "Concord," as 
Frank Kermode demonstrates so eloquently in his book The Sense of an Ending, is the key idea here. It 
affirms that there can be a consonance between our imaginative structures and the daily lives we lead. It 
reaffirms the possibility of meaningful correspondence in the world, even as it acknowledges that there will 
always be a tension between paradigmatic form and contingent reality. To be sure, the definition of 
"concord" changes. It is shaped by our view of what is concordant in the world. As a result, our definition 
of "concord" is shaped by the reigning paradigms of our culture. 
 So, finally, I come to the end. The challenge facing today's makers of the theatre is to discover 
those consonances that exist in the new paradigms that are emerging in our postmodern world. Most will 
not be up to this challenge, but let's hope our playwrights and poets are. Art is about making: it is in the 
making; it is poesis. Art is humankind's noblest and perhaps most effective way of making sense of the 
world. The challenge is to discover the forms that will give shape and meaning to our lives as we live them. 
To meet the challenge both in and out of the theatre is to search for new endings. Earlier this spring (1983), 
President Mitterand of France convened an international conference to discuss "Creation and 
Development.“He closed  his opening  address  to  the  assembly of artists, scientists, philosophers, and 
other intellectuals as follows: "Today, as yesterday, disorder must give rise to a higher order. From the 
absence of meaning must appear a new design. Our task, your task, is to invent new endings - a civilization 
of work no longer separated from life, nor from the spirit, but which makes man whole, even on the level of 
his daily life."7 Mitterand's task for the world is also the task of the theatre. If we are to "Fix" the theatre, 
we must dedicate ourselves to the invention and discovery of "new endings." Moreover, we must carry on 
this search in the confidence that if we are successful in finding or creating new endings that are expressive 
of and in concord with our lives as we experience them, we will also discover those distinctions that make 
possible dramatic actions and the judgments which they contain. The problem is, we won't know we've 
done it until we've done it. The brilliant French critic Jean-François Lyotard, in his essay "What is 
Postmodernism?" wrote: "A postmodern artist or writer is in the position of a philosopher; the text he 
writes, the work he produces are not in principle governed by preestablished rules, and they cannot be 
judged according to a determining judgment by applying familiar categories to the text or to the work. 
Those rules and categories are what the work of art itself is looking for. The artist and the writer, then, are 
working without rules in order to formulate the rules of what will have been done."8 This being the case, we 
must dare each and every theatre artist to be among the "doers" so that in the not too distant future some of 
them will have "done" it. 
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