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Abstract - 

Two opposing philosophical outlooks can be discerned in the 

thought ofýthe men discussed in this dissertation.. The humanist 

view, associated with Archer and Barker, sees life as centred solely 

on man; the religious thinkers, Yeats and Craig, are concerned with 

man's relationship with a power beyond himself. Shaw is unique in 

his advocacy of contradictory elements from both philosophies. 

The humanist thinkers are concerned in art with the comuni- 

cation of information about man; those of the religious party value 

an indescribable experience communicated by artistic symbols. These 

two kinds of communication can perhaps be seen in the English theatre 

of the nineteenth century; the theatre of the early part of the 

century made use of a traditional language of theatrical symbols, 

while the later theatres of Irving and the Bancrofts abandoned 

tradition in favour of new "realistic" portrayals of society and 

human psychology. 

Archer illustrates the humanist approach to art in his con- 

cern for the moral and psychological information conveyed by the 

play. In his humanist guise, Shaw emphasizes the need for drama to 

convey new social and philosophical ideas. For Barker, drama conveys, 

through the medium of the actor, a special kind of "subjective" 

truth. 

Each of the religious theorists seeks symbolic value in a 

different. facet of-the theatrical performance;, for Yeats, the religious 

communication is achieved by the traditional symbols of poetry; for 

Shaw, in his religious guise, the performer is the prime source of 

symbolic value; for Craig, purely visual symbols of natural process 

provide a glimpse of a world untainted by man's egotism. 
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The theories are open to criticism. The humanist theories 

seem to deny the value of artistic form, while the religious theories 

seem to_, seek form without content. All the theories seem to show 

insufficient respect for the, laws of audience psychology. 
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Chapter I 

INTRODUCTION 
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L, Statement of Purpose 

The primary purpose.. of this dissertation is to summarize 

and compare the theories of drama, of five authors writingsin 

English at the beginning of the twentieth century., They, are not, 

of course, all primarily known as dramatic theorists;: indeed, per- 

baps only Craig could be said to. have made his most important con- 

tribution to the theatre in the, area of, theory. But all of them_ 

did devote a not inconsiderable part of their writing to the dis- 

cussion of generallideas about the nature of theatre, and a clear 

understanding of these ideas cannot but contribute to our under- 

standing both of the other areas of their work, and of; the. theatri- 

cal situation in England at the beginning of the modern period.. 
,., 

It is characteristic of dramatic theory-that it. tends to 

concern itself with projecting a hypothetical theatre of the future 

rather than with analysing the theatre of the present; it is fre- 

quently the work, as Eric Bentley, says, of "artists legislating 

reality into being. "1 Unlike the painter or the poet, 
"the 

theatri- 

cal artist requires the collaboration of others before his creations 

can be realized; he must often first: persuade them--performers,, 

managers,, patrons, critics, audiences--of the value, of. his creation 

before he, will be given enough theatrical, 
"power 

to,, attempt, it, and 

1. Eric Bentley, preface to The Theor of the Modern Stave: An 
-Introduction to Modern Theatre and Drama Harmondsworth,, 1968), 

p. 14. 

7. 
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this persuasion very often takes-the form of a demonstration of the 

theoretical-necessity of-the particular kind of theatre advocated. 

Thus, while,, the'substance of most of the writings discussed here is 

theoretical, '', the tone is-suasive rather than-balanced or objective. 

The ideas are expressed, not systematically: or with academic pre- 

cision, but vividly, polemically, tendentially, with the aim-of>win- 

ning the reader's support for a particular theatrical enterprise. 

It-is ,a fundamental premise of this'dissertation,, however, 

that the men discussed here are not mere-propagandists'or self-°" 

advertisers in their theoretical writings. 'xBehind the apparent ex- 

aggerations and distortions of their polemicism a coherent vision of 

the nature of the theatrical experience can be discerned. This co--° 

herence may not-be immediately visible to the reader of only the 

most famous theoretical-statements of these authors, but a compara- 

tive examination of the bulk of their theatrical ideas makes it evi- 

dent, as I hope the following chapters will show. A major goal of this 

dissertation will be the placing in perspective of some of'the more 

famous or notorious statements of these men,, and the encouragement of 

a new seriousness in the treatment of them as dramatic theorists. 

We are dealing with each author's consciously held and pub- 

licly expressed ideas about the nature of theatre. We-are concerned 

primarily with the theorist, in'other words; and not-with the artist. 

Some of the ideas attributed to these men may surprise those familiar 

with them primarily as artists, since the aesthetic manifested by the 

art-work is often considerably at odds with the author's theoretical 

statements. We may even be tempted to question the sincerity or '� 

seriousness of some of these statements, so far do they diverge from 

the author's artistic practice. We must remember, however, that we 
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are dealing in most caseas'with highly. rcomplex minds, which may'move 
on ä number of different `levels at once; the theoretical" writings 

6-'press one level öfcthe author' s'thought, 'the art-work perhaps'a 

deeper 'one, but' it would be"rash 'to choose any one level as the'" 

reä1"' personality of the author. ' The"question of when` Shaw was ` 

really being "serious" was one which' perplexed his contemporaries, " 

änd`it is one which we can perhaps recognize"today`as naive with're- 

speet' to such a complex" figure. My concern has been te''shew that'' '_ 

Shaw's many statements about the'nature of''theatre'form a-coherent`' 

pattern, äsdo those of all the men'discussed here. On'ene level, 

Isuggest, this is'what"each of them believed; what relation this 

theoretical self has to the author's "real" self is a question'I do 

not believe can be answered. 

My primary sources have been the authors' essays`or books''" 

with a clear theoretical intent; I have iii most cases given emphasis 

to those works to which the authörsithemselves seem`tö"have-attached 

some importance, 'often` indicated by the `republication of the 'works; 

or their inclusion in a collection. 'I have supplemented this basic 

theoretical material'with other direct statements of ideas in other 

works, letters and criticism. I have also in some cases used the 

author's critical practice as exemplification of-his'theoretical as- 

sumptions. °-From these materials I have' pieced' together the funds- 

mentälýpattern'of each author's dramatic thought. ` 

"Having'estäblished this pattern, I have at times turned for 

comparative Purposes--to the author's work-ai"anzartist, whether as 

playwright" producer., or designer. Here, till, as I"have älreädy indi- 

cated, we are on`. dangerous'ground. As I haversuggested there'is 

"no necessary correlation betweenPa`man's work as a"theorist and his 
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work as an artist;. the. aesthetic suggested by a work,. of. art. cannot 

be attributed.. to. the author as a consciously held theory. 
. 
Theory 

and, practice manifest different levels of£the creator's mind, and 

few artists allow themselves tobe bound by their own intellectual 

formulations... But if the artist rarely., practises entirely what he 

preaches, -it 
is probably equally true. that the artist who is also a 

theorist rarely, fails, in his.. art to conform at least in, some, limited 

measure to his ideas,, and_the recognition of,. this, conformity may be 

useful in aiding our, understanding of. him both as artist and,, theor- 

ist. My method has been to establish the-author's, theory first-, 

from the theoretical sources, and, then to examine . 
the. art-work to 

see what traces of this theory can be, found. in, it. The, results,. I 

believe, are in some cases, interesting, but they. fall far short of 

explaining the art-work as, a whole, 
-There 

is, in, other words, much 

more in Yeats's, Shaw's and Barker's plays., than. can be. understood 

in terms of the theory, and indeed the plays in some cases can be 

taken as pointing to inadequacies. in the theory. through their, fail- 

ure to conform. to it. In reading. the sections devoted to the., theat- 

rical practice of these men,. the reader should bear in. mind that ny 

limited aim is the mapping, of one level of each author's mind-the 

theoretical level-and that the part,, this level plays in the total 

creative expression of the author may not be great. It, is, never- 

theless, interesting, 'and worthy I': hope of the attention given it 

in the following chapters, 

2. The Basic Philosophical and Aesthetic Issues 

The thinkers discussed in this dissertation are not only 

"men, of the theatre", but men whose interests embrace most of 'the 

major issues of their times. Their theatrical ideas in every case 
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. clearly arise out of more general philosophical-and aesthetic: be-' 

fiefs, and can often be understood most clearly in. terms of these 

beliefs. However, the expression: of, the philosophy is usually no 

more systematic. than that of the dramatic theory; they are not 

professional philosophers or aestheticians, their language-is not, 

the academic language of philosophy, their aims are often suasive 

rather than analytic or descriptive. - Since my main concern is not 

with the philosophy, I have not attempted atcomprehensive disen- 

tangling of the ideas of each thinker; my concern instead has been 

to establish the prime philosophical assumptions, the fundamental 

elements of the author's world-view, and to express them in a 

language sufficiently general that the spiritual affinities among 

the theorists will be clearly revealed. In doing so.. I have 

occasionally found it necessary to make use of terms in somewhat 

specialized senses; these will be explained in the following para- 

graphs. 

The pattern that emerges when the assumptions of these men 

are compared is one familiar to students of nineteenth-century 

thought; it was partially defined by J. S. Mill in his classic com- 

parison of Bentham and Coleridge, "the two great seminal minds of 

England in their age. "2 As Mill notes: 

It would be difficult to find two persons of 
philosophic eminence more exactly the contrary 
of one another. Compare their modes of treat- 
went of any subject, and you might. fancy them 
inhabitants of different worlds. They seem to 
have scarcely a principle or a premise in common. 

3 

2. John'Stuart Mill,, "Bentham, " in Collected Works,, ed. F. E. -L. 
Priestley (Toronto" 1963). X, 77. 

3. Mill, "Coleridge, " Ibid., X, 120. 
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The same irreconcilable opposition between two basic philosophical 

attitudes can be seen among the men discussed here. The two views 

are briefly defined by Mill in the following passage, in which 

Coleridge's position is distinguished from that of the majority of 

eighteenth-century thinkers (of whom, for Mill, Bentham was a chief 

representative): 

It is ontological, because that was experi- 
mental; conservative, because that was inno- 
vative; religious, because so much of that was 
infidel; concrete and historical, because that 
was abstract and metaphysical; poetiZcal, because 
that was matter-of-fact and prosaic. 

This opposition continued to be a fundamental one throughout the 

'century, and'Mill's comparison has been used by both F. R. 'Leävis 

and Basil Willey as a key'to understanding the complex figures of 

the later Victorian period. 
5 The'spiritnal problem of'the age was 

the reconciliation of'the two world-views; but in spite of efforts 

of men on both the Benthamite and the'Coleridgian sides to overcome 

the"appareint one-sidedness of'their positions, there remained a 

-, fundamental opposition between them, based on an apparently'irrecon- 

cilable difference of spiritual orientatioui. *By the end of the 

century, I shall`argue, the situation had become even more sharply 

polarized as a result of the increasing expansion into. every area 

of life of scientific attitudes; in the men discussed here, the 

two positions seem to be in essential contradiction, and even 

Shaw's powerful intellect'cannöt'convincingly unite them. 

4. Ibid., X, 125. 
,; 

5. See Basil Willey, Nineteenth Century Studies: Colerid e to 
Matthew Arriöld (London, 1955), pp. 1-2, and F. R. Leavis, 
"Introduction". in, John: Stuart Mill, On"Bentham and ColeridLae 
(Now York, 

, 
1962) 1. pp. 

_ 
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It is not easy to define the precise nature of the oppo- 

sition. Each side seems to present wide and often parallel spectra 

of opinions, intellectual methods, and psychological types; on the 

other hand, the Newman brothers, John and Francis, with a shared 

upbringing and very similar habits of mind, went in opposite di- 

rections: 

as if two rivers, ' taking their rise in the 
. >; same"dividing. range, should yet be deflected 

by some minute original irregularity of level, 
so that, one pours its waters into the Medi-6 
terranean, the other into the German Ocean. 

The opposition was not, perhaps, so much one of ideas about the 

world as of ways of experiencing the world. One party experienced 

the world as centred upon man; whatever its theoretical beliefs, the 

emotional orientation of this party was towards human problems in 

the world of everyday reality. The other party, sometimes as the 

result of a specific spiritual event (such as that described by 

Carlyle in the "Everlasting No" section of Sartor Resartus), ex- 

perienced the world as centred around a power other than man; what- 

ever its theoretical beliefs, the emotional orientation of this 

e party was towards serving this other power. For this latter party, 

the true reality was not the everyday one of the senses, but some- 

thing above or behind it; the aim of life became that of making the 

true reality, rather than the apparent one, the basis of one's 

being. Upon these two ways of experiencing the world the many re- 

ligious and secular ideas of the two parties were built; in spite 

of the best of intentions on both sides, there could be no real 

6. Bail Willey, "Francis W. Newman" in More Nineteenth Cent u 
Studies: A Group of Honest Doubters (London, 1963). p. 11. 
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understanding between them, because they were in fact talking 

about different-experiential-universes. - 

In the chapter on Shawl have called these two positions 

the'Protestant and-the Catholic, but'ithese labels-obviously, have7 

only-the-loosest possible application. -. 'In the-Tractarian dis- 

putes-of the early-Victorian period-we do in--fact-see the two 

types clearly exhibited in,, -for example; -Thomas-Arnold'andý. John 

Newman, the'former identifying religion almost entirely (emotion- 

ally if not intellectually)-with ethics, the latter seeing nothing 

essentially religious in-even the lfinest'ethics. "", "But"in-fact, of 

course, the ! 'Colridgian" side embraced all shades of religious' 

thought, from Coleridge's German-Idealist Protestantism, through: 

Newman's Catholicism, to Carlyle's "paganism. " Those on' the " 

"Benthamite" side included Christians like Kingsley and Thomas 

Arnold, but ranged through believers in a "Religion of Humanity" 

like Eliot, Compte, and Matthew Arnold, -to more whole-hearted anti- 

religionists like Bentham; Mill, and Huxley. There may even'seem 

to be more in common-between, for example; Newman and Matthew `, 

Arnold, than between Newman' and, Carlyle on the. one hand,. or. -between,. 

Arnold and. Huxley or Bentham on the-other. But there remainedýan 

irreconcilable division' between'theýtwo sides. Carlyle's-attempts 

to-eliminate from religion the "Hebrew Old Clothes" of Christianity 

did not make his'-position any more sympathetic to the Benthamites, 

while the strenuous attempts of agnostics like George Eliot-and 

Matthew Arnold to retain the-values of. religion without its God- - 

centred-orientation remained similarly sterile, as Basil Willey's 

analysis (fröm'an essentially Colridgian viewpoint)'convincingly 
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shows. 
7 

What terms can be found to designate the two parties? 

Mill's "Conservative" and "Progressive" do not seem to go to the 

heart of the matter; more illuminating, perhaps, are the epithets 

he suggests each party uses of the other: "Sensualism is the com- 

mon term of abuse for the one philosophy, nysticism for the 

other. "g I shall settle for the two broad terms, "humanist" and 

"religious, " to describe the Benthamite and Coiridgian tendencies 

respectively. When these two words are used in opposition they 

seem to me essentially to distinguish the two kinds of spiritual 

orientation already described; the differences began to be recog- 

nized in the Renaissance, though the deep nature of the opposition 

did not become apparent until later. Admittedly, the terms are 

not always used in opposition, and many would call Newman a "human- 

ist" and Kingsley "religious"; but any more specific termsr"seem to 

eliminate part of the`wide spectra of opinion associated"with each 

side. For the purposes of-this dissertation, "humanist" is used 

to designate those with the man-centred consciousness; and "relig- 

ions" those'with-the"God-centred, consciousness, as already described. 

For most adherents of-the="religious"position, 'theýGod--, 

centred experience draws' attention to the limitations'of humanCreason. 

The religious insight-is'not achieved by'logic, by'änaly- 

sis, 'ýby"calculation,, but' by some form of , direct'intuition. ' Indeed, 

as the -nineteenth century-progressed,, religious thinkers came- 

"in-creasingly to believe'that'reason could lead one away from insight, 

7. See Willey, Nineteenth Century Studies, 
;. pp. 204-83. 

8. Mill, "Coleridge" in C611e6ted'Works; 'X; "126. 
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by casting doubt'on"the'"needýAfor, or even the"possibility of, a= ý" 

supernatural reality. ' The, more'science seemed to indicate thät"" 

the world could be made explicable entirely in physical terms, the 

less were men apparently led to imagine the possibility of'an ex= 

perience that transcended the physical. In the first'"part of the 

century, at'least, 'the more enlightened religious thinkers were not 

generally led by this development to deny the truth of science 

its own'sphere; -but they insisted `that reason and science-could 

not deal with the areas that mattered most`to men. They feared, ' 

not` sciences`büt'science bereft of faith; -Willey quotes the follow- 

ing statement'from one of Newman's sermons: 

It is indeed a great question whether Atheiiii is 
not as philosophically consistent with the phen- 
omena of the physical world, taken by'themselves, 
as the doctrine of a creative and governing Power. 
But, however this be, the practical safeguard 
against Atheism in the case of scientific enquir- 
ers is the inward need and desire, the inward ex- 
perience of that Power, existing in the mind be- 
fore'and independently°of their examination of 
His material world. 9 

This subordination of reason to direct spiritual experience dis- 

tinguished the religious party sharply from the humanist, thinkers. 

From this subordination flowed most of the other ideas as- 

sociated with the adherents of the Coleridge side of Mill's; dich- 
. 

otomy. They were conservative, because they doubted the ability 

of man's reason to foresee the effects of change in the important 

spheres of life not accessible , 
to scientific analysis. , 

They mis- 

trusted the idea of progress, because for them man's awareness of 

9. John Henry Newman, Oxford University Sermons (3rd ed.; London, 
1872), p. 194. See Wi11ey,, Nineteenth Century"Studies, 'p; 92. 

ry 
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the; spiritüäl was the onlj true good to be gained, and'the'history 

öf"civilizatiön seemed to show a steady decrease in this awareness 

since'the Middle Ages. ' They tendeä'tö'be anti-democratic,, because 

they had little faith in-the ability of the people to discover on 

their own what was best-for them, while truer leadership might be 

found in a divinely-inspired'Carlylian. hero, , or in -a sacred insti- 

tution; in any case the present, pöwer'structure was to be preferred 

to a hypothetical one fabricated by man's fallible reason. 

On the other hand, ` the humanist 'side tended to be "Progres- 

sive, " seeing traditional institutions and'"superstitions"-as the 

main barrier to the betterment of'näri: ' The humanist"thinkers'be- 

lieved in progress because they säw'höpe in; man's increasing con- 

trol of nature and'society by means'of'his own-reason. They were 

democratic because they believed 'the mass of"the people could be 

raised by means of education to rational Iresponsibility, 'and they 

feared any system in which unchecked power was assigned-"to an in- 

dividual 'or group. 

This division of opinion 'is evident in the five men'with 

whom we are concerned here. ' Archer änd'Barker 'sre clearly heirs 

of the liberal, agnostic, hümanist'Victorian'tradition; they be- 

lieve in progress, in science, in democracy, and in reform in such 

areas as governmental censorship of the stage or women's' rights. 

Craig and Zeats'are just as clearly heirs of the religious tra- 

dition, placing their centre '6f value in a power beyöind-man; they 

are suspicious of-progress, fearful'of science, admiring of tra- 

ditional institutions and beliefs, and frequently anti-democratic 

in their political attitudes. Shaw presents a problem; in his re- 

formist and socialist writings he belongs clearly to the Benthamite 
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tradition,, whereas in his religious thought he is almost. equally 

clearly a descendant of the Coleridgian school., As I shall argue 

at length_in the chapter on Shaw,, these(two views are not brought 

to a satisfying'synthesis by Shaw, but instead remain, obstinately 

contradictory, and frequently 
�find 

opposing, expression even in the 

same work. For the moment the reader must accept. my postulation 

of two Shaws,, Shaw the reformer, and Shaw the religious thinker, 

each in his way a consistent representative of the humanist or 

religious impulse in nineteenth-century thought.,, 

The situation at the end of the century was not, however, 

quite what it had been when Mill was writing. The humanist posi- 

tion was triumphant, beyond even the greatest fears of Newman or 

Coleridge; the successful invasion of almost every area of life by 

scientific thinking had accelerated the secularization of English 

culture. None of the men discussed here were even nominally;.; 

Christians, nor indeed were many of their artistic or intellectual 

contemporaries. Mill had been cautioned by his father against ex- 

pressing his agnostic views publicly; now even the most spiritually 

inclined tended to regard traditional religion as a dead issue. 

Yeats's statement about his early religious attitudes is revealing: 

I was unlike others. of my generation in one thing 
only. LLI was very religious, and deprived, by Huxley 
and Tyndall, whom I detested, of, the simple-minded 
religion of my childhood, I had made a new religion, 
almost an infallible Church of poetic tradition, of 

-a' fardel öf stories, and of -personages, `and of 
emotions, inseparable from their first expression, 
passed on from generation to generation by poets 
and painters with some help from philosophers and 
theologians. 10 

10. W. B. Teats, Autobiographies (London, 1955), pp. 115-16. 
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Much as Yeats despises the rationalism of, Huxley, and Tyndall, he---= 

does notdeny. their... ability, to deprive, him of traditional, religion;., 

even in his. own mind he cannot apparently, overcome their scientific 

objections to Christian belief... Andýyet Yeats clearly shared pre-, 

cisely that, experience of the world centred, not upon man, but. upon 

a spiritual, reality beyond man, that was. the foundation. of the be- 

liefs, of, the earlier, religious thinkers. 

The result of this. triumph. of. science was a more radical, 

anti-rationalism-in those who were still conscious of the,. religious 

experience.,,, -If 
indeed. everything in., the phenomenal world can, be, 

explained. scientifically, -�then both reason and-. the-phenomenal world 

must be in some sense illusions; contact-with the real spiritual 

world must be made by deliberately going against reason, -by avoid- 

ing thought, by denying the basic. postulates of-. Western science. 

Such a suggestion would certainly have been rejected by Coleridge 

or Newman, both of whom strongly believed in culture, in civili- 

zation, in education, in the accumulation of human knowledge. It 

did not occur to them that reason must be rejected (and Western 

thought along with it), simply because it was seen to be limited. 

On the contrary, both regarded reason, potentially at least, as 

contributing to faith, laying a foundation of "natural religion" 

out of which true spiritual intuition could arise. But with Marx, 

Darwin, and the beginnings of, modern psychology, "natural religion"` 

no longer seemed credible. It appeared that. the'very basis of 

Western rationality must`be questioned if'a spiritual, -'view-of-life 

were to be maintained. 

Thus the sources of the religious thought of-Yeats, Shaw, 

and Craig, are figures completely outside-. the main tradition of 
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Victorian, thought. Blake.. in particular, was probably the key fig- 

ure in all three cases, Blake whom Coleridge and the other Romantics 

had. considered an inspired, but nevertheless clearly mentally-de- 

rsaged, genius. The fierce anti-rationalism of Blake, most clearly 

seen in 
, his. creation of the Satanic figure, of_Urizen,, was almost by 

definition "insane", by the standards of the eighteenth and nine- 

teenth centuries; but by the beginning of the twentieth century 

thinkers opposed to scientific thought found his extreme position 

palatable. Two other very un-Victorian thinkers who influenced 

this new anti-rationalism were Nietzsche and Pater, both of whom 

proclaimed the essential relativity of truth. Walter E., Houghton, 

commenting, on, the, unease created in the, late Victorian period by 

the subtly subversive influence of Pater, says of him that he: 

reduced all knowledge to a series of "impressions un- 
stable, flickering, inconsistent, " each of which "is 
the impression of the individual in his isolation, 
each mind keeping as a solitary prisoner its own 
dream of a world. "On such assumptions the intellectual 
life was ridiculous. .. -. To turn back from Pater to 
Arnold is to return to. the Victorian world. For 11 Arnold threw his whole weight against relativism. 

These figures were powerful influences precisely because they did 

not attempt to argue rationally with the humanist, but rather 

denied the very'basis of 'rational argunient. 
12 

11. Walter E. Houghton, The Victorian Frame of Mind 1830-1870 
(New Haven, 1957), pp. 15-16. 

12. The influence of Blake and Pater on Teats is well known; for 
Nietzsche, ' see Joseph Hone, W. B. Teats 1865-19399"(2nd ed.; 
London, 1962), p. 187. Some of Craig's heroes are listed by 

'him. in a 'title . for., a magazine. article: ,. "Leonardo, Blake, 
Flaubert, Whitman, Pater, Ruskin and Nietzsche, " The Man ester Playgoer, New Series Vol. 1, No. 2 (December 1912)s pp. 41-44. 
For Shaw's debt to Blake and Nietzsche see Julian B. Kaye, 
Bernard Shaw and the Nineteenth-Century T ditto (Norman, 
Oklahoma, 1958. All three were influenced by the Aesthetic 
movement, of. which-Pater was'"high priest"; for Shaw, see 
Elsie B. Adams, Bernard Shaw and the Aesthetes (Ohio, 1971). '- 
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We find then in the general philosophical outlooks of 'these 

men the same basic division identified by Mill earlier in the cen-' 

tury, but in a more extreme form. When we turn to the area of 

aesthetics we find a very similar development. The aesthetic views 

of Mill's two parties are clearly derivable from the basic spiri= 

tual orientations that we have identified as their distinguishing 

characteristics. The humanist demands that art tell him about man; 

he wants a true picture of life as it appears to the man-centred 

humanist, and, usually, he wants this picture tobe useful, to play 

its part in the betterment of man. He tends to see-art, in other 

words, as a means of intellectual and moral education. He is not 

necessarily in favour of the extremes of'either naturalism or di- 

T dacticism, though these tendencies are certainly associated in the 

nineteenth century with affiliates of the Benthamite party; but 

even the greatest exponents of humanist aesthetics, like'George 

Eliot or Matthew Arnold, value art primarily for its ethical in- 

fluence, for its promulgation-of "sweetness and light. " Oritr'the' 

other hand, members of the religious party see ärt'as ä means, 

usually a limited means, of achieving awareness of the power be- 

yond man'that is the"centre of their existence. The'images which" 

art draws from the'world of the senses or the intellect are'not of' 

value in themselves; rather they are symbols of a profounder reality, 

not directly accessible to the reason or the senses. This'symbolic 

13 
view of art is clearly evident in Carlyle, and also in Coleridge's 

distinction'between fancy änd Imagination; fancy merely-manipulates 

13. See the chapter,.. "Symbols, " in Sartor Resartus; in all true 
works of art "(if thou know a Work of Art from 'a Daub of Ar- 
tifice) -wilt thou discern Eternity through Time; the Godlike 
rendered visible. " Thomas-Carlyle, Sartor Resartus: The Life 
and Opinions of Herr Teufelsdrockh (1831; rpt. New York, 1903), 
p. 178. 
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the dead facts of ordinary experience, while Imagination has the 

power to "disimprison the soul of fact, ' to make manifest the true 

living, creative spirit behind theTworld as it is perceived by our 

everyday minds. 
14 Imagination, in other words, is the power of 

seeing symbolically, of'perceiving the objects of sense not as 

things in themselves but as manifestations of an unseen power. As 

we shall see, similar functions are " attributed'to"Imagination" by 

the religious thinkers discussed in thistdissertation. 

But again we can see an intensification"of the opposition 

by the end of the century. There is no irreconcilable conflict in 
lvyY 

Coleridge's theory between'the truth of fact and spiritual truth; 

rather the Imagination has the power to bring alive'the truth of 

fact, to show its essential unity with the spiritual. But'increas- 

ingly, as the truth of fact came apparently" to dominate all the 

arts, the religious artist believed himself forced to reject the 

truth of fact altogether, to treat the artisticrimage purely as a 

symbol. This developmentis clearly seen in the Aesthetic movement 

towards the end of 'the 'ceätixry ', In the theories of ITeat s and Craig 

(their artistic practice` may be 'another matter) 'so- great is 'the 

antipathy to "realism, 1": to facts 'and ideas, in , art, triät` the highest 

art comes to seem that which conveys no information, that is purely 

symbolic. This developönent in a esthetics'clearly parallels that 

already described towards increased anti-rationaliämtin the general 

philosophic outlook of the-religious party. 

It will be üa6ful'to'designate'terms to'indicate the aes- 

thetic equivalents ofthe`humänist and-religious tendencies: ' I have 

14. See Basil Willey, "Sämnel Taylor Coleridge" in Nineteenth 
Century Studies, °pp. '10-26. 
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used the term "symbolic" to describe the aesthetic viewpoint of the 

religious thinker,, since both Yeats and Craig explicitly use the 

word "symbol" to describe the chief tool of the religious artist. 

In normal usage' of course, a symbol does not necessarily have 

spiritual connotations; it may be simply an image that stands for 

something else, -and its "symbolic" power may derive from its liter- 

ary-or cultural associations. As weýshall-see, Teats does not re- 

ject this description of the symbol, 'though he makes-it clear that-, 

he prefers to, -think--of it as able 'to "call'down among us certain f. -, 

disembodied ' powers, whose footsteps-over-our hearts we call-emotions'. 

"15' There`=i's always, one might say, the possibility of a- 

spiritual dimension ` for' the°symbol, 'since that for which it stands 

is unspecified and usually indescribable. Since both Yeats and 

Craig clearly possess the religious consciousness, they tend toi 

attribute the power of the symbol to its capacity to ! 'give a body 

to something that'moves beyond the-senses.. "16 rather than to associ- 

ations in-our'-everyday consciousness. In any case, the term always 

suggests indirect communication, in. which the surface meaning of the- 

image is of less importance than-the something-else for which it 

stands. 

With "symbolic"ais associated the word "beauty. " This word.. 

which appears so frequently in writings on art in the nineteenth 

century, -and whose definition was once. the. chief task of aesthetics, 

seems to have very little meaning for the twentieth century, ýand no,, 

attempt will be made to define it-here-O" Let us merely note that " 

15. W. B. Yeats, "The Symbolism of Poetry"rin Essays and Intro-, 
ductions (London, °1961), p. 157.. 

16. Ibid., p. 164. 
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its use by these men has many analogies with their use of "symbol. " 

The effect of beauty is, frequently contrasted , 
with. the, direct com- 

munication of information or emotion, as in�Ieats's statement: 

Beauty is the end and law of poetry. ... If 
you want to give ideas for their own sake write 
prose. In verse they are subordinate to beauty 
which is their soul. l7 

The-term is'very"rarely Used by Archer and Barker, ör by Shaw in" 

his reformist guise (as'in The Quintessence of Ibsenism or Thie 

Perfect Wagnerite), nor does it form part of their central artistic 

conceptions. The word is frequently used by, Teats. and Craig, and- 

by"; Shaw in his religious vein (as often in his musical and dramatic 

criticism, or in his portrayal of, the artist. in Caesar and Cleo-, r 

tra or The Doctor's Dilemma); their use of it. is an"essential' 

feature of-their artistic conceptions. The word is clearly associ- 

ated then with the religious. conception, of. art, and may betaken, 

I believe, to"represent a"subspecies°of symbolic communication. -:: 

To indicate the values-demanded of art by the humanist,, I 

have occasionally made use of the term "informational"; by. it: I 

wish to suggest all that-is communicated. directly in art, the moral, 

intellectual, psychological, emotional information about whose 

educational value, in the, broadest sense, the humanist. is primarily., - 

concerned. The images of, religious art are not valuable for the 

information they convey, but for their power to give direct, in- 

tuitive experience of-spiritual reality.,.; If'it be, said that this :. 

process_is in fact still !! informing" the audience about{something, 

I would, argue 
, 
that ; the _ experience of art as ; it is understood-by the- 

17. Letter tb George Russell (AE)' (i May 1900) in The' Letters 
of W, 

. B. Yeats, ed. Allan Wade London,, 1954) , p. 343. 
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religious thinkers, since it cannot be described or explained in 

rational terms, cannot be said to involve "information" in any 

normal sense of the word. It-involves, we might say in Kantian 

terms, information, not about phenomena, but about noumena, about 

which there can be, by definition, no information. In any case, 

I'hope the reader will bear with me and accept "informational" as 

a convenient label for the humanist values in art. 

3. The Basic Theatrical Issues 

We come at last to the specifically theatrical ideas of the 

five thinkers. Although the debate that occupied them here could 

to some extent also be traced back to the early nineteenth century, 

the theatre occupied such a small part of Victorian intellectual 

life that it would be misleading to do so. As we shall see in the 

following chapter, there should have been an outburst of contro- 

versy in the middle of the century when the theatre abandoned one 

kind of communication, which had some analogies with that demanded 

by the religious theorists, to another which had the potential of 

being a powerful instrument of humanist art. A few intellectuals.. 

like G. H. Lewes, were aware of this change, but to all intents 

and purposes it was not until the Ibsen crisis in the early eighteen- 

nineties that English intellectual life became aware of the issues 

involved. 

As we might expect, the religious party demands symbolic com- 

munication in the theatre, while the humanists favour informational 

communication; a considerable portion of the following chapters will 

be devoted to demonstrating this basic division of opinion. But with- 

in each party there are also important disagreements. Archer and Barker 

are both clearly humanists, and yet Archer essentially rejects the 
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use of poetic language for theatrical purposes, since it does'not 

convey the kind of information he values most, whereas for Barker 

only poetry is' capable 'of conveying the information'he `considers 

most valuable in the theatre. Yeats and Craig both hold religious 

positions, and yet Yeats would have the'poet, be the dominant force 

in the theatre while Craig would like to eliminate him altogether. 

These two examples illustrate two basic kinds of controversy fre- 

quently found in the writings of these men. The first is a dis- 

agreement about a hierarchy of. values; ' although' Barker and Archer 

both hold "informational" theories, they disagree as to the nature 

of the most valuable information. The second is a disagreement 

about the use of the theatrical medium; although both Craig and 

Seats hold "symbolic" theories, they disagree as'to the particular' 

elements in`7the'theatrical performance that should function as 

symbols. 

The differences between the A "informational" theories of 

Archer, Shaw and Barker are largely of the first kind. For Archer, 

the most valuable kinds-of information are psychological and moral; 

we go to the'theatre to learn how human beings behave, and how they 

ought to behave. Shaw, when he is speaking primarily in his reform- 

ist vein, demands a more revolutionary kind of information; drama 

must show society those elements in it that must change, and prophesy 

the direction of that'change. Barker presents the informational 

theory at'its'most subtle; drama informs us of the subjective ex- 

perience of' others, and so develops sympathy based on mutual under- 

standing. In each case drama is educative, and contributes to pro- 

gress, but there is disagreement as'to the nature of the education. 

The same kind of disagreement is not possible among the 
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"symbolic" theories, since the nature of the religious experience 

defies definition. Craig, Yeats, and Shaw in his religious vein, 

might all agree that the purpose of drama is to provide the intrin- 

sically valuable experience of beauty, or to give one an intuition 

of the nature of spiritual reality. However, the description of 

the experience and the nature of the symbolism differs in each 

case. For Shaw the religious thinker, art appeals to the uncon- 

scious self, conveying to it intimations of the creative will in 

nature. He does not describe precisely the mechanism that achieves 

this communication. For Yeats, the symbol takes its power from the 

tradition to which it belongs; having once possessed the imagin- 

ations of many men, the symbol brings the mind of the perceiver 

into contact with the collective memory from which it derives. For 

Craig, the symbol shows us nature as it would seem to be if man 

could put aside his egotism; it is a kind of simplified demon- 

stration of the basic harmonic processes of nature. But all three 

of these descriptions could be different ways of describing the 

achievement of a feeling of oneness with a power other than one's 

conscious human self which, for the religious thinker, is the prime 

goal of art and life. 

Further disagreements arise from the problem of how the 

mechanism of the theatre is to be used to achieve these goals. 

Which artist is to dominate the work of theatrical creation, and 

how can he ensure that the audience will undergo the experience he 

wants for it? 

For the informational theorists, the playwright is naturally 

the dominant creator in the theatre; it is he who creates most of the 

educatively valuable elements, who delineates the characters, defines 
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the problems, andexpresses the.. ideas., For Archer, and for Shaw 

the reformist, the actors, the director, the designer, the theatre 

architect, the theatre manager, all have for their function the 

embodiment of the author's work and the efficient conveyance of 

it to the audience. For much of the time the theatre is discussed 

as if it were simply a matter of plays, and Shaw sometimes seems 

to treat the other elements simply as regrettable distorters of the 

playwright's original vision. Barker's position again is more 

subtle; the playwright is the dominant artist, but his play is 

tested and vitalized by the actor's interpretation and performance; 

the actor ensures that the playwright dominates only in so far as 

his play represents living truth for the community of actors and 

audience in which it is presented. 

On the religious side, there is less agreement. It is appar- 

ently the performer rather than the play that makes the strongest 

appeal to Shaw's religious nature; if Ibsen in The Quintessence of 

Ibsenism represents the dramatic ideal of Shaw the reformer, Shaw's 

idealized memory of the superhuman acting of Barry Sullivan may be 

said to represent the polar opposite of a purely symbolic dramatic 

art. For Yeats, the symbols of poetry are the generators of the key 

theatrical experience; his theoretical work is therefore devoted 

particularly to the problem of how to make the poet the dominant 

artist in the theatre. For Craig the prime theatrical symbols are 

visual; his theory is devoted, in part, to the problem of how to make 

the director-designer the sole controller of the theatrical experience. 

Each seeks "beauty, " or symbolic power, but each finds it in a differ- 

ent aspect of the theatrical performance, and each faces the problem 
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of,, how to ensure that the-audience's attention is concentrated on 

this. aspect. 
. 

For the theatres°projected by the informational theorists, 

and that'projected by Yeats, I. have occasionally used the -, term-"lit- 

erary 'theatre. " The creators - of' the' early!! 'free"{ theatres set -up 
in 

opposition-to the-commercial` theatres: were. usually-. eager to associate 

themselves with literature, as-Teats's and Lady Gregory. 'ss"Irish,, 

Literary Theatre" or-Stanislavsky's""Society for Art-and Literature" 

indicate. --By the term "literary""the reformers. meant:. two things: 

the play was to be the centreýof'attraction, -and the play"was: to-con- 

form-to contemporary critical; standards in other areas of literature. 

In the commercial theatre, --. the performers were often the centre of 

attraction, and the plays'frequently adhered to a specifically 

theatrical tradition-of writing-which was out. of step-with current 

literary taste and; which had no pretentions to appeal to this taste. 

So successful were-the reformers that later critics tended to assume 

that-all serious theatre was "literary"-in this sense, and the-term 

has come to connote drama which ignores. some-of the"demandsaof-the 

stage, or which is more-effective to=read than to see. This--accu- 

sation`was made against the playwrights"of-the`first literary theatres, 

sometimes justly, -but in theory it'was not-the reformers' intention 

to foist onto the. stage, plays that did not belong there. Indeed, 

William Archer, whose avowed purpose, as we"shall see, was to make 

literature and theatre "one flesh, '! was almost-obsessively-concerned 

with stageworthiness,: and. he criticized Shaw, Chekhov, and Barker'on 

that ground. The term "literary theatre" simply implied a theatre 

" r, .. 
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in which`Ibsen, Shaw; Maeterlinck, Zola or Zeats was presented, tr 

rather than Sardou°"or. Brandon Thomas; and as such the-, term-is used- 

in this dissertation; -,,, 

4. y The Critical -Perspective, 

qz 

F 

Throughout the-dissertation-I have: tried=to'present each 

author's conception as sympathetically as possible,. though I have" 

not hesitated--to-point out obvious weaknesses or Ao suggest'lines 

of critical attack. - In the concluding chapter. I-have outlined--two 

particular-problems that. it seems°to. me all the theories present 

in differing degrees, and"'I`have, related. these problems to. the'1'- .° 

difficulties of the modern-theatre-in.: general. ""-, ýMany'other critical, 

approaches could ý be ' taken; . ~ but I ý, be lieve _ the , ý. identificati on , of 

these problems -to be a significant one. 

It would surely-be'otiose., to- attempt to settle`, the great 

controversy between-the humanist and theýreligious,. positions, "or 

to try to prove"that; either informational, or-symbolic communication 

is impossible or valueless-in the theatre..:. We may have-our-opinions 

.., 
but it would'. be foolish to imagine that-one could on these matters 

settle in: ä'chapterýquestions that in various guises, have! dominated 

Western thought'forkseveral. centuries. 'I'-have therefore. accepted 

the potential validity of the: major premises of both: sides. '- .f 

With respect to the-particular'theatrical'. manifestations 

of .= these 'premises, however, (something maybe -, said.. - My: chief _cri-_ "; , 

terion. has'been, =in. the.. broadest sense, ~_ practicability; is"there,, -ýt. 

anything in. the conceptual. theatres-ofthese men that would: prevent 

them, even under-ideal conditions, from-being realized as: successful 

and permanent artistic institutions?,. -The phrase ! 'under ideali, con-, 

ditions"°is important; ýthe-social, economic'and'theatrical conditions 
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under which these men, were working were far. from ideals and it is 

certainly, unfair to judge their theories, 
`as 

some have done, either 

by what they themselves were able to achieve, or indeed. by what 

any one could have achieved in the commerce-dominated theatre of 

the early twentieth century. Particular failures of: particular 

projects may, cast doubt on, -but 
do not necessarily invalidate, the 

theoretical-conceptions, upon, which they are based. We are concerned 

rather with flaws in the theories. themselves which. would. prevent 

their realization under. any circumstances. 

One area of difficulty 
, 
becomes apparent, 

-when 
we take either 

the symbolic or the informational premise to its logical conclusion, 

something the theorists themselves are not always willing to do. 

If, as the advocates of, symbolic communication argue, any inform- 

ational 
.. ý, 

content disturbs this symbolic communications, then. the 

ideal theatrical form. would apparently. have no content; Craig's 

more extreme ideas approach_this limit, but pure form with no con- 

tent is an apparent philosophical absurdity. On the other hand, 

if, as the informational theorists sometimes seem to argue, any., 

deliberately-created form must to some extent 
. 
distort,, and hence 

lessen the value of, the informational content, we are left with 

the artistic absurdity-of pure information to which the, artist can 

give no special artistic form., Both positions seem grossly one- 

sided, and yet, if we regard their basic premises,.. no reconciliation 

seems possible between them. The origin of the problem problemlies in, the 

polarization of the humanist and religious, positions already, 

described, and the solution will perhaps not be found until Western 

culture finds some wayrof. 
"returningto 

an integral view of reality. 

Until then, both parties, must expect, to find difficulty in realiz- 
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ing'theatres--that tend continually to vanish in`the'direction'either 

of'contentless form or formless content, -and indeed we°seer-signs 

of this tendency in-some of the theatrical''work, of-the men-dis- 

cussed-here: 

Another kind 'of problem emerges when we-try-to , envisage- 

these ideal theatres-as permanent institutions with established, 

relationships with-their audiences: ". Theo informational theatres = 

seem°to'contain'a`certain self-defeating element; "the audience that 

needs the moral-and social education-they provide is normally the -- 

audience that stays away from them. ýThis? isýnotzto say thatra', con- 

siderable amount of educationýin-the broadest sense. has not been 

achieved by the theatre, but I shall argue that its supporters 

tend to hide from themselves the, full extent to which they are 

preaching only to, the converted. The theatres`of'Craig and Teats 

present specialized-problems--in their relationship with the audience 

that we need not go into deeply'here; I shall suggest that Teats's 

theatre, dominated by the words of the poet, and Craig's theatre, 

dominated by the "natural symbol; " are: both based on. questionable ,.. 
assumptions about'audience psychology; evidence-for. this criticism 

is to. be found in the. development of theatres founded on rather-" 

similar assumptions. These criticisms*do not. rule out the possi- 

bility of success for any of these conceptual theatres, but they 

do indicate, I think, certain weaknesses which would hamper their 

development, weaknesses that are not found in theatres that have 

achieved established places in societies of the past, and indeed 

that are not found in the two nineteenth-century theatrical forms 

discussed in the second chapter of this dissertation. 

The final judgement then of all these theories must be to 
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some extent a negative one, but we should bear in mind that similar 

criticisms could be made of most of the other dramatic theories in 

which this century has been so prolific. To me, and I think to 

many artists, critics and- 
- theatre=goers, the twentieth-century 

theatre remains an unsolved problem, in spite of many extraordin- 

arily-creative attempts-to solve. it. 4 Its scope has been greater 

than that of any theatre of the past, and yet, it lacks,. the consen- 

sus as to. artisticýstandards and the powerful social influence that 

characterized the theatre in its great periods. Some of the reasons 

for the sporadic,. unharmonious, frequently self-defeating develop- 

ment of the serious modern theatre can be seen in the theories 

discussed here, which anticipate most of the points of view that 

continue to divide the theatrical world today. The weaknesses of 

these theories mirror to some extent the weaknesses-of the modern 

theatre; -they may reflect also, as I have suggested, the weaknesses 

of modern Western culture, and 
. 
tos that. extent. they are not likely 

. 
to be*remedied by. any theatrical innovator. But some of them, res- 

pecially those resulting from misconceptions of audience psychology, 

do seem capable of. remedy;. this dissertation can provide no solu- 

tions, but 1-hope-. a clarification, of the problem will be of interest 

to anyone concerned. for othe , future of; the theatre.. 

f '-Ye-. '- 

Wv .. a r_' 

1 



Chapter II 

THE NINETEENTH-CENTURY ENGLISH THEATRE 

1. The Traditional Theatre 

i Before we'turn to the theories themselves, it will be useful 

to examine some of the circumstancesthat gave rise to them. It was 

no coincidence that English writers should be arguing about the 

fundamentals of dramatic art at'the end of the nineteenth century in 

a way that they never had before. The'-first productions of Ibsen 's 

plays wore certainly the igniters of the controversy, but we can 

understand why these-had the explosive effect they did only by look- 

ing"more closely at the changes that had'taken place earlier in the 

century, changes whose implications were not realized until the 

coming'of Ibsen. This study will also serve another purpose,: since 

the two theatrical forms it discusses, 'the"traditional theatre'with 

its roots in the eighteenth century, and the modern, theatre'-that re- 

placed-it, partially illustrate the two basic modes of artistic com- 

munication, the'"symbolicl"and the "informational, " whose relative 

importance is the central issue in the later chapters. The fact that 

these theatres actually existed and were succeäsfulrin their"time- 

will provide a useful-basis of-comparison when we come to examine the 

practicability'of the theories in the concluding chapter. 

The theatre of the eighteenth century, and the "legitimate" 

nineteenth-century theatre of the-Kembles, Kean; Macready and Phelps, 

was distinguished from the. modern theatre primarily, I believe, by 

its reliance on a theatrical tradition. It made use of a special 

34. 
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theatrical language that had to be learned by attendance at the theatre 

before the particular experience that was the, theatre's aia,. and for 

which the patrons, paid, could be enjoyed to the,, full. 

This language was obviously not a solely verbal, one; the 

audience of this theatre cannot have come primarily to hear 
, words. or 

indeed to see characters and situations it had not experienced before. 

The backbone of this theatre was a repertory of accepted plays which 

might receive only one to a_dozen performances a year each but which 

were revived., year after year. Usually less than half a dozen,, new 

mainpieces were performed,, at any one theatre in the course of, a year. 

The potential audience for these theatres was amazingly. small;. in 

Garrick's time. the-total potential audience for both major, theatres, 

seating a total of between three and four thousand people, was, prob- 

ably only about twelve thousand. 2. It is clear, therefore, that this 

audience must have been very willing to see the same play frequently. 

This fact is confirmed by diarists like Pepys and Crabb Robinson (at 

opposite ends of this theatrical epoch), both of whom will occasion- 

ally see a play two-or three times in the course of a week or two, 

and who are much more likely tobe familiar with any mainpiece they 

see than not. Moreover, there was a. great. sameness in many of the 

plays performed; apart from, the authentic portions of the Shakespear- 

ian plays, the eighteenth-century repertory was made up of tragedies 

and comedies of-very distinct types, with great similarities of. form 

1. Between 1776 and. 1800-Drury, Lane, produced an average, of four. new 
mainpieces"a"year; `Covent Garden five-, and'the Haymarket two. 
See The London Stave 1660-1800, Part 5: 1776-1800,; ed. Charles 
Beecher Hogan Carbondale, -1958), p. clxvii. ' 

2. See Harry William Pedicord, `The Theatrical Public i 'the'Time of 
Garrick (Carbondale. and Edwardsville, 1954 , p. 16. 

, 
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and'style and making much use of conventional characters. and situ- 

ations. Even at a new play the audience experienced relatively 

little that was new. The essential experience fors which they came 

could not have been derived entirely from the playwright. ` 

Nor did this audience normally'come to see a new production. 

The idea'of a"' production" as 'a special entity 1, unique character- 

istics was one that only developed gradually during this period, and 

which did'not really come to 'fruition until the Irving and Bancroft 

period. Prior to this only occasional awareness was shown that there 

is more than one way to mount a play. A play might be presented with 

lavish new costumes and scenery or it might, be'presented with old 

shabby stock scenery and costumes, but the idea of a performance 

unified by a particular concept or approach to the play was rare. The 

very short rehearsals, and the frequent absence of a recognized auth- 

J ority directing them, suggest that production in the eighteenth cent- 

ury., like the dramaturgy,, ', was largely a matter of prefabrication. ` 

There were accepted Sways of treating scenes and ' situati'ons' in old 

repertory plays,, and these were adapted to the very Isimilar'scenes 

and situations inýnew plays. The' . audience could find little that was 

really novel in any new performance once it was familiar�with the ways 

of the theatre, except perhaps new tricks and spectacular' devices in 

the pantomimes and melodramas. 

Nor could it normally even expect to see new actors. The plays 

were presented by'a company hired for the year and normally fairly 

stable in its membership'from year to year; and the custom of'allowing 

certain performers"unique possession of"certain parts meant thateven 

within the company there was little variation in casting. Moreover, 

the interpretations of the familiar°parts were largely stereotyped. 
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Mrs. Siddons feared the public's disapproval for making even so small 

a change in the conventional playing of Lady Macbeth as to put down 

the candle in the sleepwalking scene. 
3 Actors aimed at "correctness" 

as well as passion and beauty, a correctness that consisted of follow- 

ing the accepted practices in speaking, moving and interpretation. 

Of course, these accepted practices were continually evolving and a 

favourite performer could take many liberties without incurring 

audience disapproval; nevertheless, it is clear that originality was 

more likely to be regarded as a fault than as a virtue in the acting 

of the "palmy days. " 

The audience was thus apparently coming to see a series of 

largely familiar plays all bearing a close resemblance to each other 

in productions equally familiar and conventional performed by actors 

who relied on stereotyped methods of interpretation and who might 

have been old favourites for years. Why then did they come? It is 

obviously possible to overstate the lack of novelty in the entertain- 

presumably few came so often as to know all the plays by heart ment; 

or to have seen every actor in every part. The great interest aroused 

by a new play or the revival after some years of an old one suggests 

that the audience was by no means averse to something new. But there 

is no doubt that this audience was willing to accept performances that 

contained far less that was new than modern audiences would tolerate. 

The reason it came, I suggest, is that this whole framework of con- 

ventional language, production, and acting served as a symbolic lan- 

guage whereby the performers communicated with their audience. This 

communication differs from that of the modern theatre as the conver- 

3. See Thomas Campbell, Life of Mrs. Siddons (London, 1834), Its 38. 
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sation of friends differ from the conversation of strangers. When 

strangers converse, what is communicated must be close to the diction- 

ary meaning of the words spoken, and the value of the communication 

can be determined by the novelty and interest of the ideas they denote. 

But the conversation of friends cannot be reduced to the dictionary 

meaning of the words. In the course of many previous conversations 

each has become largely familiar with the other's ideas, so that the 

objective content of the conversation may seem banal to an outsider. 

But in the course of these conversations the participants have also 

learned how to communicate on a non-verbal level. The choice of 

words and ideas, the intonations and phrasing, the rhythms and pauses, 

the looks and gestures, have all developed a symbolic importance; 

that is to say, their meaning cannot be analysed by the objective out- 

sider for they have become meaningful largely by their associations, 

by their reference to previous shared experiences the outsider is not 

aware of. They have become signs whereby the friends reveal their 

emotions, attitudes, states of mind in a far more precise way than 

objective discourse possibly could. Perhaps, too, the difference is 

not merely one of precision; many would suggest that intuitions into 

the soul of another quite indescribable and incomprehensible to the 

intellect are possible between those that love. As noted in the in- 

troductory chapter, that to which the symbol refers is never precisely 

defined, and if one's outlook on life is an essentially religious one, 

as Yeats's was, for example, the effects of mere "association" tend 

to become confused with a spiritual experience not reducible to ex- 

planation solely in terms of previous experience or a special language 

or tradition. 

I have called the theatre based on the non-verbal communication 

of friends the "traditional theatre. " We are familiar with it today to 
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some extent in opera and-ballet, -and in=its purest-form in`the-tra- 

ditional" oriental"theatres: I t` can"be , recognized by' its reliance on 

a-small, stable repertory of old . plays,. which. may,. as in-the-case of 

the No theatre andýessentially'of, opera, -exclude new pieces almost 

altogether. " The manner'in which"the'play is , performed' is largely 

set; in opera'kit is preserved largely-by-means of'a-score, 'while, in 

ballet'and°"in"oriental theatresit'is handed down from one-performer 

to another. '. In'spite°of many-changes there-is-a: style, a-subtle 

symbolic language, that is recognizably ! 'ballet" orý"kabuki. ". The 

emphasis is on'the'performer, though it-is recognized` that he can be 

only as great'°as the greatness of his"vehicle, " whether he"creates 

it himself. or accepts it from amaster of: the past. - These theatres 

normally cater, to a relatively'small'audience', a-fact that-. is, evinced 

by their frequent. changes of bill, -and, there is usually a nucleus of. -. 

fanatical devotees or connoisseurs.. 'thenei- an ("insiders")"of the 

Chinese theatre or the Kathakali, bhrantan'("Kathakali mad") of"the 
4 Indian Kathakaliýtheatre, who by : their. knowledge and . their familiar- 

ity with . the, theatrical situation largely dominate the audience 

response. 'l-The-audiencels behaviour in-these theatres is often very 

free, for it is at'home"there and its familiarity with the, performance 

allows it to ignore parts of it-and to concentrate-on others. 

Theatre-going may have as much social as artistic importance. 

'41though the-English eighteenth-century theatre was clearly 

not as extremely traditional as the N6 theatre or-the opera of the 

period, nevertheless-I`believe it-does belong essentially to this 

4. 
-'See 

A-. C. Scott, Mei Lan Fang: Leader of the-Pear Garden (Hong 
Kong, 1959), P. 47 and Clifford R. Jones and Betty True Jones, 

--'K thakali: An Introduction to the Dance-Drama of Kerala (San 
Francisco, 1970)p p. 12. 
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theatrical genre. That audiences of; the=time-do'not-seem to have been 

generally aware of. the fact that a'special symbolic language existed 

need not argue against its existence. 
_A 

husband and wife who have 

been in each: other's company-for years and whose conversation may be-, 

devoid-to the last-degreeýof denotative content, and reduced-to a- 

private language of inflections-and conventional phrases may'still-be 

unconscious. of the'fact. that'they are communicating 'in private sym- 

bols. Particularly, in. a, culture like that of eighteenth-century�{ 

England, which officially lays great emphasis°on. the rational,, the, 

elements of irrational non-verbal communication-are likely to escape 

recognition, however much they are unconsciously , used. -It is. when'v 

the traditional language is, eventually rejected that, one is suddenly 

aware of'its-existence. ý Garrick is "natural, " Mrs. Siddons is more- 

"natural, "--Kean and Macready are yet more "natural, " and then suddenly 

there". are actors like Fechter. and Irving who are recognized as en- 

tirely-revolutionary: they are natural. The earlier actors were-- - 

revolutionary within the tradition; ". their changes were accepted,, or 

largely accepted, by the traditional. audience. But the accounts-of 

men like-Archer and Clement Scott insist that Irving was essentially 

outside the tradition, and the proof of this fact lies in his ability 

to appeal to an enormous new audience who had grown up entirely un- 

familiar with theatrical-tradition. Undoubtedly his acting did retain 

some traditional elements, as indeed English acting does even to the 

present; one recognizes, a certain "theatrical" way, of speaking or 

walking that is strongest in the older actors-but not entirely absent 

even in the young. But the effects of the acting of Irving and his 

successors did not depend on a familiarity with the tradition; 

Irving's effects-the things he did that the audience paid to see-were 
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essentially untraditional, and the traditional elements provided, I, 
_ 

suspect,: only a useful background to them. 

2. The Revolution in the Theatre as a Business 

The reasons for the rejection. of the old theatrical tradition 

were to a considerable extent economic. The English theatre in the 

early part of the nineteenth century was in a financially unhealthy 

state, largely as a result of social change. The eighteenth-century 

audience,, though small, was drawn from all classes; the prologues 

provide sufficient evidence that there were apprentices and; footmen 

in the gallery and nobility in the boxes. There was besides the 

extraordinary institution of the pit, whose members formed the back- 

bone of the audience. The pit was made up of relatively cheap and 

uncomfortable unreserved seats that nonetheless presented by far the 

best position for seeing in the dimly-lit theatres, and as a result 

they were occupied by a very wide range of society, from the lord 

who was an enthusiastic play-goer to the tradesman or artisan permit- 

ting himself a relatively inexpensive luxury. This arrangement sig- 

nified a very stable society in which the various classes felt rela- 

tively little need to worry about either their social position or 

their safety from each other. But the industrial. revolution brought 

a great polarization of society and a great increase in London's 

population. -The eighteenth-century theatre was never particularly 

respectable, bitt many respectable people went to it, and did not greatly 

mind-being jostled by prostitutes and tradesmen; indeed, neither the 

upper classes nor the middle classes that aped them were overly con- 

cerned with respectability. But in the nineteenth century respect- 

ability became a matter of vital importance, and the enjoyment or lack 

of it divided society into two almost hostile camps. The theatre's 
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ambivalence in thisregard was fatal to'its'prosperity. Therespect- 

able'classes no longer cared to attend an institution with immoral' 

associations, ` where they would have to-mix with the"unrespectable'and 

perhaps suffer their abuse. 'The lower classes too made'the distinction; 

they'perhapsýfelt little respect for-members'6f the'higher classes who 

were thus careless with'their_respectability_and little need to pre- 

serve decorum inýa place they felt to ' be öu't "of *bounds. The"German 

traveller; Prince Puckler=Muskäu, "describes the situation in 1826: 

The most' striking"thing'-tö a foreigner*in English 
theatres is the unheard-of coarseness and brutality 
of the audiences. The consequence of this is that 
the higher and 

-more. 
civilized classes go only to 

the'Italian Opera, and very rarely visit their 
national theatre . r.:. . 

English freedom here degenerates into, the 
rudest license, and'it is not uncommon in the midst 

, of the most affecting part ofýa tragedy, or the most 
charming "cadenza" of a singer, to hear some coarse 
expression shouted, from the galleries in, stentor 

ý' voice. ... 
And' sch''things' appen not once, but sometimes 

twenty times, in the course of a performance, and 
amuse many of the audience more than that does. It 
is also no rarity for some one to throw the frag- 
ments of his "gout'e, " which do'not always consist 
of orange-peels alone,, without the smallest ceremony 
on the heads'of the people in*the pit, or to shail 
them with singular dexterity into the boxes, while 
others hang their coats and-waistcoats over the rail- 

. 
ing of the gallery, , and sit inshirt-sleeves. ... 

Another cause for the absence of respectable 
--families-is the resort of hundreds of those unhappy 

women with whom London swarms. They, are. to, be seen 
of every degree, from thellady who spends a splendid 
income, and-has her own box; tothe wretched beings 
who wander_houseless in, the streets.., Between the acts 
they fill the large and handsome'"foyers, "-and exhibit. 
their boundless-'effrontery in the-most revolting manner., 

5. [Prince Hermann Ludwig Heinrich von . 
Pückler-Muskau7, Tour in 

dotes of Distinguished Public Characters, [trans. Mrs. S. Aus 
London, 1832), III, 126-28. 
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This situation was' undoubtedly aggravated by the enormous increase in 

London's population, from one million in'1800Mto almost four million 

in 1850.6 The eighteenth-century audience was astable community, 

almost a "clubs- which had learned to live with-itself. Under any" 

circumstances the, influx°of, an enormous number 'of strangers would have 

been likely to destroy theýprecarious'trust'among members, that allowed 

the entertainment to proceed. The theatre-managers, thinking to cash 

in on thisInflux. by increasing the size of, their theatres,, in fact 

hastened their downfall'by encouraging a more heterogeneous'and un- 

ruly audience. 

The patent theatres failed to adapt'to this new social situ- 

ation. Instead of settling for either the. respectable or the'un- 

respectable audience, they continued to try, to appeal to both, and 

thus lost the respectable without really pleasing the unrespectable. 

They continued to attract a dwindling band of their traditional 

audience, a large percentage of whom got in free on one pretext or 

another, 
7 but even the reforms of'Macready and Vestris and the vigor- 

ous attempt-of Phelps to refound the tradition in-a smaller theatre 

could not save the old form from obsolescence. 

Although there are precedents for many of their policies, 

especially in the work of Mme. Vestris whose Olympic Theatre in the 

6. See Ernest Bradlee Watson, Sheridan to Robertson: - A Study of the 
Nineteenth-Century Stage (Cambridge, Mass., 1926), p. 3. 

7. "Between the 17th May and the l2th, of July, Y1824, when Covent 
Garden Theatre was under the management of Mr. Charles Kemble, it 
is proved by documentary evidence that lyr. Robertson, the treasurer, 
wrote no less than eleven thousand and three orders, which, calcu- 
lated at the rate of seven shillings each (the price of admission 
of the boxes at that time), would amount to the sum of-I 3,851. ls. " 
"Free Admission to Theatres, " The Era Almanack (1873), p. 72. 
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eighteen-thirties "served as°a'life-boat to the respectability of the 

stage, "8 the. Bancrofts were-the first managers really to exploit the 

new social situation.. 'They. created a theatre that was frankly for the 

respectable only; it was furnished likeýa middle-class drawing-room, 

with carpets on the floor, -antimacassars on the stalls, and at one 

time "rockwork, with running-water and a fernery" in place of the 

orchestra pit. 
9 Mrs. Bancroft, whose memoirs give evidence of her 

social pretensions, set-the'tone of the theatre; Clement Scott refers 

to the Prince of Wales Theatre as "the model drawing-room theatre in 

1865, where. a merry, smiling, courteous hostess cheerfully received 

her happy guests. "10 If the lower classes were not intimidated by 

this atmosphere, they. certainly were by the prices. Stalls had been 

introduced-as early as 1833-but they were greatly developed by the . 

Bancrofts; -these were rows of-expensive seats placed in front of the 

pit and gradually squeezing this traditional institution back until 

it survived-as a "dark, low-ceilinged place, hidden away under the 

dress circle. "" The Bancrofts were the first to eliminate the pit 

altogether when they took over the Haymarket in 1880. With regard 

to the cheaper seats especially, the Bancrofts soon discovered a re- 

markable phenomenon; the-higher they raised the prices, the bigger 

the audiences became. "On several occasions in the old days, intend- 

t. ` James Robinson Planchef The Extravaganzas of J. R. Planche Es , 
ed. T. F. Dillon Croker and Stephen Tucker London, 1879). It 286. 

9. Sir Squire Bancroft and Marie Effie BancroftMr. and Mrs. Ban- 
croft: On and Off the Stage (London, 1888), -11,177; Is 186; and 
1,284. 

10. Clement William Scott, The Drama of Yesterday and To-Day (London, 
1899), I, 485. 

11. Quoted from Sir Squire Bancroft, ibid., II, 277. 
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ing visitors to the dress-circle have actually'. left the theatre when- 

toldby the money-takers that-the charge, wasionly, three shillings, 

but no one grumbles'about paying-five shillings.,: . . 
112 

For their 

lavish -production'of, The School for Scandal the Bancrofts introduced 

"the ten shilling stall, " and the success of the production was 

"aided greatly, of course, "by,, -the'increase to the prices of admission. 
11 13 

'This'is. a phenomenon which is entirely characteristic of 

Victorian society; -the middle-classes were willing to pay dearly to 

ensure that they would not be associated with riff-raff. 

Once they had created an entirely respectable theatre, the 

Bancrofts reaped enormous rewards. At last the theatre was able to 

exploit the great increases in London's population, in the affluent 

middle classes, and in the dwellers in the suburbs and the provinces 

for whom improving transportation made possible the occasional visit 

to the theatre. When Matthew Arnold attended the Princess's Theatre 

in 1882, where he had seen Macready act thirty-five years earlier, he 

noticed that 

The public was there; not alone the old, peculiar 
public of the pit and gallery, but with a certain 
number of the rich and refined in the boxes and 
stalls, and with whole, solid classes of English : 
society conspicuous by their absence. No, it was 
a representative public, furnisht": from all classes, -- 
and showing that English society at large had now 
taken to the theatre. 14 

12. Mr. and'Mrs. Bancroft, It 307. ` 

13. -'Ibid., It 400 and It 416. 

]4 Matthew Arnold, Letters of an Old Playgoer, ed. Brander Matthews; 
in Discussions of the Drama, Publications of the Dramatic Museum 
of Columbia University, 4th $eriess No. 4 (New York, 1919), 
pp. 24-25. 
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Ifýall classes weretrepresented, they were not equally so; for there 

is no doubt that the "whole solid classes" were the respectable -- 

middle classes, and-that these-now firmly dominated the theatre., 

Irving carried-the theatre's. drive for respectability evencfurther, 

and his-knighthood in 1895 represented his final triumph in this 

regard: William Archer was particularly struck by-the inexperience 

of, his audiences: 

Crowds flocked to 'his -theatre who had either never- 
been to a theatre before or had long lost the habit 
of playgoing. Consequently they were uncritical on-` 
the technical points in which lay Mr. Irving's 

" weakness, while they were peculiarly susceptible to 
the intellectual stimulation and composite artistic 
pleasure in which lay the strength of the Lyceum 
productions. 15 

The full implications of the title of Archer's satirical pamphlet, 

The Fashionable Tragedian (1877) are lost on us today; to be "fashion- 

able" was not merely to be popular but to be taken up by fashionable 

society, and it was his success with this class of people, previously 

indifferent to the theatre, that made Irving outstanding. 

Thus the theatre ceased to be a small specialized craft pro- 

ducing a custom-made product for a group of regular customers, and 

began to cater to a mass of occasional consumers. The long evenings 

of mixed bills, with tragedies, farces, operas, pantomimes and melo- 

dramas aiming at every taste, were replaced by a single play aimed 

at the taste of a particular class and played at a time suited to 

that class's dining habits. The frequent changes of bill were no 

longer necessary and the long-run system began its inmensely successful 

career. Although again they had many precursors, the Bancrofts brought 

the system to its full fruition. In the twenty years of their manage- 

15. William Archer, Henry Irving: Actor and Manager: A Critical 
Study (London, 1883), p. 104. 
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ment they acted Ours-, seven hundred-times, Society five hundred times, - 

Caste six'hundred and fifty times; 'and School eight hundred times. 16 

It is no wonder that Squire'Bancroft refers to the system as "the 

tomb of the drama, ": and -gives 'it 'as one-reason for their early re- 

tirement (although it made them-the considerable fortune that allowed 

them to retire). 
17 With them also are -associated- the development of 

the touring company, the out-of-town. try-out, the advance sale of 

tickets, and the matinee, -, 18 
all- essentially-- off-shoots of-the new 

system. The old company system began to break down; actors were 

hired for specific parts rather than for versatility or for compe- 

tence in a particular "line. " The modern pattern of high pay for 

insecure employment rather than low pay for long-term engagements 

changed the nature of the profession. These changes were all made 

possible by the tapping of a vast audience that could fill a theatre 

night after night for years. Later Irving introduced a similar 

system with a different kind of production in a larger theatre; his 

Hamlet, which ran for two hundred performances, confirmed the possi- 

bility of the long-run in the traditional tragic repertory. 

The new system required a new method by which the theatre 

could communicate with its audience. In the earlier theatre, as in 

the old craft industries, advertising was largely unnecessal7, since 

the clientele was made up of regular customers. All that was neces- 

sary was to announce a performance in the theatre the previous even- 

16. Mr. and Mrs. Bancroft, II, 408-9. 

17. Ibid., II, 395-96. ' 

18. See T. Edgar Pemberton, The Life and Writings of T 1( Roert- 

son (London, 1893), pp. 212-13 and pp. 187-88; also '" and 

Mrs. Bancroft 11,133 and I, 76-77. 
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ing; And: to mention thername of the-play in'posted-"playbills-"and news- 

paper notices. The success or failure of a play was largelyidecided 

by the response of the first-night' audience; those°of the regular-- 

audience'who., were'not there would hearýof'it byýword'of mouth; and 

would pay-, little-attention to the "puffs" in the newspapers. - One of 

the changes that came with the Bancroft' system was that, the first- 

night response no, longer determined ,a play's success: '° 

The first night no longer decides the fate of a" 
play, bringing with it swift damnation or assured 

=+° success. The final verdict lies, in most cases, -, 
with the critics; and though a first-night failure 

always bodes ill, a first-night success is but a 
fallacious omen for good. 19 

According to Clement Scott, "'First Night' notices were scarcely 

heard of before the editor of the Daily Telegraph entrusted me with 

that most important duty. "20 Whether this is true or not, Scott 

certainly became one of the most powerful of these new dramatic 

authorities. The Daily Telegraph was the bible of the middle 

classes all over England. The new audience had no other source of 

information regarding the objects of its occasional visits to the 

theatre, and was glad to rely on the advice of someone who shared 

their middle-brow tastes. There was an element of hypocrisy here, 

for Scott's tastes (as his autobiography cannot entirely hide) were 

considerably more bohemian than those of his readers, a fact which 

irritated his opponents in the Ibsen controversy, and which is sug- 

gested in Shaw's portrait of him as Cuthbertson in The Philanderer. 

But this portrait also reveals that the hypocrisy was largely un- 

19. William Archer, "The Ethics of Theatrical Criticism" in out 
the Theatre: Essaus and Studies (London, 1886), p. 174. 

20. Scott, The Drama of Yesterday and To-Day, I, 554. 
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conscious, and that Scott clearly believed he believed in the, various 

Victorian sanctities he so zealously protected. A more serious, 

charge against him and his colleagues was laid on the basis of, their 

lack of impartiality. Archer describes their criticism as "warped 

by considerations of personal friendship or enmity towards authors, 

managers, and actors. "21 Shaw insists that the managers kept their 

favour by buying options on their unproduced plays. But, as we have 

seen, their function in the scheme of things was that of advertise- 

ment, and to keep the theatre healthy (in the financial. sense, at 

any rate), they could not afford to neglect this side of their work. 

Certainly Scott was the foremost supporter of both the Bancrofts and 

Irving, whose theatres most depended upon the middle-class audience 

he reached. 

As we shall see, the particular entertainments devised, by the 

Bancrofts and Irving to attract this new audience differed in some 

essentials. They were both formulated, however, on the basis of 

doing away with the traditional language of the theatre. The audience 

could no. longer be assumed to be familiar with a repertory; it would 

probably be hearing the words of, the play for the first time., It 

could not be expected to accept the old theatrical way with scenery 

and costumes, which would seem to them merely old-fashioned, vulgar 

and unnatural by current standards of middle-class taste. The actor- 

managers could no longer rely on the old style of acting,, which the 

new audience was not educated to appreciate. Nor was there any 

question of educating an audience in new styles, for the term "audi- 

ence" no longer signified a recognizable body capable of being edu- 

21. Archer, English Dramatists of To-Davy (London, 1882)ß p. 12. 
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cated. The managers could only rely on the similarities of taste 

among the whole English middle class'; ' fortunately, these similari- 

ties were striking. The fear of not being respectable was a strong 

incentive towards conformity; the respectable clung not merely to 

ideas and basic assumptions but to small details of manners, dress, 

speech and artistic taste as proof of their gentility. Their in- 

security forced them, into that hypocrisy that we now think of as 

characteristic of the period; the theatre managers were sure of 

many sentiments, characterizations, and pictures of society that 

their audiences would not dare not to applaud.. And this homogeneity 

was increased by the mass circulation of books and newspapers and by 

improved transportation, that made it possible for-those even in the 

remoter parts of the country to attempt to conform to the same 

standard. The eighteenth-century theatre-manager appealed to the 

shared previous experience in the theatre of an audience whose 

members otherwise had little in common, for they were drawn from 

all classes and areas, of society; the post-Bancroftian manager made 

up for the lack of this, shared experience in his audience by appeal- 

ing to the common prejudices and assumptions of the class that largely 

comprised it. 

These changes were not made without opposition. Even though 

the old traditional theatre 
. 
had long, been, in. decline, there was 

enough of the traditional audience left to put up a fight. The 

traditional seat of this audience was the pit, and it was the gradual 

elimination of this that symbolized for many the disappearance of the 

old kind of. theatre. 
, 
Clement Scott,, who spends almost as much time 

in lamenting the loss of the old theatre as he does in praising the 
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new, refers frequently to'the'"good old pit"; 22"he'even 
regrets that 

its function of damning or applauding the play has been taken over by 

the critic: "That which was done by the'loud, strong, and manly 

voice of the people-is now forced upon the representatives of the 

newspapers, 1123 G. -H. Lewes writes in 1875 of the, hopes for 

the revival of "the once splendid art of the actor": 

To effect this revival=there must be not only 
accomplished artists and an eager public; there 
must be amore enlightened public. The critical 
pit, filled with playgoers who were familiar with 
fine acting and had trained judgments, has dis, 
appeared. In its place there is a mass of amuse- 
ment-seekers, not without a, nucleus of intelligent 
spectators, but of this nucleus only a small min- 
ority has very accurate ideas of what, constitutes- 
good art. 24 

There are many expressions of regret as to the coldness of the new 

audience. According to Scott, 

It is now-a-days not considered genteel-to applaud. 
Any one who shouts "bravo" is looked upon asýa 
lunatic, and the very best-English art is now, 
presented-before an audience of richly-attired and 
kid-gloved mutes. 25 

The Bancrofts themselves refer to the "cold though confirmed approval 

of the Prince of Wales's audience. "26 William Archer makes the fol- 

lowing interesting comment regarding the audiences of the eighteen- 

eighties, and of the Lyceum . in'particular: ' . 

22. Scott, The*Drama of Yesterday and To-Day, 'I, 9. 

23. ' Clement -William Scott, "A Plea for the Pit, " , The Era Alinanack 
(1875), P. 81. 

24. George Henry, Lewes, On Actors and the Art of Acting (London, 
1875), PP. v-vi. 

25. Clement William Scott, "Talkers at the Play, " The Era Almanack 
(1874)3 P. 79. 

26. Ix. and Mrs. Bancroft, I, 384. 
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The crowded audiences at the Lyceum as a rule 
applaud but feebly, and the attendants in front 
of the house are'not above contributing to the 
rapturous ovations. In some theatres, such as 
the Haymarket and the old Prince of Wales's, the 
mildness of the applause is explained by the pre- 
ponderance of stalls and dress-circle over unre- 
served places. As well expect thunder from a 
clear sky as applause from a theatre with no pit. 
But this does not account for the comparative 
silence of the Lyceum, where the pit and gallery 
bear a fair proportion to the rest of the house. 
The true explanation is that the great majority 
of the audience are intellectually interested, 
not emotionally excited. There is-often as much 
applause when the curtain rises on an elaborate 27 "set" as when-it falls on a thrilling situation. 

The coldness of the new audience was not-entirely the result of 

middle-class manners. Its unfamiliarity with theatres and theatre- 

going-encouragediits"reticence. Oswald Crawfurd: gives as one reason 

for "stage decadence and deterioration" in 1890 as 

the prevalence of the country element in London 
audiences to the exclusion of the true Londoner, 
who is on the whole not so much of a playgoer, 
so far at least as the stalls and dress circles 
are concerned, as his country and suburban cousin. 

.I think it is the country cousin chiefly who 
is stolid as to praise or blame, who-does not set 
his face as rigidly as he should against rant and 
noise and the tricks of the stage; who too readily 
accepts what is set before him. ' 

This criticism of the preponderance of tourists in the modern audi- 

ence will be taken up later, -as we shall see, by. Granville-Barker. 

The pit itself expressed its disapproval of the state of 

things in a remarkable series of first-night disorders during the 

eighteen-seventies and eighties. 
29 Most of these, such as that which 

27. Archer, Henry Irving, pp. 34-35. 

28. Oswald Crawfurd, "The London Stage, " The Fortnif! htly Review, 47 
(1890), 503. 

29. See Clement Scott, "First Nights at the Play, " The Era"Almanack 
(1876), pp. 88-91 and Wyndham Albery, ed., The Dramatic Works of 

Bearing Thereon. Press Notices, Casts. Etc. (London, 1939), I, 
xcvii-xcix. 
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disrupted the Bancrofts' opening-of-the new Haymarket, were over the 

loss of pit seats or transgressions of the pit's traditional privi- 

leges; these included the attempt to have reserved seats in the pit 

and the admission of people to the pit prior to the official opening 

of the doors. 30 Others reflected opposition to the abandonment of 

the traditional theatrical ways, such as the use of "authentic" 

costumes in the Bancrofts' famous production of The Merchant of 

Venice. 31 Still others were clearly expressions of class hostility. 

For although the middle class now dominated most theatres and ac- 

counted for by far the largest proportions of the receipts, there 

were still cheap seats; and because these two audiences now had 

nothing in common, what pleased one might well call down derision 

from the other. This was the situation at the opening night of 

Henry James's Guy Domville; Shaw asks in his review of the perform- 

ance, 

is"it good sense to accuse Mr-. Henry James of a 
want: of " grip of the realities of life because he 
gives us a hero who sacrifices his, love to a strong 
and noble vocation for the Church? And yet when 
some unmannerly playgoer; - untouched by either love 
or religion, chooses to send a derisive howl from 
the gallery at such a stiuation, we are to sorrow- 
fully admit, if you please, that Mr James is no 
dramatist, on the general ground that "the drama's 
laws the drama's patrons give. " Pray, which of 
its patrons? --the cultivated-majority who, like 
myself and all the ablest of my colleagues, ap- 
plauded Mr-James on Saturday A or the handful of 
rowdies who brawled at him? 

As Crawfurd says, 

the actors are acting and the author has been 

30. See Albery, The Dramatic Works of James Albern, I, xcviii-xcix. 
31. See Scott, "First Nights at the Play, " The Era Almanack (1876) 

pp. 89-90. 

32. George Bernard Shaw, Our Theatres in the Nineties (London, 1932), 
I, 7. 
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writing two-distinct plays ... two separate 
currents of art-work are flowing all the time. 
Now there comes-a sentence for the educated part 
of the audience, which the galleries take list- 
lessly, or impatiently, or indignantly; now a 
sentence is spoken for the gallery, a bit of 

.. clap-trap, a music-hall enormity, or some low- 
allusion; the galleries shout their approval, 
and a shudder passes-through the ranks of the 
"judicious. "33 

The theatre has perhaps never been entirely free from this sort of 

division of opinion; but the new audience, and the need to speak the 

language of a particular class rather than of a particular theatre, 

undoubtedly enormously aggravated the problem. The transition to 

the new kind of theatre was thus not entirely smooth, in spite of 

its financial success. 

3. The Irving Idea and the Bancroft Idea 

According to Barker, 

It would be wrong to say that the English stage 
of 1860-80 had no*ideals, but-with rough justice 
it may be said to have had only two ideas. There 
was the Irving idea and the Bancroft idea; -and- 
these are still familiar in one or another stage 
of their development to every playgoer. 34 

From-the Bancrofts came the tradition of the new play, the realistic' 

production, the ensemble of-actors that was passed'on"through. Hare, 

Wyndham, Maude, Alexander and Du Maurier'to many of the typical'West- 

End productions of today. -From Irving came the classic revival, -the 

picturesque production, the novel interpretation that descended 

through Tree, Forbes-Robertson, Craig, and Barker to the "director's 

theatre" that now largely dominates the two major subsidized theatres. 

Each represents a different solution to the problem of doing without 

33. Crawfurd, "The London Stage" The Fortnightly Review, 17 (1890), 502. 

34. Harley Granville Barker, "Repertory Theatres, " The New Quarterly, 
2 (1909), 492. 
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the theatre's traditional language. 

Both solutions involved the bringing of an aspect of middle- 

class taste into-the theatre. ;, TheýBancrofts appealed-to a taste 

formed largely-by the Victorian novel. They introduced plays that 

clearly broke-with the old dramatic traditions, the five acts, the 

blank verse, -the rigid distinctions of tragedy and comedy; the- 

heroic and comic types. Of course,. there were many. melodramas, 

sentimental-comedies, ýburlesques and romantic dramas that had done 

so to some-extent-before, -but, "the'plays-of Robertson were the cul- 

mination of-the development. They significantly' raised the literary 

standard of-the dramaturgy of the-time by. importing- into the theatre 

the effects and devices of the novelist. Their, atmosphere, ýtheir 

particular mixture. of sentiment and satire, is very close to the. 

work of Thackeray; according to Clement Scott, 'who"points outthis 

influence, Robertson "never tired" of reading Vanity Fair-to-his 

friends. 35ý Robertson belonged-to a literary circle in which-novel- 

writing was the norm, and had indeed made-some, attempts in that 

genre himself. 36 Novels were an accepted Victorian-entertainment- 

in a way-that the theatre was not, and they did not have the same 

immoral associations. 4Thus, a contemporary, could speak of Robert- 

son's abandonment of the theatrical atmosphere as if it were a matter 

of moral as well as artistic improvement; he says that Robertson 

has shown that the theatre'can do more than. -, 
reproduce wornout types, and that something 
better than oft-echoed platitudes may be heard 
within its walls. ... By the clearance he 
effected of the old conventionalities which had 
overspread the stage, he has let in an amount of 

35. Pemberton, The Life and Writings of T. W. Robertson, p. 202. 

36. Ibid., p. 83. 
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light and air which has since enabled the 
playgoing public tg breathe a much purer 
atmosphere. ... 

j 

Novel-reading united-the English middle class; by introducing a 

novelistic atmosphere into the theatre, the'Bancrofts established a 

common ground with their new audience. 

One of the pleasures the Victorians found in novel-reading 

was that of recognizing a subtly'idealized version of themselves. 

The Bancrofts in their plays and' productions brought this pleasure" 

to the theatre. Because of the long-run, productions and d"ecor" 

could be elaborated to a degree impossible to a-theatre with 'a 

nightly change`of-bill. Again, their reforms in this respect were- 

merely the culmination of half a century of development. Instead 

of traditional theatrical'scenery, «'they reproduced familiar milieus, 

priding themselves on "an exact reproduction of a card-room in a 

West End club; "38 for example. The stage business was equally exact 

and impressive; Mrs. Bancroft remembered "with what care I, made the 

famous roley-poley-pudding every night during the first run of - 

Ours: "39 The actors were carefully chosen to look their parts; 'as 

Scott said, 

Think what it'was to*see a'bright, cheery, 
pleasant young fellow playing the lover to a 

.,, _. pretty girl at' the time when stage-lovers were' 
nearly all sixty, and dressed like waiters at 
a penny ' ice shop: 40 

The acting was'understated and'genteel; -Mrs. Bancroft was the star, 

37. ' Ibid., P. 313 

38. Mr. and Mrs. Bancroft, I, 343. 

39. Ibid., _ 
Ih 416.. 

40. Quoted in Pemberton, p. 174. 
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but she emphasized-theiensembleýapproach of-the management by 

occasionally. taking-smaller parts., The rehearsal''times'were", longer 

than was usual; and-the Robertson plays were carefully directed by 

Robertson himself, 'who, according to W. S. Gilbert, "absolutely in- 

vented" stage management. 
41 

But the new-play was the centre of the Bancrofts'-attraction 

to their new audiences. - They were invited to come to see it once, 

as they would read 'a-new novel-, and then to wait for"the next Robert- 

son as they waited for the next Dickens. The long-runs discouraged 

habitual attendance, and for the tourists and suburbanites this was 

in any case-impossible. -; But the audience did not need any previous 

theatrical experience to appreciate the new theatre, to recognize 

the real door-knobs and real-life characters, to succumb to the 

genteel charm of Mrs. Bancroft and the ladylike actresses and 

gentlemanly actors, or to respond to the sentimental situations and 

eccentric humour they-were used to in their reading. It was an en- 

tertainment that anyone with the right social background and reading 

habits could enjoy. It is true that the Bancrofts eventually faced 

a problem that has continued to plague their successors, the lack of 

good new plays. They were forced into revivals of both their own 

and earlier plays like London Assurance, and eventually to French 

adaptions, a fact that Barker considered a major tragedy in that it 

diverted the development of a native school of acting and writing. 

But the theatre remained in spirit one animated by the ideas of the 

playwright, and its successors continued to build their attraction 

on the production of new-plays. 

41. See , Watson,. Sheridan to Robertson, p. 410. 
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-. If"the'Bancrofts appealed". to'popular Victorian"literary taste, 

Irving appealed 'to popular visual taste. Gordon-Craig-insists-that, 

one of the most potent influences on Irving was the work of Gustave 

Dore,: and also of: John Gilbert ; '+2-these artists were among'the. most 

popular oftVictorian book-illustrators, andt-their work and that of 

others like them'through its wide circulation must have largely de- 

termined the-middle-class notion of visual art. Probably the fashion 

for narrative paintings grew out of this-habit of seeing'pictures as 

illustrations of stories. - And Irving's productions resembled'a series 

of these illustrations: -, - I- "" - 

The. English drama had. lagged-behind in'the romantic 
revival, which, in the sister arts of painting and 
poetry, was now in full swing., Every year visitors 
to the Royal Academy were stirred by vast canvases 
whose literary message and archeological accuracy 
suggested the final tableaux of well-produced 
plays . ... . Suddenly there had appeared at"the - 
Lyceum a man who embodied the very spirit of 
romance, who brought to life the engraved pictures 
which hung upon their walls and in whose every 
word and gesture they found their ideal of the 
long-awaited romantic actor. 43 

For the opening tableau of his Charles I Irving actually reproduced 

a picture by F. Goodall entitled "The Happy Days of Charles I, " which 

was popular as an engraving; ' according to Craig, he used one of 

Dore's engravings, with a few changes, for the apothecary scene in 

Romeo and Juliet. 
45 

Thus Irving avoided the Bancrofts' dependence on the new play. 

42. Edward Henry Gordon Craig, Henry Irving (London, 1930), pp. 127- 
29. 

43. Laurence Irving, Henry Irving: The Actor and His World (London, 
1951), p. 221. 

44. Ibid., p. 214. 

45. Craig, Henry IrvinE, p. 128. 
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His repertory (though it was not usually played as a repertory, but 

as a series of long-runs), was largely a traditional-one. - He relied 

to some extent, -I think, on the audience's familiarity with the 

stories, a familiarity gained, however, through their reading rather 

than in the theatre. These stories might be from Shakespeare or 

from famous earlier nineteenth-century plays; they might be from 

classics like Faust, Don Quixote, The Vicar of Wakefield, or The 

Idylls of the King; or they might be from history, from the lives of 

Charles I or Thomas a Becket. With a few notable exceptions (like 

The Bells), they-would attract-the audience to the theatre rather by 

their fame than by their novelty; "and even in Shakespeare it was not 

the words so much as the illustration of the words that. interested 

them. Their attention was held by the carefully contrived raise-en- 

scene of Irving the producer, the romantic scene-painting of Hawes 

Craven and Joseph Harker, and the picturesque acting of Irving and 

Ellen Terry. 

Irving's production genius was probably the major reason for 

his success, but his own acting style was his most hard-won triumph. 

It was almost an extension of his production style, as detailed and 

fascinating an illustration of the character as his production was of 

the play. Although he had been preceded by Fechter and Charles Kean, 

who were essentially actors of melodrama influenced. by the new 

French realism_whorapplied their methods to the traditional repertory, 

Irving must, ba-credited with the bulk of the achievement of-making 

the plays of this repertory accessible to an audience not conversant 

with the old traditional language. Most commentators agree that 

Irving broke sharply with"the, traditional tragic'style. William 

Archer,. for example, insists that Phelps was its last London practi- 
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tioner: - .,: -, ,; 

Samuel Phelps was the . last, and-by-no means the 
least, not only of-a generation, but of a dynasty 
of actors, --the Shakesperean dynasty, --founded by 
Burbage, and stretching in an unbroken line from 
Betterton downwards. For two hundred years the 
stage was at no time without its two or three 
"legitimate" actors, --men who had been trained in 

-the classic drama, who could move with ease and 
dignity through the whole poetic repertory; to 
whom-the march-of-sonorous iambics was as little 
of a mystery as the modulations of the hexameter 
to the ancient rhapsodists. ... Amid all their 
differences of method, the members of this dyn- 

'-asty passed on'from generation to generation a 
great tradition and a great repertory. They all 
owned the same ideal; they-all worked, in great 
measure, upon the same material. ... Phelps 

... though he lived to see Mr. 'Irving almost in 
the plenitude of his power, would probably have 
been more at home with Burt and Mohun at the 
Cockpit than on the Lyceum stage. Betterton, 
Booth, Quin, Garrick, Kemble, Macready, Phelps, 
--so run the representative names, the last 
linked to the first by an unbroken chain of 
tradition. Phelps trod the stage in the buskiý 
of Burbage; but to whom has he bequeathed it? 4 

Similarly, Shaw, says that "the hierarchy of-great actors should be 

from Burbage and Betterton to Edwin'Booth and Barry Sullivan. - 

Neither Barrymore nor Irving have a place in it. "47 According to 

Clement Scott, Irving's appearance as Rawdon Scudamore in Hunted 

Down by Boucicault marked "the early dawn of-strong., natural acting 

in drama": 

Irving was, one of the very first to break the 
captive fetters of the artificial school. It 

46. William Archer, "Samuel Phelps" in Macreadr and Forrest: and 
Their Contemporaries in Actors and Actresses of Great Britain 
and the United States: From the Days of David Garrick to the 
Present Time, ed. Brander Matthews and Laurence Hutton (New 
Tork, 1886)s pp. 71-72. 

47. Letter to Alan S. Downer, 12 Nov. 1947, quoted in Martin Meisel, 
Shaw and the Nineteenth Century Theatre (Princeton, 1963), 
pp. 98-99. 
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was not-only-that he looked Rawdon Scudamore-so' 
well, or dressed the part so correctly, but he 

-seemed the absolute man that"Boucicault described. 
It was not acting as we knew acting then. 48 

The question is not so much whether he was "natural, " as whether he 

was able to interest an audience unfamiliar with the tradition by 

any means at his disposal. And, in a day when Shakespeare had come 

to spell ruin`(and Byron bankruptcy; he did triumphantly achieve this 

aim. In parts in which previous actors had striven to approximate 

a conventional ideal, he used the methods of "character acting" to 

interest his audiences by an avoidance of the conventional. William 

Archer, who ascribes its development to both the Bancrofts and Irv- 

ing, defines "character acting" as "the minute and unconventional 

reproduction of observed idiosyncrasies. °49 The term arose to 

describe actors in "eccentric" parts that did not conform to any of 

the traditional "lines of business"; according to Robertson, "The 

marked and singular personages found in dramas adapted from popular 

novels, and comic villains, belong to this category. "50 Here again 

we note the literary influence. Clement Scott refers to the "Dickens 

flavour" of Irving's acting in certain parts, 
51 

and this phrase 

leads us toward an understanding of his appeal. Like Dickens, Irving 

kept his audiences interested by the creation of a succession of ex- 

treme individualities, sometimes romantic, often grotesque and pay- 

48. 'Scott, The Drama of Yesterday and To-Dav, II, 4. 

49. William Archer, "The Drama, " in The Reim of Queen Victoria: A 
Surve of Fifty Years of Pr ess,, ed. Thomas Humphry Ward 

London 1887), II9 591. 

50. Quoted in Pemberton', The Life and Writings of T. W. ' Robertson, 
p. 137. 

51. Scott, The Drama of Yesterday and To-Day, 11,, 43.. 
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chologically abnormal; it-Is'as if the very conformism of Victorian 

society led it to`a'fascination with°the: extreme and'the atypical; 

His acting was'thus far from the "ideal'"-school of the Kembles that 

had determined thet. standard{of traditionäl`acting in'the earlier'part 

of the. century. '', 

In both the Irving and the2Bancroft-theatres; »the co nuni- 

cation. was-largely direct rather than symbolic; - That is to say,, -it 

resembled the conversation of-strangers rather than'that-of'friends. 

The audience''was held by`the content of what`was'said and the in- 

terest and verisimilitude"of the pictures'that passed before'it, "and 

not by, their associations or connotative meaning. ''What connotative 

meaning there was derived from common class experience; thus, cer- 

tain touches of accent and manners might symbolize'for the'audience 

"gentleman" while other words or images won acceptance through as- 

sociations'"derived`from`familiar novels and pictures. -On the other 

hand, I have argued, the earlier theatre depended to a`much greater 

extent on symbolic communication, and this was developed through, =°' 

associations built up largely in the'theatre itself. It was the 

absence of this special theatrical language that allowed 'the new 

theatres to appeal to a mass middle'-class-audience unfamiliar, with' 

the theatre. 

4. The Delayed Reaction 

These new theatres of Irving and'the Bancrofts, signified a revo- 

lutionary change-in the-'theatre"both as a business and as an art-form. 

Their full"significance was not, however, recognized-at the time. 

Because of'the-gradual nature-of the changes, the long decline of the 

traditional' theatre, and'the inattention`of the "higher criticism" to 

theatrical matters, there wasfno reaction commensurate with'the ex-" 
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tent of the revolution,. except,, perhaps from the "pitites" themselves. 

It was not'until.. the. eighteen-eighties and nineties that the artistic 

status, of"-the. new theatre began-to be seriously considered. William 

Archer, in his first important book, English Dramatists of To-Day 

(1882), and in his contributions to various serious periodicals, was 

one of the first to. submit the Irving-Bancroft formula to a rigorous 

critical examination. -But-the matter did not really become, a burn- 

ing issue until the first Ibsen productions at the beginning of the 

nineties. "-, These. productions revealed--the, dangers and possibilities 

of the new system"and: started a-generation of writers, artists, and 

critics discussing the theatre as an important part of English. 

culture. 

The reason for the extraordinary furor caused by the'pro-- 

ductions of-A{Doll's House, Hedda Gabler, and Ghosts was not that;, - 

the plays were revolutionary, but rather-that they were very much a 

part of the new kind of theatre, the class-orientated theatre, and 

uncovered its hidden potentialities.. -. 'As we have seen, the pleasure 

of recognition was one of the chief attractions of=this theatre. 

For this recognition to be pleasurable it needed the accompaniment 

of an element of surprise. The audience came to see a new production 

or_a new play; there is no particular, pleasure in simply recognizing' 

something one has seen before in the same context, as one does when 

one sees-a production a second time. The audience's pleasure came 

from its making of connections between what it saw on the stage and 

its own life. The management could count on these connections'be- 

cause'of-theirparticular uniformity and homogeneity of the English 

middle class at this time. But the Ibsen performances revealed the 

vulnerability of the new audience-in its thirst for both recognition 
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and surprise. They showed that the playwright could appeal'not only 

to the prejudices and public sentiments of a'class, the badges. of 

its respectability, but-to'the secret guilt of a'class, the uncon- 

scious collective awareness ofAhe gap between its carefully-nur- 

tured-, self-image and reality; The new: audience came to the theatre 

not really knowing what-it was in for, "and it was open to unpleasant 

as well as pleasant-surprises, to the recognition of what it wished 

to keep hidden as-well as to what it wished-to, advertise. 

The new audience--or its representatives, 'the popular critics 

were-thus deeply shaken by-the Ibsen plays, for they saw their, - 

vulnerability to-the new means , of' attack. The'middle class could not 

really defend itself without admitting the'existence of a'false'self- 

image that it wished to see presented on the stage as opposed to the 

truth. When they were not mere vituperations, the arguments of those 

opposed to Ibsen can be-summarized in the following statement from 

Clement Scott: `° F 

Robertson came at a'time when'artifice was con- 
quering art, and the weapon with which he defeated 
artifice was'nature.. The haters of conventionality 
to-day would discard the beauty of nature, and sub- 
stitute for it a shriek of despair. 52 

In. other words, having pretended'all along that it wished to see 

"nature"-instead of conventionality-on the stage, the new audience 

was now forced to make°a'distinction between the kinds of: nature it 

wanted to see and the kind"it did-not want to see; such a'position 

is not capable of, very convincing intellectual-defense. 'However, in 

the'long run the audience could not really lose the quarrel, since 

the theatre's-existence depended-on its patronage. 'Shaw was'right'to 

52. Scott, The Drama- of, Yesterday- and To-Däy, I, 505, 
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insist that the', coming of Ibsen changed the nature of even the corn-: "- 

mercial theatre by revealing-the falseness-of the earlier plays; but 

although the public learned-to accept and even to demand a certain 

daring concern with', formerly taboo subjects,: it would not-in the long 

run tolerate unpleasant surprises. Even today, the breaking on the 

stage of another. unwritten"social law usually constitutes not a 

challenge to society but a , recognition that society_isnow-willing to 

see the law broken. Even thewmost revolutionary theatre group re- 

flects the self-image of its advanced audience. In short, "since an 

audience is not, required. to'coms to a , theatre it cannot in the long 

run be made-to see something it does not'want to see., The-Ibsen 

movement could not ultimately destroy the complacency of the self- 

perpetuating Bancroft-system. - 

11. However, as has been. suggested, the Ibsen affair-had"theý 

effect of opening up the whole question-of the theatre's purpose, and 

in particular of the-. value'of"the new system. -For some, like Archer 

and Shaw_, the: reformer, who held essentially "informational" theories 

of art, it revealed that the new form could be used-as -a means of, 

education in the highest sense. For others, like Yeats and Craig, 

whose art theories were opposed to these, it.. provided a'stimulus-to- 

wards the creation of an alternative'to the new theatre, -one based 

on symbolic rather than direct-communication. For some, like Archer, 

Shaw, -and Yeats, Ibsen'sýplays showed that the new theatre with its 

primary concentration on the-play was capable of great literary - 

achievement; -for others.. -like 
Craig, they revealed the dangers of the 

new form's dependence on the dramatist and spurred the invention of 

non-literary forms. Finally, the' unpopularity of the Ibsen theatre 

with. the mass audience and the consequent difficulty of getting his. 
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plays produced started the discussion of non-commercial alternatives 

to the new system, of theatrical organization'that" involved' all' the 

men discussed in this dissertation. In short, the Ibsen quarrel may 

be said to have awakened the slumbering artistic conscience of the 

English theatre. 

5. The Old Drama and the New V 

The delay that I am suggesting between the crisis in the theatre as 

a business and the artistic crisis had one important consequence. 

It meant that those who were suddenly involved in the debate as to 

the theatre's purpose were familiar with only one kind of theatre, 

the class-orientated, untraditional Bancroft Irving theatre. The 

traditional theatre that this had replaced had almost entirely dis- 

appeared by the time the newer theatre came to be examined. The two 

older writers discussed here, Archer and Shaw, did in fact have some 

knowledge of the old system; both had been avid theatre-goers in 

their youth in provincial theatres where the traditional methods 

survived long after they had disappeared in London. But even here 

they had long been in decline, and neither man experienced more than 

glimpses of what the great days of this theatre were like. Shaw, it 

is true, was able to supplement these hints with his experience at 

the Royal Opera House, which, I shall argue, was then a traditional 

theatre very much in the pre-Bancroftian manner, and at that time en- 

joying a "golden age"; this fact accounts for Shaw's appreciation of 

the older theatre and for the place he allots it in his conception. 

The other three men discussed here had almost no experience of a 

theatre other than the modern one. They had to rely on their own 

imaginations to supply an alternative. Moreover, even had they been 

advocates of the return to the former system in reaction to the Ban- 
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croft Irving method,, -such. a return was. now no 'longer possible; the 

traditional-language of-the old theatre had, been fragmented beyond 

repair, and there werefno actors-to perform it or audiences to ap- 

preciate it. As Archer notes, 

In France the methods of the highest acting are 
a carefully-preserved tradition, modified by 

'time, no'doubt, but handed on-from generation 
to generation with no break in its continuity. 
Here, a'similar tradition was preserved, less 
scrupulously and scientifically, yet with 
tolerable practical results, in, our Patent- 
Theatres. With their decline the tradition 
lapsed; and nothing is more difficult than to 
recover a lost art. 53 

As has been said, the theatre of the Bancrofts and Irving 

had never really been submitted to artistic scrutiny. Its first 

supporters had been essentially men of the theatre whose functions 

were closer to those of publicist than of critic. When it did come 

to be examined by the five men discussed here, it was rejected; not 

one of them can be said to accept the artistic validity of the com- 

mercial theatre of their day as they found it. They thus found 

themselves in a curious critical limbo created by the ephemeral 

nature of the theatre as an art-form. The pre-Raphaelites could 

urge a return to Giotto, Wagner could revive the "perpetual melody" 

of Palestrina, poets could find inspiration from any number of pre- 

vious styles and forms, but these theatrical aestheticians had almost 
:6 

no experiential base for their beliefs in the artistic possibilities 

of the theatre. They might return as they thought to the practices 

of the past, but the fact that both Yeats and Craig thought of the 

Greek theatre, and Yeats and Barker of the Elizabethan theatre, as 

examplifications of their enormously divergent theories indicates the 

53. William Archer, "A Well-Graced Actress, " The National Review, 
7 (1886), 780. 
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gap between real-experience of`an`art'and'conjectural experience 

based on mere documentary'evidence.:, In fact, these men relied on 

almostýaccidental. glimpses of aesthetic possibilities in the theatre, 

on a memory of the acting of Barry Sullivan, on a moment in the 

dancing of Isadora Duncan,; an incident at a Dublin rehearsal or a 

brief visit to the Moscow Art Theatre, 'upon which'they built up 

their very detailed conceptions of what the theatre-should be like. 

Hence, I'think, the extraordinary diversity and confusion that 

characterizes their work and'that of'twentieth-century dramatic 

theorists as a whole. And hence too perhaps the extraordinary 

creative quality of their ideas, their freedom from preconceptions, 

the daring with which they develop their theories to the point of 

apparent absurdity. The artistic nullity (to their minds) of most 

of the theatre they had experienced left them free to contemplate 

the most extreme alternatives. 

The argument was nevertheless one of "the old drama and the 

new, " in spite of the lack of experience of the old theatre on the 

part of most of the participants in the debate. The issues discussed 

were those that should have been raised earlier when the change was 

taking place. The significance of the fundamental change from 

"symbolic" to "informational" communication had not been understood 

while it was happening; now it is the relative merits of these two 

opposing kinds of artistic communication that become the dominant 

points of contention. The transfer of power by the Bancrofts and 

Irving away from the actor in the direction of the playwright, pro- 

ducer, and designer, was achieved with relatively little opposition; 

now the whole question of which artist should primarily shape the 

audience's experience in the theatre is debated in great detail.. Fin- 
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ally, the shift away from the Patent Theatre monopoly, with its vague 

sense of public responsibility, to pure theatrical capitalism, with 

its commercialism, competitiveness, and mass-marketing techniques, 

and the concomitant problems of the long run, the impermanent 

company, the omnipotent dramatic critic, and the class-orientated 

audience, is reflected in the debate-at the end of the century about 

the theatre's place in society, and the search for alternatives to 

the commercial system. In every case the shadow of the previous 

revolution is felt, even if it is not always recognized. 

1 
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CHAPTER III 

WILLIAM ARCHERýAND THE THEATRE AS AN INSTRUMENT OF PROGRESS 

1. Introductiön 

William Archer is a representative of whätI have called 

the "humanist" trend in nineteenth-century thought. Best known 

today for his championing of Ibsen and his translations of Ibsen's 

plays--(generally condemned for missing the variety and humour of 

Ibsen's language, though still not entirely superceded), *Archer 

was one'of*the most influential drama critics in England until the 

First World War, one who helped to mould a whole generation of 

playwrights. In. many ways an excellent reviewer, with his, absolute 

honesty and consistency of. approach, and a vigorous and often sur- 

prisingly amusing style, he was admittedly not a great, critic. 

Nor is his dramatic theory one of outstanding originality or in- 

sight. But he is useful to this study in part because 11 these 

limitations. He presents what I have called the "informational" 

approach to the. theatre in a simple and relatively uncompromising 

form. His relentlessly logical Scottish-empiricist mind develops 

its implications with a directness that a more complex mind might 

have sought to avoid. With his boundless belief in progress, both 

moral and scientific, his straightforward rationalism, and his 

total rejection of any reality apart from human reality. -he is the 

epitome-of the Benthamite tradition, largely unclouded by the doubts 

and complexities that troubled its greater representatives. An 

understanding of his position, and the problems it presents, will 

. 70* 
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aid us when we come to discuss its greater refinement in the work of 

Shaw and Harker. 

The idea of progress is J, key' to''Archer" s thought; he 

refers to "the great idea which differentiates the present age from 

all that have gone before-=the idea" of progress. "1 He is, he says, 

"not an optimist but£ä 'meliorist "'; 2 he believes that by the use of 

his reason man has improved his life and-will. 'continue to do so. 

He calls himself a Rationalist, which he defines as "one who tries 

to use. his reason and. declines to_bow down to any non-rational auth- 

ority .... "3 
�His articles in Rationalist periodicals seek to 

show the destructive effects of religions,, and particularly of 

Christianity, on human progress: 

Christianity has brooded like a nightmare over 
Europe, and only in so, far as man have cast off 
its spell have they succeeded in making the 
world a tolerable place to live in. Material 
progress has been achieved in spite of its in-' 
diffcrence, moral progress; in defiance of its 
ban. 

For Archer, progress cannot be achieved by any agency other than 

the will of man: 

But if we want to think clearly, and see things 
in their plain outlines, unwarped by the mists 
of mythology, we shall have to admit that the 
only intelligent and purposive will of whose 
existence we have one jot or tittle of evidence 
is the will of man. It is to that will, and 
none other, that we must look for the amelioration 

]. The Old Drama and the New: A Essay in Re-Valuation (London, 
j923 )p p. 125. 

2. "What Does the Public Want? " The Theatre, 5 (1885), r273. 

3. "A. Rejoinder to Dean Inge" in William Archer as Rationalist: 
A Collection of his Heterodox Writings, ed. J. M. Robertson 
(London, 1925), P. 30. 

4. , is the Battle Won? " ibid., p. 45. 
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of mundane conditions; towards which they 
abolition of-war is only the first step. 

He does not deny the possibility of a rational religion based on the 

"cosmic emotion" man experiences in the face of the marvellousness 

and mystery of life; but such a religion would not be opposed to 
6 

science but almost one with it: 

But science is devoted to that investigation 
of the nature of God, that quest of his { -- 
methods, processes, and aghievements, which 

r is the only true worship. 

It would be 
.a religion of progress: - ,_-. , -' " '° 

Surely the true religion is to avail ourselves 
of our almost unlimited power of shaping human 
conditions in accorddance with the enlightened 
human will .... 

At one point he equates "good" with "in harmony with an inevitable 

tendency, "9 seemingly suggesting that, if an event seems to be 

consistent with the general direction in which the world is moving, 

it must be good, since the inevitable movement is one of progress. 

An example of this kind of reasoning is to be found in Archer's 

comment on the reaction against the idea of progress after the First 

World War: 

I suggest that the fear of an actual relapse 
to barbarism is a more bugbear. Much more 
probable are political developments which 
seem, to our prejudices of today, reactionary 

5. "Theology and the War, " mod., p. 61. 

6. See "The Beleaguered Fortress, " ibid., pp. 77-78. 

7. "Coquetting with Catholicism: A Letter to a Young Friend, " 
i_", p. 227. 

8. "Rationalism and Religious Reaction, "-ibid.,, p. 85. 

9. The Old Drama and the New, p. 19. 



73. 

-rather than progressive; 'but"if-they come to 
pass and maintain themselves, it will be in 
virtue' of some fitness to the needs of human -" ., nature. A belief in progress does not neces- 
sarily imply. a belief that`-progress will'take-- 
the forms that our preferences would lead us 
to forecast. 10 

Here Archer-seems to be willing'to subdue his reason to an authority 

as tyrannical as'that of¬the Church;. in°his-apparentýwillingness to 

accept almost blindly any general development as progressive, he is 

truly worshipping progress., This same thinking dominates his last 

critical book, The Old Drama and the New, in which he tries to show 
r. , .. p, 

the superiority ofN: the modern realistic play by portraying it as the 

product of a gradual evolution from a more "primitive" form; because 

it is progressive, therefore it is. good. 

Progress proceeds through the accumulation of knowledge and 

the dissemination of it among the mass of people. The role of art 

in this process is to help with this dissemination: "Knowledge, 

which is only the Saxon word for Science, is what we need; and Art 

must condescend, if it be a condescension, to minister to knowledge. "11 

Art for Archer is an aspect of education, and it is valuable for the 

information it conveys to us. It should help the moral-and intel- 

lectual progress of the individual; after reading a play we should 

ask: .1 

Does the play sa something and mean something? 
Has it' a'practical". bearing either upon thought, 
or conduct? In seeing or reading it, have we 
not merely enjoyed a pastime, but. undergone an 
experience? Are we, in a word, intellectually 
the richer, or morally the better for it? 12 

10. 
. 
"The Idea of Progress" in William Archer as Rationalist, p. 110. 

11. Extracts from a. Lecture., on English Drama at the Royal Institu- 
tion, 1888, in Brenda Ruby Lyon, William Archer and the English 
Theatre, Thesis London 1955, appendix p. v.,, 

12. The Old Drama and the New, p. 136. 
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Accordingýto Archer, fthe-influence of science has encouraged the 

artist more and more to portray things. as-they are; and. both be-; 

cause-this informative 'art-is-obviously educative, and because it : 7, 

is clearly partrof an "inevitable tendencyt' and, hence progressive, 

Archer regards it, as-the highest development-of art: 

"Take care of your. facts, , and --beauty, I taste, 
morality, will-take care of themselves. " So 
says the uncompromising-realist; and-the'dom- 
inant artistic creed of-the day tends, and I 
think must tend, in this direction, whether 
we like it or not. 

Let us grant then, if only for argument's sake, 
that until the world-enters upon some totally 
new and unforeseen phaseýof its existence, art 
and science will go hand in hand supporting 
and supplementing each other-in their great 
task--to"illumine-the onward. path of humanity. 
This, I say, will be the function, ofthe. z-. highest. art--it will-be active,, strenuous, 
dynamic. 13ý 

Archer is not unwilling to recognize-other values in art, but they 

are subordinate to the- informative'element;, he responds strongly to 

"beauty, " but he does: not regard it as essential:: -. 

The-art which merely-"beautifies" is surely 
a low order of art: great art is that which 
expresses and-interprets. It-may'do so 
through forms of ravishing beauty; but that 
is no essential, inevitable part of its 
function .... Art, except in its merely 
decorative and-recreative aspects, is, in 
fact, contributory to science: not its 
handmaid, but rather its collaborator. 14 

In his criticism Archer shows'a consistent tendency to judge a work 

of art by the value of the information it conveys toýhim. 

The Bancroft-Irving theatre was thus regarded by Archer as. 

an improvement over. the traditional theatre it had replaced. For 

13. Lyon, appendix pp. iii-vi. 

1., 4. "Mr. Havelock Ellis on Mysticism and Science" in William 
Archer as Rationalist, p. 161. 
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in the latter theatre the-, audience received little-new information 

from the'stage; in the early'sections"ofThe Old Drama and the New 

Archer tries to demonstrate. the-lack of any valuable' content in most 

English plays (with the exception-of those-of Shakespeare) before 

1860. -_ Thus"he: says of eighteenth-century comedy: 

Comedy was to be concerned, not with the 
imitation of life at large, but with the 
manipulation of a set of carefully labelled 
puppets, moving in a highly conventionalised 
region, vaguely resembling-the Court end of 
London. The evolutions of the puppets might 
be more or less different from play to play, - 
but they could never get beyond a certain 

--limited set of-gestures. Penetrating psy- 
chology and subtlety of emotion were excluded 
by the very conditions of the case. Novelty 
was sought, if at all, not in the deeper ex- 
-ploration of the human heart, but in the 
tagging of some marked eccentricity to one 

: lof the stock figures-such 19 centricity to 
be proclaimed in the label. 

This is scarcely a fair description of the best eighteenth-century 

comedies, but to the extent that this theatre was traditional, 

presenting the same or similar plays to a habitual audience chiefly 

interested in the acting, it clearly did not contribute to progress 

in Archer's sense. The Irving-Bancroft theatre, on the other hand, 

offered at least the possibility of what Archer would regard as an 

educational experience. In this theatre an essentially new audience 

was confronted with new words and images; instead of being largely a 

closed system in which playwrights and performers sought to approxi- 

mate an ideal already familiar to their audience, the new theatre 

offered the possibility of the confrontation of its audience with a 

new truth. In fact, as we have seen, the originators of this 

theatre were careful to avoid this confrontation, at least in im- 

15. The Old Drama and the New, p. 224. 
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portant`areas of-`life;: -they drew their audiences by offering'to'con- 

firm their idealsýand-prejudices, =by'showing middle-class life as'it 

was'publicly supposed to be. `- They, conveyed information to their 

audiences, but"lfor'Archer, it', was not valuable information; they 

told the middle class what it"wanted to hear 
.,: and not what"it was- 

good-, for it to'hear. Archer's mission was'to, turn this new 

theatrical instrument to higher uses, -to make it genuinely educative 

and'hence a, contribution to human progress, as'he understood it. 

But it was to the'Bancroft rather thin the Irving side of 

the new theatre-that Archer looked for the developnent'of an in- 

strument of progress. As we have seen, the former depended for its 

attraction primarily on the new play; ' whereas'the-latter depended 

on new production content. The audience came to the Prince of 

Wales to see the latest Robertson play (although the production 

and acting certainly contributed to its appeal), whereas it went 

to the Lyceum to see a familiar play or story illustrated in a new 

way ' by . Irving. Like Shaw, Archer accused Irving-of-having done'' 

"practically nothing-for-the. living drama: "16 "For Archer, the play 

was the-chief--source of potentially valuable"information in the 

theatre: Throughout his work we find'evidence of'what might be 

called the "doctrine of the, primäcy°of'the-play, " the assumption' 

that-the dramatist-is; or should be; -"the dominant artistic force 

in the theatre. `'_' 

Archer nowhere defends or even formulates this doctrine; 

he assumes it tobe-self-evident. Why, 'with the example of the 

Lyceum before him, does he assume that the only potential source 

16. The Old-Drama"andAhe New, p. 281. 
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of valuable information in: the, theatre"is the playwright? Charles 

Kean had already insisted on the educational value of the "authentic" 

pictures of ancient life in his Shakespeare productions; Irving had 

demonstrated in his acting in plays like The Bells that the actor 

could produce penetrating psychological studies that were=not, con- 

tained even'embryonicly, in the play. 'Archer assumes that these 

values can in no way compare with those of, great literature; his 

background was essentially literary, and his love of literature ex- 

ceeded even his love for the theatre. In spite of the example of 

Irving, Archer cites Lambs denial of true artistic status . 
to 

acting: 

Charles Lamb has sufficiently demonstrated 
its low position in-the hierarchy of the arts, 
and proved that it cannot be said in any sense 
to create, 'but merely to interpret the creations 
of others. To use an illustration which Lamb's 
unmusical soul would perhaps reject as not forc- 
ible enough, the greatest actor is a more execu- 
tant, a virtuoso, and Garrick himself stands to 17 Shakespeare in the relation of Billow to Beethoven. 

It is notable-that Archer, Shaw, and Teats, who were all outsiders- 

or late-comers in the theatre, agree in adopting this assumption 

of the primacy of. the play, while Craig. and Barker, who had been- 

actors from their early years, tend,. to beýmore aware of the con--' 

tributions of the producer and=the actor, although Barker does not 

ultimately deny the primacy of the dramatist. 
--k , 

In Archer's, criticism 

the acting usually comes second to, 'and is judged in terms of, the 

play: 'aI1 11-1 . 7', 

Sometimes the acting demands careful consideration, 
since the play must be seen, so to speak, through 
its performance, and the merits and defects inherent 

17. "A Storm in Stageland: The Ethics of Acting" in About the 
Theatre: Essays and Studies (London, 1886), p. 234. 
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in the one separated from the merits and 
defects proper to the other, but as a general 
rule the play, which is, or ought to be, a 
piece of English literature, is of greater 
importance than the acting, however meritorious. 

lg 

A belief in the-primacy of the play leads naturally to a 

belief in the applicability of literary criteria in judging the 

theatre. When Archer began, to criticize the plays of the post- 

Bancroft theatre, he did so-in the light of current literary 

standards: 

I-shall be asked how I have-managed to write 
half a score of essays upon a dramatic litera- 
te, which, by my own showing, does not exist. 
My answer is, that though the English"drama 
does not exist as literature, it exists and 
flourishes as a non-literary product. Hine 
illae lacrvmae--hence my complaint, and hence 
my effort. I wish to show, by applying a 
moderately high standard of criticism to the 
body of our contemporary drama, how far it 
falls short of any literary merit, and'in so 
doing, to indicate possibilities of improve- 
ment and elevation. i9 

His aim is "to'see in England a body of playwrights, however small, 

whose, works-are not only acted, but printed and'read. "20 As we have 

seen,, the Bancrofts succeeded. -in part because of their judicious 

importation of novelistic devices; Clement Scott did not hesitate 

to compare the plays of Robertson to those of Dickens and Thackeray. 

In his book, English Dramatists of To-Day, Archer demonstrates the 

absurdity of-such comparisons, by the application, as he says, of a 

"moderately high standard of criticism. " But Archer by no means as- 

sumes that literary criteria are the only criteria applicable to 

18. "The Ethics of Theatrical Criticism" in About the Theatre, 
p. 199. 

19. English Dramatists of To-Day (London, 1882), pp. 3-4. 

20. bid, P. 2" 
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drama: 

ley argument is not that, the : areas of the --- 
literary drama and of-the successful stage- 
drama. are, or ought to be, co-extensive, but 
merely that they neither are nor ought to be r 
mutually exclusive. 21, 

Archer was acutely aware of the special demands of the theatre; 

his book, Play-Making, `was written to show writers the special 

rules of theatrical ' communication. 

The painter may paint, the sculptor model, 
the lyric poet sing, simply to please himself; 
but the drama has no meaning except in re-, 
lation-to an audience. -, It is a portrayal of 
life by means of a mechanism so devised as to 
bring it home to a considerable number of 
people assembled in a given place. 22 

He could. never be., accused of. advocating "closet drama! '. or of. pre- 

ferring to read a play, rather than to see it. 
�Nevertheless, 

if 

he realized that not all literature, makes good drama, he still 

insisted that all drama-or rather the highest drama-must be good 

literature., The qualities he, admired in plays--psychological in-, 

sight, profound criticism of life,, accurate, portrayal, of reality- 

are the same qualities that he valued in all literature. The 

drama might have, its own laws, but these were not ultimately differ- 

ent from the special laws of the novel. or the sonnet. There can be 

no doubt that Archer's fundamental aim was to make, the theatre and 

literature "one flesh, " as he says in the, following uncharacter- 

istically florid outburst: 

,. 
I was born with an instinctive, unreasoning, 
unreasonable love for the theatre, simply as 
the theatre, the place of light and sound, of 
mystery and magic, where, at the stroke of the 
prompter's bell, a new world is revealed, to the 

21. "The Stage and Literature, " The Fortnightly Review, 51 (1892), 
__. 229. 

22. Play-MakinE: 'A Manualýof Craftsmänshh (London, 1912), pp. 10-11. 
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-., delighted sense ... .. But close, upon-the A5 
heels of this mania for the theatre came 
another and still more absorbing passion- 
the passion for high thoughts and beautiful 
words, for things delicately seen, and subtly- 
felt,, and marvellously imagined--in short, for 
that divinest emanation of the human. spirit 
which we call literature. These two things 
have I loved, sometimes blindly and-foolishly, 
sometimes, I hope, with understanding; and it 

--,. has been the instinctive, inevitable effortýof 
my life to make these two one flesh. Literature 
in-the theatre--great inventions greatly 
realised, beautiful words beautifully spoken-- 
such literature as can attain its highest " . - 
potency only in this most fascinating, because 
most complex and human, of artistic-mediums- 
that has been the yearning of my whole conscious 
life. 23 

2. English Dramatists of -To-Das 

English Dramatists of To-Day sets a pattern for the criti- 

cism of plays that Archer will follow for the rest of his life. It 

thus offersa useful illustration of the way Archer applied the 

basic premises already described. His primary. concern, Ias we have 

seen, is with the content of the play, the new information that it 

conveys to an audience that is assumed to be unfamiliar with it. 

He thus assumes the new theatrical'situatiön created, or at least 

brought'to completion, by the Bancrofts, and by 1882 accepted as the 

norm. For him the content of a play can maintain the interest of an 

audience in two ways. It'may'be of value to the audience, or it may 

seem to be of value to 
, 
it; that, is, it, may actually convey some in- 

formation which interests because it is useful or has some bearing 

on the lives of the members of the audience, or it may convey fiction- 

al information, imaginary' facts about imaginary'people'in whose 

affairs the audience is incited to take an interest by the various 

devices of story-telling. William Archer demands a judicious mixture 

23. The Theatrical 'World" of 1894 (London, 1895), pp. 369-70. 
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of these two kinds of content. -However,, he believes that'true value 

lies only in the first kind, and he lays particular stress on the 

value of psychological information; for him, all great drama must 

convey some profound truth about human character. He regards the 

second kind as useful and even necessary in engaging and maintaining 

the audience's interest, as long as it does not over-shadow or 

falsify the genuinely valuable content. In Play-Making he is largely 

concerned with the latter kind of content, but even here he warns: 

One may learn how to tell a story in good 
dramatic form: how to develop and marshal 
it in such a way as best to seize and retain 
the interest of a theatrical audience. - But 
no teaching or study can enable a man to choose 
or invent a good story, and much less. to do 
that which alone lends dignity to dramatic 
story-telling--to observe and portray human 
character. 24 

He adds, however: 

The profoundest insight into human nature and 
destiny cannot find valid expression through 
the medium of the theatre without some under- 
standing of the peculiar art of dramatic con- 
struction. 25 

The great pioneer in the development of dramatic technique 

in the nineteenth century was Eugene Scribe. Archer gives the fol- 

lowing admirable description of his method: 

Scribes contribution to theatrical technique 
was the art of constant'movement. Every scene 
and almost every speech of his plays shook the 
kaleidoscope-and brought about a more or less 
marked and interesting change in the fortunes or 
relations of his characters. He"led the spectator 
through a continuous series of small "peripeties, " 
and thus kept his attention, his interest in the 
process of events, constantly on the alert. He 

24. Play-Making, pp. 7-8. 

25. Ibid., p. 8. 
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never allowed'thiee minutes to `elapse without, `- 
some marked alteration, more or less surprising, 

'or exciting, °or moving, or entertaining, in the 
posture of affairs. 26 

The purely Scribian dramatist never lets his audience concentrate on 

what is happening on the stage at any particular moment; to allow it 

to do so would expose the lack of any real value in the content. In- 

stead he keeps the audience occupied with the future, ensures that it 

is always looking ahead to the next revelation, and by an ingenious 

chain of suspense, expectation, and surprise, lures it on to the-end. 

Archer finds his ideal dramatist in Ibsen, who combines 

Scribian technique with profound revelation of character. He says: 

With him fIbsen>, too, the pattern, the 
posture of affairs, 'is never stationary; but o- 
the changes take place in the souls of the 
'actors, and are often scarcely discernible'in 
their external fortunes and relations until 
the final catastrophe is reached. Movement, 
in fine, is the secret of Ibsen's theatre, as 
it is of Scribe's; but'the movement is spiritual- 
instead of material. 27 

Ibsen uses Scribian technique to heighten the audience's interest in 

content which is in itself of great value. 
ri 

" Truth and goodness are Archer's two criteria of intrinsic 

value. A play may either tell us something about life which is 

valuable because it is true, or it may make a criticism of life 

which is valuable because it is good. Under truth of content Archer 

deals with many aspects of the play, from profound revelation of 

character to accurate representation of the surface of life and of 

human speech. Under moral content he deals with everything from 

26. "Ibsen's Craftsmanship, " The Fortnightly Review, 80 (1906), 
101-2. 

27. Ibid., 80 (1906).., -102.,, 
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complex moral problems to. small details of taste. These criteria 

are used. by. Archer. throughout his career. In English Dramatists 

of To-Day he uses them to demolish the literary pretensions of the 

Bancroft school and its successors, as well as of several other 

varieties of contemporary drama, and to praise a few of the early 

manifestations of the truly modern drama of the end of the century. 

First in importance is the criterion of-truth. Archer 

cares about all kinds of truth in drama; he often seems almost as 

concerned about. small improbabilities and impossibilities in the, 

plot as he is about fundamental errors in the depiction of human 

psychology. Whenever a play can be regarded as affirming. something 

about life, directly or by implication, Archer. is concerned that__ 

such an affirmation be true.., A not inconsiderable portion of 

English Dramatists of To-Day consists of little more than sarcastic 

retellings of plots in such a way as to reveal hidden absurdities 

which the average audience would be, unlikely to notice. Archer's 

long and amusing description of the plot of Boucicault's The O'Dowd 

is an excellent example of this technique. 28 Any errors of fact are 

treated particularly harshly by Archer; he devotes almost a page to 

showing the inaccuracies in Charles Reade's portrayal of an Austral- 

ian in It's Never Too Late to Mend, and several more to proving the 

unfairness of W. G. Wills' portrayal of Cromwell in Charles I. 29 He 

often points to. inconsistency or vagueness in character portrayal; 

Vane in Masks and Faces, Sir Geoffrey Heriott in Grundy's Mammon, 

and Herold Boycott in Pinero's The Money-Spinner come in for this 

28. English Dramatists of To-Day, pp. 41-46. 

29. Ibid., pp. 34-35 and pp. 360-63. 
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sort of criticism, 
30' On'the other`härid; 'he occäsiönally-praises- 

plays for their' truth, in`these areas; for example, he'finds'the` 

character' of 11 Old Eccles'in Cästeý(Robertson) "finely-observed and 

strongly"drawn, "31"and says that the"picture? of lower-class life' 

in G. R. Sims's melodrama The Lightsro' L"ondori'is "painted with`a 

"32 fidelity almost withoüt`precedent on'our stage. 

Archer'is particulärly concerned with truth of dialogue. 

He wishes to abolish the' conventions of the soliloquy"and the aside, 

finding them particularly objectionable in the early work of Pin- 

ero. 
33 He has strong reservations about blank verse, and in any 

case will not allow the archaisms that usually accompany it: "Why 

in the name of wonder should it modern playwright use a language made 

up of reminiscences of Shakespeare and the Bible? "34 He says of 

Gilbert's Gretc e; written in blank verse: 

But, at best, 'why choose this hampering medium 
of expression? Even in the hands of a poet and 
a master of its mysteries, it is of questionable 
effect in dramatic work. Shakespeare himself 
seldom or never wrote a whole play in blank 
verse. Mr. Gilbert is neither a poet nor a 
master of"its mysteries, and in binding himself 
down to cut his thoughts into lengths'of five 
feet, he has merely made'their expression need- 
lessly verbose .... The sole use of the verse, 
however, is to cloak poverty of dialogue, meagre- 
ness of thought and imagery-richness of thought 
and imagery, too great, if'that be possible, for 
expression in prose, would have been its sole 
excuse. 35 

30. Ibid., p. 31; pp. 184-86; and p. 272. 

31. Ii., p. 25. 

32. Ibid., P. 310. 

33. Imo., pp. 273-74. 

34. Ibid., pp. 365-66. 

35. Ibid., p. 163. 
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That is to say, Archer tends to see verse as merely hampering the 

conveyance of content, and--to find its-only justification in. the. 

conveyance of particularly complex content. Archer also strongly - 

objects to dialogue that is artificially witty, and he particularly 

dislikes the punning in H. J. Byron's burlesques. 36, He also dis- 

approves of language-thatýis too "literary"; a single phrase in 

Bronson Howard's The Old Love and the New is criticized for this 

fault. 37 He objects to the dialogue of-Albery's Apple Blossoms: 

Then the dialogue, as-, may be'seen, from the 
extracts I have given, is more bright than 
true, more pretty than natural. In its 
sentimental portions it is''so-"speckled with 
stars, " and strewn with apple-blossoms, and 
laden with ruddy apples, that Mr. Alberyý, 
might have borrowed a second title from Jean 
Paul and called the playa-"Flowers Fruit, and 
Thorn Piece. "138 

He criticizes the dialect of Reade's Australian and H. C. Merivale's 

Italian Count. On the other hand, he praises the dialogue of 
39 

several authors for its naturalness; he says of Grundy's The Snow- 

l1: 

Its dialogue is admirable. There is scarcely 
-a dull speech in the play, and yet there is 
not a single pun, scarcely a single "epigram" 
or clever saying. The humour grows out of the_,, -,, 
situation, and forms an organic part of it. 40 

There is one kind of truth--that conveyed in the form of 

ideas-which Archer somewhat neglects. He does say in the intro- 

36. Ibid., pp. 119-20. 

37. Ibid., pp. 218-19. 

38. I. ", P. 65. 

39. Ibid., p. 34 and p. 264. 

40. Ibid., pp. 191-92. 
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duction to English' Dramatists of To-Day -that'he would like-to see 

plays related to "some moral, social, political-may I add relig- 

ious? --topic of, the-day, or-better still of all time. "41 Naturally 

he finds very few ideas in the plays he, deals with; 'because, as he 

says, "A drama which opens the slightest intellectual, moral, or 

Much later Archer wrote political question is certain to fail. "'ý2 

in a letter to Shaw: 

I have never given a red cent for the ideas in" 
plays. You and other people have had to point 
out to me the ideas in Ibsen I s'plays. Some of 
them I see some of them I don't (nor, I believe, 
does Ibsen). But the play has always been the 43 first thing to me; it is the last thing to you. 

Of course, a play may open a question without necessarily formu- 

lating an idea about it. Archer preferred that the idea remain 

implicit, perhaps because the open expression of philosophical or 

political ideas tends to destroy the verisimilitude of the dialogue. 

This obsessive concern for verisimilitude is for most 

people one of the major weaknesses of Archers criticism. There is 

no doubt that at times he displays an excess of literal mindedness 

or pedantry in his treatment of plays that do not aspire to "truth" 

on this level. But it must not be thought that Archer is unwilling 

at times to sacrifice the truth of surface appearance for a deeper 

truth of "human nature and destiny. " He even denies he is a "real- 

ist, " pointing to his admiration of Ibsen, "whom only fools take 

for a 'realist' in the narrow use of the word .... "ý`ý' But it 

41. Ibid., PP. 4-5. 

42. Ibid., p. 9. 

43. Letter 'to G. B. Shaw (1 Feb. -. 1900) in Charles Archer, William 
Arche (London, 1931), pp. 263-64. 

44, Letter to J. M. Robertson (6 July 1923), ibid., p. 399. 
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is none'the less'the'truth in'Ibsen's-work that leads Archer to 

value-it highly; Ibsen' for him was certainly a "realist" in the 

broader use of the word. ': Elsewhere - he says: '-, - :-KT=v° 

There are`many forms of truth. that touch us'- 
most intimately when presented in a medium 
of fantasy; ' and to banish all art that' does-° , 
not aim at the portrayal of undiluted fact 
would be to restrict, not only the delight- 
fulness of the theatre, but its social use- 
fulness. 45 

But the fact remains that Archer's own preference was for "plays of 

sober imitation on the surface,, whatever depths might. be concealed 

beneath that surface,, ,, 46 
and he'often-forgets-his"owns admonition. 

The second criterion by which Archer judges the-content of 

plays is that of morality. A play may not only show us a true 

picture of. human character or conduct but it may criticize'. it, lor: ', 

at least encourage the'audience to criticize it; 'it may tell-, us-, not 

only what is, but also what is good or bad. Archer, however, -is as 

chary. of explicit statements of morality as he is of ideas; he'says 

in English Dramatists of-To-Days' -11 

The stage should not attempt-dogmatically to 
solve moral problems, but should be content to 
suggest, pose, and lightly discuss them, as 
they are suggested, posed, and lightly discussed 
in every-day real life. We may draw our own - 
most serious conclusions from what we see on the 
stage, but it is not the business of the drama- 
tist to draw th for us through the mouths of 
his characters. 

Nevertheless, to the end of his life Archer demands that the play- 

wright be morally aware, and that-he show some concern for good and 

45. "Plays of the New Seäson, 0The Fortnightly Review, 84 (1908)) 
676-77. 

46. The Old Drama and the New, p: 18: 

47. English Dramatists of To-Day, pp. 260-61. 
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bad conduct in his plays,, even if this concern can be described no 

less generally than as "humanitarian" or. "relevant. "4$' 

In English Dramatists of To-Day'Archer is insistent on the 

need for moral value in the content of plays. He uses the term 

"moral" in two senses, both of-which are made clear in the following 

passage: 

Our stage, if it'is'not immoral, is certainly 
not moral, whereas the French stage is moral 
in its very immorality. Our dramas have no 
relevance to moral facts and problems of English 
life, as the dramas of Augier, Dumas, Feuillet, 
and Sardou have to those of French life .... Our drama, with all its moral safeguards, is 
what Mr. Matthew Arnold calls "fantastic"--the 
French drama, in its higher phases, is always 
moral, though it may now and then be gross and 
impure. 49 

Archer demands that a; play be both "moral"--that is,. showing concern 

for moral problems--and; "pure"--that is, not conducive to. immorality. 

His complaint about the censor is that on. grounds of purity he 

stifles all genuinely moral plays. Yet Archer himself is hypersensi- 

tive to what he calls "vulgarity"; 
rhe 

says:,.,. 

I am so accustomed to hear people, of whose 
delicate taste I have not the slightest doubt, 
occasionally using a phrase which jars on my 
ear, that I fully admit my own particular 
standard, especially in matters of language, to 
be conventional and now and then irrational. 
But there is another side to the question. 
However large may be the debatable land, it has 
its limits, beyond which expressions, thoughts, 
and acts are undoubtedly vulgar, and bear their 
patent of tastelessness on their very face. 
This border-line many English Playwrights are 
only too fond of overstepping. 7° 

48. He says of Pinerots Letty, "It is not didactic, but it is 
relevant. " The Old Drama and the New, p. 122. 

h9. English-Dramatists of To-Day, pp. 7-8. 

50. Ibid., pp.. 91-92. 
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He devotes several pages of criticism to the burlesque form, both on 

account of its "debasing of the moral currency., "--in George Eliot' 

phrase, and of the immorality associated with its performance. 
51 He 

refers to'the Criterion (where adaptions of French farce were played 

to an all-male audience) as the-"Club-Smoking Room Theatre, " and 

adds: 
That Mr. Albery should have condescended to 
take even his leading position among the chosen 
band of adapters-in-ordinary to the Criterion 
Theatre, seems to prove a radical defect in his 
nature,, and in a measure to explain some of the 
shortcomings of his worthier work. 52 

Archer objects to the burlesque not only because it tends to ridi- 

cule good and noble things, and is associated with "actresses" of 

dubious reputation, but also because it is, "non-moral"; that is, it 

is. frivolous, it has no relevance to good or bad conduct. The bur- 

lesque is the extreme examp]ar of a failing which Archer finds in all 

but a handful of the plays of his contemporaries. He says of H. J. 

Byron: 

In so far as his comedies are full of marrying 
and giving in marriage, they are conventionally 
moral; but in so far as they represent a little 
punning flirtation intermingled with "chaff" as 
the only necessary prelude to putting up the 
banns, they seem to me little short of immoral. 
Few writers have done more than he to "soil with 
all ignoble use" the name of love. 53 

In Boucicault's plays he finds another kind of moral insensitivity: 

His heroes, he thinks, may do anything they 
please, and yet retain the sympathy of the 
audience, so long as it is clearly set forth 
in the playbill and in the dialogue that they 

51. Ib1d., pp. 108-13. 

52. II id., p. 76 and p. 78. 

53. Ibid., p. 137. 
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rgree. heroes. 54 

It is perhaps a similar. -failure, in Ours that causes him. to. describe 

its morality as, "questionable. 05 

Archer finds the moral content, of only a few plays'vorthy 

of praise. He says, <<"Of late years Iremember,, to have seen five 

actually, or potentially moral plays upon the London stage .,, 
56 

. 
He,. 

particularly praises Bronson Howard's. The Old Love and the, New.,. ý.,. w 

and Merivale's; For¢et-me-not for their success in combining drama 

and moral concern. : 
He says of. the, latter, - _.. ,,: P.,,.. .. 

This is what , specially. pleases-me. in the 
play. The'authors have not been contented' 
with working up, their dramatic material, 
but have ingeniously, yet naturally, made 

, tit relevant to a great moral problem of the 
day, or rather of all civilized time. In 
this respect it stands almost alone in-the, 
modern English drama, though it has counter-" 
parts in every seripýus work of the great 
French dramatists. 5 

The third criterion which Archer uses throughout his criti- 

cism is that of "construction. " It is not enough that aýplay con- 

tain significant truth, be free from impurity, and present a moral 

problem; it must also retain our interest from beginning to end. 

This side of Archer's criticism is the one in which he may be said 

to have specialized; he, says,, "The one critical faculty on which I 

pride myself is"thatof knowing when I am bored. "58 He expresses 

this criterion very precisely in his last book; we should ask of 

54. Ibid., p. 479 

55. Ibid., p. 25. 

56. Ibid., p. 10. 

57. Ibid., p. 260. 

58. Quoted in Charles Archer, William Archer, p. 405. 
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any play, he says; Fý. .. 

Is`the story-"developed,, °"and are°the characters 
presented, in such a way as to make the best 
use of the mechanism"of the theatre, and to 
beget in the audience, in high intensity, those 
emotions of growing interest, suspense, antici-' 
pation, sudden and vivid realisation, which it 
is the peculiar privilege of drama to produce? 59 

As we have already seen, construction is not for Archer a'value in 

itself; its only purpose`is to sustain interest in the really valu- 

able content of the play. '' 

The best examples of Archer's criticism of construction are 

to be found in Play-Making; Here-every kind of fault in the organ- 

ization of"contentýis discussed, ' with pertinent references to"an° 

amazingly wide range--of dramatic'literature. " However, construction 

is an important criterion in"English Dramatists of To-Day, as it is 

indeed in'all his criticism. °''There is no need'to'point'to more 

than a few examples. ' In'Albery's' Duty Archer finds' an "example'-of a 

failure to engage our interest in the exposition of the play; 'the 

action does not begin until the end*of the second act. 
60"'He 

is,, ' 

particularly hard on the constructive ability of W. G. Wills, of 

whose Sedttmoor' he says: 

He does not'know where'one'play ends and 
another begins, where a situation ends and 
an anti-climax begins, where poetry ends and 
bathos begins, where the patience o0 his audi- 
ence ends, and utter"tedium begins. l 

He describes the construction of Albery's Oriana as "higgledy- 

piggledy, " and says'of his Two Roses; "about'two-thirds of the play 

59. The Old Drama and the New, p. 136. 

60. English Dramatists of To-Day, p. 800 

61. Ibid., p. 372. 
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could be, cut away, and-the plot, properly so-called, would be left 

intact. " 62 Bronson; Howard's. Briehton is. "a string of. -very amusing 

but almost entirely unconnected episodes, " while his Truth is 

spoiled by "the pitiable anti-climax of the third act. "63 Such ex- 

amples can-be'found abundantly in. all Archer's=criticism. He is 

principally concerned that the. action be one whole; each moment..: - 

should depend onýthe last, and-lead to a logical denouement: 

A-good play-should be an, organic_entity, which. 
can no more be fitted with a new catastrophe 
than a man can be fitted with a new pair of 
legs. The situation show d lead to one logical 
denouement, and, one only. 4. 

The audience's interest-should be led along-by the Scribian prin-, 

ciples of dramatic movement, never coming-to a halt or being misled 

by a digression until-the very end. ,� 

These are the three-criteria by which-Archer judged the 

Bancroft plays, theirýsuccessorsTand associates, and found them 

wanting. - 
At the beginning of his next book, About the Theatre 

(1886), -he is able to point. to the-retirement of-the, Bancrofts as 

proof that- their kind of theatre was almost dead: 

This, then, is the moral of the Bancrofts' 
retirement, and it is re-echoed to us from 
every quarter of the theatrical heavens; 
comedy, middle-class comedy, heart-and-coronet 
comedy, milk-and-moonshine comedy, baronet-and- 
butterman comedy, in short, original English 
comedy as licensed by the Lord Chamberlain and 
supplied to Mr. Gilbert' "young lady of fifteen, " ° 
is dead as Aristophanes. 5 

To this cause for joy he is able to add the death of the burlesque 

62. Ibid., p. 69 and p. 53. 

63. Ibid., p. 213. 

64" I bid., -p. ` 379. 

65. "Are We Advancing? (1882-1886)" in About the Theatre, p. 17. 
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as practised by'H. ''J. `Byron: _'' ' 

Mr. Byron's decline, 'indeed.. -was irivolved'in"'' 
that of the cup-and-saucer school to which he 

`'rv really belonged, dispensing, "instead of the 
aromatic tea of Robertson, homelier brew of 
mild and`unstimulant cocoa. 

°6 

He was, also able to point to the success Of the-younger-writers he 

had praised,: notably'Pinero, Jones, and'Grundy,, a11 of whom showed 

increasing concern for-the literary criteria Archer"had established. 

And in the next twenty years these criteria dominated'the serious 

English theatre; even though we may say that the best plays were 

written by those who deviated` furthest from Archer's' formula " 

(Wilde,, Shaw, Barker),, "nevertheless, verisimilitudes moral 'concern, 

and careful construction probably represented the , prime, goals. for 

most serious playwrights of the period. Although Archer's criti- 

cism is scarcely" profound, and'both the criteria'he used and the 

ways he applied them'betray serious limitations, his work un- 

doubtedly laid the foundation for the return of contemporary 

drama as a subject of serious-literary concern, and as such he 

cannot be denied a-place as one of the founding influences of the 

modern English theatre. 

3, Plays in Performance 
, ,. 

Archer's criticism. rests on the assumption, as we have seen, 

that in the highest forms of theatre. the. mostimportant values of a 

performance are to be found in the play. -In. English Dramatists of 

To-Day, although he. makes some references to, performance, Archer 

for the most part treats the plays by themselves, in order to make 

the point that they do not-stand up to literary scrutiny. In his 

66. Ibid., p. 23. 
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work as a theatre-critic, which engaged him for over forty years, he 

could not of course ignore the other elements of the performance. 

However, the great bulk of his reviews are made up of detailed 

criticism of the plays based-on the-same-criteria of truth, moral-,, 

ity, 'and construction that dominated his, first book, - The acting -y 

tends to be dismissed, -in passages like the following: 

Mr., Sidney Brough is manly and pleasant, Miss 
Kate Rorke womanly and pleasant, Miss Norreys 
charming, Miss Compton incisive and clever, 
Mr. Donald Robertson amusing, and--and really 
my stock of, adjectives has run out. 67 

Archer notes that he shares this'neglect of acting with many of his 

colleagues, and contrasts it with the central concern-for acting of 

critics earlier in the-century; he accounts for the change by the 

fact that 

whereas nine-tenths of the acting of. today is, 
or aims at being, a slightly magnified mimicry, 
a kinetoscopic reproduction of life, nine- 
tenths of the acting which interested Leigh 
Hunt and, Hazlitt aimed at the idealisation of 
life, the intensification of both tragic and 
comic expression, by the aid: of processes as 
artificial, and as clearly susceptible of 
analysis and definition, as t ose which today 
obtain on'the operatic stage. °8 

There is no standard for judging modern acting; either it convinces 

us or it does not, and the reasons for its success or failure to do 

so may be purely subjective: 

All we can say of the acting is that the 
artists engaged seemed to us to mimic more ýa. 
or less cleverly the conventional types as- 
signed to them, and to express certain obvious 
emotions with more or less sincerity and skill; 
and for these judgements we can give no rational 

67. The Theatrical "World" for 1893 (London, (18943, pp. 24-25. 

68. "The Criticism of Acting, " The New Review,, 12 (1895), 654-55. 
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reasons, , '- since, -. they, are yfounded on the ' simple 
perception of similarity or dissimilarity to 

" °-rQan instinctive, , incommunicable idea of the 
different personages which somehow shapes 
itself in our minds. 

69 

Moreover, Hazlitt'and Hunt-had no new plays of any value to discuss, 

whereas. -in the modern theatre the neu play is usually the centre of 

interest and hence the first concern of the critic. 
70 

Archer insists thathe himself is not a good judge of act- 

ing: 

Rightly or wrongly, I-have very strong opinions 
as to the merits of plays, and can give reasons, 
good, bad, or, indifferent, for the faith that 
is in me. But on questions of acting my judge- 
ment is more or less infirm. Striking genius 
and utter incompetence I can recognize as well 

., as another, but in the vast debatable land of 
respectable mediocrity I am very much astray. 
My judgment changes from time to time; what 
pleased me last year may bore or shock me to- 
day; and moreover I find myself at variance on 
questions of acting with critics to whose 
judgment I cannot but bow. 71 

He mentions his bad memory for details of-performances: 

-I have a deplorably bad memory for details of 
acting--positions, business, intonations, and 
so forth. Beyond the general impression pro- - 
duced by these actresses, I remember nothing 
at all of their performances ". ... 

But in spite-of these disclaimers, when the acting clearly calla 

for discussion, as in the'London appearances-of Duse and Bernhardt 

or in the performances of prominent English actors like Irving, 

Mrs. Kendal, and Tree, Archer is conscientious in his treatment of 

it. As one might expect, his most interesting comments often 

derive from acriticism of the performance in the light of play. 

69. III,., 12. (1895), 662. 

70. Ibid., 12 (1895), 657. 

71. 'The Ethics of Theatrical Criticism'tl in About the Theatre, p. 186. 

72. The Theatrical "World"-of 1895 (London, 1896), p. 173. 
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He criticizes~ Duse's Nora in-great detail, showing the, places in 

which he considers she either misses effects planned by Ibsen or 

distorts his meaning. Similar notable examples of this kind 73 

of criticism are to be found in his notices of Duse's Cleopatra, 

Irving's Don Quixote (in which the performance is criticized in 

the light of the novel), Tree's Stockmann, Bernhardt's Lorenzaccio, 

and Forbes Robertson's Hamlet. 74 Even when the play is new Archer 

often believes himself capable of seeing false interpretations, as 

in his criticism of Mrs. Patrick Campbell's creation of Agnes in 

Pinero's The Notorious Mrs. Ebbsmith. 75 This is the kind of 

criticism one would expect from Archer, for whom the play is the 

primary value and the role of production to embody the intentions 

of the author. 

In the only book in which he deals primarily with acting, 

Masks or Faces? Archer is careful to insist that he. is treating 

acting as a phenomenon rather than as an art. Thebook. is an in- 

teresting examination of Diderot's "Paradoxe sur le Comedien" in 

the light of actors' own statements regarding their mental pro- 

cesses while acting; but Archer insists that the nature of these 

processes has no actual bearing on the criticism of acting: 

The inquiry has no bearing whatever on 
criticism, which is concerned with the effect, - 
produced, not with the phenomena accompanying 
its production. If an-actor can convincingly 
represent emotion, the critic, as critic, need 
not inquire, whether he experiences or mechanic- 
ally simulates it. But criticism is one thing, 

73. The Theatrical "World" for 1893, pp. 158-61. 

7b. Ibid., 
_pp. 

172-76; The Theatrical "World" of 1895, pp. 137-40; ` 
The Theatrical "World" for 1893, pp. 166-67; The Theatrical 
"World" of 1897, (London, 1898), p. 188 and p. 256. 

75. The Theatrical "World" of 1895, pp. 90-91. 
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the psychology of artanother; ý d to this 
the question at issue belongs. 70 

Archer's conclusions regarding the "dual consciousness"77 of the 

actor contain some striking anticipations of Stanislavsky and 

Barker. But for the latter two men the matter was of vital aes- 

thetic importance, and they were ready to condemn acting, however 

perfectly imitative, that lacked the special spark of "nature. " 

Archer's comparative indifference to acting is suggested by his 

treatment of the problem as if it were not an artistic question 

at all. 

However, one kind of acting upon which Archer did have 

strong opinions was Shakespearian acting. Although, as we have 

seen, he felt the modern theatre to be an advance on the earlier 

one, he was by no means willing to see modern methods applied 

inappropriately to the plays of the old repertory; with regard to 

Shakespeare, he says, he belongs to the Old School, "the school 

for which rhetoric was rhetoric, and verse was verse. "78 Irving's 

very successful attempts to make Shakespeare acceptable to-audi- 

ences unfamiliar with the old school won little sympathy from 

Archer; his early satirical pamphlet, The Fashionable Tragedian 

(written in collaboration with R. W. Lowe), contains comments, like 

"Mr. Irving's psychological subtlety and picturesqueness are much 

more adapted to shine in-'the'First Witch than in the crime-laden.. 

76. Masks or Faces? A Study in the Psychology of Acting (London 
1888); P. 7. 

77. Ibid., p. 150. 

78. The Theatrical "World" for 1893, p. xvi. 
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king. "79 Later he says, "Lord Lytton scarcely goes too far when he 

calls the speaking of"blank verse 'a lost art. "' 80 He refers to 

the near extinction of the "special art of poetic, rhetorical, 

Shakespearean acting. "81 His examinations-of Shakespearian per- 

formances contain detailed criticisms of faulty verse-speaking and 

misplaced emphases. He is particularly disturbed by the failure of 

other critics to be aware of the deficiencies of modern Shakespear- 

ian performances, such as Mrs. Patrick Campbell's Juliet. 82 

As confirmation of the theory advanced in the second chapter 

of this dissertation, we may note that Archer believed that the 

traditional approach to Shakespeare was the result of the new mass 

audience; the old theatre relied on "an infinitely narrower, or 

rather more concentrated public, ýa public habituated to the theatre 

in the sense that it knew every actor in the company and every play 

in the repertory .... 11 g3 Elsewhere he says, 

Every audience of those days contained a fair 
sprinkling of connoisseurs-playgoers who knew 
the plays by heart, were critical of readings 
and "business", and hungered for the particular 
sensations produced. by great and imaginative 
acting in the masterpieces of poetic drama. 
To-day, we have forgotten su h sensations and 
the means of producing them., 4 

The old audience was educated to appreciate specifically theatrical 

79. William Archer and Robert W. Lowe, The Fashionable Traged- 
Jan: A Criticism (Edinburgh, 1877), p. 17. 

80. "Shakespeare and the Public" in About the Theatre, p. 246. 

81. The Theatrical "World" of 1895, p. 297. 

82. I_., P. 296. 

83. "Shakespeare and the Public" in About the Theatre, pp. 247-48. 

84. The Theatrical "World" of 1895, p. 29$. 
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effects; the modern actor must rely on effects drawn. from the audi- 

ence's experience outside, the theatre: 

Most of us can tell a good Bob Briarley or 
Sam Gerridge when we see him, for we have but 

.,,., 
to compare the copy with-the type as known to 
us in real life; but which of us has known 
Nercutio,.. a creature of another world than 
ours, speaking, moving, and thinking according 
to laws remote from our experience? Not one 
of us can really have studied and mastered 

... 
these laws as did the audiences of a century 
ago, of whose theatrical life'at least one-half 

;,. , was passed in. an atmosphere, of poetic,, or would- 
be poetic, idealism. 85 

Archer himself learned to appreciate. traditional acting, 
-in 

his 

youth when he was a habitue of the Princess's Theatre-in Edinburgh: 

Whenj began theatre-going, the echoes of 
some of great voices of the first half of 
the century still lingered in the provinces. 
Time was. when we young enthusiasts of the pit. 
valued ourselves not a little on our knowledge 
of "business" and "readings, °, "our power of 
striking a just balance between tradition and 
originality. But, frankly, one's ShakespeaSr- 
ology grows rusty from sheer disuse .... 

One of the aims of a National Theatre would be to make possible a 

revival of the old art of Shakespearian acting by the re-education, 

not of the whole public, but of "a special public large enough to 

"g7 support a special school of acting. 

Archer devotes even less of his criticism to the other as- 

pects of production. With regard to stage scenery his principle is 

what one might expect: . 
The fundamental axiom, I take it, is that 
scenery should as nearly as possible express 

85. "Shakespeare and the Public" in About the Theatre, p. 252. 

86. "The Criticism of Acting, " The New Review, 12 (1895), 660. 

87. "Shakespeare and the Public" in About the Theatre, p. 255. 
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tothe'eye'the locality which 'was present to 
the author's imagination, without distracting 
the attention of the audience from the action' 
of the play, either by too great ingenuity and 88 luxury or by-ludicrous and grotesque inadequacy. 

He is unsympathetic to the experiments of William Poel's Eliza- 

bethan Stage Society in the restoration of the Shakespearian stage 

for reasons that are later taken up by'Craig, Yeats, and Barker. 

Like Barker, as we'sha11 see, he"recognizes that to present the 

plays in-an archaic convention would alienate the modern audience: 

The true end to be aimed at is'to make 
Shakespeare, and some dozen or fifteen plays 
of his contemporaries, really live for the 
modern playgoer; and this end can never be 

'attained by a form of representation which 
appeals only to the dilettante and the en- 
thusiast. 89 ' 

Like Yeats (in his early thinking, at least), he feels'that'no ' 

scenery is even more distracting than bad scenery or too much of it; 

"The poorest pictorial indication of a scene helps the imagination 

more, or disturbs it less, than none'at'ail. "90 And like Craig, he 

insists that-the Elizabethan stage does'not represent'the world of- 

Shakespeare's imagination; he suggests that - '' 

ShakespeexI s imagination was vividly pictorial; '"' 
that he saw his characters moving in a concrete 
world of form and colour, of light and shade, 
of wind and various weather. Unquestionably, 
if scenery Is to "express to the eye the locality 
which was present to the author's imagination, " 
the greatest artists will find their work cut 
out fo5lthem in the mounting of this author's 
plays. 

88. "Art in the Theatre;, The Limitations of Scenery, " The Magazine 
of Art (1896), p. 432. 

89. The Theatrical "World" of 1895, p. 221. 

90. "Art in the Theatre, " The Magazine of Art (1896), p. 434. 

91. Ibid., p. 434. 
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There is a curious, alliance-here between two men whose dramatic 

theories might seem to be at opposite poles. Some of Archer's 

statements regarding scenery seem almost prophetic of Craig: 

Can any one read Pelleas et Malisande without 
longing for the ocular realisation of the ex- 
quisite-series of pictures it contains? Of 
course, the methods of the Lyceum and the 
Theatre-Franqais are quite inapplicable. One 
would have practically to invent new m thods 
of scene-painting and stage-lighting. 9 

He refers several times with approval to Professor Herkomer, whose 

scenic experiments influenced Craig. On the whole he was favourably 

impressed by Craig's work on The Vikings and Much Ado About Nothing, 

the only productions by the latter he seems to have seen, although 

he expresses some regret that "the artistic zeal of this ardent 

young reformer of stage mechanics has not been tempered by asense 

of congruity. "93 It is on the question of "congruity" that the 

ideas of Archer and Craig sharply diverge; Archer could never have 

approved of Craig's insistence on the need for the producer to im- 

pose his interpretation of the spirit of the play on the production 

as a whole, so that the audience experiences the play only through 

the mind of the producer. Such an obtrusive role for the producer 

conflicts with Archer's basic premise that the content of the play 

is the centre of value in the theatre. Archer's final comment re- 

Barding stage scenery comes in The Old Drama and the New; 

The growth of modern drama has been accompanied 
and. conditioned by an ever-increasing harmony 
between the action and its background, its 
scenery. Now that, the evolution has been 
completed, and interior scenes, at any rate, 
can be, as it were, bodily transferred from 

92. The Theatrical "World" of 1895, p. 116. 

93. Review of The Vikings, The World, 21 April 1903, p. 664. See 
also the review of Much Ado About Nothing, The World, 26 May 
1903, pp. 876-77. 
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real, lifewto'the"stage, 'thereý, is a`natural 
reaction against realism, and we are offered 
all sorts of futurist, and cubist, and symbolist 
settings. The movement is a very interesting 
one:, -. purely imaginative settings°'are entirely 
desirable for purely imaginative plays. But 
plays of sober imitation demand sober imitation 
in their environment; and the great plays of 
the past half-century have been, with few ex- 
ceptions, plays of sober imitation on the sur-- 
face. ` When Eleonora Duse engaged Gordon Craig 
to design scenery for Ibsen's Rosmersholm, it 
was like engaging William Blake to illustrate 
Tristram Shandy. y4+ 

Here the value of Craig's "imaginative" approach is not denied, but 

it is relegated to a place of secondary importance beside the "sober 

imitation" that Archer believes to characterize drama at the highest 

stage of its development. 

Two other matters that concerned Archer regarding the per- 

formance of plays were the abolition of the censorship and the 

founding of the National Theatre. Both of these reforms were 

necessitated by the conditions of the new post-Bancroftian theatre. 

Archer suggests that the censorship was of relatively little import 

in the old theatre, because the plays of this theatre did not depend 

so exclusively on the true portrayal and criticism of life, as they 

do, or ought to do, in the modern theatre. 95 The censorship 

suddenly became a matter of controversy in the late nineteenth 

century because of the new vulnerability of the modern audience. 

The censor's job became that of maintaining the superficial present- 

ation of middle-class life that was the essential attraction of the 

Bancroft theatre; the-censor insisted that the middle-class be pre- 

94. The Old Drama and the New, pp. 17-18. 

95. "The'Censorship of ̀ the Stage" in About the Theatre, pp., >116-17. 
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sented'with'its own public self-image and not with its guilty 

secrets: 

z The public mind, his room for strange contra- 
dictions. On the one hand, it hankers after 
coarse, frivolity, hovering ever on the verge 
of the indecent, and none the less acceptable 
if it take an occasional flight over the fron- 
tier; on the other hand, it is prudish, squeam- 
ish, disinclined to judge actions to which con- 
ventional standards do not apply, and afraid to 
have the veil torn from the plague-spots of 
society. The prurient craving is openly pandered 
to with small check from the censorship, fwhich 
utterly crushes any9°ttempt to overcome the 

11 cowardly shrinking. 

For Archer the drama must overcome this "cowardly shrinking" at the 

truth; it must make the audience see what it does not want to see, 

and so play its part in the advance of education and the destruction 

of superstition that is the goal of civilization. 

Similarly, the National Theatre was a solution to the prob- 

lems created by the commercial domination of the new theatre. The 

idea of an endowed theatre that would not need to cater to the mass 

audience was present even in The Fashionable Tragedian, 97 
and it 

continued to be a central one in Archer's programme. Originally, as 

Archer himself notes, 
98 he conceived of such a theatre primarily as 

a means of keeping classic English and foreign drama constantly be- 

fore the public; its purpose was to take the place of the old patent 

theatres in this respect, and to maintain high standards and a strong 

acting tradition by creating a permanent company, avoiding long-runs, 

96. Ibid., pp. 164-65. 

97. The Fashionable Tragedian, p. 24. 

98. "On the Need for an Endowed Theatro ' introduction to The 
Theatrical "World" of 1896 (London, 1897), pp. xii-xiv. See 
also, "A Plea for an Endowed Theatre, " The Fortnightly Review, 
45 (1889), 610-26.. 
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and- educating-an audience. `. -But-with-the !! renascence! '--of-English- 

drama. at'the beginning of, the eighteen-nineties' Archer'sý-primary 

concern changed. He notes in 1896 that 

the drama of-the. past has waited, so"long-for 
such an institution that it could afford to 
wait a--little-longer; it is-the-drama of. the 
future which instantly and imperatively demands 99, 

': release from the'thraldom of existing conditions. 

An endowed theatre was now even more imperatively needed because 

-"M the modern English drama has outgrown the great 
public, and must, on pain of dwindling away for 
lack of sustenance, find a-medium through which 
it can appeal to a lesser, but still very con- 
siderable, public, whi is ready and eager to 
respond to the appeal. 

ý"0 

Elsewhere he says: 

What we want is a method of stage-publication 
which shall reduce by at least one-half the 
minimum number of purchasers (so to speak) re- 
quired to make a play an honourable success, 
and shall afford the chance of an intermediate 
fortune between utter failure and instant and 
overwhelming vogue 101 

The National Theatre is thus for Archer primarily a device to 

counteract the inherent unpopularity of the educative drama he be- 

lieves in; the mass audience will inevitably prefer drama that con- 

firms its prejudices to drama that challenges them, and so, in 

order to encourage authors to persevere with the latter, there' must 

be an alternative kind of success open to them. The National 

Theatre would ensure prestige, ' continuous'productionover a number 

of years, and reasonable financial return to the dramatist who 

strives for literary rather'than commercial success. Again this 

99. The Theatrical "World" of 1896, pp. xii-xiv. 

100. Ibid., p. xii. 

101. The Theatrical "World" of 1895, p.. 390. 
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primary concern with the play-is characteristic-of. -Archer, and it 

distinguishes his `- approach. to the National-Theatre''somewhat from 

that of'Barker, with whom he"collaborated, on. the"National Theatre 

"blue book"=published in 1907.102 For'. Barker; 'as-we shall see, the 

implications of. this- theatre were far'greater; indeed, , his whole 

conception of the-theatre-as a means of creating assense'of commun- 

ity among-men depended'on the-establishment ofýa repertory theatre 

with a stable'company and-a stable audience, and Barker was finally 

convinced that-valuable-creative work in thetheatre was impossible 

without it. ry .,! 

4. The 01d Drama and the New 

The First World War marked the downfall of Victorian liber- 

alism, and Archer, who was very much a part of that tradition, suf- 

fered accordingly. He continued'to affirm his faith in progress, 

but there is no doubt that it was severely shaken by the return to 

"barbarism" that. he. saw in many areas of life. The. changes in moral 

standards undoubtedly deeply distressed hire; the new daring and 

frivolity of the post-war stage even caused him to revise his stand 

on the censorship, whose ardent opponent he had been for so long. 103 

But the greatest blow to him was; probably the eclipse of, the repu- 

tations. 
-of 

those,, playwrights who for Archer represented the vanguard 

of theatrical progress: Pinero, Jones, Galsworthy,, and Barker. The 

post-war literary climate. was inimical to,. the mechanical 
, structure, 

prosaic language, and the narrow and often, hypocritical morality 

that characterized many of the plays Archer admired. One sign of 

102. William Archer and Harley Granville Barker, A National 
-. Theatre: Scheme and Estimates (London, 1907). 

103. See Charles Archer, William Archer, p. 312. 
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this change in taste was-the new interest in-the drama of the'seven- 

teenth century; the-Phoenix Society, founded, in 1919, presented'many 

plays ofthis period during the early nineteen-twenties; -andsNigel 

Playfair was highly successful-with several' Restoration. comedies at 

the Lyric, Hammersmith. To Archer-this revival was a retrograde 

step,, -as he attempted"to"demonstrate in-his'last critical and theo- 

retical book, The Old Drama'and the New, published in 1923. --- 

'---In this book Archer attempts to-prove the value of modern 

realistic'drama by portraying-it as-the product of an evolutionary 

process, a gradual progress from a lower to a higher form. - He 

finds two elements in drama, -"passion, " or the expression of emotion, 

and "imitation, " or, the-portrayal of-reality. Drama evolved out of 

primitive'rites that were more or less pure passion. Gradually ele- 

ments of imitation were added, and as drama developed these elements 

came increasingly to dominate: 

Imitation was always, ýso to-speak, -the indis- 
pensable substratum of drama; but it was every- 

<.. where overlaid in early ages by what I have 
called passion, expressing itself in rhythmic 

-movement and lyrical utterance. Slowly, very 
slowly, has imitation come into its own, and 
the stage learnt to hold a plain, unexagger- 
ating, undistorting mirror up to nature. 104 

The modern drama represents the culmination of this process; it is 

a "logical and consistent art-form, capable of expressing, by means 

of pure imitation, not only the social but the spiritual life of the 

modern world. "105 Archer's meliorism leads him to assume that, hav- 

ing demonstrated the existence of an evolutionary process, he has 

104. The Old Drama and the New, p. 16. 

105. Ibid., p. 25. 
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proved-the, "value: of'its product, since the great movement-of human 

history is one of-progress. He does-not attempt'to show theoretic- 

ally that-"imitation" is inherently more valuable than "passion, " 

although this. assumption is certainly evident in the examination-of 

the history of English drama that comprises the bulkýof the book. 

In fact, as we have seen, Archer assumes a higher value for "imi- 

tation". precisely on account of what he believes to be its greater 

contribution to human progress; it is educative in a way that 

"passion" is not. It is to imitative art that we look for the new 

truths and new criticism'of life that constitute for'Archer the 

prime values of all-literature. 

As one might expect, the least satisfactory parts of the 

book are those in which Archer tries,, to demonstrate the "primitive" 

nature of the earlier drama; here-the limitations of Archer's ` 

critical assumptions are evident. The criteria he uses are pre- 

cisely those, byýwhich he'judged the plays of his contemporaries in 

Enszlish Dramatists of-To-Day: truth, morality, and construction. 

His aim is to show that if we disregard the poetic-or stylistic 

qualities of English drama before 1860 (with the exception of 

Shakespeare), we find that it has little valuable to teach us about 

society or human psychology, little humane criticism of life, and 

little command of our interest through the story-telling mechanisms 

of the stage. 

As in Enjzlish Dramatists of To-Day, Archer looks for truth 

on every level, even the pettiest. He retells the plot of The 

Duchess of Malfi with the same satirical emphasis on its absurdities 

that he used in describing The O'Dowd or Society. 106 But in the 

106. ' The Old Drama and the New, pp. 52-62. 
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case of the old play he has far more examples of inconsistency and 

impossibility to emphasize. He condemns the entirety of Restor- 

ation comedy for failing to represent its age accurately; in fact, 

he says, "it grossly and abominably libelled it. "107 He points out 

the falsification of life represented by the old convention of dis- 

guise. 
108 He finds innumerable examples of what he considers to be 

false psychology; for example, he says "The Maid's Traeedy and 

Philaster are full of psychological obscurities, inconsistencies and 

improbabilities, which a dramatist of today would place before his 

public only at his utmost peril. " 109 He can see little psychologi- 

cal truth in Beatrice's relationship with De Flores in The Chanae- 

ling or in any of the characters in The Duchess of Ma1fi. 110 As in 

English Dramatists of To-Day, he devotes a considerable amount of 

criticism to truth of dialogue. He points out how the Elizabethan 

conventions of rhetoric, blank verse, soliloquy, and aside, and the 

Restoration convention of "wit" do not accurately reflect human 

speech. 
ill As for ideas, he says: 

Which of the lesser Elizabethans, or what three 
of them, shall we measure against Mr. Shaw in 
point of intellectual stature? The question is 
a sheer absurdity. Some of them-not all-are 
his superiors in one thing, and in that only: 
in. the gift of writing, verbal"poetry. 112 

107. Ibid., p. 176. 

108. Ibid., Pp. 42-46. 

109. Ibid., p. 76. 

110. Ibid., pp. 97-100 and pp. 52-62. 

111. Ibid., pp. 47-49; pp. 39-42; and pp. 179-88. 

112. Ibid., p. 127. 

K" 
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In short, judging the old dramatists by the criterion of truth, 

Archer finds them very wanting indeed. 

He is equally censorious of the old drama from the point of 

morality. He particularly objects to the horrors of'Jacobean tragedy 

and the indecency'of Restoration comedy. Of the latter'he says, 

"its criticism of life. whether explicit or implied in action. is 

stupid. nauseous and abominable beyond anything else that can be-, "- 

found in the world's dramatic literature. ""113- Of the-former he says, 

for example: . 
I will only ask whether'such monstrous melo- 
drama . as The Revenper's Traeedy, with its 

'hideous sexuality and its raging lust'for 
blood, can be said to belong to civilized 
literature at all? I say it is a product 
either of sheer barbarism, or of some piti- 
able psychopathic perversion. 134 

In addition, he points to many examples of'moral'insensitivity in 

the old plays: he finds, for example, no true morality in Euphrasia's 

refusal to break her vow (in Philaster), or in Colantha's reception- 

of the news of the calamities in The Broken Heart, only mechanical 

stage-trickery. 
115 

Archer also condemns the early drama on the basis of his 

third criterion, construction. He cites many examples of what he 

considers to be poor plot development. He refers to the "ramshackle 

looseness of structure" in The Duchess of Malfi; Chapman's The Re- 

venge of Buss y d'Ambois is "a model of impotence in construction. ""116 

113. I bid., p. 173. 

114. Ibid., p. 74. 

115. Ibid., p. 68 and pp. 64-65. 

116. Ibid., p. 62 and p. 88. 
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Of Every Man in His Humour he*says: Iý 1 7ý- 

4- I defy anyone to relate comprehensibly or-to 
make credible the wholly uninspired and un- 
ingenious comings and goings and to-ings and 
fro-ings of which the story consists. The 
machinations of Brainworm supply its motive 
force; and, except as vehicles for viruosity 
in acting, they are devoid of interest or 
plausibility. A worse-constructed play could 

~not easily be-discovered, outside of Jonson's 
works. 117 

He demonstrates Otway's "extraordinary lack of constructive common- 

in Venice Preserved, and "the clumsy over-elaboration of sense" 
llg 

plot" in The Way of the World. Archer insists that his criti- 

cisms are not based on any particular system of dramatic construction 

but on the fundamental principles of dramatic technique: 

Rightly understood, -technique means simply the 
handling of dramatic material in such a way as 
to seize and hold the attention of an audience 
and to give it-a high degree of that pleasure 
which the theatre is specially fitted to impart. 
A good technician is one who thoroughly under- 
stands the psychology of his audience; and 
though audiences obviously differ from age to 
age and from place to place, there are certain 
basic principles which are universally valid. 119 

He is not condemning these plays for not being "well-made" but for 

failing in the basic elements of story-telling. 

One obvious weakness in Archer's presentation of his case 

lies in his omission of detailed discussion of Shakespeare, on the 

basis that "Consummate genius can express itself in any form, and 

can ennoble any form. "120 As T. S. Eliot points out, "Mr. Archer 

facilitates his own task of destruction, and avoids offending popu- 

117. Ibid., p. 81. 

118. Ibid., p. 162 and--p. 196. 

119. Ibid., ýpp. 193-94. ` 

120. Ibid., P" 35. 
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lar opinion; by making an exception-of Shakespeare .,. . . "; 
121 

as 

one"of-the-participantsýin, his-"Dialogue'on Dramatic Poetry" says, 

"William Archer, is only wrong in having attacked the minor figures 

of Elizabethan drama and-not having understood that he was obliged 

to-attack Shakespeare°as well. "122 In fact, elsewhere Archer is 

willing to insist that, whatever Shakespeare's genius, the value of 

what-he is telling us cannot: compare with that of what is contained 

in-a good modern'play: ,, - 
It is quite true that Shakespeare had moments, 
many moments, of miraculous clairvoyance; but 
his discoveries have entered into the common 
stock, and men and women without a tithe of 
his genius are now able to look more-deeply-and, -- 
minutely than he did into the inmost fibres of 

-human nature. -Psychology, in a"word; isýa 
science which progresses by cumulative experi- 
ence and observation; and as the art of fiction 
is correlative to the science of psychology, it 
follows that the one'tends tQ -advance at an 
equal pace with the other. 123 

As we have seen, Archer insisted that Shakespeare be played for his 

$'passion" rather than his "imitation"; he preferred the actors of 

the old school who brought out the rhetorical values of the verse 

to those like Irving who sought to bring out the "psychology" of 

the characters. It would have been more consistent had he included 

Shakespeare in his condemnation, on the basis of what he clearly 

regards as the comparatively primitive nature of Shakespeare's 

"imitation. " 

Even allowing Shakespeare as an exception, however, few 

121. Eliot, "Four Elizabethan Dramatists: A Preface to an Un-'" 
written Book" in Selected Essays. (London, 1951),, P. 111. 

122. Eliot, "A Dialogue on Dramatic Poetry, " ibid., p. 51. 

123. The Theatrical "World" of 1894, p. 68. 
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would accept the-sweeping condemnation offthe other early dramatists, 

even by the criteria-Archer uses. 'Occasionally, Archer does perhaps 

succeed. in debunking the excesses of literary adulation of a Lamb or 

a Swinburne; some weaknesses of"structure, moments. of'strained " 

theatricality, and moral and , psychological sensationalism,, were per- 

haps glossed over by critics anxious-to restore lost reputations. 

But Archer's criticism generally manifests an unwillingness to . 

recognize"other forms of dramatic construction, than those-of Scribe 

and his' successors, other moral viewpoints than those of; Victorian., "-- 

liberalism, 'and other views of human character than, those of the 

convinced, meliorist; and'it was precisely the alternatives these old 

plays provided to the narrow progressive. viewpoint that brought 

them new recognition after the First World War. 

Archer-was in many ways the-type of the-Victorian liberal-so 

often portrayed by Shaw in characters like Morell, Broadbent, and 

Roebuck Ramsden. In these characters an unshakable belief in-the 

"advanced'! fnature of their own-ideas-leads-to a refusal to recognize 

the-new ideas of the next'generation. : Archer throughout his criti- 

cism shows a tendency to assume that, -after the relative barbarity: -" 

of-previous periods, ýin his ownbtime standards of truth'and goodness 

have been established to which henceforth all sensible, decent'men- 

will assent. His scoldings of-Shaw are generally based on the 

premise that the latter is perversely and childishly ridiculing 

standards that are obviously beyond reproach. -' Thus Archer cannot 

take seriously Shaw's portrayal of Blanche in Widowers' Houses be- 

cause it conflicts with gis particular ideal of womanhood; 
124 

on the 

124. The Old Drama and-, the-New, P. 344-46. 
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other hand, he considers Paula Tanqueray to'be'essentially true, 

whereas Shaw sees her as "a work of prejudiced observation 'instead 

of comprehension. "125 He created characters like Blanche precisely 

to expose the falsity of the conventional stage portrayal of women. 

Similarly, Archer refers to the "wholly irrelevant and inessential 

loathsomeness" of some of the details of Mrs. Warren's Profession, 126 

whereas for Shaw it is precisely the avoidance of these details and 

consequent glamorization of the prostitute that is repugnant in the 

plays of the Pinero school. Finally, Archer assumes that the failure 

of plays like The Madras House or Getting Married to conform to the 

rules of the well-made play is the result of perversity or lack of 

skill, whereas these plays were clearly written at least partially 

in deliberate opposition to these rules, which had come to seem 

merely mechanical and "stagy" and so had lost most of their dramatic 

effectiveness. 

In addition,. Archer's central assumption of progress now ..., 

seemed most out of date to many of the post-war generation. The 

mood of this generation is suggested by poems like The Waste Land 

and "The Hollow Men, " with their portrayal of modern sterility. Un- 

fortunately, Eliot never wrote the reply he planned to The Old Drama 

and the New in which he would show "by an examination of the Eliza- 

bethan philosophy, the Elizabethan dramatic form, and the variations 

in the rhythms of Elizabethan blank verse, " why 

Mr. Archer, who is the opponent of the Eliza- 
bethans, should also be unconsciously their 

125. George Bernard Shaw, Our Theatres in the Nineties (London, 
1932) I, b7. 

126. The Old Drama and the New, p. 346. 
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last-champion; and why he'should be'a believer 
in progress, in the growth of humanitarian 

periority and-efficiency feeling, rand in the 
l of the present age. 

We can imagine the contents, however, Eliot feels that Archer's 

criticism of Elizabethan drama has elements of truth, because this 

drama clearly was striving for some degree of realism, and this 

attempt subverted the older conventional elements that the play- 

wrights 
hF 

also wished to maintain. But whereas Archer sees the 

"imitative" elements as signs of progress in the Elizabethans, 

Eliot sees them as the first signs of a degeneration in literature 

that has continued to the present: "The Elizabethans are in fact 

a part of the movement of progress or deterioration which has cul- 

minated in Sir Arthur Pinero and in the present regiment of Europe. "128 

The separation of "passionate" and "imitative" elements which Archer 

portrays in fact mirrors Eliot's own analysis of the "dissociation 

of sensibility" that he sees beginning in the seventeenth century. 
129 

Eliot's unwritten book would thus have turned Archer's own arguments 

against him by a denial of Archer's basic premise that the develop- 

went of human civilization has been one of progress. 

And implicit in this denial of progress is a rejection of 

what Archer considered to be one of the means of this progress, the 

educational function of literature. The growth of informational 

content in drama is seen by Eliot as a decline, and the influence 

of this information on the people is seen as harmful. We will see 

this attitude developed later in the work of Yeats and Craig. Yeats, 

127. Eliot, "Four Elizabethan Dramatists" in Selected Essays, 'p. 117. 

128. Ibid., pp. -116-17. ' 

129. See Eliot, "The Metaphysical Poets, " ibid., p. 288. 
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as we, shall see, makes a separation between "character" and. "passion" 

in: drama similar to'Archer's "imitation" and "passion"; but-for. the- 

former "passion" is the valuable element, for it takes us. beyond 

ourselves and brings us into touch. with a divine reality, whereas 

the informational side of literature-merely encourages the overde- 

velopment of the intellect that prevents us from seeing this, 
-reality, 

an overdevelopment which is the curse of modern man.. If Archer's 

ideas seemed out of date in the nineteen-twenties, it was-in part 

because his basic assumptions about. the value of reason, of edu- 

cation, and of science had come to-be-suspect. 

However, as noted in the introduction to this dissertation, 

there is no self-evident reason for accepting either Yeats's (and 

Eliots) religious or Archer's humanist assumptions. Nor does the 

narrowness with which Archer applies his criteria in his criticism 

necessarily cast doubt on the validity of those criteria, or on the 

"informational" approach to the theatre; to some extent, as has 

been shown, Archer simply failed to accept certain kinds of inform- 

ation that fell outside his narrow frame of reference. But Shaw, 

as we shall see, points to a possible major inconsistency in Archer's 

fundamental theory, in the emphasis the latter puts on "construction)' 

on the artificial ordering and filling-out of the play in order to 

maintain the audience's interest. Archer seems to assume that this 

can be done without distorting the real values of the play, but Shaw, 

as we shall see, denies that this is possible. Shaw argues that by 

constructing the play according to some special "stage logic" you 

must falsify the life it portrays. Certainly, the reason the plays 

Archer praises in The Old Drama and the New fail to arouse modern 

interest is not their "realism" but the sham of their realism; it 
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is the artificiality of the plot, the staginess of the climaxes, the 

creaking of the mechanism, that destroys our belief in the characters 

and their situations. Of course, Archer's criteria of construction 

are too narrow; he was wrong to take the mechanics of the well-made 

play for the eternal laws of the drama. But does not any "con- 

struction, " any artificial ordering even by the most elementary rules 

of effective story-telling, -conflict to some degree with the "in- 

formational" view of drama? We shall see this question debated 

further in the work of Shaw and Barker, and it will be taken up 

again in the conclusion to the dissertation. 



l 
CHAPTER IV, 

SHAW'S PARADOXICAL THEATRE 

1. Introduction 

Shaw says of his early-journalistic career: 

All I had to do was to open my normal eyes, 
and with my utmost literary skill put the 
case exactly as it struck me, or describe 
the thing exactly as I saw it, to be ap- 
plauded as the most humorously extravagant 
paradoxer in London. 1 

In a way, I think, this statement is truer than Shaw realized, but 

the paradox lay in Shaw's vision, not in the reality he saw. "Para- 

dox" suggests both the contradiction of a received idea and the 

apparent contradiction of oneself, and both these elements are 

characteristic of Shaw's thought. The two meanings are closely re- 

lated; as he says, "It is an instinct with me personally to attack 

every idea which has been'full grown for ten years .. 112 and 

it is not surprising that this instinct should apply to his own 

ideas as well. The paradoxer is conventionally portrayed as one who 
" 

believes in nothing, a cynic who ridicules all positive ideas; this 

cynicism is certainly characteristic of that other notable nineteenth 

century paradoxer, W. S. Gilbert, behind whose continual mechanical 

undercutting of every sentiment or idea his characters express lurks 

something like nihilism. But Shaw detests cynicism; it might be 

said that he is a paradoxer of the opposite sort: one who believes 

1, "Mainly About "Myself, " preface to P1 s Unpleasant in Plays 
Pleasant and Unpleasant (London, 1931). I, vii. 

2. Our Theatres in the Nineties (London, 1932), II0 18. 

117. 
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in everything. Just as he sees what is wrong with every idea, he sees 

what, is right with its opposite. Eric, Bentley makes this positive 

paradoxicality; one of,. the'chief points of his bookýon Shaw: ,. 
Shaw has tried, to balance individualism and 
collectivism, freedom and authority, diversity 
and unity, not in the interests of mechanical 
symmetry, ostentatious broadmindedness,: or 
naive eclecticism, but in an intelligent effort 
to lay hold of that which is good in each 
philosophy of life. 3 I, 

His position, Bentley says, is "not Either/Or but Both/And. "4 What 

Bentley does not see, I feel, is the extent-to which these opposing 

ideas contradict each other. Commonsense would lead us to suspect 

that it is impossible to espouse ideas associated with totally dif- 

ferent philosophies of life and approaches to reality without falling 

into self-contradiction. The paradoxical method will tend to dis- 

guise such self-contradiction; Shaw tends to present his ideas in 

opposition to other ideas rather than in relation to each other, as 

part of a coherent system in which contradictions would be apparent. 

He also posits a particular fact about human nature which disguises 

his shifts of position, as we shall see. Nevertheless, it is still 

possible to discern in his thought a subtle but profound self-con- 

tradiction that has far-reaching consequences, especially upon his 

views on the nature of art in general, and of the theatre in par- 

ticular. 

As we have seen, the other men discussed in this dissertation 

fall into two quite clearly defined camps with regard to the basic 

questions of life; I have called the attitudes displayed by these 

3. Eric`Bentley, Bernard Shaw (London, 1950), pp. 19-20. 

4. Ibid., p. 82. 
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the 'humanist' and, the 'religious. ' They might also be -labelled "°. 

"protestant" and "catholic, " if it is accepted that these terms are 

used in-the loosest-possible sense to define temperamental differ- 

ences between men, -as'Shaw uses them in the following passage: 

The Protestant is theoretically an anarchist 
as far as anarchism is practicable in human 
society: that is, he is an individualist, a 
freethinker, a self-helper, a Whig, a Liberal, 
a mistruster and vilifier of the State, a rebel. 
The Catholic is theoretically a Collectivist, a 
self-abnegator, a Tory, a Conservative, a sup- 
porter of Church and State one and undivisible, 
an obeyer. This would be a statement of fact 
as well as of theory if men were Protestants 
and Catholics by temperament and adult choice 
instead of by family tradition. 5 

One basis for these opposing beliefs or attitudes lies, as we have 

seen, in a fundamental faith or lack of faith in the power of human 

reason and of the ability of man to will the good. The protestant 

affirms the sound nature of human reason and will; man can better 

himself through his own efforts, by discerning the good with his 

reason and applying it with his will. The temperamental catholic 

mistrusts reason and the will; original sin blinds man to the good, 

and only through grace can his will be made uncorrupt. Associated 

with these two basic positions are different attitudes to God and 

spiritual reality. The protestant's religion is man-centred; what 

he wills or thinks is good is what God wills and thinks. He may be- 

lieve that he himself partakes of the nature of God, that God is 

something quite apart from his universe, or indeed that there is no 

God; all these beliefs are consistent with "protestantism" in the 

sense I am using it. The catholic, on the other hand, thinks of 

5. "Preface for Politicians" in John Bu11's Other Island (London 
1909), P. xix., 
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himself as estranged' from. God; what- he"thinks- and wills-takes him 

further away from God, 'and it is only by giving up his will and his 

reason that he can come in- contact, with spiritual* reality. Where 

the protestant'is active; he-is passive. - Where-the protestant acts 

on-his own authority, ' the' catholic demands-some external authority 

to sanction his actions. ` Thus he tends to favour a Church, a mon- 

arch, an aristocracy; and tradition'as a means of determining human 

actions, while-the protestant"rebels against all, of these. These- 

are the Benthamite and Colridgian tendencies! as defined by-J. -S. 

Mill. 5. _,. 01 ,..,. n 11 . 

" William Archer: in°this scheme is clearly, a'"protestant"; as 

we have`seen, the'has almost unlimited belief-in the'power'of human- 

ity'to right itself, to solve its own problems; to progress. Barker, 

too, albeit in'a less optimistic key, espouses a fundamentally man- 

centred philosophy-in which civilization progresses by its own ef- 

forts. Both have tremendous belief in the power of education to 

improve human society, and the theatres they project are primarily 

instruments of this power. Art-for them-is ultimately a-branch of 

adult education., -, Yeats and Craig, on the other hand; are clearly 

catholics. They have"no faith in progress or reform; they strongly 

mistrust human reason, and look for other sources of authority in 

traditional institutions. - Though neither are Christians they both 

admire the Church of the Middle 'Ages. -Both admire"aristocracies"and 

monarchies, and are tempted even by Fascism. Both insist that the 

business of art is not to educate, but'rather, ýperhaps, 'to "de-edu- 

cate. " The artist must teach his-audience to-relax-its-will and 

its brain, to stop striving for knowledge or change, -so that it may 

be open to spiritual perception. - 



121. 

The'remarkable'thing"about Shaw. is, that he cannot, be put into 

either of-these categories. ,, One side. of Shaw is clearly protestant. 

As Shaw the-reformer he examines, traditional, institutions in-`the 

light of reason, and, finding". them wanting, advocates their recon- 

struction. Shaw's criticism of the economic- system of his time, of 

marriage, of the role of women in English society, of imprisonment 

and the judicial system, of modern diet and modern dress, are all 

essentially protestant. He likes to base his arguments not on moral 

criteria but on those of mere efficiency; "the capitalist system is 

an inefficient means of distributing wealth;. modern marriage is an- 

inefficient means of bringing up children. His solution,, isto re- 

place the irrational institutions with rational ones, such as a: ® 

socialist system or a vegetarian diet. -- These reforms show a confi- 

dence in. the ability of man to achieve the-good by his own reason 

and will that would appal a temperamental. catholic, and indeed did 

appal both'ieats and-Craig. 

C, On the other hand, there is Shaw the religious thinker; this 

is the side. -of Shaw that-mistrusts-precisely this rational, -reforming 

mind, and puts its:. faith in something. called instinct or'the-Life 

Force. To this side belong Shaw's bitter attacks on'science,.. on, 

medicine.,. on education, and on neo-Darwinism. It'may be argued that 

Shaw is'here not attacking reason itself, but merely the lack of it 

in those that profess to make use of it, not true science but the 

superstitions of science. But the catholic view is itself, clearly 

not, so_much'an attack on reason itself as the expression of a dis- 

belief in the ability of men to use it to solve. their problems, a 

disbelief that would be confirmed by Shaw's demonstrations of the 

inhumanity of vivisection and the folly of doctors. It is this side 

It 
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of Shaw that owes a debt to Blake, Carlyle, Ruskin, Morris, and- 

other nineteenth-century "catholics" asýopposed to "protestants"- 

like Bentham, Mill, Darwin, Marx, and Huxley. It is this side of 

Shaw that can say of education: 

If you once allow yourself, to regard a child as 
so much material for you to manufacture into any 
shape that happens to suit your fancy you are de- 
feating the experiment of the Life Force. You 
are assuming that the child does not know its 
own business, and that you do. In this you are 
sure to be wron : the child feels the drive of 
the Life Force (often called ! hg Will of God); 
and you cannot feel it for him. 

It is this side that can attack socialism and reformism so resound- 

ingly in "The Revolutionist's Handbook" and demonstrate, that the- 

only hope for mankind lies in a fundamental change in human nature, 

signified by the appearance of the Superman. 

Many of Shaw's plays derive their peculiar power from-, the 

presence of these two opposing viewpoints, both of"which are pre- 

sented with almost equal passion. The protestant side is represented 

by such figures as Bluntschli, Larry Doyle, Tanner and'Higgins; -they 

spend a considerable_rportion of their time in their plays making 

criticisms-of the existing order of things. along rational, reformist 

lines. But they are almost always shown discomfitted by the opposite 

viewpoint. Larry Doyle's scathingly realistic criticism of Ireland 

is finally confronted in the last scene by Keegan's mysticism: "For 

four wicked centuries the world has dreamed this foolish dream of 

efficiency; and the end is not yet. But the end will come. 1t7 All 

6. "Parents and Children, " preface to 

p. xiv. 

in Misalliance, 
Play (London, 

7. John Bull's Other Island, p. 113. 
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Tanner's reasonableness cannot-allow him to-escape from the irrational 

magnetism of Ann. Bluntschli's criticisms of romanticism are finally 

undercut by the revelation of his own "incurably romantic disposi- 

tion. " But these apparent triumphs of an unprotestant point of 

view do not in our minds destroy the soundness of the earlier pro- 

testant criticisms. We are left with a confused sense that Shaw is 

on both sides. What Bentley says of Saint Joan is true to a degree 

of many of the plays: "the happy fact about his impartiality is 

that he seems to be, not on neither side (like, say, Galsworthy in 

Strife), but on both sides. 119 

This espousing of contradictory attitudes can be traced to 

the heart of Shaw's thought, his theory of Creative Evolution. In 

essence this idea, as propounded by Lame k. Butler, and Bergson, is 

a catholic one. The Life Force is presented as something acting, 

like the Holy Ghost, from outside man; man must learn to give up 

his own will and intelligence and allow himself to be driven by this 

superior force. ' Shaw's contribution to the theory is his insistence 

that man's will and reason are manifestations of the life force, and 

in using them he is achieving its ends. C. E. M. Joad describes 

Shaw's disagreement with Butler: 

Butler regards the operations of the speculative 
intellect as a pedantic futility, and appears to 
look forward with equanimity to the merging of 
the practical intellect in unconscious instinct. 
There is nothing in his writings to show that he 
does not think man would be better off without 
the intellect altogether, and that its gradual 
supersession may be expected as the next stage in 
human progress towards the goal of evolution. 
For Shaw, on the other hand, the operations of 
the intellect are the goal of evolution. While 

8, Arms and the Man in Plays Pleasant and Unpleasant, II, 68. 

9. Bentley, p. 191. 
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for both-the Force, that animates "the universe 
is a single, unified, unconscious urge, it is, 
in Shaw, an unconscious urge struggling for con-i 
sciousness. 10 

Bergson, according to Julian B. Kaye, was less vehemently anti- 

intellectual than Butler; nevertheless, Bergson felt that "modern 

man is overintellectual; he must develop his instinct by turning 

his gaze inward, just as he has developed his intelligence by the 

conquest of the external, material world. "11 Shaw thus deviates 

from the normal Vitalist position his insistence on the importance 

of mans intellect and conscious will. But is there not. a contra- 

diction in making man the embodiment of a force greater. than him- 

self and at the same time a free individual able to see the good 

and act upon it? Joad, who has subjected Shaw's philosophy to the 

most careful and sympathetic a rutiny, believes'that this problem 

is a central one in Shaw's thought: - 

It is never clear how far, for Shaw, the 
individual is free. Is, he merely a vehicle 
for the canalisation and subsequent develop- 
ment of the Life Force, or can he win some 
measure of freedom from Life's"promptings? 12 

Shaw was deeply opposed to the determinism of the neo-Darwinians, 

and yet he knew that socialism depends on an assumption that human 

character is determined by its circumstances, while "the strongest 

moral bulwark of Capitalism is the belief in the efficacy of indiv- 

idual righteousness. "13 In the preface of Androcles and the Lion 

he refers to the "counter-stupidity to Determinism: the doctrine 

10. C. E. M. Joad, "Shaw's Philosophy" in G. B. S 90: Aspects of 
Bernard Shaw's Life and Work, ed. S. Winsten London, 1946). 

- -- pp. 72-73. - 
11. Julian B. Kaye, Bernard S w'and"the Nineteenth-Century Tradi- 

tion (Norman, Oklahoma, 1958), p. 85. 

12. Joad, p. 75. 

13. "The Infidel Half Century" preface to Back to Methuselah 
(London, 1931), p. ivi. 
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14, 
of Free Will. " 77 This is an excellent example of-Shaw's paradoxical 

argument that leaves, one in doubt as to exactly what his stand on the 

subject is. 

The contradictory nature of Shaw's evolutionary doctrine can 

be illustrated from Don Juan's arguments in the third act of Man and 

Superman. On the one hand, he makes-the clear assertion that man's 

intelligence is the manifestation of the Life Force: 

But to Life,, the force behind-the Man, intellect 
is a necessity, because without it he blunders 
into death. Just as Life, after ages of struggle, 
evolved that wonderful bodily organ the eye, so 
that living organism could see where it was going 
and what was coming to help or threaten it, and 

,.. thus avoid a thousand dangers that formerly slew 
it, so it is evolving today a mind's eye that 
shall see, not the physical world, but the pur- 
pose of Life, and thereby enable the individual 
to work for that purpose instead of thwarting and 
baffling it by setting up shortsighted personal 
aims as at present .... No: I sing, not arms 
and the hero, but the philosophic man: he who 
seeks in contemplation to discover the inner will 
of the world, in invention to discover the means 
of, fulfilling that will, and in action to do that 
will by the so-discovered means. 15 

And yet, very shortly afterwards, he represents man's reason as op- 

posed to the Life Force, as a conventional Vitalist like Butler would: 

Do you not understand that when I stood face to 
face with Woman, every fibre-in"my clear critical,. - 
brain warned me to spare her and save myself. My 
morals said No. My conscience said No. My chivalry 
and pity for her said No. My prudent regard for 
myself said No*-, My ear, practised on a thousand 
songs and, symphonies; my eye,. exercised on a thousand 
paintings; tore her voice, her features, her color 
to shreds. I caught all those tell-tale resemblances 
to her father., and mother by which I knew what she 
would be like in thirty years'-time. I noted the 
gleam of gold from a dead tooth in the laughing 

14. "Preface on the Prospects of Christianity" to Androcles and the 
Lion in Androcles and the Lion. Overruled. Pygmalion (London, 
1916), p. lxxiii. 

15. Man and Superman: A Comedy and a Philosophy (London, 1931), 
pp. 110-11. 
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mouth: I: made curious observations of the strange 
odors of, -the chemistry of the nerves. The visions 
of my romantic reveries, in which I had trod the 
plains of heaven with a deathless, ageless creature 
of coral and ivory, deserted me in that supreme 
hour. - I remembered' them and desperately strove to 
recover their illusion; but they now seemed the 
emptiest of inventions: my judgment was not to be 
corrupted: my brain still said No on every issue. 
And whilst I was in the act of framing my excuse to 
the lady, Life seized me and threw me into her arms 

-as a sailor th; ows a scrap of fish into the mouth 
of a seabird. 10 

This contradiction is treated comically elsewhere in the play. Tamer, 

who represents the genius thrown up by the Life Force to lead men up- 

wards and who must avoid being thwarted in this purpose by marriage 

and domesticity, is shown defeated by a quite different Life Force 

which is instinctive and irrational. Is Shaw's point that man must 

see the ends of the Life Force and will himself to, achieve them, or 

that the Life Force will achieve its ends in spite of his attempts 

to do so? 

The contradiction can be further demonstrated by an examin- 

ation of Shaw's stand on eugenics. His belief that man must foresee 

the ends of life and consciously strive to achieve them would lead 

us to believe that he would be in favour of a scientific approach to 

the breeding of humanity. Certainly statements like the following 

have. led many to this conclusion: 

The modern devices for combining pleasure with 
sterility, now universally known and accessible, 
enable these persons to weed themselves out of 
the race, a process already vigorously at work; 
and the consequent survival of the intelligently 

'fertile means the survival of the partizans of 
the Superman; for what is proposed is nothing but 
the replacement of the old unintelligent, in- 
evitable, almost unconscious fertility by an in- 
telligently controlled, conscious fertility, and 

16. Ibid., p. 114. 
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Or: 

the' elimination of the mere voluptuary from the"'" 
evolutionary process. l7 

Even a joint stock human stud farm (piously dis- 
guised'as a reformed Foundling Hospital or some- 
thing of that sort) might well, under proper in- 
spection and regulation, produce better results lg than our presentreliance on promiscuous marriage. 

At the end of part three of Back to Methuselah, two strangers, the 

Archbishop and Mrs. Lutestring, deliberately decide to produce a 

child in order to perpetuate their longevity, a private act of eu- 

genics that shocks the others present. But Shaw in fact is funda- 

mentally opposed to putting human breeding on a rational basis; he 

refers to 

the futility of breeding men for special qualities 
as we breed cocks for game, greyhounds for speed, 
or sheep for mutton. What is really important in 
Man is the part of him that we do not yet under- 
stand. Of much of it we are not even conscious, 
just as we'are not normally conscious of keeping 
up our circulation by our heart-pump, though if 
we neglect it we die. We are therefore driven to 
the conclusion that when we have carried selection 
as far as we can be rejecting from the list of 
eligible parents all persons who are uninteresting, 
unpromising, or blemished without any set-off, we 
shall still have to trust to the guidance of 
fancy-(alias Voice of Nature), both in the breeders 
and the parents, for that superiority in the un- 
conscious self which will be the true character- 
istic of the Superman. 19 

Here we have the same reply that Ann makes to the rationalistic 

evolutionary theory of Tanner; even the limited eugenics here sug- 

gested by Shaw (or rather by Tanner, since the passage is from "The 

Revolutionist's Handbook") is surely inadmissable once we admit that 

17. -"The Revolutionist's Handbook and Pocket Companion by John 
Tanner, M. I. R. C. (Member of the Idle Rich Class)" in Man and 
Su_, pp. 182-83. 

18. I., p. 20$. 

19 "' Ibid., p. 174. 
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"what is reallyrimportant. in Man is the part-of, him. that we. do not.. 

yet understand. '! Shaw expresses clear opposition to eugenics in-a 

later comment on a book by, Chesterton on the subject:.. 

The use of the word-Eugenicsimplies that the 
breeding of the human race is an art founded on 
an ascertained science. Now when men claim 
scientific authority for their ignorance, and 
police support for their aggressive presumption, 
it is time for Mr Chesterton and all other men of 
sense to withstand them sturdily. ... At the 
very first blow he enlists me on his side by 
coming to my own position and reaffirming it 
trenchantly. "Sexual selection, or what Christians 
call falling in love, " he says, "is a part of man 
which in the large and, in the long run can be 
trusted. "20 

The concept of the "unconscious self" referred to in one of 

the above quotations is really at the heart of the Shavian paradox: 

:. The unconscious self, -: is-, the real- genius., -- 
Your breathing goes wrong the moment your con- 
scious self meddles with it. 

-Except during the-nine months before he 
draws his first breath, no man manages his affairs 
as well as a tree does. 21 

The question is, which self do we trust, the conscious or the uncon- 

scious? Do we act reasonably, consciously assessing the situation 

in the light of a realistic knowledge of the facts? Or do we act 

instinctively, seeking to avoid rational formulations so that a 

force beyond our conscious control may guide us? The first position 

is the protestant one, , the second the catholic; Gordon Craig, an im- 

placable enemy of Shawls, could not but assent to the epigrams quoted 

above, while Archer might ask with Don Juan, "Does a ship sail to its 

destination no better than a log drifts nowhither?. The philosopher 

20. "Chesterton on Eugenics and Shaw on Chesterton" in Pen Portraits 
and Reviews (London, 1932), pp. 96-97. 

21. "The Revolutionist's Handbook" in Man and Superman, pp. 220-21 
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is Nature's pilot; "22 Shaw himself eludes categorization by subtly 

confusing the two selves. The whole effect of Back to Methuselah 

is based on this confusion. Adam and Eve are shown consciously 

making decisions that we would normally consider unconscious, such 

as when to die or give birth; Franklyn Barnabas describes their 

decision in terms that clearly imply rational choice: 

Adam and Eve were hung up between two frightful 
possibilities. One was the extinction of mankind 
by their accidental death. The other was the 
prospect of living for ever. They could bear 
neither. They decided that they would just take 
a short turn of a thousand years', and meanwhile 
hand on their work to a new pair. Consequently, 

= they had to invent natural birth and natural 
death, which are, after all, only modes of per- 
petuating life without putting on any single23 
creature the terrible burden of immortality. 

The Barnabas brothers introduce their programme for extending human 

life to three hundred years as if it could be the result of a ration- 

al decision; to this suggestion Burge naturally replies: 

Do you mean to say that you have nothing more 
practical to offer than the mere wish to live 
longer? Why, if people could live by merely 
wishing to, we should all be'living for ever 
already! Everybody would like to live for ever. 

.: ý'., . Why dont they? 14 

The brothers reply by subtly shifting the choice from the conscious 

to " the' unconscious self: 

Do not mistake mere idle fancies for the tremend- 
ous miracle-working force of Will nerved to 
creation by a conviction of Necessity. I tell 
you men capable of such willing, and realizing 
its necessity, will do it reluctantly, under 
inner compulsion, as all great efforts are made. 
They will hide what they are doing from them- 
selves: they will take care not to know what they 

22. Ilan and Superman, p. 128. 

23. Back to Methuselah, pp. 73-74. 

24. I_ bid. , p. 82. 
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,, are doing. -ý-They will live three hundred years, 
not because they would like to, but because the 
soul deep down in them will k-now that they must, 
if the world is to be saved, 

This is as much as to say that we cannot choose consciously to extend 

our life; it is something that nature does to us. And indeed, when the 

Archbishop later is asked how he manages to live so long, he replies: 

"I do not do it. It happens. It may happen to anyone. It may happen 

to YOU. " 
26 It is not the brothers Barnabas, who are consciously aware 

of the need to extend human life, who achieve the three hundred years, 

but the parlormaid, the cook, and the witless vicar, who are not con- 

scious of any assent to the idea or will to carry it out.. As the 

Archbishop says: 

I did not share their belief: at least I was not 
conscious of sharing it: I thought I was only 
amused by it. To me my father-in-law and his 
brother were a pair of clever cranks who had 
talked one another into a fixed idea which had 
become a monomania with them. It was not until 
I got into serious difficulties with the pension 
authorities after turning seventy that I began to 
suspect the truth. 27 

Shaw thus begins by seeming to argue that man will evolve through his 

own will, only to show that he evolves against his own will; for the 

only will we know is our conscious will, and the influence upon us of 

an unconscious will is the equivalent, as far as we are concerned, of 

the influence of an external force. 

The same subtle confusion is to be seen in Saint Joan. Was 

Joan a clever military leader and politician who achieved her aims 

through strategy and a knowledge of human nature, or was she the in- 

stinctive instrument of another power represented by her Voices? 

25. Ibid., p. 82. 

26. Ibid., p. 109. 

27. Ibid.., p. 106. 



131. 

Shaw would insist that-'she is both. On the one hand, St. Catharine 

is ! 'the dramatization by Joan's imagination of that pressure upon' 

her-of the driving force that is behind evolution and which I, -have 

just. called the evolutionary appetite. "28 On the other hand he in- 

sists that the Voices =' 

never gave her, any advice that might not have 

come to her from her mother wit exactly as 
gravitation came to Newton. ... Her policy 
was also quite sound: nobody disputes that the 
relief of Orleans, followed up by the coronation 
at Rheims of the. Dauphin as a counterblow to the 
suspicions then current of his legitimacy and 
consequently of his title, were military and 
political masterstrokes that saved France. They 
might have been planned by Napoleon or any other 
illusionproof genius. They came to Joan as an 
instruction from her Counsel, as she called her 
visionary saints; but she was none the less an 
able leader of men for imagining her ideas in 
this way. 29 

Joan's Voices allow Shaw to bestow upon her here two different sorts 

of unconscious self, one of which is simply her conscious, rational 

self in disguise, the other which is the action upon her of a force 

outside her rational self. Joan is thus both a protestant who trusts 

entirely in her own will and intelligence, and a catholic who submits 

herself entirely to the will of something beyond herself. She is the 

embodiment of the central Shavian paradox. 

Shaw's views on art present a further example of the confusion 
fd 

of conscious and unconscious selves. To which self should the artist 

appeal? Archer and Barker insist that he appeal to the conscious self; 

he must help this self make better decisions by conveying to it-inform- 

28, Preface to Saint Joan in Saint Joan A Chronicle and The A le 
Cart A Political Extravaganza (London, 1932), p. 14. 

29. ; bid&, PP- 12-13. 
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ation about life'and by, illuminating moral dilemmas. Yeats and Craig 

insist that he appeal to the unconscious self, which he can only reach 

indirectly, by the useýof symbols; the artist's problem is to pacify 

the conscious self by feeding it no new problems or information, so 

that access may be gained to the unconscious. Shaw is essentially un- 

clear as to which self he wishes artists to appeal. Thus Eve says of 

them: 

They can remember their dreams. They can dream 
-without sleeping. They have not will enough to 
create instead of dreaming; but the serpent said 
that every dream could be willed into creation by 
those strong enough to believe in it. There are 
others who cut reeds of different lengths and blow 
through them, making lovely patterns of sound in 
the air; and some of them can weave the patterns 
together, sounding three reeds at the same time, 
and raising my soul to things for which I have no 
words. And others make little mammoths out of 
clay, or make faces appear on flat stones, and 
ask me to create women for them with such faces. 
I have watched those faces and willed; and then 
I have made a woman-child that has grown up quite 
like them. 30 

Just as Shaw is deliberately ambiguous as to the kind of will Eve 

uses -to -bring forthýa child, he leaves it unclear whether the process 

by which the artist influences her is conscious or unconscious. The 

language suggests that the process is a conscious one, while our 

knowledge of life suggests that it must be unconscious. This ambigu- 

ity is present in some of Shaw's most important statements regarding 

artists: 

But "for art's sake" alone I would not face the 
toil of writing a single sentence. ... Effective- 
ness of assertion is the Alpha and Omega of style. 
He who has nothing to assert has no style and can 
have none: he who has something to assert will go 
as far in power of style as its momentousness and 
his conviction will carry him. ... Your Royal 

30. Back to Methuselah, p. 30. 
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Academician thinks he can get the style of Giotto 
without Giotto's beliefs, and correct his per- 
spective , -: into the bargain. Tour man of letters 
thinks he can get Bunyan's or Shakespear's style 
without Bunyan's conviction or Shakespear's appre- 
hension, especially if he takes care not to split 
his infinitives. And so with your Doctors of 
Music, who, with their collections of discords 
duly prepared and resolved or retarded or antici- 
pated in the manner of the great composers, think 
they can learn the art of Palestrina from Cheru- 
bini's treatise. 31 

At first sight, this statement might seem an extreme affirmation of 

the "protestant" or reformist idea that the business of art is simply 

to convey information to the conscious self. But Shaw does not in 

fact specify which self the artist is communicating with; Craig in 

particular is contemptuous of those who seek style without any 

spiritual perception or understanding of the principles of symbolic 

communication whereby it is conveyed to the soul of the spectator. 

All the men discussed in this dissertation would agree that the 

artist must have a perception to communicate; the disagreement lies 

in the nature of the perception and in the means by which it is com- 

municated. If Bunyan would seem to be an example of a protestant 

artist, Giotto, Shakespeare, and Palestrina would all be welcomed by 

Teats and Craig as belonging to their party. When Shaw says, "art 

has never been great when it was not providing an iconography for a 

live religion, "32 he wins the agreement of all parties; but the 

nature of the art will differ greatly depending upon whether the 

religion is a catholic or a protestant one, in the special sense in 

which I have defined these terms. 

31. "To Arthur Bingham Walkley, " preface to Man and Superman, 

. -. pp. xxxiv-xxxv. 

32. Preface to Back to Methuselah, p. lx viii. 
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With regard to the theatre there might seem to be less am- 

biguity. Shaw was very"much, a part of the Ibsen-inspired 
. reform -. 

movement-whose values, as we have seen in the discussion of Archer, 

were the essentially, humanist ones=of moral and intellectual truth, 

truth as'it-is understood by the conscious mind. If we were to-ex- 

amine-only what I have called Shaw's major polemical writings on 

theatre-those works where he is openly speaking as a partisan sup- 

porter, of that movement--we might come to the conclusion that Shaw 

was-simply carrying, on the work of Archer and presenting an even 

more extreme version of his views. But that Shaw's actual position 

is far more-complex than that is revealed, I think, by an examin- 

ation of his-week-by-week criticisms both of drama and of1opera. 

Here-we find not only statements of the "protestant" position but 

great concern shown for essentially "catholic" values, a concern 

that is not paralleled in Archer's criticism. In particular, Shaw's 

insistence on "beauty" as a necessary attribute of a ry performers 

art is not something that we associate with Archer or the movement of 

which he is a part. Rather, it is a word often used by Craig and 

Yeats to describe what the artist communicates to the unconscious 

self of the spectator. Once again it would seem that Shaw is trying 
. 1_1 

to be both protestant and catholic. 

Here, however, the Shavian paradox confronts reality. Shaw 

the reformer and Shaw. the religious thinker are forced to experience 

the same work of art. If there is a subtle contradiction in Shawls 

basic viewpoint, we would expect it to be revealed when he is forced 

to evaluate his artistic experience by contradictory criteria. And 

indeed-I believe this to be the case. Shaw had the greatest difficulty 

in finding a performer who could fulfil both his "protestant" demand 
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for " information s and; his '! catholic'! ° demand for beauty. Either the 

artist could create,,. beauty and was-indifferent to intellectual truth 

(like, Ada"Rehanýor, Adelina Patti), or'he was concerned with intel- 

lectual truth and indifferent, to beauty (like Janet Achurch and the 

Wagner.. singers). Shaw-was demanding that the artist appeal simul- 

taneously to the conscious and unconscious self, and this was to 

demand from the spectator activity and passivity at the same time. 

Just as we cannot act by-our own conscious will and submit ourselves 

to. the will-of another power at the same time, so-we cannot both 

think and not think, arouse our conscious moral indignation and 

pacify it, when confronted with a work-of art. And the evidencelbr 

this-impossibility is, to be found, in Shaw's own artistic experience 

as recorded-in his reviews., 

2. Major Polemical Writings on Theatre. 

'Shaw would not have approved of the distinction I am making 

between his polemical writings on theatre, comprising principally 

The Quintessence-of Ibsenism, The Perfect Waenerite, and the early 

prefaces, and his weekly criticisms. In his "apology" printed at 

the beginning of Our Theatres in the Nineties he insists that the 

latter'contain "something like a body of doctrine"; 33'they 
are not 

a series'of judgments aiming at impartiality, 
but a siege laid to. the theatre of the XIXth 
Century by an author who had to cut his own 
way into it at the point of the pen, and throw 
some of its defenders into the moat. 34 

The implication is that they are written with the same polemical in- 

tent as those works in which Shaw expresses his views without refer- 

33. "The Author's Apology" in Our`Theatres in the Nineties, I, vi. 

34" ' 'Ibid., Is v. 
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ence " to a"particular theatrical performance:, ' ýIn 'fact, many-of the 

ideas expressed inýthe polemical writings are-reflected in the re- 

views., -, and compared'with, what Shaw=calls Archers "classic" method 

they, may seem 'relatively "demagogic. "35''But when actually called 

upon to describe'his, responses in the theatre Shaw certainly does 

not. consistently maintain-allegiance to the very simple though ex- 

treme. principles he-expounds-in the purely polemical writings. In- 

deed, I believe the-reviews are chiefly interesting to the extent 

that: they'conflict with these principles and expose the fundamental 

paradoxes of Shaw's intellectual makeup. Thus, although "The'Auth- 

or's Apology" must certainly be considered as part of the polemical 

works, the-reviews themselves cannot entirely'be so considered, ''for'. 

in-them propaganda is tempered by Shaw's critical honesty. 

The position of Shaw the 'reformer, as expressed in the pol- 

emical writings, is simply'a more extreme version of 'Archer' s. ', - The 

fundamental principle is that the theatre must be judged by the 

value to the audience of the information conveyed to it. But Shaw's 

relentless working-out of this principle reveals some weak elements 

in Archer's position. For one thing, as we have seen Archer allows 

the really valuable content of the play to be adulterated to some 

extent by the spurious but attention-holding content of the story- 

teller; he does not wish to eliminate Scribe, but to use Scribe's 

techniques as a means of maintaining interest in a really valuable 

subject. Shaw in theory rejects this compromise; "the audience's in- 

terest must be maintained solely by the value to it of the information 

it receives. Secondly, although Archer sees that this valuable con- 

tent must come from the playwright, he does not suggest that plays. 

35. ibid, III, 157. 
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would be better read than performed;, by showing that the performance 

must inevitably distort the play, Shaw seems to imply this conclusion, 

although he does offer some explanation for his use of the theatrical 

medium. Finally, as_we have seen, Archer is perhaps careless of the 

relative values of the various truths_the theatre can convey to the 

audience; although in principle he admits a sacrificing of small 

truths to greater ones, in practice he is very concerned with details 

of stage logic and verisimilitude that could not be of great value 

to an audience. Shaw rigorously demands that the theatre teach the 

things that its audience most urgently needs to know, and he is 

willing to sacrifice all lesser truths to these. 

The basic premise of both Shaw and Archer is that the theatre 

must be judged by the value of its informational content to its 

audience: 'Now an interesting play cannot in the. nature of things 

mean anything but a play in which problems of conduct and character 

of personal importance to the audience are raised and suggestively 

discussed , 36 Like Archer, Shaw suggests that opera has now taken 

över-the'"passionate" function of the stage: 

The drama can do little to delight the senses: 
all the apparent instances to the contrary are 
instances of the personal fascination of the 
performers. The drama of pure feeling is no 
longer in the hands of the playwright: it has 
been conquered by the musician, after whose en- 
chantments all the verbal arts seem cold and 

, '. 
tame. Romeo and Juliet with the loveliest Juliet 
is dry, tedious, and rhetorical in comparison 
with Wagner's Tristan, even though Isolde be 
both fourteen stone and forty, as she often is' 
in Germany. 37 

36. The Quintessence of Ibsenism in Major Critical Essays: The 
Quintessence of Ibsenism. The Perfect Wa erite The Sanity of 
Art. (London, 1932Y, P. 137. 

37. Preface to Mrs. Warren's Profession in Plays Pleasant and Un- 
+ °t pleasant, -I, 161. 
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Like Archer, he condemns the Elizabethan dramatists for their immoral- 

ity and their lack of valuable truth; 38 but unlike Archer, he'is*wil- 

ling to include Shakespeare in this' condemnation on the same grounds 

that he "understood nothing and believed nothing. "39 It is the value 

of Shakespeare's informational content, not his skill as a dramatist, 

that Shaw invariably calls into question; in a famous passage, he re- 

fers" to his 

r .ýý.. . ,. ý. . 

monstrous rhetorical fustian, his unbearable 
platitudes, his pretentious reduction of, the 
subtlest problems of life to commonplaces 
against which a. Polytechnic debating club 
would revolt, his incredible unsuggestiveness, 
his sententious combination of ready reflection 
with complete intellectual sterility, and his 
consequent incapacity for getting out of the 
depth of even the most ignorant audience, except 
when he solemnly says something so transcendently 
platitudinous that his more humble-minded hearers 
cannot bring themselves to believe that so great 
a man really meant, to talk like their grand- 
mothers. 40 

C. , 

Shaw's expression is hyperbolical, 
_ 
to say the least, but in fact the 

basic sentiment behind this passage is almost a commonplace of Shak- 

espearian criticism. Shakespeare, was not an important philosopher or 

social reformer; Barker describes the special "passive" quality of 

Shakespeare's intelligence, which for Barker is the mark of the true 

artist. 
41 Shaw certainly exaggerates the lack of original, philo- 

sophically important ideas in Shakespeare, but what is unusual about 

his , criticism is that he should so wholeheartedly condemn Shakespeare 

for'this lack. He argues that Shakespeare's plays do not contain in- 

38. Our Theatres'in the Nineties, I, 130-31. 

39. Ibid.,. III, 1. 

L0. Ibid., IS 195. 

/1. See below, p. 460-61. 
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formation of intellectual and social value to the audiences of Shaw's 

time; specifically, they will not lead to reform or social change. In 

his narrow, polemical stance as Shaw the reformer, this is the only 

kind of value he is willing to recognize in`art. Of course, even had 

Shakespeare's plays been full of new social or philosophical ideas, 

they could scarcely still be revolutionary three hundred years later; 

the kind of informational content Shaw values quickly becomes obsolete, 

a fact that Shaw recognizes: 

A Doll's House will be as flat as ditchwater 
when A Midsummer Night's Dream will still be 
as fresh as paint; but it will have done more 
work in the world; and that is enough for the 
highest genius, which is always intensely 
utilitarian. 42 

He cheerfully accepts the coming of his own obsolescence; for an auth- 

ores reputation dies because the world has moved beyond him, and so he 

would have all reputations flower only as "annuals": 

I hate to think that Shakespear has lasted 300 
years, though he got no further than Koheleth 
the Preacher, -who died many centuries before him; 
or that Plato, more than 2000 years old, is still 
ahead of our voters. We must hurryýon: we must 
get rid of reputations: they are weeds in the 
soil of ignorance. Cultivate that soil, and they 
will flower more beautifully, but only as annuals. 
If this preface will at all help to get rid of 
mine, the writing of it will have been well worth 
the pains. 43 

However, Shaw is much more rigorous than Archer in his insist- 

ence that the play be judged solely on the basis of its informational 

content: 

1+2. "The Problem P1 A Symposium'' in Shaw on Theatre, ed., E. J. 
West (n. p., 1958 , p. 63. 

1+3; ---Preface to Three Plays for Puritan : The Devil's Disciple., 
Caesars and Cleopatra. & Captain Brassbound's Conversion London, 
1904) ,-p.. Mawü. 
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The action ofýsuch plays consists of a case to 
be argued. If the case is uninteresting or stale 
or badly conducted or obviously trumped up, the. 
play is a bad one. If it is important and novel 
and convincing, or at least disturbing, the play 
is a good one. But anyhow the play in which there 
is no argument and no case no longer counts as 
serious drama. + 

He explicitly denies the relevance of all Archer's criticism on the 

basis, of "construction"; the audience must be interested solely by 

the intrinsic value of the information presented to it: 

Changes in technique follow inevitably from these 
changes in the subject matter of the play. When 
a dramatic poet can give you hopes and visions, 
such old maxims as that stage-craft is the art of 
preparation become boyish, - and may be left to 
those unfortunate playwrights who, being unable 
to make anything really interesting happen on the 
stage, have to acquire the art of continually 
persuading the audience that it is going to happen 
presently. When he can stab. people to the heart 
by shewing them the meanness or cruelty of some- 
thing they did yesterday and intend to do tomorrow, 
all the old tricks to catch and hold their atten- 
tion become the silliest of superfluities. ... 
The writer who practises the art of Ibsen therefore 
discards all the old tricks of preparation, catas- 
trophe, denouement, and so forth without thinking' 
about-it, just as a modern rifleman never dreams of 
providing himself with powder horns, percussion 
caps, and wads: indeed he does not know the use of 
them. ... The dramatist knows that as long as he 
is teaching and saving his audience, he is as sure 
of their strained attention as a dentist is, or the 
Angel of the Annunciation. 45 

The dramatist must simply present on the stage the truth as he sees 

it; the basic laws of drama to which Archer would have him submit 

are rules for distorting this truth into conventional patterns, "the 

romantic logic of the stage": 

The axioms and postulates of that dreary miman- 
thropometry are so well known that it is almost 

44. The Quintessence of-Ibsenism in Major Critical Essaus, p. 139. 

45. I. _., pp. 144-45. 
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impossible-for its slaves to write-tolerable 
last, acts"to their plays, so conventionally 
do their conclusions-follow from their premises. 
Because I have thrown this logic ruthlessly 
overboard, I am accused of ignoring, not stage 
logic, but, of all things, human feeling. People 
with completely theatrified imaginations tell me 
that no girl would treat her mother as Vivie 
Warren does, meaning that no stage heroine would 
in a popular sentimental play. 46 

The play that conforms to this logic is simply less interesting than 

the play that goes directly to life; for the devices designed to 

arouse interest in the former quickly become stale and predictable, 

whereas life is open to any possibility: 

We�have, then, two sorts of life to deal with:., 
one subjective or stagey, the other objective or 
real. What are the comparative advantages of-. the 
two for the purposes of the dramatist? Stage life 
is artificially simple and well understood by the 
masses; but it is very stale; its feeling is con- 
ventional; it is totally unsuggestive of thought 
because. all its conclusions are foregone; and it 
is constantly in conflict with the real knowledge 
which the separate members of the audience derive 
from their own daily occupations. For instance, a 
naval or military melodrama only goes down with, 
civilians. Real life, on the other hand, is so ill 
understood, even by its clearest observers, that no 
sort of consistency is discoverable in it; there is 
no "natural justice" corresponding to that simple 
and pleasant concept, "poetic justice"; and, as a 
whole, it is unthinkable. But, on the other hand, 
it is credible, stimulating, suggestive, various, 
free from creeds and systems-in short,. it is real. b7. 

The success of the conventional play is ultimately due largely to 

, the fascination of its performers: 

But this sort of drama is soon exhausted by people 
who go often to the theatre. In twenty visits one 
can see every possible change rung on all the 
available plots and incidents out of which plays 
of this kind can be manufactured., The illusion of 
reality is soon lost: in fact it may be doubted 

46. Preface to Mrs. Warren's Profession in Plays Pleasant and 
Unpleasant I, 163-64. 

47. ! 1A Dramatic Realist to His Critics" in Shaw on Theatre, p. 20. 
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whether. any adult ever entertains it: it is only 
to-very young children that the fairy queen is 
anything but an actress. But at the age when we 
cease to mistake the figures on the stage for 
dramatis personae, and know that they are actors 
and actresses, the charm of the-performer begins 
to assert itself; and the child who would have 
been cruelly hurt by being told that the Fairy 
Queen was only Miss Smith dressed up to look like 
one, becomes the man who goes to the theatre ex- 
pressly to see Miss Smith, and is fascinated by 
her skill or beauty to the point of delighting in 
play which would be unendurable to him without 
her. ' 8 

Like Archerp-. Shaw assumes that the play is the principle 

source of valuable information in the theatre. But unlike Archer he 

seems to call into question the validity of any form of stage pre- 

sentation. Justifying his publication of his plays, Shaw points out 

that 
A perfectly adequate and successful stage repre- 
sentation of a play requires a combination of cir- 
cumstances so extraordinarily fortunate that I 
doubt whether it has ever occurred in the history 
of the world. Take the case of the most success- 
ful English dramatist of the first rank: Shakes- 
pear. ... I myself, though I have by no means 
availed myself of all my opportunities, have seen 
twenty-three of his plays publicly acted. But if 
I had not read them as well, my impression of them 
would be not merely in omplete, but violently dis- 
torted and falsified. 4ý 

The actor's powers are-essentially irrational and amoral; he can apply 

them to any material, valuable or worthless, and get the same effects. 

Hence-the informational content of the play is distorted by him: 

It is quite possible for a piece to enjoy the most 
sensational success on the basis of a complete mis- 
understanding of its philosophy: indeed, it is not 
too much to say that it is only by a capacity for 
succeeding in spite of its philosophy that a dram- 
atic work of serious poetic import can become popu- 

48. The Quintessence of Ibsenism In Major Critical Essays, p. 136. 

49. Preface to Plays Unpleasant in Plays Pleasant and Unpleasant, I, 
xvi. 
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lar. . . ": }Not even when a-drama is performed 
without omission or alteration by actors who are 
enthusiastic disciple of the author does it es- 
cape transfiguration. 

The greater the actor, the greater will be this distortion: 

The very originality and genius of the performers 
conflicts with the originality and genius of the 
author. ... Even if the author had nothing to 

�y.. ~ gain pecuniarily by conniving at the glorification 
of his play by the performer, the actor's excess 
of power would still carry its own authority and 
win the sympathy of the author's histrionic in- 
stinct, unless he were a Realist of fanatical in- 
tegrity. And that would not save him either; for 
his attempts to make powerful actors do less than 
their utmost would be as futile as his attempts 
to make feeble ones do more. 51 

And so Shaw concludes, 

In short, the fact that a skilfully written play 
is infinitely more adaptable to all sorts of 
acting than available acting is to all sorts of 
plays (the actual conditions thus exactly revers- 
ing the desirable ones) finally drives the author 
to the conclusion that his own view of his work 
can only be conveyed by himself. And since he 
could not act the play singlehanded even if he 
were a trained actor, he must fall back on his 
powers of literary expression, as other poets and 

`fictionists do. 52 

Here Shaw would seem to have argued himself into the position 

that, the. ýtheatre is an inappropriate medium for the kind of inform- 

ational art he demands. Why does he not leave it to the "preachers 

and orators" whose techniques he admits'the new playwright must 

adopt. 
53 Shaw argues, however, that the theatre compensates for its 

inefficiency as a means of expression by the sheer power of its images: 

50. Ibid., p. xvii. 

51. Thid., p. xviii. 

52. Ibid., p. xviii. 

53. The Quintessence of Ibsenism in Major Critical Essays, p. 146. 
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tI am convinced-, that fine art is the subtlest, the 
most seductive, the most effective instrument of 
moral. propaganda in the world, excepting only the 
example of personal conduct; and I waive even this 
exception in favour of the art of. the stage, be- 
cause it works by exhibiting examples of personal 
conduct made intelligible and moving to crowds of 
unobservant unreflecting people to whom real life 

.... means nothing. 54 

Moreover, the theatre is now in a position of cultural dominance and 

so is capable of being used as an. instrument of great influence: 

I', have pointed out again and again that the in- 
fluence of the theatre in England is growing so 
great that private conduct, religion, law, science, 
politics, and morals are becoming more and more 
theatrical, whilst the theatre itself remains im- 
pervious to common sense, religion, science, poli- 
tics, and morals. That is why I fight the theatre, 
not with pamphlets and sermons and treatises, but 

: -'. ° with plays. ... 
55 

The harmful influence of"the actor could be mitigated-if a new kind 

of actor could be found. The ordinary modern actor cannot act Ibsen 

because "The whole point of an Ibsen play lies in the exposure of the 

very conventions upon which are based those by which the actor is , 

ridden., 
56 He points out that the. -old technique of acting, like the 

laws of construction, are applicable only to a conventional stage 

world, and-break down, when confronted with something-outside that 

world: 

The old technique breaks down in the new theatre; 
for though in theory it is a technique of general 
application, making the artist so plastic that he 
can mould himself to any shape designed by the 
dramatist, in practice it is but a stock of tones 
and attitudes out of which, by appropriate sel- 
ection and combination, a certain limited number 
of conventional stage figures can be made up. 57 

549' Preface to lxs. Warren's Profession in Plays Pleasant and Un- 
Qleasant)I,, 151. 

55. Ibid., p. 151. 

56. "Appendix to The Quintessence of Ibsenism" in Shaw on Theatre, p. 2. 

57. Ibid., p. 5. 
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The first'Ibsen actresses were noted, not necessarily for their stage 

experience, but for "the advantage of'exceptional enterprise and in- 

telligence, -and of a 'more varied culture and experience of life and 

art". than were common in their profession. 
58 They thus had less 

tendency to distort Ibsen's meaning whether through habitual reliance 

on stage custom or lack of understanding of his meaning. 

Shaw's third difference from Archer lies in the greater dis- 

tinction-he makes between levels of truth. As we-have seen, Archer 

denies he is a "realist, " and insists that he is willing to sacrifice 

mere surface truths for truths of "human nature and destiny. " But in 

fact he does show great concern for surface truths; Shaw points out 

this difference between them: 

For him there is illusion in the theatre: for 
me there is none. I can make imaginary assumptions 
readily enough; but for me the play is not the thing, 
but its thought, its purpose, its feeling, and its 
execution. 59 

The small truths that make for theatrical illusion are disdained by 

Shaw: "drama is no mere setting up of the camera to nature: it is 

the presentation in parable of the conflict between Man's will and 

his environment. ... "60 He will sacrifice other truths to those 

that it is most important for the audience to know. In particular, 

he values ideas far more highly than Archer; a drama, he says, "can 

never be anything more" than a play of ideas. 1 This disagreement 
6 

58. Ibid., pp. 3-4. 

59. Our Theatres in the Nineties, I, 91. 

60. Preface to Yxs. Warren's Profession in Plays Pleasant and Un- 
pleasant, I, 162. 

61. Preface to Three Plays for Puritans, p. viii. 
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can be illustrated by their attitudes to Pinero. Archer does not deny 

his "intellectual limitations, " and admits "a certain naivete" in his 

moral premises, 
62 but for Archer these are relatively inessential 

weaknesses: 

When history-views things in their just proportions, 
he will stand out as a great master of the essentials 
of drama. His critics have been guilty of the very 
human but very uncritical error of letting inessentials 
blind them to essentials. 

63 

Shaw's judgment is similar, except that the "commonplace but real sub- 

stratum of ordinary drama" in Pinero's works clearly does not for him 

compensate for the lack of serious intellectual merit: 

His performance'as a thinker and-social philosopher 
is simply character acting in the domain of author- 
ship, and can impose only on those who are taken in 
by character acting on the stage. ° It is only the 
make-up of an actor who does not understand his 
part, but who knows-because he shares--the popular 
notion of its externals. As such, it can never be 
the governing factor in his success, which must 
always depend of the commonplace but regl sub-, 
stratum of ordinary drama in his works. 4 

Similarly, Shaw points out that Archer judges acting essentially in 

terms of verisimilitude, and prefers Duse's realistic Santuzzato 

Calve's more exalted operatic version; Shaw, however, prefers Calve. 65 

And while Archer rejects Poel's elimination of scenery in Shakespeare, 

Shaw welcomes it. 66 These differences are all accountable to the 

fact that Shaw is more willing than Archer to let go of small truths 

62. Archer, The Old Drama and the New, p. 330 and p. 311. 

63. Ibid., p. 330. 

64. Our Theatres in the Nineties, I, 60. 

65. Ibid., Is, 91. 

66. See, for example, ibid., III, 241-44, 
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for the sake of: greater. 

Although they both wish the theatre to be an instrument of 

progress, Shaw has in general a far more grandiose view of the 

theatre's potential; he claims for the theatre the importance of the 

Church in the middle ages, .t 

as a factory of thought,, a prompter of conscience, 
an elucidator of social conduct, -an armory against 
despair d dullness, and a temple of the Ascent 
of Man. 6' 

Far more than Archer he is interested in the revolutionary truth, the 

truth that will change society against its own will: 

All censorships exist to prevent anyone from 
challenging current conceptions and existing 
institutions. All progress is initiated by 
challenging current conceptions, and executed 
by supplanting existing institutions. Conse- 
quently the first condition of progress is the 
removal of censorships. There is the whole case 
against censorship in a nutshell. 

6s 

In fact, Archer and Shaw shared both opposition to the censorship and 

advocacy of a National Theatre; but whereas the latter project was 

most important to Archer, the former primarily concerned Shaw, who 

must have suspected that a publicly endowed theatre would have little 

place for the truly revolutionary playwright. 

At his greatest, according to Shaw, the dramatist is a prophet 

foretelling the future developments of the evolutionary force; long 

before these developments are comprehended by the intellect, he says, 

the eyes of men begin to turn towards the 
distant light of the new age. Discernible at 
first only by the eyes of the man of genius, 
it must be focussed by him on the speculum of 
a work of art, and flashed back from that into 

67. Ibid", I, vii. 

68. Preface to Mrs. warren's Profession in Plays Pleasant and Un- 
pleasant, I, 162. 
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the eyes of the, common man. Nay, "theýartist 
himself has no other way of making himself con- 
scious'of-the ray: it is by a blind-instinct 
that he keeps on building up his masterpieces 
until'their pinnacles catch the glint of'the un-, 
risen sun. ... He cannot explain it: he can 
only shew it to you as a vision in the magic 
glass of his artwork; so that you may catch his 
presentiment and make-what you can of it.. And 
this is the function that raises dramatic art 
above imposture and pleasure hunting, andrrenables"°- 
the playwright t be something more than a skilled 
liar and pandar. 

g9 

Here, I think, we find another example of those shifts from reference 

to the-conscious to the-unconscious-self that I have suggested char- 

acterize Shaw's thinking. He clearly implies here that the great 

dramatist-does not appeal-to the intellect; the experience he conveys 

is, -in the-form of a "vision". that we cannot-consciously comprehend, 

an,; apprehension of the , unconscious self. Elsewhere-he says of Ibsen: 

His will, in. setting his imagination to work, had 
produced a tough puzzle for his intellect. ... Only simpletons go to the creative artist presuming 
that he must be able to answer their "What does 
this obscure-passage-mean? "- That is-the very 
question the poet's own intellect, which had no 
part in the conception of the poem, may be asking 
him. And this curiosity of the intellect, this 
restless life in it which differentiates it from 
dead machinery, and troubles our lesser artists 
but little, is one of the marks of the greater sort. 

70 

And he adds, 

[Wagne 7 has expressly described how the keen 
intellectual activity he brought to the analysis 
of his muljc, dramas was in abeyance during their 
creation. 

But if art is not created by the intellect and does not appeal to the 

intellect, then what validity is there in the earlier statements sug- 

69. Preface to'Plays Pleasant in Plays Pleasant and Unpleasant, II, 
vii-viii. 

70. T Quintessence of Ibsenism, in Major Critical Essaus, p. 49. 

71. I_., p. 49. 
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Besting that the play is tobe judged by'its informational content 

alone? Why, for example, should Shakespeare be condemned for his 

philosophical content? This=is'the sort of question that Yeats or 

Craig, who likewise insist'that art communicate to the imagination, 

would ask. On-the other hand, Shaw would clearly not agree with 

them that the imaginative communications`of art are forever inacces- 

sible to the reason, that they bring experience of~a reality quite 

apart from the one we consciously perceive. In fact; he praises Ibsen 

for attempting to'understand intellectually his own intuitive per- 

ceptions, and'The Quintessence of Ibsenism and=The Perfect Wapnerite 

contain excellent examples-of the conversion of such perceptions into 

prosaic ideas. In the latter work, in which he is seeking, as he 

says, to bring'out what was "at the back of Wagner's minds 1172 'he', 

scarcely refers to the music at all; he analyses the plot of Der-Ring 

des Nibelungen as a detailed socialist allegory, and even makes the 

magic Tarnhelm represent the- capitalist's "tall hat. "73 After reading 

both it and the Quintessence, we are left wondering, I think, 'why these 

authors troubled to hide their-apparently straightforward ideas-behind 

such cumbersome masks. In fact, what we have is another case of "not 

Either/Or'but Both/And. " Shaw wishes art to appeal, to both the con- 

scious and the unconscious self, to be both utilitarian propaganda 

and visionary presentiment; he wishes the artist to convey something 

beyond the intellect and then he wishes to explain it in entirely in- 

tellectual terms. His position is, in short, paradoxical. 

72. Preface (1913) to The Perfect Watmerite in Major Critical Essaus 
p. 160. 

73. The Perfect Wa nerite, ibid.., p. 179. 
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3. Shaw's Criticism of Opera and Music Drama. 

As we have seen, in"his polemical writings on theatre Shaw is 

for the most part a consistent. "protestant"; -in them Shaw the reformer 

is clearly dominant. The "catholic" or "religious" side of his 

theatrical conception comes out in his reviews, in which he is forced 

to reveal-his actual reactions to theatrical performances. The first 

thing to be noticed about these reviews is that Shaw devotes to the 

work of the performers far more space than does-Archer. Shaw himself 

points out this difference; he explains that "as most modern plays 

have. no thought, and are absolutely vulgar in purpose and. feeling, I 

am mainly interested in their execution. "74- But in fact, "even-when 

the, dramatist is Ibsen or Wagner Shaw devotes-very considerable- 

attention to the performer. This in itself is a "catholic" trait; 

Archer acts as a consistent "protestant" when he centres his concern 

on the play, as this-is the source of most of the informative content 

of the performance. Moreover, the criteria Shaw uses to judge execu- 

tion are not those we would expect from someone on the humanist side 

of the nineteenth century dichotomy described in the introductory 

chapter; in particular, he shows a-concern for "beauty" of execution 

that Archer only betrays in his discussions of Shakespearian acting, 

to which he admits his normal criteria of content do not apply. When 

judging modern acting Archer is normally concerned with the actor's 

fulfilment of the author's intentions, and the accurate conveyance of 

his meaning. Shaw demands far more than this. 

As we noted in the introduction, the inescapable term "beauty" 

is a problematic one; we have suggested that the men discussed here 

74. Our Theatres in the Nineties, I, 91. 
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normally use it (with'a few exceptions in Barker's writings) 'In oppo- 

sition to those-values we have called "informational"; it does not 

convey any new thought, it does'not appeal to the intellect, it is- 

not'in itself' educational. As an-artistic value, then, we-have 

associated it with the symbolic communication demanded by the "re- 

ligious" thinkers, Yeats and Craig. The prominent part that the word 

"beautiful"-often used synonymously with "artistic"--plays in Shaw's 

criticism-will therefore lead us to suspect that in the criticism his 

religious side is far more evident than it is in the polemical writ- 

ings. In the flatter, he mentions beauty only rarely, as an additional 

ingredient that art should, or may, have, along with the essential- 

informational content; note the use of "artistic" in the following 

passage: 

We, want a frankly doctrinal theatre. 
-There 

is 
no more reason for making a doctrinal theatre 
inartistic than for putting a cathedral organ 
out of tune: indeed all experience shows that 
doctrine alone nerves us to the effort called 
for by the greatest art. I therefore suggest 
that even the sciolists and voluptuaries who care 
for nothing in art but its luxuries and its ex- 
ecutive feats are as, strongly interested in the 
establishment of such a theatre as those for whom 
the What is always more important than the How, 
if only because the How cannot become really 
magical until such magic is indispensable to the 
revelation of an all-important What. 75 

Here again do we not recognize the shift from the conscious to the un- 

conscious self? The word "doctrine" suggests communication to the in- 

teliect, whereas the "cathedral organ" clearly implies non-intellect- 

ual`communication; Yeats and Craig would either agree with the last 

sentence of the quotation or not, depending upon whether the "all- 

75. The Quintessence of Ibsenism in MajorCritical Essays, p. 149. 
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important What"-werem'a piece'of'rational informatiön or something be- 

yond'the reason. 'Shaw surely'could nöt ärgue'that the möst valuable 

doctrine-will'always be beautifully expressed; he does not, for ex- 

ample, suggest that-Das Capital is'an artistic masterpiece. ý'When'one 

is-drowning one does'not shout "help""iii perfectly'modulated tones, 

It 'is only when"what is to be coniäüüicated can' only b6- expressed in' 

terms'of form, only when the urgent message is not'än"intellectual 

one-but one demanding the mediation'of�the'symbolism of style in" 

order to find expression, that beauty cöuld be said to be indispens- 

able to the` communication. 

This fact' can' be demonstrated, 4ith, 'reference to the two forms 

of theatre discussed in the introduction to this dissertation, the 

"traditional" theatre and; the Bancroft-Irving theatre that replaced 

it. Shaw, as we shall. see, usually associates "beauty! ' with the tradi- 

tionaltheatre. In this. theatre it is the absence of. new interesting 

information that throws.. the"audience's attention upon the execution; 

the acting in this. theatre, seeks to conform to an ideal, which may 

have a special symbolic value, that has gradually become accepted by 

the actors and audience habitually associated in this-theatre, and-:. -, 

acting that achieves. this conformity is called "beautiful. "- In. the 

Bancroft-Irving. theatre, the audience. is provided with a wealth of 

new information that-leaves it little time-, to consider. how it is pre- 

sented; and no ideal can be established since theactors and audience_ 

are not in association long enough to agree upon one. Theý'! protestant" 

position exemplified by Archer is that there must be no ideal; the aim 

of1the new theatre is not to conform to . the audience s ideal, but 

deliberately to explode it, to open the minds of the spectators to new 

possibilities and so to leave them with a broader outlook than they 
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had. when-they went in. -. In demanding both beauty. and, doctrine. Shaw 

seems thus to be demanding-the-opposite virtues of -the traditional 

and modern, theatres. 

The contradiction can be, -most clearly demonstrated: by an ex- 

amination of Shaw's criticismýof singers. i. The Royal Italian, Opera, 

when! Shaw was-attending it as a music critic, was clearly ,a traditional 

theatre very, much-likethe spoken theatre in the. early part of the 

century. Shaw himself points-out the resemblance in-an early essay,. 

"Palmy-Days at, -the., Opera, " in which-he-suggests that if-the modern 

West Londoner wants to find out what the old theatre was like, 

He. 
, must go-to the opera, -where he will soon 

get quite enough of it to convince him that 
the theatre"in John Kemble's; time, when it was 
carried on much as Italian opera is now, had 
quite enough drawbacks to reconcile"a reasonable76- 
man to the changes which have since taken place. 

The Opera had not shared the theatre's decline in the early part of 

the century, and consequently it had not undergone the revolution 

that rescued the theatre from this decline. Throughout the nineteenth 

century it continued to perform the same function, that of what Shaws 

calls "a fashionable post-prandial resort"77 for the highest levels 

of society during the London social "season. " It performed in a rep- 

ertory system much like that of Garrick's theatre, with about twenty 

operas being performed during the three-month period; most of them 

would be long-standing favourites, but there would be one or two 

"novelties. " The audience for opera was restricted both by its orient- 

ation to a very small social class (evening dress was compulsory in the 

76, "Palmy Days at the Opera" in How to Become a Musical Critic, ed. 
Dan H. 'Laurence (London, 1960 To p. 113. 

77. London Music in 1888-89 as Heard by Corno di Bassetto (Later 

(London, 1937), p. 172. 
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stalls and boxes) and by. the subscription'system; ''boxes'could be--"-- 

taken, for thirty. or forty nights of a season, ,a fact that' certainly= 

suggests an audience willing to see the'same piece more than once. 
78 

But for-many, of course, 'the attraction was a social one; "the"house 

retained the open horseshoe plan of the eighteenth-century theatre; - 

thelights were not`dimmed during the performance, the intervals were" 

long, -and Shaw's criticisms of the audience's"inattentiveness, its . '" 

ostentation, and its over-frequent applause suggest that its behaviour 

was-, free compared with that of`the audiences in the higher-class 

spoken'theatres. 

The audience did not come to-Italian Opera for its inform- 

ational, content. The libretti of its operas were notorious forrtheir 

silliness-and-empty conventionality, -and they were in any case'per-- 

formed, in a language - the audience did not understand. The operas 

were treated as freely as Garrick treated Shakespeare, and Shaw fre- 

quently complains of cuts in such-operas as Les"Hueenots, Don Giovanni, 

and, worst of all, those of Wagner (performed in Italian, of course), 
79 

as well as of interpolations of high-notes, cadenzas, and other ef- 

fectsrinto particular arias. 
89 Above all, the repertoire-was famil- 

iar; =Shaw criticizes the management: again, and again-for its unadventu- 

rous'choice of pieces. Nor did the production offer any compensatory 

interest. The costumes were conventional and"paid little'attention 

to probability or historical accuracy; some were highly traditional. 81 

78.. For details of the subscription system in. 1858, for example, see 
Harold David Rosenthal, Two Centuries of Opera at Covent Garden 
(London, 1958), p. 120. 

79. See Music in London, 1890-1894 (London) 1932), III, 230; If 187; 
and London Music, p. 166. 

80. See, for example, Music in London, ` I, 187-88. 

81. See, for example, London Music, p. 99. 



155. 

The, settings'were frequently, inartistic and inappropriate. The stage 

management was. perfunctory and, conventional; "often the chorus and even 

some. of''the principals seemed to have'little idea of what the story of 

the opera'was'about. 
82, Even the-performers themselves offered the 

audience few new insights into the characters they performed. As we 

shall see, Shaw criticized even the, best of them for their conventional 

conceptions, negligent acting, and for their frequent acknowledgements 

of applause and willingness to oblige with encores even during the 

most dramatic moments of a performance. Like the old actors, they 

specialized in-certain "lines of. business", associated-with their type 

of voice and temperament. Certain characters,, like Mephistopheles in 

Faust, were acted along strictly traditional lines. 83 They were fre- 

quently under-rehearsed. They hurried through parts they considered 

unimportant, like the recitatives in a Mozart opera. The minor roles 

were often very poorly played, and even some of the major ones could 

be so if the performance were centred, as it often was, around one 

particular star. 

Shaw criticizes the Italian Opera, and particularly its im- 

presario, Sir Augustus Harris, for all these indifferences to the 

values of the modern theatre. In doing so he adopts the "protestant" 

standpoint that art is to be judged by the information it conveys to 

its audience. But it is clear that the audience of this traditional 

theatre did not come for information; it came to enjoy the artistry 

of particular great performers expressed in the traditional stylistic 

language of opera. It came to experience "beauty, " the fulfilment of 

82. See Music in London, I, 246-48, 'for Shawls criticism of the 
Covent Garden stage management in general. 

83. As Shaw notes, "The Opera. Season" in How to Become a Musical 
Critic p. 155. 
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an accepted ideal of: singing. Shaw was of: courseacutely-aware of 

this beauty, and he cannot-deny-that the artistry of-the De Reszkes, 

Patti, Melba, Planfon, Eames, Van Dyck, and many others in this "golden 

age" of operatic singing was of a very high order. He says, referring 

to performances of'Massenet's Werther and Gounod's Romeo et Juliette 

with the De Reszkes, Melba and Eames: 

Massenet is certainly fortunate in Jean de 
Reszke, 'whose performances as Werther-and Romeo 
last week were masterly. His grip of these two 
parts is now extraordinarily, firm and intimate: - 
he is in the heart of them from the first note 

-to-the last. Not a tone nor gesture has a touch 
of anything common or cheap in it: the parts are 

-elaborately studied and the execution-sensitively 
beautiful throughout .... The effect of this 
on his colleagues is excellent: Melba especially 
surpasses herself when playing with him. I must 
admit reluctantly that these performances-of 
Werther and Romeo seem sure of a place in the 
front rank of my operatic recollections. 84 

In that one word, "reluctantly, " we sense the conflict of values in 

Shaw's mind. 

In many ways Wagner was the operatic equivalent of both the 
_r 

Bancrofts and Irving. Although his motives were artistic rather than 

commercial, he introduced the same informational values into the words, 

music, and production of the musical stage. His techniques broke as 

sharply with traditional opera as did Robertson's plays or Irving's 

acting and production with the practices of the old "legitimate" 

stage. Indeed,. Shaw suggests that his music dramas are not to be con- 

sidered operas at all: 

he took the fully-reformed-opera, with all its 
improvements, and asked the nineteenth century 
to look-calmly at it and say whether all this 
patchwork, of stage effects on. a purely musical 
form had really done anything for it but expose- 

gý. Music in London, III, 243. 
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the absurd unreality of its pretence to be a-` 
form of drama .... Wagner, to shew what he 
meant, abandoned operatic composition altogether; 
and took to writing dramatic poems, and using 
all the resources of orchestral harmony and 
vocal tone to give them the utmost reality and 
intensity of expression, thereby producing the 
new art form which he called "music-drama, " which 
is no more "reformed opera" than a cathedral is'aý 
reformed stone quarry. 85 

These dramas should be performed in the language of their audience: 

"Unless the audience hear and understand every word, five-sixths of 

the Ring will be voted a senseless bore 1186 Shaw points out how 

little Wagner depended on musical tradition; indeed, familiarity 

with this tradition may actually be a hindrance to the appreciation 

of Wagner: 

The unskilled, untaught musician may approach 
Wagner boldly; for there is no possibility of 
a misunderstanding between them: the Ring music 
is perfectly single and simple. It is the adept 
musician of the old school who has everything to 
unlearn; and him I leave, ` unpitied, to his fate. 87 '=` 

As proof 'of this statement we'have William Archer, who was bored by 

traditional music, and especially opera, but who loved Wagner. 88 In- 

deed, as Shaw remarked, "it is possible to cultivate a taste for 

Wagner without cultivating a taste for anisic . 1189 In opera ýthe 

drama, the production, the acting were'only a means to the end 

of the exhibition of the art of the singer; Wagner made the singer 

85. Ibid., III, 131. 

86, "Musical Mems" in How to Become a Musical Critic, p. 141. 

87. The Perfect Wa¢rierite in Major Critical Essays, p. 169. 

88. See William Archer, "A Plea for the Unmusical, tt Groombridae's 
Magazine, 1 (1891),. 81. 

. 
89. Magic in London, II, 266. 

."- 
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the means'to'the''expression'of those psychological, philosophical and 

ethical truths that Archer sought in all-drama. In The Perfect Waa- 

neriteShaw deals'-with-the Ring entirely in'-terms of these truths, 

as they'are'expressed both in the words and inýthe orchestral "motifs" 

which take onidramatiä'and even philosophical significance from their 

references 'to'other, parts =of*the. drama; And=in: the staging at his 

theatre at Bayreuth; with'its'democraticseating, its darkened audi- 

torium; 'its"hidden orchestra, its very elaborate and carefully-re- 

hearsed productions designed"to express precisely his intentions, 

Wagner carried''this'emphasis on the informational content of his 

dramas3nto', their performance: It is true that Shaw found much-to 

criticize ' in' the' Bayreuth, productions, but he still considered them 

far ahead of those-at Covent'Garden, except in the, one area of sing- 

ing. 

The Wagnerian singer had different, qualifications from those 

of the singer of the' traditional Italian school. Wagner's works 

broke many of the, conventional rules of vocal writing, and his or- 

chestration generally demanded louder singing than was customary in 

Italian opera; many authorities, including the. great singing teacher, 

Mathilde' Marchesi"; ' who taught ' Melba, -Eames, and Calve, - among many 

famous sopranos, -regarded his vocal'writing as injurious'to the: 

voice,., a suggestion that Shaw hotly denies. 90 But the most striking 

'demands Wagner made were on the' intelligence, dramatic sense, and 

diction of his singers, for they were required to convey Wagner's 

meaning as well'as his music to their audience. On the other hand, 

. in -fact 
if not. in. theory, the perfect bel canto qualities of the 

Italian singer were'simply not required by the Wagnerian audiences, 

go. See, for example, ibid., II, 282-83. 
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who were more often people with interests in either literature or non- 

operatic music than habitues of Italian opera. The influence of the 

Wagnerian approach became irresistible at the end of the century, and 

it permanently changed the nature of operatic singing. At Covent 

Garden, the first performances of Wagner in German during the regular 

season took place in 1892. In many ways these performances marked 

the end of the strictly traditional Italian Opera in England, an-end 

that was signified by the change of name from the Royal Italian Opera 

to the Royal Opera House. The houselights were dimmed for the first 

time during a performance at Covent Garden. 91 These performances 

brought a new audience to the theatre that broke down the hegemony 

of the old society audience: 

The main body of the subscribers for the German 
performances was made up of two classes of people 
who were unable to secure boxes and stalls still 
largely occupied by "society" for the regular 
season--city merchants who knew Harris as a 
Sheriff of London, and the German colony. This 
new element gradually infiltrated into the Grand 
Seasons' subscription lists, and so during the 
period before the first world war there was a 
subtle change in the character of the opera audi- 
ences at Covent Garden. 92 

Gradually the "reforms" of Wagner crept into the entire repertoire, 

until today all opera is treated essentially as music drama, and most 

opera-singing seeks the virtues of dramatic intensity and meaningful 

treatment of the text Wagner demanded. A comparison of arias sung by 

modern singers with those preserved on recordings of Patti, Melba, 

Plancon and many of the others of the old school discussed by Shaw 
s 

presents a fascinating study for the theatre historian, for it demon- 

91. See ibid., II9 112. 

92. Rosenthal, Two Centuries of Opera at Covent Garden, p. 247. 
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strates, I believe,, -the precise differences between the. "traditioaial" 

and the modern`approäches to`dramatic art. 

Shaw welcomed the new intelligence and dramatic seriousness of 

the Wagner singer, but on'their lack, of }gel canto qualities he betrays 

a very divided mind. At times he argues, as a consistent "protestant, " 

that vocal beauty is a mere distraction from the meaning of the text; 

he describes the effect of a Bayreuth performance in 1889: 

Consider, too, that the singers are not like 
De Reszke or Lassalle, refreshing to listen to. 
They are' all veterans-hale and respectable 
veterans, irreproachably competent, with thick 
voices and intelligent declamation; but they 
are terribly. dry. You are driven for a reviving 
draught of beauty of sound to the orchestra. 
Having heard that before, you are thrown back"on 
the inner interest of the poem, and so forced to 
renew your grip with a closer and closer appli- 
cation on the very thing you sought a moment's 
relief from. 93 

, 

He suggests that Wagnerian opera does not need great singers; the 

performer's role is merely that of the conveyor of Wagner's meaning: 

Fortunately, Bayreuth has shown us how to do 

,, without singers of, internationally valuable, 
genius. The singers here have not "created" 
the lyric drama: it is the lyric drama that 
has created them. 94 

But Shaw was'too honest in his critical reaction to deny that he missed 

the beauty of the Covent Garden singing; in that same year at Bayreuth 

he finds himself sighing "more than once for ten minutes of Covent 

Garden": 

Not, of course,, for the Covent Garden orchestra, 
or the conductor, or the cuts, or the. stalls and 
boxes, or the late hours, or the superficialities, 
or the general; cloudiness as to the meaning of the 

93. "Bayreuth and Back" in How to Become a'Musical Critic, p. 150. 

94. "Wagner in Bayreuth, "-ibid., p. 170. 
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stage business, 'or'theýpointless: Italian verse. 
But-I could have borne 'a. stave or two from Jean 
do Re szke -and Lassalle with a tranquil mind. It 
is true that, Herr. Gudehus understands, the, part 
of Walther much. better than De Reszke: he acts 
with humor and intelligence, and sings by no 
means without fervor and power. tMoreover, he is 
venerable; whereas our Polish, favorite is a mere 
sprig of-forty or thereabouts. Again, Reichmann 
gives a more characteristic portrait of the cob- 
bler master-singer of Nuremberg}than"Lassalle: 
one, too, much fuller of suggestive detail. And 
though his voice is much the worse for. wear, there 
is, here and there in his compass, still a rich 
note or two; and he was able to. finish the part-- 
bravely, though the last hundred bars or so evi- 
dently cost him a severe effort. -- But"in., musical- 
charm neither Gudehus nor Reichmann touched De 
Reszke and Lassalle, -though at every other point 
they far surpassed them. I wish some man of 
science would provide critics with a psychology 
capable of explaining how the same man may sing 
through. an opera-like a genius and act through 
it like a country gentleman; or, conversely, why 
he may interpret the book like a student and 
philosopher, and sing through the score like an 
improved foghorn. 95 

The reason for this phenomenon, I suggest, is that the Covent 

Garden singers and the Wagnerian singers were performing for two 

quite different audiences who demanded two quite different artistic 

experiences. Few of them shared Shaw's paradoxical demand for both. 

We can trace Shawls vacillations between these two demands 

in the course of his reviews. When the Covent Garden season comes 

around again, Shaw's heart is hardened. He compares Jean de Reszke 

to Irving: 

I go to see Irving play Charles I; and my critical 
sense, is highly-gratified by his now consummately 
cultivated artistic sense and perfect certainty of 
execution. I go to hear,, Jean-de-Reszke. as the 
Prophet,. or as Romeo, and am as keenly pleased, if 
not nearly so completely satisfied, as by Irving. 
But now comes the difficulty. Charles I interests 
me so little as a drama that the actor cannot, with 

95. London Music, pp. 184-85. 
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all-his-art, -make it affect, me`one°-tenth as 
strongly as a-play'of Ibsen's actedYby novices' 
who have-not a'twentieth part of Irving's skill. 
And I would not go out of London to hear the 
finest performance'of Romeo et Juliette that 
Europe can produce; whereas I have gone a long 
way out of England to hear complete performances, 
of Wagner's works by quite stupendously un- 
attractive singers. y6 

Here Shaw reaffirms the-primacy'of the work and the relative unim- 

portance of the performance, a belief that was perhaps slightly 

shaken at Bayreuth. Throughout the season he harps on the perfunct- 

ory acting; of Edouard de Reszke he says, "The intellectual vacuity 

of his king in Lohengrin baffles description. ... " and adds of 

his brother Jean: 

it cannot be said that he overtasks`his-brain 
on the-stage. -Except in a character like Romeo, - 
which proceeds on the simplest romantic lines, 
he creates very little dramatic illusion. 97 

He pointedly praises the performances of--Maurel and Giulia Ravogli, 

in spite of their vocal"deficiencies, for their dramatic force. 

But with the German season at Covent Garden in 1892 Shaw's 

dislike of ugly singing betrays itself again. At first Shaw is in- 

clined-to be charitable: . "Everybody was delighted with the change 

from the tailor-made=operatic tenor in velvet and tights to the wild 

young hero who forges his own weapons°and tans his. own coat and bus- 

kins. "9g But as the season continues he becomes increasingly criti- 

cal, not only of the stage management and the playing, of the orchestra, 

but especially of the singing: 

On the whole, it was fortunate for the success 
of the work-that-most of us are at present so 

96. Music in London, Is 151. 

97. Ibid., Is 173. 

98. Ibid., II, 114. 
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helplessly'underthe'spell of'the Ring's great-: 
ness that we can do nothing but go raving about 
the, theatre between the acts in ecstasies of 
deluded admiration. Even the critics lose their 

-heads: you find the same"men. who are quite alive 
to the disparities between Jean de Reszke and 
Montariol, Maurel or Eduard do Reszke and Miranda, 
or De Vaschetti, Calve or Giulia Ravogli and Melba 
or Miss-do Lussan, losing all discrimination when -r 
the German artists come up for judgement; admiring 
a third-rate: Alberich as devoutly asa-first-rate 
Mime; and meekly accepting the German tendency to 
coarse-singing and wooden declamation as the right, -"- 
thing for Wagner, whose music really demands as 
much refinement, expression, and vivacity as 
Mozart's. 99 

In another important passage, however, he returns to the advantages 

of a singing-actor like the German tenor, Max Alvary: 

I'can imagine Alvary boasting that; ' with nothing 
exceptional. to'help him except his brains, he 
could keep pace all through Der-Ring with Van Dyk 
or De Reszke, perhaps falling five minutes behind 
the one in shouting over the sledge-hammer, and 
behind the other in singing Wintersttirme wichen 
dem Wonnemund, but regaining his ground at other 
points, and holding his audience to the end as 
successfully'as either of them. He has proved to 
us that as soon as the development of opera into 
genuine music drama makes the lyric stage-attract- 
ive to clever and cultivated men, we shall no 
longer be dependent on prodigies. 100 

This passage must be set against a later one in which Shaw is-less 

satisfied with this performer: 

Alvary began by singing out of the key. Later on 
he found the key, and merely sang out of tune. He 
posed with remarkable grace and dramatic eloquence: 
I can imagine no finer Siegmund from the point of 
view of a deaf man; but he may take my word for it 
-the word of a critic who has highly appreciated 
some of his performances-that he will have to get- 
much nearer the mark in point of pitch, and assimi- 
late his vocal phrasing much more to his admirable 
pantomime in point of grace, if he intends to hold 
his own within two minutes' walk of Jean de Reszke. 101 

99. Ibid., III 126. 

100. Ibid., II, W-45. 

101. Ibid., III, 251 
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The climax ot'this"duel"of-critical criteria came near the 

end of Shaw's period as: a music critic. It was brought about-by the 

coincidence of, another German Wagner season in London, this time at 

Drury Lane, though still under Harris' auspices, and Adelina Patti's 

surprise addition first of a, sang by Wagner, Aandrthen of the Prayer 

from Tannhäuser at, her Albert Hall: Concerts. Shaw was again moved 

to put his finger on'the precise problem, in a passage I must quote 

at length: 

It is a great mistake'to assume, as-these German 
artists evidently do, that their rough, violent, 
and inaccurate singing does not matter. 

A very striking proof of this was forthcoming 
at the last concert at the Albert. Hall, where Patti 
continued her new departure into Wagnerland by sing- 
ing Elisabeth's prayer from Tannhäuser: - Now if I 
express some scepticism as to whether: Patti cares 
a -snap of her fingers for Elisabethý_or Wagner, I 
may, after all these years of Una voce and Bel- 
raggio, very well be pardoned. But-it is beyond 
all doubt that Patti, cares most intensely for the, 
beauty of her own voice-and the perfection of her 
singing.. What is the result? She attacks the 
prayer with the single-aim of-making it. sound as 
beautiful as possible; and this being precisely 
what Wagner's own musical aim was, she goes 
straight to the right phrasing, the right vocal 
touch, and the-. right turn-. of every musical figure, 
thus making her German rivals not only appear in- 
comparison clumsy as singers, but actually obtuse 
as to Wagner's meaning. 

At the first performance of Tristan at Drury 
Lane this season, Klafsky, ' by sheer.. dramatic , power, 
was really great in-the death song which is the 
climax of the opera; but she-did not sing it half 
as-well as Nordica, who carries much lighter guns 
as a dramatic artist, has sung it here; and what is 
more, she completely perverted the music by making 
it express-the most poignant grief for the loss of 
Tristan-the very sort of stage commonplace-to - 
which Isolde's, sacred joy in the death towards which 
the whole work is an aspiration, ought to be the 
most complete rebuke. 

If the song were beautifully sung, it simply 
could not take the wrong expression; and if Patti 
were to return to the stage and play Isolde, though 



165. 

she might-very possibly stop the drama half a 
dozen times in each act to acknowledge applause 
and work-inlan'encore--though she might-introduce 
Home, Sweet-Home, in the. ship', scene, and The Last 
Rose-in the garden scene--though nobody would be 
in the least surprised to see her jump up out of 
her trance in the last act to run to the foot-, 
lights for a basket of flowers, yet the public 
might-learn a good-deal about Isolde from her 
which they will never-learn from any of the 
illustrious band of German Wagner heroines who 
are queens at'Bayreuth, but who cannot sing a 
gruppetto for all that. 

In. offering these disparagements to the 
German artist4, I am not for a moment forgetting 

}.; that -to them we' owe the fact that we have any 
lyric stage left at all. ... remembering what 
I do of the miserable decay and extinction'of the . '' 
old operatic regime under the sway of the two- 
hundred-a-night prima donnas I am' in -, no danger 
of losing sight of the fact that when singers 
sing, so°well that it no longer matters what they. -- 
sing, they keep the theatre stagnant with all their 
might; the-stagnation, of course, presently pro- 
ducing putrescence; whilst, on the other hand, the 
ambition of lyric artists who could not by mere 
charm of vocalization raise the receipts at any 
concert or theatre bureau, by£5, makes strongly-for 
dramatic activity and for the reinforcement of the 
'attractions-of the individual artist by those of 
the masterpieces of musical composition. 

It is because Alvary is a much less attractive 
-singer than Jean de Reszke that he has to summon 
Wagner to his aid, and play Siegfried or Tristan 
with infinite pains while De Reszke is giving his 
thousandth impersonation of such comparatively 
cheap''and easy characters as Gounod's Faust or 
Romeo. ... 

To the Germans I would point out that their 
'apparent devotion-to the poetic and dramatic side jx of their art can claim no credit as long as it is 
forced upon them by the fact that they sing so 
badly that nobody would listen to them for their 
own sakes alone. The standard of beauty. of execution 
in vocal music has fallen so low on their stage that 
we find an artist like Rodemundtgoing, through the 
music of Mime without taking the trouble to sing a 
single nolain tune, and thereby losing all the elfin 
charm and doting pathos which Lieban's fine musical 
instinct enabled him to get from it. let Rodemund 
can distinguish the pitch of a note accurately 
enough, as he showed in Beethoven's music and 
Webers. In Wagner's he evidently believes it does 
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-not matter: ... -: -0' .. 

at the Germans have to learn from us is 
that it does matter. Wagner meant his music to 

:$ be sung with'the most exquisite sensitiveness in 
point of quality of tone and precision of pitch, 

"exactly as Mozart did. - In a day or two I shall 
be within the walls of the temple at Bayreuth, 
laying in a -stock of observations for the further 
enforcement of this moral; for I am really tired 
of going to the theatre; to hear the best music 
associated with the worst sin ing, and the best 
singing with the worst'music. 02 

Here again we-see Shaw's, wish that-art appeal to both the, conscious- 

and the unconscious self. The conflict isýnot a simple one between 

mere-empty "beauty" on'the, one-hand and meaning on the other. - On.: - 

the contrary, Shaw-points out that Patti's beautiful-singing comes, 

nearer to Wagner's musical meaning than does that of the German 

artists, because this-meaning is-not an intellectual one, but one 

aimed at the- unconscious self. If-Pattitwereýto sing Isolde she 

would'miss the dramatic and philosophical meaning of the work--the 

part aimed at the. conscious self-but she would capture the inde- 

finable, unconscious meaning that the conscientious Wagner singer 

sacrifices to the expression of the former. - And, Shaw implies, it- 

is=the- unconscious meaning that is`of greatest importance, since to 

treat Isolde's Liebestod merely dramatically is to miss the, trans- 

cendental intentions of. the music. And yet Shaw will not give up 

his demand for the conscious meaning as well; he will not admit that 

it-is impossible to perform perfectly "beautifully, " in his sense, 

and--perfectly "dramatically, " in"his'sense, at the same time. This 

might not seem a problem, to'us today,, who are accustomed to the suc- 

cessors of the German Wagner school and who'derive in part from them-, - 

102. Ibid., III, 267-70. ; -< 
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our own particular concept oflvocalý"beauty"; but the-recordings of 

the.. singers-Shaw'and-the Covent Garden-audience! consideredý"beautiful" 

reveal a school of"pure bel, canto °singing from which informational 

values are essentially excluded. If the ideal is that of a pure, 

inhuman, instrumental sound, with emphasis"onTthe-perfect-. execution 

of florid passages (like Wagner's gruppettos), perfect legato in 

sustained passages, and total concern for musical-or formal values, 

then the devices a singer uses to be "dramatic, " to"express awareness 

of character and situation-open, natural tone, speech rhythm and' 

emphasis, emotional inflection-are by definition excluded. The bel 

canto singer achieves`his-effects by perfect obedience-to traditional 

forms, while the-modern Wagner-influenced singer gains at-least some 

of his effects by avoiding such stereotyped-expression., Why will 

Shaw, who apparently values the unconscious communication so highly, 

not then relinquish his demands for the conscious? The answer is 

suggested in the phrase, "when singers sing so well that it no longer 

matters what they sing, they keep the stage stagnant with all their 

might. " For the humanist side of Shaw's nature, stagnancy, the ab- 

sence of change in the direction of human betterment, is the ultimate' 

evil. The sgmbolic, 'religious communication does not change in the 

course of the centuries, does not contribute to progress, does not 

leave us with more information'than*we had before. In spite of 

Shaw's intense valuation of this experience, therefore, he will 

ultimately sacrifice it for the` revolutionary and informational- 

values of the Wagnerian theatre. ' Inwthis area, at least, Shaw the 

reformer triumphs over Shaw the religious' thinker, älthough the victory 

may be said tobe a Pyrrhic - one. 

The reluctance with which Shaw seems finally to decide in 
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favour of. "the Wagner'singers is underlined by Shawls reviews of the 

performances at Bayreuth that year. As if in reaction to this de- 

cision, he subjects the singing to a particularly blistering attack. 

For'example: 

The'opening performance of Parsifal this season 
was, from the purely musical point of view, as 
far as the-principal singers were concerned, 
simply an abomination. The bass howled, the 
tenor bawled, the baritone sang flat, and the 
soprano, when she condescended to sing at all, 
and, did not merely shout her words, screamed, s. u., 
except in the one unscreamable song of Herzeleides 
death, jnýwhich she subsided into commonplaceness. 

f03 

He concludes: 

Singing:: there, in fact, is exactly like public 
speaking in England-not a fine art, but a-" 
means of placing certain ideas intelligibly and 
emphatically before the-public without any pre- 
occupation as to beauty of voice or grace of 

:. _' manner. 104 

This was 'an attitude-to singing for which Shaw was originally almost 

willing'to praise the Wagnerian singers, but-it now clearly leaves 

him deeply dissatisfied. , 11 .- 

4 'Our Theatres in the Nineties ` 

The same conflict of 'criteria can be demonstrated in Shaw's 

criticism of the spoken drama, although here, it is somewhat less 

clearly defined., Again we have the criteria of "beauty" associated 

with the traditional theatre in conflict with the criterion of in- 

formational content associated with the more modern theatre; but, as 

was shown in the introduction of the dissertation, the traditional 

theatre had almost disappeared in its spoken manifestation,, and so 

Shaw is not here confronted with such an acute juxtaposition of the 

103. Music in Lo ndon, III, 278-79. 

104. Ibid., III, 280. 
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two values. Shaw did-have a vivid: °idea, of the value of the'tradi- 

tional_theatre, an idea he derived from his boyhood theatre-going in 

Dublin; to the end-of his life he never ceased to look back on the 

acting of Barry Sullivan as the most memorable in his experience: 

Such acting I had never seen or imagined before, 
nor was its impression weakened when, much later- 
on, I saw the acting-of Salvini and Ristori, the 
last of the great Italians, from whom I gathered 
what else I know of great acting. 105 

He. saw him"in, his prime: =. y 

-I remember him, notýas he: is remembered by those 
who saw him only in the last ten years of his 

h:: -life, but as an actor who was in his day much 
further superior in pictorial, vocal, and 
rhetorical qualities to his next best rival 18gn--; 
any actor or actress can easily be nowadays. 

Few contemporary critics seem to have recognized such transcendent 

qualities in Sullivan's acting, and no doubt Shaw's memory of it had 

become idealized over time; but whatever its source, this ideal of 

heroic acting plays a major part in Shaw's dramatic conception. 

Shaw was also able to interpolate his experience of opera 

into the spoken theatre and to look for the analogous effects there. 

Discussing Janet Achurch's performance in The New Magdalen, he says: 

She reproduced for me an old experience of the 
days when, as a musical critic, I. gained from 
contact with great works and a living art the 
knowledge I am now-losing and the finely trained 
sense I am ow blunting in our silly and vulgar 

"-theatres. 10ý. 

He. recommends that dramatic and musical critics should have; experience 

of. each others' specialities: 

If our, musical, critics had formed their standards, ; 
of stage representation at the Lyceum, St James's, 

105. "My way with a Play" in Shaw ön Theatre, p. `271. 

106. Our Theatre in the Nineties, Is 183. 

107. Ibid., Is 235. 
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Criterion,, and'Haymarket; and our dramatic critics 
learned what trained skill can do, and sharpened 
theirrsenses. and their power of analysing sense 
impressions on comparisons-of Paderewski with - 
Stavenhagen, and Sapellnikoff, or of Sarasaterwith 
Isaye- and Joachim, half-the absurdities of the 
Opera would have been laughed to death by this 
time; and we should be spared a. great deal=of"that 
diffidence and ineffectiveness which paralyses 
most of our dramatic criticism when it has to deal 
-with the technical work of the stage instead-of 
gossiping cleverly about the ideas of Mr Jones, 

108 Mr Pinero, and Mr Grundy. 

Here Shaw clearly : suggests that-his interest in formal criteria in 

acting derives from his musical experience. But the fact remains 

that Shaw has no thriving traditional theatre against which to compare 

the, ordinary modern theatre in his reviews; he, can only distinguish 

between degrees of modernity. Thus, as we shall see, even actors 

like Irving and Duse, who; are clearly far from being performers in 

the traditional heroic mould, are nonetheless cited by'Shaw for the 

beauty of their execution against most of the younger actors. The 

basic pattern is nevertheless the same; on the one hand there are 

performers associated with the older school whom Shaw praises for 

their beauty, or artistry, or fine execution, but condemns for their 

indifference-to informational values; on the other, there are younger 

performers whom Shaw praises for their intelligence and dramatic in- 

sight, -but-whose-neglect of-formal values he deplores.. Again Shaw 

seeks an ideal combination ofr, both kinds of actor; but-in the spoken 

theatre Shaw does occasionally imagine that he, has found this ideal, 

a fact, that indicates, I suggest, that his standards of "beauty" are 

not here-as rigorous-as they are. with. regard to music. The acting 

equivalent of the bell-canto singer no longer exists. 

Shaw never'wavers in his'demand for beauty. of expression from 

108. I bid ", III ,X 156. 
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actors; mere impersonation is not enough: 

The actor's walk is addressed to the spectator's 

.. sense of grace, dignity, or strength of movement, 
and his voice to the listener's sense of expressive 
or beautiful tone. "Impersonations even of ugly or 
deformed creatures with harsh voices have the same 
ar, a stic9character and are agreeably disagreeable. 

He goes on to say that in order to maintain this satisfying form the 

actor must have: 

a sense'of beauty-the artistic sense-cultivated 
to such'a degree of sensitiveness that a coarse 
or prosaic tone, or an awkward gesture, jars in- 
stantly on the artist as a note out of tune jars 
on the musician. 110 

Elsewhere, Shaw writes to Ellen Terry of her reading of a poem: 

you brought tears to my eyes, not, you will 
understand, by the imaginary sorrows of the 
lunatic (sorrow does not make me cry, even 
when it is real) but by doing the thing 
beautifully. Ißt whole claim to be a critic of 
art is that I can be touched in that way. lll 

Similarly, he says in a letter to Janet Achurch: 

Anybody can be tragic, if they are born so; 
but that every stroke shall be beautiful as 
well as'powerful, beautiful to the eye and 
ear; that is what I call art. 112 

The following are some examples of Shaw's criticism in which formal 

criteria are clearly implied; It should be noted that only the last 

example refers toga Shakespearian performance, in which even Archer 

would agree in looking for beauty; the rest refer to modern plays. 

As an adventuress ... Miss Florence West is 

109. Our Theatres in-the Nineties, I, 212. 

110. Ibid., I, 212-13. 

111. Letter to. Ellen Terry (24 June 1892) in Collected Letters 
187Z-1 897, ed. Dan H. Laurence (New York, 1965), p. 344. 

112. Letter to Janet Achurch (21 April 1892), bid., p. 338. 
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kinetoscopically realistic. The portrait is 
true to nature; but is has no artistic character: 
Miss West has not the art of being agreeably 
disagreeable. 

Nor did his-fFred Terry'> tones and gesture 
strike me as having that beauty and grace which 
one looks for as the differentia between a skilled 
actor and an ordinary gentleman who has not 

--specialized himself in these directions. 

Such scenes, -however moving and interesting they 
may be, and however skilfully written, can only 
be made tolerable by sheer beauty of execution. 
Tact and experience-the best substitutes our 
unfortunate stage can offer--may do something to 
steer the performance clear of positive offensive- 
ness; but tact and experience are not enough: 
unless the lines are spoken by voices of which 
the ear never tires, with gestures and action 
which never lose their fascination, the result 
can be no better than a disagreeable experience, 
drawing a crowd and holding it only as a street 
accident does. 

Now it is only by a poignant beauty of execution 
that new channels can be cut in the obdurate rock 
of the public's hardened heart; and the best stage 

~execution that Mr Pinero could command was for 
the most part ugly and clumsy: 

I really cannot express myself politely on the 
subject of Mr Coghlan's performance (as Mercuti). 
He lounges, he mumbles, he delivers the Queen Mab 
speech in a raffish patter which takes, and is 
apparently deliberately meant to take, all beauty 
of tone and grace of measure out of it. l13 

Shaw clearly associates this fine execution with the older 

actors who were untouched by the Ibsen movement; referring to the 

time before that movement, he says in a later essay: 

At every point except the one point of culture 
and contact with the life of the time the theatre 
was in a more dignified position than it occupies 
today. If you and I could have set the Bancrofts, 
the Kendals, the Rorkes, Hare and Wyndham and 
Irving and Forbes Robertson and Ada Rehan, to work 
in live contemporary drama, the London stage would 

113. our Theatres in the Nineties, 'I, 12; I, 40; I, 219; I, 268; 
and I, 200. 
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have led Europe triumphantly. Forbes Robertson's 
Caesar proved it. + 

Whenever one of these older actors reappears--Mrs Kendal, Kate Terry, 

Charles Wyndham, Mrs Bancroft, Mrs Calvert-he is especially appreci- 

ative of his artistry. On the other hand; his criticism contains 

numerous references to the lack of skill of the younger actors. When 

Mabel Terry, Kate's daughter and pupil, made her debut, Shaw notes her 

as an exception: - aý 

she-can speak beautifully without the slightest 
trick or mannerism of any sort; and no moment of 
nervousness can disable her: the word gets.. 
rightly-touched even when she can hardly1ear- 
it herself. She never makes a grimace, nor is 
there aýtrace of consciousness. or exaggeration 
about her gestures. She played between her 
mother and Mr Hare without being technically 
outclassed., Most of our stage young ladies 
would have sustained the comparison, like an,, 

- understudy volunteered ia 'desperate emergency 
by the, nearest amateur. 1'-5 

It is particularly the diction of modern actors that displeases him, 

not merely in rhetorical parts but in modern prose ones as well. "It 

seems to me that actors and actresses never dream nowadays of learning 

to, apeak, " he says, and elsewhere'he describes stage diction as "be- 

coming appalling. 11l16 Graceful movement is'also disappearing: 

The very commonplaces of deportment are vanishing 
from the stage.. The women cannot even make a 
curtsey: they sit down'on their heels with a 
flop and. a smirk,, and think, that that is what. Mr 
Turveydrop taught their grandmothers. Even Miss 
Irene_Yanbrugh is far too off-hand and easily 
self-satisfied. Actors, it seems to me, will 

,. ° not be persuaded nowadays to begin at the right 
end of their profession. Instead of acquiring 
the cultivated speech, gesture, movement and 
personality which distinguish acting as a fine 

14. "Letter to J. T. Grein" in Shaw on Theatre, p. 135. 

115, Our Theatres in the Nineties, III, 373. 

116. I bid., III, 107 and III 38. 
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art from acting in the ordinary sense ins which 
everybody acts, they dismiss, it as a mere word 

_, 11? 
which signifies to be, to do, or to suffer. ... 

In another'' pas sage' he slims lip what he demands of the actor: 

I plead then'that'acting is potentially an 
artistic profession, and that by training and 
practice a person can qualify himself or herself 
to come to a manager or author and say, "Within 
the limits imposed by my age and sex, I can do 
all the ordinary work of the stage with perfect 
certainty. I know my vowels and consonants as a 
phonetic expert, and can speak so as to arrest 
the attention of the audience whenever I open 
my mouth, forcibly, delicately, roughly, smoothly, 
prettily, harshly, authoritatively, submissively, 
but always artistically, just as you want it. I 
can sit, stand, fall, get up, walk, dance, and 
otherwise use my body with the complete command 
of it that marks the physical artist. 118 

And he concludes: 

It is all a delusion: there is no profession, 
no art, no skill about the business at all. 
We have no actors: we have only-authors, and 
not many of them. 119 

Shaw clearly blames the lack of taste in modern audiences for this 

decline: "0h, -the New Public! the New Public! indifferent or un- 

comfortable over fine work: enthusiastic over cheap jobs! 1,120 He 

implies a doubt that there is a single "unprofessional connoisseur 

of acting" left in London. 121 

However, if Shaw considered that the quality of acting had 

declined since the days of Barry Sullivan, he nonetheless is very 

'117. Ibid., II, 191. 

118. Ibid., II, 127. 

-119. Ibid., II, 128. 

120. Ibid., II, ' 226. 

121. Ibid., II, 232. 
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clearly aware of the deficiencies of the earlier theatre; he saw that 

it was associated with the same neglect of informational content that 

characterized the performances at Covent Garden: - 

During the career of Mrs Siddons a play was 
regarded as an exhibition of the art of acting. 
Playwrights wrote declamatory parts for actors 
as composers did for singers and violinists, to 
display their technical virtuosity. This became 
an abuse: Wagner was quite justified in his 
complaint that singers thought only of how they 
sang, and never of what they were singing. 
Actors who had learnt how "to bring down the 
house" with a tirade were quite as pleased when 
the tirade was trash as when it was one of 
Shakespear's best. 122 

Admirable as the old acting was, its lack of contact with life and its 

relegation of the play to a position of relative unimportance disquali- 

fied it from Shaw's approval. But such was his susceptibility to fine 

acting that he had to make'a conscious effort to reject it: 

The huge relief with which I found myself turning 
from Olivia as an effective exhibition of the ex- 
traordinary accomplishments of Sir Henry Irving 
to Olivia as a naturally acted story has opened 
aft eyes to the extent to which I have been sinking 
the true dramatic critic in the connoisseur in 
virtuosity, and forgetting what they were doing at 
the Lyceum in the contemplation of how they were 
doing it. Henceforth I shall harden my heart as 
Wagner hardened his heart against Italian singing, 
and hold diction, deportment, sentiment, person- 
ality, and character as dust in the balance against 
the play and the credibility of its representation. 123 

Here again the operatic analogy reminds us of the parallel between 

Shaw's treatment of actors and his treatment of singers. And in 

spite of his resolution, Shaw by no means gives up his demands for 

fine execution; rather, he continues to demand both beauty and in- 

formation, both the reinforcement of the ideal and the rejection of 

122, " "An Aside" in Shaw on Theatre, p. 224. 

123. Our Theatres in the Nineties, III, I0. 
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the ideal, as the following discussion of his responses to several 

important actors will demonstrate. 

Of all the actors Shaw discusses, Eleonora Duse comes closest 

to fulfilling. both his criteria. At. times she seemed to him to com- 

bine the, fine�execution ofgthe-old school with the intelligence and 

breadth of culture of the new. Shaw mentions Salvini, Ristori, and 

Coquelin, and = continues: 

The, work of these three great artists seemed 
to me (hünaanly'speaking) quite thorough and 
perfect in its application to their conception- 
of the parts they played; and their conception 
was, for the most part, adequate, and more than 
adequate, to, the culture of. their generation. 
But their. incubatory period was the period before 
the theatre had advanced to the point at which 
Wagner and Ibsen became its master spirits. 
Duse is the first actress whom we have seen 
applying the method of the great school to char- 
acteristically modern parts or'to characteristic- 
ally modern conceptions of old parts. 124 

Shaw brings out Duse's characteristics in a brilliant comparison of 

her acting with Sarah Bernhardts. While both actresses clearly had 

masterly control over acting form, according to Shaw Bernhardt Is act- 

ing was devoid of valuable human content. He describes Duse's "highly 

intellectual work" as "altogether superior to the mere head of steam 

needed to produce Bernhardtian explosions with the requisite regular- 

ity. "12 He describes Bernhardt's performances as "poor in'thoughti126 

and refers to the "commonness and' obviousness of the intellectual 

material of°her-acting. "127 He refers to her "shallow trick of inton- 

124. Ibid., I; 144-45- 

125. Ibid.; I, 147. 

126. Ibid., I, 161. 

127. I bid., I, 162. 
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ing" which "dehumanizes" her'speech: 12g. 
='"When once she begins to tear 

through'*her'lines'at the utmost pitch And power of her voice, she 

shews no'further`sense of'what'she is saying .... 11 129 Shaw calls 

this acting-"pure rant and ' nothing' else. " Her' plays are for the most 

part "pinchbeck; "130. ind1 when they=are'not, "'as in the case of Suder- 

mann's Home, she does not 'bring out' the meaning: .-, -" ,--i 

And she did not trouble us with any fuss about 
the main theme of Sudermannts play, the revolt 
of'the modern ' woman 'against' that ideal, -of home 
which exacts the sacrifice of her whole life to 
its care, not by her grace, and as-its-own sole 
help and refuge, but as a right which it has to 
the services of all females as abject slaves. 
In fact, there is not the slightest reason to 
suspect Madame Bernhardt of having discovered 
any such theme in the play; though Duse, with 
one look at Schwartze, the father, nailed it 
to the stage as the subject of the impending 
dramatic struggle before she had been five 
minutes on the scene. 131 

In contrast to Bernhardt, Duse does bring her acting into contact 

with life. She is aware of the significance of what she is'saying, 

not only to the play but to the lives of the members of the audience. 

Shaw speaks of her "moral high notes" and of "the vigilance; in her of 

that high human instinct which seeks to awaken the deepest responsive 

feeling without giving pain. "132 Behind every stroke of her acting 

there is a "distinctively human idea. "133 Though she maintains "the 

finest grace" in her movements, "every idea, every shade of thought 

128. Ibid., I, 162. 

129. Ibid., I, 1599 

130. Ibid., I, 161. 

131. Ibid., I, 152-53. 

132. Ibid., I, 152. 

133. Ibid., I, 151. 
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and mood, expresses itself delicately but vividly to the eye. .0 01,134 

In other words, Bernhardt has many of, the qualities of the., actress of 

the traditional theatre; her frame of reference goes no further than 

the stage and its traditions. On the other hand, Duse never loses an 

opportunity. to relate her acting to something beyond-the stage--to 

contemporary-. thought as. expressed in the play, or simply to nature 

and human, psychology. 

However, it would , be. wrong, I think, to imagine that Duse 

entirely fulfilled Shaw's ideal. Shaw clearly missed in, her some 

of the transcendent qualities that he admired in Barry Sullivan and 

in some of the operatic performers. Unlike Archer, he definitely 

preferred Calve's operatic Santuzza in Cavalleria Rusticang to Duse's 

performance in the play: 

Now I"confess that even to me the illusion 
created by Duse was so strong that the-scene 
comes back to me almost as an event which I 
actually witnessed; whereas Calve's performance 
was unmistakeably an opera at Covent Garden. 
Looking at Duse, I pitied Santuzza as I have 
often pitied a real woman in the streets miser- 
ably trying, without a single charm to aid her, 
to beg back the. affection of some cockney 
Turiddu. But who has ever seen in the streets 
anything like Calve's Santuzza, with her passion, 
her beauty, her intensity , her singing borne 
aloft by an orchestra? 135 

It is interesting to note that he specifically refers to Ristori and 

Salvini as "the last of the great Italians" in the passage quoted at 

the beginning of this section from one of his last writings. 

An actress in the traditional style whom Shaw admired more 

than Bernhardt was Ada Rehan. He found in her speaking a more genuine 

134" Ibid., I, 151., 

135. ", Is 91. 
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beauty: '- ,, 

Miss Rehan, who is coming next week, -will expose 
the musical emptiness of Madame Bernhardt's habit 

0', of monotonously chanting sentences on one note, ý° "'' 
. as effectually as Duse hap exposed the intellectual 
emptiness of her- Magda. 13° 

-- 
Her' interpretations had moments*of , the ideal-grandeur of the old- 

heroic actors; of her declaiming of Helena's oath in A Midsummer 

Night's Dream he says: 

you are, once more, not forward with Duse, but 
back with Barry Sullivan, who would in just the 
same way, when led into it by a, touch of state- 
Uness and sonority in the lines, abandon his 
part, and become for the moment a sort of majestic 137 

-incarnation of abstract solemnity and magnificence. 

But., as"with the Covent Garden singers; Shaw cannot rest content-., - 

with art-that lacks contact-. with life: 

The self-culture which has produced her superb 
graces of manner and diction seems to have iso- 
lated her instead of quickening her-sympathy 
and drawing closer her contact with the world. 

-Every woman who sees Duse play Magda feels that 
Duse is acting and speaking for her and for all 

`women as they are hardly ever able to speak and 
act for themselves. The same may be said of 
Miss Achurch as Nora. But no woman has ever had' 
the very faintest sensation of that kind about 
any part that Miss Rehan has yet played. We 
admire, not what she isld$ing, but the charm 3 with which she does it. 

He, blames her manager, Augustin Daly, for keeping her in obsolete, 

plays and obsolete versions of Shakespeare in which she has no oppor- 

tunity to communicate valuable truth to her audience. He urges her 

to throw, herself_"into the contemporary movement" for the purely 

practical reasons that her style is no longer appreciated, and that 

136. I_. ) I 1,162. 

137. Ibid., It' 182-83. 

138. Ibid., I, 183-84. ° ._ 
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her ability to maintain it will deteriorate with age, as Barry Sulli- 

van's did. "There is only one-way to defy Time; -and that isýto have 

young ideas, which may always be trusted to find youthful and vivid 

expression. "139 Later-on he- again implies that, superb though her 

style is, he cannot value it highly because of its lack of contact 

with life: 

Miss Rehan would charm everybody as Mirandolina 
as effectually as Duse does. But how about 
Magda? It is because nobody in England knows 
the answer to that question that nobody in 
England as-yet knows whether Ada Rehan is a 
creative artist 'or a mere virtuosa. 140 

Later Shaw made even more pressing attempts to persuade Rehan to 

"modernize" her-art-in a series of personal letters in which. he tried 

to convince her to play Lady Cicely in Captain Brassbound's Conver- 

sion. 
l41 

The case of Henry Irving was more complex. Unlike Rehan, he 

was not an actor physically or temperamentally suited to the tradi- 

tional repertory. Shaw claims that when he first saw Irving he 

recognized him as an actor ideally suited to "the new movement"; in 

The Two Roses Irving "created a modern-realistic character-named 

Digby Grand in a manner which, if applied to-an Ibsen play now, would 

astonish us as much as Miss. Achurch's Nora astonished us. "142 Irv- 

ing's first attempts in rhetorical parts were unsuccessful, accord- 

ing. to Shaw; he says of, his Richelieu: 

139. Ibid., I, 184. 

140.. Ibid., -III, 210-i1. 

141. See Collected Letters 1898-1910, ed. Dan H. Laurence (London, 
1972), pp. 423 ff. 

142. Our Theatres in the Nineties, III, 145. 
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He was new"to. the, work; 'and I-suffered horribly; 
the audience suffered horribly; and I hope (though 

Tam a humane man, considering my profession) that 
the actor suffered horribly. For I knew what 

" rhetoric ought to be, having tasted it in liter-«. " 
ature, music, and painting; and as to the stage, 
I had seen great Italians do it in the days when 
Duse, like Ibsen, had not arrived. 1h3 

However, according to Shaw, Irving did eventually master the rhetori- 

cal style, and his Charles I was "a miracle of the most elaborate 

class of this sort of acting. " But Shaw regrets this triumph: 

Suppose he had said, 11 can produce studies of 
modern life and character like Digby Grand. I 
can create, weird'supernatural figures like Van- 
derdecken (Vanderdecken, now forgotten, was a 
masterpiece), and all sorts of grotesques. But 
if I try this rhetorical art of making old- 
fashioned, heroics impressive and even beautiful, 
I shall not only make a fool of myself as a 
beginner where I have hitherto shone as an adept, 
but-what-is of deeper import'to me and the world 
-I shall give up a fundamentally serious social 
function for a fundamentally nonsensical theatri- 
cal accomplishment. " What would have been the 
result of such a renunciation?, We should have 
escaped Lyceum Shakespear; and we should have had 
the ablest manager of the day driven by life-or- ý. 
death necessity to extract from contemporary 
literature the proper food for the modern side 
of his talent, and thus to create a new drama 
instead of galvanizing an old one and cutting 
himself off from all contact with the dramatic 
vitality of-his time. And what an excellent thing' 
that would have been both for us and for him. 144 

In a similar vein, as we have seen, Shaw regrets that Jean de Reszke 

did not share the vocal deficiencies of Max Alvary that forced the 

latter to rely on his dramatic and intellectual conscientiousness 

for his success. But the irony is that Irving did share these de- 

ficiencies, and only by heroic effort succeeded in the repertory in 

which they were the greatest of liabilities. 

143. Ibid., III, 145. 

144. Ibid., III, 145-46. 
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I `Shaw's criticisms of Irving are more bitter than those of 

Rehen, for"he feels that Irving really belongs in'plays of strong 

informational interest, and he denies him a place among the great 

traditional actors. Nevertheless, he cannot help but admire his 

artistry; he says of a scene in King Arthur: 

Mr Irving rises to the height of his art, and 
impersonates, with the noblest feeling, and the 
most sensitive refinement of execution, the 145 
King Arthur of all our imaginations .. 

Of his Iachimo he says: 

I witnessed it with unqualified delight: it was 
no vulgar bagful of "points, " but a true imperson- 
ation, unbroken in its life-current from end to 
'end, varied on the surface with the finest comedy, 
and without a single lap in the sustained 

. 
L46 

beauty of its execution 

His chief complaints are against the intellectual sterility of 

Irving's repertoire, and his distortions of the playwright's inten- 

tions, both as a producer in the cutting and staging of Shakespeare, 

and as an actor: "Sir Henry Irving never did and never will make 

use of a play otherwise than as a vehicle for some fantastic creation 

of his own. "u'7 One may wonder why, having urged the worthlessness 

of the vehicles, Shaw should be so alarmed at their misinterpretation. 

But like Archer he-assumes that the play is the major source of valu- 

able truths in the performance, and that the distortion of the play 

is a fault that is only aggravated by the fact that it was not worth 

interpreting seriously in the first place. 

We have so far seen examples of Shaw's urging of actors with 

145. Ibid., IS 15. 

146. Ibid., II, 199. 
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fine execution to bring their styles into contact with life and con- 

temporary culture.;, To find, an example of the opposite we must turn 

to the pioneer Ibsenite, actress, Janet Achurch. In Shaw's criticism.. 

and in his letters. -to. her, and her husband, Charles Charrington, there 

is clear evidence-that-Shaw demanded more from an actor-than mere 

emotional and impersonative power. 

First of all it-is clear that Achurch was capable of some of 

the sustained beauty Shaw demanded. She achieved it in The New Mag- 

dalen, and in Voss! s Alexandra, where-her playing "cane nearer, -, to, 

Duse's work in subtlety, continuity and variety of detail, and in 

beauty of . execution,, than anything I have seen on the English 

stage. "148 And yet we know from his letters that Shaw had to exhort 

her constantly to perfect her-execution, and to avoid ugly effects, 

as he does in the following passage: 

But Nora may be Nora, and even Norissima-I am 
not denying that you are Norissima-and yet she 
may cruelly starve and baffle the artistic 
appetite--the appetite for beauty and grace. 
My lacerated heart accuses you of first shewing 
that you could, if you pleased, make every tone 
in your voice a caress or an inspiration, and 
then spuawking--positively squawking: of first 
moving like an angel and then tightening your 
chin, your wrists and your ankles in order to 
achieve a stupendous bounce out of mere cruelty 149 to me. These things will drive me mad someday. 

On. the other hand Shaw frequently praises her for her intellectual 

grasp of her part, her faithful portrayal of human psychology, and, 

her "modernity of"culture. '"150 When Achurch played Cleopatra Shaw, 

was doubly outraged. On the one hand, the ugliness of her execution 

148. Ibid., I, 146. 

149. Letter to Janet Achurch (21 April, 1892) in Collected Letters 
1874-1897, p. 338. 
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horrified him: 1 

Of. the hardihood of ear. -with-which she carries 
out her original and often audacious conceptions 
of Shakespearean music I -am too utterly unnerved 
to give any adequate description. The lacerating 
discord of her wailings is in air tormented ears 
as. I write, reconciling me to the grave. ... And when the feat is accompanied, as it sometimes 
is, by bold experiments-An facial expression which 
all the passions of Cleopatra, complicated by 
seventy-times-seven-Mold demoniacal possession, - 
could but faintly account for, the eyeýhas to 
share the anguish of the ear instead of consoling 
it with Miss Achurch's beauty. 151 

And on the other hand, the-fact that-she-had forsaken modern roles- 

and seemed to be attempting the old"rhetorical, -contentless acting, 

equally appalled him. He fears she may eventually, achieve it, as 

Irving did: 

Her interest in life and character will be 
supplanted by an interest in plastique and, 
execution; and she will come to regard emotion 
simply as the best of lubricants and stimulants, 
caring nothing for its specific character so long 
as it is of a, sufficiently obvious and facile 
sort to, ensure, a copious flow without the. fatigue 
of thought. 152 

He sees her as facing a choice between 

the rare and costly art of being beautifully 
natural in lifelike human acting, like Duse, 
and the comparatively common and cheap one of 
being theatrically beautiful in heroic stage 
exhibition. 153 

Shawts. criticisms of Achurch and Mrs Patrick Campbell, in Ibsen's 

Little Evolf offer an illustration_of his order of values. He is not 

entirely happy with Achurchts Rita because, -in spite of its truth and 

151. Ibid., III, 77-78. 

152. Ibid., III, 146. 
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power, it was only-intermittently beautiful: " t, =, 

Y 'A more utter recklessness, not only-of fashion, 
but of beauty, could hardly be imagined: beauty 
to; Miss°Achurch is only one effect among-others 
to be produced, not a condition of all effects. 

And he adds, with a touch of irony: 

Being myself a devotee of the beautiful school, 
I like being enchanted by Mrs Patrick Campbell 
better than being frightened, harrowed, astonished, 
conscience-stricken, devasted, and dreadfully 
delighted in general by Miss Achurbh's untamed 

- genius. 155 

But when Campbell assumes the-role of Rita, and offers beauty with- 

out Achurch's truth., *Shaw comes down strongly against her: 

--I had-rather look at a beautiful picture than 
be flogged, as a general thing; but if I were 
offered my choice between looking at the most 
beautiful picture in the world continuously for 
a fortnight and submitting to, say, a dozen, I 
think I should choose the flogging. For just 

TM ä. r ., ý the same reason, if I'had to choose between 
seeing Miss Achurch's Rita again, with all its 
turns of beauty and flashes of grandeur oblit- 
erated, and nothing left but its insane jealousy, 
its agonizing horror, its lacerating remorse, and 
its maddening unrest, the alternative being an- 
other two hours' contemplation of uneventful 
feminine fascination as personified by Mrs 
Patrick Campbell 'I should go like a lamb toý 
the slaughter. 156 

We should remember, however, that Mrs Patrick Campbell was by no 

means a great exponent of the beautiful in acting. As has been 

pointed out, the dramatic equivalents of the bel canto opera singers 

had almost disappeared, and even performers like Rehan can have re- 

tained only a small part of their effect. Shaw thus finds it easier 

- ý. r 
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to'relinquish the attractions of beauty in spoken drama than he-did 

in opera where some of, its greatest exponents. were, before him. The 

fact. that the traditional style survived only. in an, impure form also 

made it easier for-him to imagine that it could-be combined with the 

new realistic methods. Nevertheless, Ithink I have demonstrated' 

that there-is'a. -division-in Shaw's mind between two sorts of acting: 

the magnificent heroics of Sullivan, -which Shaw admits were devoid of 

any intellectual or interpretative insight, and the emotionally 

powerful and intellectually exciting'interpretations of Achurch. ' 

These correspond to"the two sides-of theýShavian paradox. - 

5. The Paradox of Shaw the Artist 

We have seen so far- that there is a basic paradox in Shaw's 

thought, "a paradox which ismanifested in the essentially conflicting 

demands he makes of the theatre. This self-contradiction is not a 

matter of ideas only, but represents a conflict within Shaw of two 

totally different approaches to'life, two opposing temperaments which 

I have loosely labelled the "protestant" and the "catholic", and 

which are closely related to the Benthamite 'humanist' and Coleridg- 

ian 'religious' tendencies in nineteenth century English thought. 

Although this lack of'internal consistency perhaps lessens the interest 

of his ideas from a purelyFphilosophical point of view, it is, I be- 

lieve, his sälvation as an artist. Shaw is the greatest practitioner 

of the play of ideas precisely because he lacks the unified point of 

view'of the professional thinker. Aplay written to make a point 

must always seem fatally onesided; it is not as likely to convince 

us as it is to provoke us to imagine an equally plausible play in 

which the opposite point would be "proved. " Indeed, sometimes this 

play is written; Augier wrote'Le Mariage d'Olympe to make the opposite 
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point-to-that of La Dame aux Camelias, -that'the prostitute-cannot be 

redeemed; and-Ibsen wrote The Wild Duck to show, the dangers of the 

idealism-he himself seems to advocate in earlier plays likezAn Enemy 

of-the People. But these replies. are equally onesided. Shaw's plays 

are almost never-onesided in this way; even the'early "unpleasant" 

plays, which are most openly polemical, cannot have Q. E. D. written 

after them. Are'we finally to-approve of Mrs Warren's convincing 

presentation of herself. as a victim of circumstances, or of Vivie's 

final unsympathetic rejection of her? -We have already seen how'Man,, 

and Superman presents two different concepts of the Life Force; how -- 

John Bull's-Other Island ends with an unresolved confrontation of. 

Larry's view of Ireland with Keegan's; how Joan embodies both. the 

"protestant" and-the-"catholic", viewpoint. -In the-same way, The- 

Doctor's Dilemma is unresolved; judged from the "protestant" point 

of view Dubedat'is a scoundrel, but from then"catholic" his creation 

of beauty redeems him. Does Candida's choice. of Morell as the 

"weaker" indicate-that the-artistýmakes a greater contribution to 

life than the social reformer, or-that the-latter is more worthy of 

protection? Does'P amalion demonstrate the="protestant" idea that 

human beings can be"totally transformed by education and a change of 

environment, or do the fates-of Liza and, her father suggest the 

"catholic" position-that to undertake such' transformations is danger- 

ous? The full-fledged discussion plays, like. Gettinc Married, Mis- 

alliance, and Heartbreak House, are even less decisive in their out- 

comes; Shaw clearly-welcomed the opportunity-to present many shades 

of both "catholic", and-"protestant" opinions on a-variety of subjects 

without it-in any way being suggested that one of them "wins" or is 

"right. " Because Shaw's thought seems to move in two different 
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directions at once, his ideas'have some of the complexity of. -life it- 

self;, theyafascinate, and provoke'us to think about the issues, 'but 

they do not settle ' them,, because Shaw himself had not. settled them in 

his own'mind. And so they have not succumbed to the fate of a'short- 

but'useful-life that Shaw predicted-for them but continue to*intrigue 

us. today. 

But Shaw's-plays-draw their life not only from the inconsist- 

ency of-his%ideas but. from the inconsistency of his artistic method- 

as well. For Shaw's dichotomous conception of theatrical experience-, 

is`clearly'evident: in'them. - On the one-hand, they have the "protest- 

ant" 'informational virtues; they present ideas new totheir audiences, 

and they show us characters and milieus in psychological and socio- 

logical detail new to the stage. They are clearly aimed not to still 

the minds`of their audience but to excite them, and in some cases to 

encourage specific reforms, like the ending of slum-landlordism, the 

change of the marriage laws, the socialization. of medicine, or the 

improvement in the standard of the speaking of English. On the other 

hand, they have many of the qualities of "catholic" art as well. 

They are strikingly traditional in their theatrical forms. Martin 

Meisel has shown convincingly that almost every one of Shaw's plays- 

häs its roots in-the melodramas, romantic comedies, and historical 

dramas of the conventional nineteenth-century theatre, and that while 

to some extent Shaw is parodying and deflating these forms he, is also 

using them to the utmost of their dramatic potentialities. 
157 More- 

over, they are clearly designed for the exhibition of the particular 

kind of acting Shaw admired; in their rhetoric, in their contrivance 

157. Martin Meisel, Shaw and the Nineteenth-Century Theatre 
(Princeton, 1963). 
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of great actable°scenes, in their frequent emphasis on the beauty of 

the heroine and the magnetism of the hero, in their allowances for 

effective spectacle, changes of costume, and outbursts of virtuosity 

of all kinds, they are clearly designed to exploit the personal force 

of the actor in a manner quite foreign to the purely informational 

theatre. Elements in them like Caesar's address to the Sphinx, Dube- 

dat's aesthetic prayer, the strange chanted ending of the first act 

of Heartbreak House, Joan's great speeches, set pieces like Napoleon 

on the English, Undershaft on poverty, - the Devil on death, Lavinia on 

religion, the parts of Keegan and Shotover, all demand something of 

the vocal magic of Ada Rehan or Barry Sullivan for their full impact 

to be felt. 

Shaw himself insisted that his plays were written for actors 

of the old school; referring to the old stock companies, he says; 

tiny own plays are written largely for the feats of acting they aimed 

at. ... 
158 Or, as he put it in a letter to Barker: "Keep your 

worms for your own plays; and leave me the drunken, stägey, brass- 

bowelled barnstormers my plays are written for. "159 He wished to 

maintain the beautiful and heroic qualities of the old acting along 

with a quite modern intellectual content. He describes this attempt 

clearly with reference to Caesar and Cleopatra, which he wrote for 

Forbes Robertson: 

Caesar and Cleopatra is an attempt of mine to pay 
an instalment of. the debt that all dramatists owe 
to the art of heroic acting. ... our conception 
of heroism has changed of late years. The stage 

158. Preface to Ellen Ter and Bernard Shaw: A Correspondence, ed. Christopher St. John (London, 1949)t p. xvii. 

159. Letter to, Barker (19 Jan. 1908) in Bernard Shaw's Letters to 
Granville Barker, ed. C. B. Purdom (London, 1956), p. 115. 
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: --, hero of the palmy days is a pricked bubble. ... The old demand for the incredible, the impossible, 
the superhuman, which was supplied by bombast, 
inflation, and the piling of crimes on catastrophes 
and factitious raptures on artificial agonies has 
fallen off; and the demand now is for heroes in 
whom we can recognise our own humanity, and who, 
instead of walking, talking, eating, drinking, 

-sleeping, making love and fighting single combats 
in a monotonous ecstasy of continuous heroism, are 

<.. heroic in the true human fashion: that is, touching 
the summits only at rare moments, and finding the 
proper level of all occasions, condescending with 
humour and good sense to the prosaic ones, as well 
as rising to the noble ones, instead of redicu- 
lously persisting in rising to them all on the 
principle that a hero must always soar, -in season 
and out of season. 

I wrote Caesar and Cleopatra for Forbes 
Robertson, because he is the classic actor of our 
day, -' and had a right to, r'equire such a service 
from me. He stands completely aloof; in simplicity, 
dignity, grace, and musical speech from, the world 
of the motor car and the Carlton Hotel, which so 
many of the others, clever and interesting as they 
are, very evidently prefer, or at least think they 
ought to pretend to prefer, to the 01ympian region 
where the classic. actor is at home. 160 

Many of his greatest parts were written with specific actors in mind, 

and often these were not, actors associated with the new movement, but 

actors of the conservative commercial theatre it opposed. For Ellen 

Terry he wrote the Strange. Lady (in The Man of Destiny) and Lady 

Cicely, for William Terriss Dick_Dudgeon,, for Mrs Patrick, Campbell 

Cleopatra and Liza Doolittle,, for Cyril Maude the Waiter (in You Never 

can Tell), and for Tree Blonco Posnet. 161 Even of the actors associ- 

ated with the Vedrenne-Barker management at the Royal Court, Shaw made 

particular demands on those whose style was notably classical, in 

particular Louis Calvert, Robert Loraine, and Lillah McCarthy. Of the 

160. Quoted in Raymond Mander and Joe Mitchenson, Theatrical Conapan- 

the'Playe. of Georize Bernard Shaw (London, 1954), p. 63. 

161. See Marder and Mitchenson, pp. 749 55,62,160,50, and 125. 
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latter he says: I 

Lillah McCarthy' secret was that she combined 
the'executive art of the grand school with a 
natural impulse-to murder the Victorian womanly 
woman; and this being just what I needed I 
blessed the day when I found her. 162 

Not only did Shaw often find it difficult to persuade the 

older actors to play the parts he had written for them, but he'found 

it even more difficult to make sure that they played the parts as he 

wanted them to be played. Shaw wrote to Barker: 

Kate: Rorke's equivalent in the new generation 
would certainly hit off Candida very well; but 
whether Kate herself would take kindly to it is 
another matter. I have never found a single 
case in which the heros and heroines of the 
eighties were of any use to us. ... Mrs 
Kendal & Kendal would be ideal if only they 
were of our generation; but as in Kate's case, 
they would rebel against it in their hearts; 
and Mrs Kendal would make points to help the 
lame dog over the stile. 16i 

This did not prevent him from writing to Mrs Kendal (as well as to 

Ada Rehan and Lena Ashwell), 164 to try and persuade them to play 

Lady Cicely. The difficulty was that Shaw's plays were often so close 

to the conventional genres they derived from that it was almost 

possible for popular actors to play them as conventional vehicles in 

such a way as to cause the audience to ignore their 'informational' 

aspect. Thus Shaw was notoriously unable to prevent Tree and Mrs 

Campbell from turning Pygmalion into a conventional romantic comedy; 

he, wrote bitterly of Mrs Campbell: 

She does not know where the interest of the play 
really comes;. and does not care twopence about 

162, "An Aside" in Shaw on Theatre, p. 225. 

163. Letter to Barker (2 Sept. 1903) in Collected Letters 1898-1910, 
pp. 360-61. 

161x. Sae ibid., pp. 222 and 424. 
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the part, to which she has never given five 
minutes' serious thought, except as an excuse 
for fascinating and a joke. :.. The worst 
of it is she doesn't like, and, as I have said, 
is not really interested in the entrails of 
the play, but only in its superficýgl effective- 
ness, which soon becomes tedious. 

Similarly, Richard Mansfield was able to play The-Devil's Disciple 

as a conventional melodrama by introducing a romantic element into 

Dudgeon's relationship to Judith that Shaw specifically repudi- 

ated. 
166 And it comes as no surprise to discover that Martin Harvey 

later acted the part, playing it as a variation of the Sydney Carton 

character that had made him famous. 167 Shaw wrote in 1903 of Janet 

Achurch and her husband: 

Besides, from , the point of view of the author 
of a modern play--a really modern play-the 
Charringtons have one quality which counter- 
balances a good many faults; and that is that 
they play an Ibsen play as an Ibsen play and 
a Shaw play as a Shaw play, instead of trying 
to cut it about and sentimentalize it into 
something between Caste and Easte Lynne. 168 

But Shaw seems ultimately to have been willing to run the risk of 

having his plays debased by the star personalities and finished 

technicians of the commercial stage; he realized that to act them 

only for his ideas was equally to destroy their effect. The dif- 

ficulties he had in getting both intellectual insight and what he 

considered fine execution suggests again the contradictory nature of 

165. ceder and Mitchenson, p. 160. 

166. See Vincent Wall Bernard Shaw: Pymmalion to Mani Players 
(Ann Arbor, 1973), p. 11. 

167. See The Autobiography of Sir John Martin-H e (London, 
LI93 , P. 533. Forbes Robertson's brother tried to persuade 
Shaw to rewrite the Richard-Judith relationship romantically 
for Forbes Robertson's production also. See Shaw's letter to 
William Archer (24 Jan. 1900) in Collected Letters 1898-1910, 
pp. 137-38. 

168. Letter to H. V. Neilson (5 Feb. 1903) in Collected Letters 
1898-1910, p. 308. 
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his aesthetic criteria. 

- In Shaw's work as a producer we find the same double demands 

being made. - On the one hand, 'it'is well known that he insisted on 

an "operatic" approach: -- 

I went back to the classical style and wrote 
long rhetorical speeches like operatic solos, 
regarding my plays as musical performances 
precisely as Shakespeare did.. As a producer 
I-went back'to the forgotten heroic stage 
business and the exciting or impressive de- 
clamation I had learnt from old-timers like 
Ristori, Salvini, and Barry Sullivan. 169 

Hesketh Pearson describes how in the course of one dress rehearsal he 

turned Barker's subdued production of. Androcles and the Lion into an 

extravaganza. 
170 We-have already seen that he insisted his plays 

were written for "barnstormers. " It comes as some surprise then to 

read Bernard F. Dukor! s study, Bernard Shaw. Director, which demon- 

strates that-the bulk of Shaw's rehearsal notes and directions to 

actors; are concerned with obtaining, an apparently straightforward 

realism. Dukore begins with Shaw's statement that the fundamental 

aim of play production is'"making the audience believe that real 

things are happening to real people, "171 and-he shows convincingly 

Shawls concern for ensemble playing, for careful motivation-of 

business, -for accuracy in-details of speech, dress and scene, for the 

avoidance. of everything-that might destroy the illusion of reality. 

This emphasis'on Dukorels part-is salutary, but nonetheless mislead- 

ing. * He`says, "At the Court, Shaw and Barker eliminated artificial 

acting in favour of what Desmond MacCarthy-calls 'actuality in 

169. "An Aside" in Shaw on Theatre, pp. 220-21. 

170. See Hesketh Pearson, "The Origin, of 'Androcles and the Lion, "' 
The Listener.. 48 (1952), pp. 803-4. 

171. Bernard F. Dukore, Bernard Shaw. Director (London, 1971), p. 22. 
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gesture, -diction, and sentiment': 1172 .. But Diskore does not refer 'to 

the convent of Sir Lewis Casson, who points out that'the backbone 

of the actors at the Court were "brought up in the old tradition, " 

s: °ý on a similar-statement- of MacCarthy' 

This is a wonderful tribute, perhaps even- 
better than Sir Desmond actually intended, 
for -in saying that the acting was entirely 
natural and not calculated for effect, he 

. testified that what was perhaps-the most - 
calculated and even stylised acting I have 
ever known, had succeeded in its effect, 
since it gave to so discerning a critic the 
illusion of pure naturalism and perfect 
sincerity. -73 

Because Shaw was working with actors whose instincts were essentially 

theatrical, actors who had been trained in plays that required finish 

of execution rather than intellectual insight or psychological or 

sociological accuracy, it is not surprising that the bulk of his 

directions to them should have been to bring out the "protestant" 

side of the play, -to prevent them from turning it into "something 

between Caste and East Lynne. " Dukore understandably has the im- 

pression that Shaw's practice differed little from that of a good 

modern director, since it is this modern "protestant", side, of Shaw 

that has become dominant in-the modern theatre both in plays and in 

acting. - Shaw had little need"to tell-the actors'to"Icharm the audi- 

ence here,! ' or to "get a round of applause with this speech, " since, 

with most'of the actors'he worked-with, this side of their work would 

be second nature. The modern producer of Shaw, 'on the other hand, 

must tell his actors precisely these things, for it is the realistic 

172. L_" , p. 19- 

173. Sir Lewis Casson, "G. B. S. and the Court Theatre, " The 
Listeners 46 (1951), p. 54. 



195. 

side of acting'that has now-become'-second nature. The production of 

a Shaw play must reflect the two'sides'of Shaw' s` character in the- 

proportions"in which they-are representediin-the play; we must have 

both Caesar-the hero and Caesar the humorous realist. This two-fold 

requirement accounts for, the rarity, of, really satisfying productions 

of, his'work. - When Shaw, was producing, the theatre was undergoing 

the " transition to its modern "form; ý and it was not impossible for him 

to find an actress like Lillah McCarthy who, had'toured in The-Sim 

of-the Cross-and who yet-was full of sympathy for. the new movement. 

But now the old kind of acting has almost entirely disappeared,, and 

with it has gone one half of. Shaw! s theatrical' aesthetic. We are 

thus inclined to*credit those 'who'believe'"that the original pro- 

ductions of'Shawts plays at the Royal Court were=far superior to 

later revivals, and almost to"agree with Shaw's prophesy that 

like-Shakespeare, I shall'take'the secret of 
their performance to the grave with me, and 
with it almost all their artistic value, 
leaving posterity (if it troubles itself about 
them) to gnaw the cold bones. of their intellect- 
ual skeletons. 174 

I have tried to show that we find in Shaw's thought, and to 

some extent in his work as a playwright and producer, two essentially 

opposing dramatic theories; one is clearly "informational, " as defined 

in the introduction, and it is a development and more rigorous state- 

went of Archer's basic ideas. The drama is to be judged solely by 

the value of the information, and specifically the new, socially and 

philosophically significant ideas, it. contains to its audience; this 

is the gist of many of Shaw's most important statements on theatre, 

174. "Shakespear: A Standard Text" in Shaw on Theatre, p. 145. 
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and we cannot ignore it. The problems of such a theory are obvious; 

it allots no value to the theatre as such, to situation, character, 

or acting, all of which in this view are only necessary evils tend- 

ing to dilute or distort the playwright's message. But this view is 

only one side of Shawls very complex conception. The other relates 

more closely to the "symbolic" view of art (again as described in the 

introduction), and it is associated with Shaw the religious, or as I 

have used the term here, "catholic, " thinker; this-theory perhaps 

never finds explicit expression, though it is clearly implied in 

those statements in which an "unconscious self" is posited. In 

Shaw's criticism some sort of symbolic values are clearly manifested 

in Shaw's frequent (and very un-Archer-like) concern for "beauty"; 

in the beauty of Patti's singing Shaw finds a meaning that is in no 

sense informational, for he underlines the fact that for him her per- 

formances are devoid of dramatic or intellectual insight. This 

"theory, " or at least this tendency, also has its problems, since it 

too, if carried to its logical conclusion, would seem to eliminate 

from the theatre those elements of character and situation which 

normally define our conception of "dramatic. " In the concluding 

chapter I will expand on these problems, which, as we shall see, are 

implicit in the dichotomy between symbolic and informational values 

that is assumed by all five theorists discussed here. In Shaw, the 

two ideas tend to counteract each other, and prevent him in practice 

from veering to either extreme; the fact that his plays and his work 

as a director frequently manifest both is one of the reasons for their 

success. 
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CHAPTER M 

THE POETIC THEATRE OF W. B. TEATS 

10 Introduction -. 

there is no truth 
Saving in thine own heart. Seek, then, 
No learning from the starry men, 
Who follow with the optic glass 
The whirling ways of stars that pass-- 
Seek, then, for this is also sooth, 
No word of theirs-the cold star-bane 
Has cloven and rent their hearts in twain, 

. -And dead is all their human truth. 1, 

This passage, from the first poem printed in the Collected 

Poems, strikes one of, the"key-notes not only of`that volume but-of 

all Yeats's work. -The-implied contrast-between scientific'or ob- 

jective truth and "human truth, " between truth arrived at by thought 

and truth-perceivedýdirectly by the heart; is one of his mostiim-- 

portant themes., It'appears also in the early long poem, ýThe Wander- 

ings of 01sin, where-the wild pagan intuition of Oisin is contrasted 

with the moral and theological calculations of St. Patrick. Later 

it becomes a central theme in the volume entitled The Wild Swans at 

Coole; in a long sequence of poems Teats contrasts the bourgeois 

modern world, with, its priests, -politicians, scholars, ' scientists; 

°logic-choppers, ", and-materialists, 'with that perceived through in- 

tuition, love, and abandonment to the senses. He concludes: 

I would be--for no knowledge is orth a straw- 
Ignorant and wanton as the dawn. 

1. "The Song of the Happy Shepherd" in Collected Poems (London, 
1950), p. 8- 

2. "The Dawn, " ibid., p. 164. 
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This aspiration -to- be'freeýof thought distinguished Yeats's mind 

sharply from that of both Archer and Shaw the reformer. For them 

progress was the gradual advance of reason into areas of life pre- 

viously governed by ignorance and superstition; Yeats saw this 

advance as part of a gradual starvation of the spirit, and he refers 

to "the slow dying of men's hearts that we call the progress of the 

world. "3 

Yeats's clearest statement of this contrast comes in his 

"morality" The Hour-Glass. Here the shallow scepticism of the Wise 

Man, which has demoralized the people around him, is suddenly shat- 

tered by an irrational invasion from the world of the spirit in the 

form of an Angel whose appearance renders all his speculation "but 

as the wind. "4 Yeats's point seems to be that the presence of 

thought in the mind excludes the possibility of direct experience of 

the reality of the spirit; the Fool, who has seen "plenty of angels, " 

describes how he comes into contact with the other world: 

When one gets quiet. When one is so quiet 
that there is not a thought in one's-head 
maybe, there is something that wakes up in- 
side one, something happy and quiet, and then 
all in a minute one can smell summer flowers, 
and tall people go by, happy and laughing but 
they will not let us look at their faces.? 

True wisdom comes for Yeats when the mind' is'free'of all intellectual 

preoccupation, when it is not seeking truth directly: 

3. "The Symbolism of Poetry" in Essays and Introductions (London, 
1961), p. 162. 

4. The Hour-Glass in Collected Plays (London, 1952), p. 323. 

5. Ibid., p. 306. 
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-ý "And°wisdom is a butterfly r° 6: And not a gloomy bird of prey. " 

One of the products of-Teats's mistrust of"reason is his high 

valuation of tradition. If the mind is to be kept free of thinking, 

it needs a guide other than reason for its attitudes and. decisions; 

one possible such guide is clearly the usage of the past. Yeats says 

of himself and his-friends in the nineties: "we were traditional 

alike in our dress, in our manner, in our opinions, and in our 

style. "7 Looking back over-his work in a late essay he remarks, "I 

have never-said clearly. that I condemn all that is not tradition. . 
g His poetry-often praises the manifestations of the past in 

the present, whether in the form of an ancestral Anglo-Irish house, 

an ancient-Japanese sword, or his own Thoor Ballylee. The following 

stanza, the last of his petitions in "A Prayer for My Daughter, " 

conveys vividly his love of a life lived according to a traditional 

pattern: 

And may her bridegroom bring her to a house 
Where all's accustomed, ceremonious; 
For arrogance and hatred are the wares 
Peddled in the thoroughfares. 
How but in custom and in ceremony 
Are innocence and beauty born? 
Ceremony's a name for the rich horn, 
And custom for the spreading laurel tree. 9 

The Church might have been another guide for the mind, but 

modern thought had-rendered it'impossible for Yeats; - instead, he hoped 
-1 1 

6. "Tom O'Roughley" in Collected Poems, p. 159. "I have a ring with 
a hawk-and a butterfly upon it, to symbolize the straight road of 
logic, and so of mechanism, and the crooked road of intuition" 
(note to "Meditations in Time of Civil War" in Collected Poems, 
p. 534). 

.. 
7. Autobiographies (London, 1955), P. 303. 

8. Introduction to Essays and Introductions, p. viii. 

9. "A Prayer for My Daughter" in Collected Poems, p. 214. 
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to make the tradition of, art into a kind ofireligion: 

I was unlike others of my generation in one 
-thing only. I was very religious, and deprived 

by Huxley and Tyndall, whom I detested, of the 

. simple-minded religion of my childhood, I had 
made a new religion, almost an infallible Church 
of poetic. -traditions- of a fardel of stories, and 
of'personages, and of emotions, inseparable from 
their first expression, passed on from gener- 
ation to generation by poets and painters with 
some help from philosophers and theologians. -I 
wished for ä world where L could discover this 
tradition perpetually, and not in pictures and 
in-poems only, but in tiles round the chimney- 
piece 

10 
and in hangings that kept out the draught. 

This picture of a society dominated by artistic tradition was taken 

up later in his thought in the image of Byzantium, where, as; leats 

imagined, tradition was so all-pervasive that individual choice was 

almost unnecessary; there "religious, aesthetic, and practical life 

were one": 

The painter and the mosaic worker, the worker 
in gold and silver, the illuminator of Sacred 
Books were almost impersonal, almost perhaps 
without the consciousness of individual design, 
absorbed in their subject latter and that the 
vision of a whole people. l 

That such a society unified by tradition might someday exist in Ire- 

land was one of Teats's abiding dreams. 

The main vehicle of tradition in art is the symbol. Yeats 

saps: 

the arts which interest me, while seeming to 
separate from the world and us a group of 
figures, images, symbols, enable us to pass 

10. Autobiographies, pp. 115-16. 

11 
0 

Luka p. 191.,, 
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. -for'a few moments into a deep of the mind that 
had hitherto been too subtle for our habitation. 12 

Teats's clearest exposition of the nature of the symbol is perhaps 

the following passage: 

We stand on the margin between wilderness and 
-wilderness, that which-welobserve through our 
senses and that which we can experience only, 
and our art is always the description of one or 
the other. If our art is mainly from experience 
we have need of learned speech, of agreed symbols, 
because all those things whose names renew ex- 
perience have accompanied that experience already 
many times. A personage in one of Turgenev's 
novels is reminded by the odour of, I think, 
heliotrope, of some sweetheart that had worn it, 
and poetry is any flower that brings a memory 
of emotion, while an unmemoried flower is prose, 
and a flower pressed and named and numbered 
science; but our poetical heliotrope need bring 
to mind no sweetheart'of ours, for. it suffices 
that it crowned the bride of Paris, or Peleus' 
bride. Neither poetry nor any subjective art 
can exist but for those who do in some measure 
share its-traditional knowledge, a knowledge 
learned in leisure and contemplation. 13 

Here Yeats seems to use the word "experience" in a special sense, 

meaning direct intuition unmediated, by the intellect or the senses, 

such as the Fool in The Hour-Glass enjoyed. In this passage Yeats 

clearly demonstrates the relationship between tradition and symbol. 

A symbol is an image that has been repeatedly used in a certain con- 

text, until its appearance ceases to affect us with its original 

meaning, but rather reminds us of the context. Thus the significance 

of the Cross for a Christian is by no means contained in its original 

denotative meaning of an instrument of execution; rather, the image 

conjures up numerous previous occasions, either in his own life, or 

that of his society or his ancestors, when it was associated with the 

12. "Certain Noble Plays of Japan" in Essays and Introductions, p. 225. 

13. "A People's Theatre: A Letter to Lady Gregory" in Explorations, 
selected by Mrs. W. B. Yeats (London, 1962), pp. 250-51. 
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Christian mysteries. '-'-The symbol does not-appeal directly to-the in- 

tellect or"the emotions;, our"response to the surface meaning. ofrtthe 

symbol has been weakened by repetition. Instead it-communicates-to 

a "deep of the minds inaccessible to direct. communication. 

If art is to-be symbolic, ýaccording to Yeats, it must avoid 

"originality, " the conveying of new information or emotion; instead 

it must draw its-images from an artistic tradition, so that the in- 

tellect is undisturbed by any new interest, and-the associations may 

have their effect. Yeats asks, "If people were to accept the theory 

that poetry moves us because of its symbolism, what change should 

one look for in the manner of our poetry? "o and replies: 

A return to the way of our fathers, a casting 
out of descriptions of nature for the sake of 
nature, of the moral law for the sake of the 
moral law, a casting out of`all anecdotes and 
of that brooding over scientific opinion that 
so often extinguished the central flame in 
Tennyson, and of that vehemence that would 
make us do or not do certain things; or, in 
other-words, we should come to understand that 
the beryl stone was enchanted by our fathers, 
that it might unfold the pictures in its heart, 
and not to mirror our own excited faces, or the 
boughs waving outside the window. 14 

In other words, the informational values Archer found in literature, 

the new truths of fact and morality that for him determined a play's 

worth, have no place in Yeats's symbolic art, which wishes to avoid 

provoking the intellect that the mind may be open to other experience. 

Yeats mentions an important corrollary to the effect on art, 

and in particular on poetry, of the use of symbols. If we read a 

passage for its denotative meaning alone, it does not matter to us 

in what particular form that meaning is expressed; but if we cease 

14, "The Symbolism of Poetry" in Essavs'and Introductions, p. 163. 
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to respond to,. the meaning, *then'everything in the-passage becomes 

of equal potential, importance. * The rsymbolic communication may as 

easily*take-place through the choice of a, particular sound or word 

as through anything that might seem important to the intellect: 

A poetical passage'cannot'be understood - 
without a rich memory, and like the older 
school of painting appeals-to a-tradition, 
and that not. merely when it speaks of "Lethe 
wharf" or "Dido on the wild sea banks" but 
in rhythm, in vocabulary; for the ear must 
notice slight variations upon old cadences 
and customary words, all that high breeding 
of poetical style where there is nothing 
ostentatious, nothing crude, no breath of 
parvenu or journalist. 15 

Elsewhere Yeats is. even more explicit about "the continuous inde- 

finable symbolism which is the substance of all style. 11: 16 

With this change of substance, this return to 
imagination, this understanding that the laws- 
of art, which are the hidden laws of the world, 
can alone bind the imagination, would come a 
change of style, and we would cast out of 
serious. poetry those energetic rhythms, as of a 
man running, which are the invention of the will 
with its eyes always on something to be done or 
undone; and we would seek out those wavering, 
meditative, organic rhythms, which are the em- 
bodiment of the imagination, that neither desires 
nor hates , because it has done with time, and 
only wishes to gaze upon some reality, some 
beauty; -nor would it be any longer possible for 
anybody to deny-the importance of form, in all 
its kinds, -for although you can expound an 
opinion, or describe a thing, when-your words 
are not-quite well chosen, you cannot give a 
body to something that moves beyond the senses, 
unless your words are as subtle, as complex, as 
full of mysterious life, as the body of a flower 
or of a woman. 

We cannot but be aware of a-certain studied vagueness in Teats's use 

15, "Certain Noble Plays of Japan, " ibid., pp. 227-28. 

16. "The Symbolism of Poetry, " ibid., p. 155. 

17. "The 'Symbolism of Poetry, " bpi ., pp. 163-64. 
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of expressions, like "some reality, some beauty, " or. "something that 

moves beyond the. -.. senses. " What precisely is the nature of the-com---- 

munication achieved through symbols? 'Yeats seems to suggest that 

there are two ways of describing it; these might be labelled the. 

"aesthetic" and. the "occult. " The aesthetic way describes the sym-, 

bolic communication in terms of "the creation of an emotion of 

18 beauty": 

Beauty is. the end and law of poetry. It exists 
to find the beauty in all things, philosophy, 
nature, -passion, --in what-you will, and in so 
far as it rejects beauty it destroys its own 
right to, exist. If you want to give ideas for 
their own sake write prose. In verse they are 
subordinate to beauty which is their-soul. 
Isn't this obvious? 19 

By "beauty" he seems to imply an emotion resulting from the direct 

experience or intuition of things, but the term need not have any 

suggestion of a supernatural or spiritual reality. In the occult 

description of the symbolic communication, it is clearly suggested 

that this reality to which we are given access exists in a world 

other than that which we perceive with the senses. Yeats is careful 

to preserve the ambiguity: 

All sounds, all colours, all forms, either 
ý" .: 'because of their preordained energies or be-4 

cause of long association, evoke indefinable 
and yet precise emotions, or, as I prefer to- 
think, call down among us certain disembodied 
powers, whose footsteps over our hearts we call 
emotions; and when sound, and colour, and form 
are in a musical relation, a beautiful relation 
to one another, they become, as it were, one 
sound, one colour, -one form, and evoke an emotion 
that is made out of26heir distinct evocations and 
yet is one emotion. 

18. "Samhain: 1902" in Explorations, p. 93. 

19.,. Letter to George Russell (AE) (circa May 1900) in The Letters of 
W. BYeats, ed. Allan Wade (London, 1954), p. 343. 

20. "The Symbolism of Poetry" in Essays and Introduc ions t pp. 156-57. 
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? eats would'. perhaps'like to'suggest that it does not matter whether 

the effect of symbols comes from mere association or-from-their "pre- 

ordained energies, " that it does not matter whether they give access 

to a world'of'"disembodied powers". or merely express'a subtle human 

emotion. He implies that the two-possibilities are merely different 

ways of: describing the same experience. ' 

And yet, -it matters considerably-to, the artist which of the 

two possibilities is the true one. - If symbolism works by the acci- 

dental association of certain traditional emotions with certain im- 

ages, it is merely a kind of subtle language, and will only communi- 

cate with those. who share the "traditional knowledge" of the art. 

But if symbols communicate-by "pre-ordained energies, " if they really 

do correspond to a supernatural reality shared by all human beings, 

then it is possible that a symbol drawn from one tradition may com- 

municate with anyone who is open-to symbolic communication. The 

artist in this latter case could choose his symbols from a tradition 

completely unknown to his audience. 

ý": 
As we have seen, Yeats does speak of the necessity of the 

audience sharing the "traditional knowledge" of-the art. And yet, 

it is also clear that Teats leaned very much towards the second 

possibility.. In an essay-of 1900 he lists his "magical" beliefs as 

follows: ý 1, 

(1) - That the borders of our mind are ever shifting, 
and that many minds can flow into one another, as it 
were, and create or reveal a single mind, a single 
energy. 
(2) That the borders of our memories are as shift- 
ing, and that our memories are a part of one great 
memory, the memory of Nature herself. 
(3) That this great mind and great memory can be 
evoked by symbols. 21 

21. "Magic, " ibid., p. 28. 
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InTthe Autobiographies: he describes theuse of , symbols by the Order 

of the Golden Dawn, the occult: society. to which ho and a number of 

his circle belong, =in order to achieve access to the Great Memory. 

Later he develops the-idea of the! Anima or Spiritus Mundi, the 

"general store-house of images which have ceased to be a property of 

any: personality or spirit, "22 from which all symbols derive their 

power. lt was from the-Spiritus Mundi, it-wi11'be remembered, that 

the Beast in "The Second Coming" emerged. =,; The resemblance between 

this Great Memory and Jung's'Collective Unconscious has been noted. 
23 

The tendency of both theories'to-imply the universal validity of 

myth is-obvious, but'whereas-Jung's theory causes him to generalize 

the particular symbols of myth into archetypes, Teats's occult theory 

allows him to leave them quite particular. He describes'the-process 

whereby an-image becomes a symbol: -" 11 

Oncea symbolism has possessed the imagination 
of large numbers of men, it becomes, as I be- 
lieve, an-embodiment, of disembodied powers, and 
repeats itself in'dreams and visions, age after 
age. 2+ 

Teats's theory does not therefore divorce symbols from association. 

The Great Memory is made up of the memories of men, and those images 

which have occupied the most memories, and so developed the strongest 

associations, loom largest in it. It is not'however necessary for 

the individual himself-to develop these associations through pro- 

22. Nöte, "An Image from, a Past Life, " in Michael Robartes and the 
Dancer(Churchtown, 1920), p. 27. ' 

23. By Edmund Wilson, for example in Axel's'Castle: A Study in the 
Imaginative Literature of 1870-1930 (Now York, 1931), p. 49. 

24. Note to "The Valley of the Black Pig" in The Collected Works in 
'Verse and Prose, of William Butler Yeats, 8 vols. Stratford- 
upon-Avon, 1908), 1,240. 

a- 
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longed'exposure to a tradition; they'exist'in the depths of the mind, 

and can be-called forth by symbols of which he has shad"no"previous- 

conscious knowledge. 

In practice Yeats does not rely entirely on the Anima Mundi 

for the effect-of his symbols. If`he did, his poetry would be even` 

more difficult than'it'is. As 'we shall see, in creating his theatre 

Yeats was made increasingly aware of the necessity of his audience's 

sharing the traditional knowledge of his art. But there is always: -, 

a'tendency to-assume that any symbol-from any tradition will have a 

certain power. In both his plays and his poetry he draws not only 

upon traditions of Irish legend and occult lore which few readers 

would be likely to-know, but upon personal symbols taken from-his 

own dreams and occult experiences which no one but himself could 

possibly know. William Archer was one of the first critics to depre- 

cate this tendency: 

It appears from the notes to The Wind in the 
-Reeds, rather than from the poems themselves, 
that Mr Yeats is becoming more and more ad- 
dicted to a petrified, fossilised symbolism, 
a system of hieroglyphs which may have had 
some inherent significance for their inventors, 
but which have now become matters of research, 
of speculation, of convention. I cannot but 
regard this tendency as ominous. 25 

Teats's attitude to tradition is in sharp contrast to T. S. Eliots. 

For Eliot, the tradition is given; in our case, it is the combination 

of Christian and classical inheritance which forms the basis of our 

culture. It'is the duty of the artist to become familiar with this 

tradition; and to-see his own place in it, but he can in no sense 

choose his tradition, which is that of the society to which he belongs. 

25. William Archer, Poets of the Younger Generation (London, 1902), 
P. 556. 
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Eliot therefore considers Yeats to be a"heretic" both in literature 

and religion, because, -he responded to, the poverty of modern culture 

not by picking up the threads of the European tradition, but by de- 

veloping a personal tradition from unorthodox sources. 
26 

s., 

Ieatsýseems to suggest that lyric poetry was the last Western 

art to retain its symbolic tradition;, 
-the-others-had all turned to 

direct appeals to the intellect and emotions. He contrasts. this 

"illusion of change and progress" with the static nature of-Japanese 
4 

art, where "no styles that ever delighted noble imaginations have 

lost their importance": 

Only our lyric poetry has kept its Asiatic 
habit and renewed itself, at, its, own-youth, 
putting off perpetually what has been called 
its progress in. a series of violent revolutions. 

27 

Even lyric poetry remained symbolic only for an elite. The popular 

poetry of the nineteenth-century, including that of Scott, Macaulay, 

and Longfellow, owed its success precisely to, 
-its avoidance of 

traditional symbols: 

Longfellow has his popularity, in-the main,:. 
because he tells his story or his idea so 
that one needs nothing but his verse to under- 
stand it. No words of his borrow their beauty 
from those that used them: before, and one can 
get all that there is in story and idea without 
seeing them as if moving before a half-faded 
curtain embroidered with kings and queens, their 
loves and battles and their days out hunting, or 
else with holy letters and images of so great 
antiquity that nobody can tell the god or goddess 
they would commend to an unfading memory. 25 

Because Longfellow's effects do, not depend on symbolic meaning, he 

26. See T. S. Eliot, After Strange Gods: ` A Primer-of Modern Heresy 
(London, 1934), PP. 44-46. 

27. - "Certain Noble Plays of Japan, " in Essays and Introductions, 
p. 226. 

28. "What is 'Popular Poetry'? " ibid., p. 6. 
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appeals to those who have nozknowledge- of -poetic tradition and who are 

insensitive to indirect communication. a Towards, the end of his life 

Teats seems to have believed he saw the end of poetic tradition even 

among the poets writing for-the elite; °he°says of. the poets of-the 

post-war-period: -- 

No'romantic work or, sound, nothing reminiscent, 
nothing in the least like the painting of 
Ricketts could be permitted henceforth. Poetry. 
must resemble prose, and both must accept the 
vocabulary of their time; nor-must there be any 
special subject-matter. Tristram and Isoult 
were not a more suitable theme than Paddington 
Railway Station .... We older writers dis- 
liked this new poetry, but were forced to admit 
its satiric intensity. 29 

Interestingly enough, he includes Eliot among these anti-traditional 

poets; he is thus in agreement with those critics who see a disparity 

between the theory and practice of the latter. 

Yeats certainly saw the theatre of his time as one of those 

arts that had jettisoned their traditions. But we do not find in 

Teats's work any clear evidence that he believed in the possibility 

of a specifically theatrical tradition existing apart from a literary 

one. He had had no opportunity to experience such a tradition; there 

is nothing in his background to correspond to Archer's early years of 

habitual attendance at the Princess's Theatre, Edinburgh, or Shaw's 

frequentation of the Royal Opera House as a music critic. He does 

make the following statement: 

Up to a generation or two ago, and to our own 
{generation, here-and there, lingered a method 
of acting and of stage-management, which had 
come down, losing much of its beauty and mean- 
ing on the way, from, the days of Shakespeare. 
Long after England, under the influence of 

29. "Modern Poetry: .A Broadcast, " ibid., p. 499. 
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Garrick, began the movement towards Naturalism,,. 
this school had a great popularity in Ireland, 
where it was established at the Restoration by 
an actor who probably remembered the Shakespear- 
ean players. 3 

This. passage, with its, misleading reference to, presumably,. the 

theatre-manager John Ogilvy, who was not an actor but a dancing-, 

master, 
31 

and its apparent ignorance of the great popularity, of-. 

Garrick and other eighteenth-century English actors in Dublin, does 

not indicate any-profound interest in, -or knowledge of, theatre 

history; presumably it was gleaned from the theatre history material 

with which he was-"deluged" by Frank Fay. 32 Although it indicates 

a theoretical awareness of a traditional art of acting and pro- 

duction, we find that in practice Yeats assumes that the theatrical 

value of a given age is measured by its plays. It seems likely that 

the very intensity of his experience of the traditional associations 

of literature prevented him from being aware of the possibility, or 

at least of the value, of any other kind of associations in the 

theatre. The most convincing proof of this lies in the history of 

his own theatre; as I hope to show in a later section, when the Abbey 

Theatre showed signs of developing a performing tradition of its own 

Teats demonstrated little appreciation of it. Indeed, I will suggest 

that the fact that the Abbey was beginning to acquire some of the 

characteristics of a traditional theatre played its part in Teats's 

eventual disillusionment with that theatre. 

Yeats then was not seeking the traditional theatre of the sort 

30. ººSamhain: 1904: First Principles" in Explorations, p. 170. 

31. See William Smith Clark. The Early Irish Stages The Beainninps 
to 1720 (Oxford, 1955), p. 27. 

32. See Gerard Fay, The Abbey Theatre: Cradle of Genius (London, 1958) 
p. 26. 
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described in the second chapter of this dissertation. ' And yet it is 

clear'that`he wished the theatre to be an art in his own terms: 

that is, a form of'indirect communication making use'of traditional 

symbols. He was therefore totally opposed to the informational 

theatre demanded by Archer, in which tradition is replaced by direct 

communication of truth or morality. He says of his first viewing of 

A Doll's House: 

I hated the play; what was it but Carolus 
Duran, Bastien-Lepage, Huxley and Tyndall 
all over again? I resented being invited 

-" to. admire dialogue so close to modern edu- 
cated speech that music and style were 
impossible. 33 

Jarry's Ubu Roi provoked a similar reaction: 

Feeling bound to support the most spirited 
party, we have shouted for the play, but 

` that night at the Hotel Corneille I am very 
sad, for comedy, objectivity has displayed 

- `its growing power once more. 
i4 

AS--for Shaw: 

I listened to Arms and the Max with' admiration 
and hatred. I seemed to me inorganic, logical 
straightness and not the crooked road of life, 
yet ,I stood aghast before its energy as to-day 
before that of the Stone Drill by 'Mr. Epstein 
or of some design by Mr. Wyndham Lewis. Shaw 
was right to claim Samuel Butler for his 
master, for Butler was the first Englishman to 
make the discovery that it is possible to 
write with great effect without music, without 
style; either good or bad, to eliminate from 
the mind all emotional implication and to pre- 
fer plain water to every vintage, so much 
metropolitan lead and solder to any tendril of 
the vine. 35 " 

Always it is the emphasis on content, the appeals*to the intellect 

33. Autobiographies, p. 279., - -- 

34. - Ibid., p. 34$" 

35. Ibid., p. 283. 
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and the social conscience, that he singles out for disapproval; 'he 

says of Ibsen's work: 

even the most momentous figures are sub- 
ordinate to some tendency, to some movement, 
to some inanimate energy, or to some process 
of thought whose very logic has changed it 
into mechanism--always to "something other 
than human life. ""36 

It may be said. that, Yeats's. desire to, oppose this,. development in the 

theatre makes him less than fair to those artists he considered to 

manifest "objective" or informational tendencies; elsewhere he is 

more appreciative of the poetic dimensions of Ibsen's work, but he 

never does justice to Shaw, the religious side of. whose nature he 

completely ignores. 

ý, - What kind. of theatre then could satisfy,, 7eats? In a sense 

. there was only, one possibility. Since lyric poetry was the only art 

whose traditions were still alive, this art , must. be made to dominate 

the theatrical camnunication. The symbols of poetry must be made to 

determine the nature of-the audience's experience. I have called 

the theatre that resulted from this attempt to transplant the trad- 

ition of one art into another the "poetic theatre. " It differs from 

other theatres of the past that performed poetic plays in `that these 

latter all had strong theatrical traditions. into. which the poetry was 

incorporated. Yeats's theatre was possibly the first attempt to 

create a poetic theatre based on purely literary tradition. One could 

foresee at once that the great difficulty would be to make this trad- 

ition dominate the audience's experience in the theatre, which is 

normally determined by so many disparate factors. Teats faced this 

36. "Preface to the First Edition of The Well of the Saints" in 
Essays and Introductions, p. 302. 
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problem with great determination; having once conceived his theatre,, 

he carried it through with extraordinary rigour to its logical con- 

clusion, as I hope the following sections will show. 

2. The Poetic Theatre 

The poetic theatre is 'an attempt by Yeats to make poetry a 

group activity: 

Some day the few among us who care for poetry 
more than any temporal thing, and who believe 
that its delights cannot be perfect when we 
read it alone in our rooms and long for one 
to share its delights, but that they might 
be perfect in the theatre, when we share them 
friend with friend, lover with beloved, will 
persuade a few idealists to seek out the lost 
art of speaking, and seek out ourselves the 
lost art, that is perhaps nearest of all arts 
to eternity, the subtle art of listening. 37 

He returns frequently to the image of the wandering bard who conveys 
9, ßy, 

his work to his audience orally: 
A. e 

Since I was a boy I have always longed to 
hear poems spoken to a harp, as I imagined 
Homer to have spoken his, for it is not 
natural to enjoy an art only when one is by 
oneself. Whenever one finds a fine verse 
one wants to read it to somebody, and it 
would be much less trouble and much pleasanter 

{ if we could all listen, friend by friend, 
lover by beloved. Images used to rise up 
before me, as I am sure they have arisen before 
nearly everybody else who cares for poetry, of 
wild-eyed men speaking harmoniously to murmuring 
wires while audiences in many-coloured robes 

= listened, hushed'and excited. 38 

"I naturally dislike print and paper, 1139 he says, and his theatre is 

only part of a larger plan to return poetry to the spoken idiom: 

Let us get back in everything to the spoken 
word, even though we have to speak our lyrics 

37, "The'Ret of Ulysses, " in Essays and Introductions, p. 199. 

38ß "Speaking tothe Psaltery" ibid.., p. 14. 

39. Ibid., p. 13. 
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to the psaltery or the harp, for, as A. E. ": , - 
says, we have begun to forget that literature 
is but recorded speech, and even when we write 
with care we have begun "to write with elabor- 
ation what could never be-spoken. " But when 
we go-back to speech let us see that it is the 
idiom either of those who have rejected, or of 
those who have never learned, the base idioms 
of the newspapers. k° 

Yeats's theatrical conception resembles Archer's in its con- 

cern with bringing the drama into contact with contemporary litera- 

t e; it is a "literary theatre" in the special sense defined in the 

introduction. As we have seen, the term does not necessarily imply 

a neglect of theatrical values. Yeats was almost as conscious as 

Archer of the "optique du theatre, " of the special qualities a play 

needs in order to work in the theatre. A play for his theatre re- 

quired not merely literary value, but certain qualities that would 

ensure that this value would be received by the audience. The work 

"literary, " as Yeats and Lady Gregory used it when they founded the 

Irish Literary Theatre, and as it is used in this dissertation, must 

not be taken to mean, as it sometimes tends to be, drama more suited 

for the study than the stage. Yeats's literary theatre was a genuine 

theatre; his plays are meant very definitely for the stage. He went 

to great lengths to make sure they conformed to exactly the sort of 

laws Archer describes in his Play-Making: 

A play looks easy, but is full of problems, 
which are almost a 'part of Mathematics. -- French Dramatists display this structure 
and 17th century English Dramatists disguise 
it, but it is always there. In some strange 
way, which"I have never understood, a play 
does not ever read well if it has not this 
mathematics. 41 

40. "Samhain: 1902" in Explorations, p. 95.. 

41. Letter 'to` J. B. Yeats (14 June 1918) in Letters, p. 649. 
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At times he is`even-more down-to-earth regarding the demands the 

t, '. 3 theatre makes: 

-After, -all. a, play is merely-a bundle of acting 
parts. There must be always something for the 
actors to do. - I have. on occasion made-a char- 
acter mad, that there might be something to act. 'ýz 

But these necessities of the medium, while they may limit the poet's 

possibilities (and so provide a useful discipline), do not in any way 

release him from the need to write the great poetry which is the 

primary aim of the poetic theatre. 

In demanding that the theatre submit to: literary criteria 

Yeats was very much part of the major reform movement of his time. 

The major aim of the theatre associated with Ibsen, with the Theatre- 
.. , ". - 

Libre, the Independent Theatre, the Frei Bohne, and even the Moscow 

Art Theatre, was to bring the drama into line with thinking in other 

areas of literature. The fact that this literature was predominantly 

"naturalistic" was in a sense only incidental. Almost from the begin- 

ning we find plays belonging to a different literary strain being 

produced side by side with Ibsen (who himself, of course, by no means 

fits into the naturalistic stereotype). Among the earliest pro- 
- 

ductions of the Independent Theatre were a verse translation of 

Theodore de Banville's Le Baiser and The Duchess of Malfi. The former 

was originally produced by Antoine, whose theatre performed at least 

fifteen plays in verse between 1887-1894 . +3 Lugne-Poe, who was to 

some extent his disciple and successor, specialized in the symbolist 

dramas of Maeterlinck, and produced Villiers de l'Isle Adam's Axel and 

42. Letter to Brinsley Macnamara (29 June 1919), ibid. 9 p. 658. 

43. See Matei Roussou, "Thäätre-Libre" in Enciclonedia dello 
Spettacolo (Rome, 1954-62). 
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many; other poetic works. The 'first play of Yeats 'to be performed, 

, The Land of Heart's Desire, was eventually included on the same bill 

': 'as'Arms and the Man. « Later the Vedrenne-Barker management at the 

. Royal. Court combined the works of Shaw, Barker, Ibsen, and Galsworthy, 

. withýGilbert Murray's poetic translations of Euripides and Maeter- 

'-linck's Aglavaine and Selysette. In short, poetic drama, or at 

'least non-realistic drama, played'a subordinate part in the reform 

. _movement 
from-the beginning. The main belief of that movement was in 

, the, applicability of literary standards to plays; the question of 

-what-particular literary standards were to be applied was of second- 

ary'consideration. - 

-,. -' 
As we have seen. -Yeats very definitely favoured one particu- 

lar set of literary'standards, and he was deeply opposed to the kind 

of play that formed the bulk of the reformers' repertory and certainly 

, earned'them- their notoriety. And yet, he clearly saw that if his 

. theatre--the poetic theatre were to succeed, it would do so only be- 

: cause. the public had accepted-the proposition that plays must be 

--judged by literary criteria. It is not surprising then that the 

first. performance 'of the Irish Literary Theatre in 1899 should in- 

: c1ude Win. addition to his own'Countess Cathleen, Edward Martyn's 

; -Ibsen-inspired play, The Heather Field, and that the periodicals- 

Beltaine and Samhain which he published in conjunction with the Irish 

.,, theatre, movement in its early years should often seem not too far 

from`Archer in many. of their pronouncements. 

1tOur plays'=st be literature or'written in the spirit of 

literature , "'t`'ý he says, and "as we do not think a play can be worth 

44. "Samhain: 1904. The 'Play, the Player, and the Scene" in 
Explorations, p. 164. 
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actingiand, not worth reading, °all our plays will be published in 

time. "45' Referring later to the public response to- the first pro- 

duction. of-The Countess Cathleen, Yeats says, "the attacks in the 

main, tilike those-upon Synge and O'Casey, came from the public ignorance 

of literary method. "46` The issue in the various controversies in the 

Irish theatre, like-that. in the Ibsen controversy, was only impart 

one ofýmorality. -Even in Dublin,, The Countess Cathleen or The Playboy 

of ý the'Western World could be printed without causing an"uproar, just 

as'in England Ghosts or Mrs Warren's Profession or Waste could be - 

printed when they were still forbidden on the stage. Audiences and 

theatre reviewers were not used to seeing the same things -on Ihe -stage, 

that: they read in books and periodicals; they were unaccustomed to 

seeing the stage used as a medium of, literary expression. 

,,:..,, 
Nor was this lack of acceptance of personal literary expression 

in the theatre-limited-to opinions. More important for Yeats was the 

fact that audiences were not ready to accept a contemporary literary 

sie in the theatre either, though their reaction in this case was 

more likely to be ridicule than-anger. Teats himself was certainly 

to face laughter in the wrong places in early performances of The 

Shadowy Waters, and later at The Unicorn from the Stars. 47 Joseph 

Holloway describes in his journal the following scene atone perform- 

45, '! Samhaln: 1902, " ibid., p. 92. 

46. ;. Autobiop-rayhies, p. - 416. ýI 

47. See: Joseph Holloway, Joseph Holloway's Abbey Theatre: A 
Selection from his Unpublished Journal Impressions of a Dublin 

ra--Playgoer, ed. Robert Hogan and Michael J. O'Neill (Carbondale 
and Edwardsville, 1967), pp. 33 and 96. Lady Gregory told 
Winifred Letts that Yeats had had "a serious play laughed at. '' 
See Letts "The Fays at the Abbey Theatre, " The Fortnightly, 

* 163 (194$ý, 422. - 
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ance of The Shadowy'Waters: "Many present laughed outright at the 

wealth of obscure imagery the characters indulged in, as they could 

not make head or tail out of it. 1148 In the case of Synge Yeats says: 

"The outcry against The Playboy was an outcry against its style, 

. 49 
against its way of seeing ..,.. 

It must have been clear to Yeats that the poetic theatre could 

never succeed until audiences accepted the application of "literary 

method" to the theatre. He therefore threw himself wholeheartedly 

into the reform movement; his criticisms of the contemporary commercial 

theatre are very markedly similar to both Archer's and Shaw's. On the 

one hand he objects to the morality of the contemporary drama. Partica- 

larly enlightening is the following passage regarding a popular play 

in which a man's careless compromising of his former mistress seems to 

be condoned by the playwright: 

Mn who would turn out of their club a man 
who could so treat a letter from his mistress 
bring their wives and daughters to admire him 
upon the stage, so demoralising is a drama that 
has no intellectual tradition behind it. I 

: >> could'not endure it ... but had I been accustomed 
to the commercial theatre I would not even have 
known that anything strange had happened upon the 
stage. 50 

Like Archer Yeats is outraged by the seeming moral insensitivity of 

theatre audiences. Stage morality seems to him to be based more on 

convention, on what the audience has been accustomed to in the theatre, 

than on the actual values that the audience subscribes to outside the 

theatre. He wishes playwright to challenge the moral ideas of his 

audience: 

41 8. Holloway, p. 33. 

49, "A People's Theatre" in Explorations, p. 253. 

50. °Samhain: 1903: Moral and Immoral Plays, " ibid., pp. 112-13. 
. r, 
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the business of art and of letters to 
change the values and to mint the coinage. 
Without this-outcry there is no movement of 
life in the arts, for it is the sign of 
values not yet understood, of a coinage not 
yet mastered. 71 

This statement may seem surprising from Yeats, who elsewhere urges the 

arts 'to "restate the traditional morality. "52 But Yeats wishes to 

emphasise that the playwright has the right of every author to state 

his own point of view, however different it may be from that of his 

audience. For the moment, his wish for literary recognition of plays 

overrides his dislike of "tendency" works. 

It must not be thought, however, that Yeats denies the moral 

implications of art, even of the symbolic art he loved; he refers to 

an-artistic masterpiece as being part of the "conscience of mankind. ""53 

At a time when men had -lostcontact with their true selves, when they 

saw, things only in terms-of commercial interest or party politics, 

the artist might well run counter to the society's public morality, 

to the cavils of priests and politicians, simply by restating trad- 

itional values. In his poetry he frequently finds an opposition be- 

tween the demands of the spirit and those of society-between Crazy 

Jane and the Bishop, in short. The literature Yeats disliked was that 

which-'seemed to him a manifestation of the objective viewpoint that 

had destroyed true values; such literature might be highly controvers- 

ja]., mightebe violently anti-bourgeois, but for Yeats it would be none 

the less a product of the same mentality that had produced the com- 

mercial society. --The -fact- remains, however, that in speaking at this 

time of the artist's right to "change the values and to mint the 

51, "Samhain: 1905, " ibid., p. 186. 

52. Autobiographies, p. 490. 

53" "Samhain: 1903, " in Explorations, p. 111. 
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coinage" Yeats, was"allowing -himself to'seem much closer to the main- 

stream of the Ibsenite reform movement than he actually was. 

In'addition to-morality, Yeats attacks the commercial theatre 

on Archer$s'other ground, that of truth. The plays of the commercial 

theatre pretend to reflect life, but in fact they merely reflect stage 

convention; he refers to'"old rattle-traps of the stage .. . 'situ- 

ationsr. .. squeezed-dry generations ago. I154 'Like Archer he objects 

strongly to conventional stage psychology; he describes the chief 

characters in-Caste as: ` ". ý' 

vague ideals, perfection as it is, imagined by 
a commonplace mind. The audience could give 

.,. them its sympathy without the labour that comes 
from awakening knowledge. 55 

Here again we are a little surprised at Yeats, who believed that 

"poetry is founded upon convention, "56 who supported traditional sub- 

ject matter and traditional language, opposing convention; he says of 

himself at this period: 

I hated the existing conventions of the theatre, 
not because conventions are wrong but because 
soliloquies and players who must always face the 
audience and stand far apart when they speak- 
"dressing the stage" it was called-had been 
mixed up with too many bad plays to be endurable. 

57 

The point is, perhaps, that convention is only justified when there is 

communication on another level, when the audience receives by means of 

it some emotion of beauty or spiritual enlightenment, neither of which 

Yeats was able, to find in the theatres of his time. He believed that 

54" , 
"Samhain: 1901, " ibid., pp. 81-82. 

55" "5amhain: 1905, " ibid., p. 189. 

56. "The Theatre" in Essays and Introductions, p. 169. 

570 "An Introduction for my Plays, " ibid., p. 528. 
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they aimed at-accurate portrayal of, life, -and their failure to achieve 

this'was clearly a literary fault. The fact that even if they had 

portrayed life accurately Yeats would'not have greatly valued them 

was. beside the point. 

Thus, during the period of-the Irish Literary Theatre, the 

Irish National Theatre Society, and the early years of the Abbey 

Theatre, Yeats was campaigning for the acceptance of the theatre as a 

literary medium; this literary orientation is clearly reflected in the 

eventual directorship of the Abbey, which consisted of Yeats, Lady 

Gregory, and Synge, three writers with comparatively little theatri- 

cal' experience. Throughout his directorship Yeats showed himself 

willing to stage plays of literary merit regardless of whether their 

affiliation was to the realistic or the symbolic and poetic side of 

contemporary literature. This. policy is reflected in the "Advice to 

playwrights" that the directors sent out to prospective playwrights: 

A play to be suitable for performance at the 
Abbey should contain some criticism of life, 
founded on the experience or personal observ- 
ation°.; of the writer, or some vision of life, of 
Irish life by preference, important from its 58 beauty or from some excellence of style .... 

Yeats wanted more than just a literary theatre, however. He 

wanted a poetic theatre. Although he may sound like Archer at times, 

he clearly separates himself from the main reform movement with state- 

ments like the following: 

The utmost sincerity, the most unbroken logic, 
give me, at any rate, but an imperfect pleasure 
if there is not a vivid and beautiful language. 59 

58, Isabella Augusta, Lady Gregory Our Irish Theatre: A Chanter 

_.,,., _of 
Autobiography (London, 1914), p. 101. 

59" "Samhain: 194" in Explorations, p. 166. 
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A' considerable proportion-of his ý working 'out of- the, problems of.. the 

poeticAheatre -is: to be found in the Samhain essays, alongside of- 

his-general arguments in'favour of a, literary theatre. Throughout, 

these years he was involved in writing and rewriting poetic plays, 

and in experimenting with methods of staging and acting them. Thus, 

while his policy as a director was to produce-all plays of literary 

merit, his particular interest was undoubtedly in the creation of the 

poetic=. theatre. - 

By 1912 Yeats-had'begun'to despair>of achieving the kind of 

theatre he wanted- at the Abbey. He describes his feelings in the 

following -passage: - 

n 

'" rý ä' 

. lý. .. 

.a 

"0h, yes, I am-listened to--am I, not a founder 
of the theatre? --and here and there scattered 

-solitaries delight in what I have made and- 
return to hear it again; but some young Corkman, 
all eyes. and ears, whose first rambling play we 
have just pulled together or half together, can 
do more than that. He will be played by players 
who have spoken dialogue like his every night 
for years, and sentences that it had been a bore 
to read will so delight the whole house that to 
keep my hands from clapping I shall have to re- 
mind myself that I gave my voice for the play's 60 
production and must not applaud my own judgment. 

His ' own`. view of what happened is described in the, following passage: 

We thought we could bring the old. folk-life to-- 
Dublin, patriotic feeling to aid us, and with 
the folk-life all the life of the heart, under- 
standing heart, according to Dante's definition, 
as the most interior being; -but the modern world- 
is more powerful than any Propaganda or even than 
any special circumstance, and, our success has been 
that we have made a theatre of the head, and per- 
suaded Dublin playgoers to think about-their-own 
trade or profession or class and their life within 
it, so long as, the stage curtain is up, in relation 
to Ireland as a whole. For certain hour$ of an 
evening they have-objective modern eyes. 61 

60. "A People's Theatre, " ibid., p. 254. 

61, Ibid., pp. 252-53. 
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The plays'that -were popular tat the Abbey`wereýnotýthose that used 

the indirect: communication of. symbol, ý but. those that-appealed directly 

to;: thesintellect and emotions. -. -And the acting, -too, for Yeats, mir- 

rored'this ! 'objective, " informational appeal: - r- 

Certainly it"is this objectivity, this making 
of all from sympathy, from observation, never 
from passion, . from lonely dreaming, that has 
made our players, at their best, great comedians, 

,.. ý,. for comedy is passionless. 62 

Yeats 'seemed to himself to have-succeeded in°the creation of a liter- 

ary, theatre, buts it-, was the realistic theatre of Archer, not the poetic 

theatre, and as such it could not= satisfy , him. -{ 

To some extent,. -I think, both Yeats and Lady Gregory misunder- 

stood the nature of the theatre they had created. Their concentration 

on., literary values was so great'that they-almost overlooked the fact 

that. they had createdlas I: hope to show-below, a theatre with the 

rarest: of qualities in the modern theatrical world, a unique and ex- 

pressive acting style. ---Undoubtedly both their plays and their pro- 

ducingvere among the major factors in the creation of : this style, 

and. -yet Yeats so often refers rather condescendingly ., to the acting 

at -. the 'Abbey, ' as if -it were the product of the artless-mimicry of 

life'by simple mechanics and shop-girls. Undoubtedly the Abbey acting 

lacked, the sophistication-and'finish of the more cosmopolitan theatres, 

but-'it: had what-they lacked, a genuine unselfconscious style which- 

could communicate the subtleties of the actor's artistic perceptions 

to his audience. And it was precisely this "continuous indefinable 

symbolism" of style that Teats valued so highlyin literature. As we 

have seen, Yeats had-no experience of a traditional theatre, of a 

62. fA:. People's Theatre, " ibid., p. 249. 
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theatre that depended principally on stylistic rather than inform- 

ational values for-its effect. Her persists in assuming that the 

only source of style'in the theatre can be the poetic and literary 

tradition in which the play is written. Even in his treatment of 

the N6 theatre he fails to recognize the prime importance of acting 

tradition, as we shall see. As a result'he undervalued the acting 

tradition that-he himself had helped to create in his, own theatre. 

Indeed, it was the development of this tradition,, and consequent sub- 

jugation of literary values by actors-who could make fascinating with 

their-artistry words that would be°"a bore to read, " that ultimately 

alienated Teats from the Abbey. - 

The Abbey Theatre had many of the characteristics that were 

shown in the second chapter-of -this dissertation to indicate the 

presence of a strong theatrical tradition. It was situated in a 

small city--no larger than pre-industrial London--and it changed its 

bill at least once a week as a matter of policy. By 1927 it had pro- 

duced two hundred and sixteen plays by eighty-six authors; 
63 

some of 

these plays were great favourites and revived year after year. Such 

a theatre would almost certainly have a high percentage of habitual 

theatre-goers in its audience, and there is every evidence that this 

was the case. Maire Nic Shiubhlaigh, one of the most famous of the 

early Abbey actresses, describes the audiences in her time as follows: 

we had a faithful, if small, following of our 
own in these first years, drawn from amongst 
the play-going public.. .. Many of these friends 
-. they were friends as well as auditors: it 

" "' `" would have called for a degree of friendship to 

63" See. Padraic Colum, The Road Round Ireland (New York, 1926), pp. 
271-72. Peter Kavanagh refers to "the early Abbey policy of 
changing the program twice a week. " See The Story of the Abbey 
Theatre: From Its Origins in 1899 to the Present (New York, 

} 1950), p. 181. 
. 
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stick by: us during the ups and downs of, those. " 
first two years--many of these friends turned 

:" : up for every new: play we gave; in fact, some 
of them came to see the company each time it 
appeared, whether the play was 'a new one or 
not. One or two of them followed us night 
after night,, occupying a place in"the auditor- 

$; ium for as often as three of four nights in 
succession, as long as a play ran. 64 

We have evidence of such faithful attendance- in the diary of Joseph 

Holloway, whose devotion to his theatre rivals Pepys's for his; he 

had 'a seat in the front row of the stalls always reserved for him. 
65 

Padraic': Colum,. referring to the post-war theatre, is even more em- 

phatic about the communal nature of the audience: 

I expect. the same faces to appear, year . <ý 
after year, on every occasion of importance. 

The Abbey audience is a congregation, a 
community: it has a community's history, a 
community's memory. The new faces represent 
new members of the community; when one misses 
seeing remembered, faces one wonders-what has 66 happened to keep them out of the congregation. 

Maire Nic Shiubhlaigh describes the feeling of acting to such an 

audience: 

Always it had that atmosphere'which led to a 
feeling of intimacy between player and auditor. 
Standing on the Abbey stage, -the feeling, absent 
in so many other theatres, o being one with the 
audience was always'present. 7 

This feeling was clearly emphasized by the theatre's small size and 

its lack of the projecting tiers characteristic of the post-Bancroft 

theatre; as in the old English theatres, everyone could see everyone 

else. Another feature suggestive of the traditional theatre was the 

64. moire Nic Shiubhlaigh; The Splendid Years (Dublin, 1955), PP. 
65-66. 

65. Ibid., p. 67. 

66, Colum, The Road Round Ireland, p. 260. 

67. Nic`Shiubhlaigh, The"Splendid Years, p. 57. 
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large pit, occupying 'almost half ' of " the ground floor, 68 
with its 

separate entrance and inexpensive admission. It was from here that 

the disturbances in the theatre erupted; but Lennox Robinson refers to 

the "faithful, intelligent pit" which came even when the stalls were 

empty. 
69 

Almost from its inception the Abbey developed prominent actors 

who became favourites of the audience: Maire Nic Shiubhlaigh, the 

Fays, Sara Allgood, Maire O'Neill, Arthur Sinclair, F. J. McCormick, 

Fred O'Donavan, J. M. Kerrigan. These actors were "as popular in 

Dublin as the Protestant and Pagan authors are unpopular., 1170 according 

to Yeats. They quickly developed a distinctive style of speaking and 

moving. Colum attributes the Abbey style of speaking partly to the 

teaching of Frank Fay and partly to the rhythms of the early plays of 

Synge, Lady Gregory, and Teats. He notes the limitations of this 

style: 

And the national distinctiveness that belongs 
to the audience' belongs equally to the players. 

Anyone who has seen the players in non- 
Irish plays that are not out of either the folk 
or the heroic life, knows that they can give 
performances that are on amateurs' level. .. But the players can only improvise and keep 
play within a 'pattern that is familiar to. them-- 
that is, the Irish folk or heroic play. 71 

Another observer, P. L. Dickinson, presents a slightly different im- 

pression, which interestingly seems to make no distinction between the 

plays and the acting: 

68. 'See the plate facing pp. 40-41 in Esme'Stuart Lennox Robinson, 
Ireland's Abbey Theatre: A History 1899-1951, (London, 1951). 

69. Lennox,, Robinson, Curtain UP: An Autobiography (London, 1942), 
p. 34. 

70'. Letters to J. B. Teats (5 March, 1912) in Letters, p. 568. 
r. , 

7i" Colum, The Road Round Ireland, p. 261. 
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'The whole development of the art of the Abbey 
was a curious one; it is rather difficult to 
-analyse. Certainly the company was at its best 
in peasant plays: indeed.. I do not think they 
were at all successful in the other things they 
attempted. The Abbey developed a sort of pic- 
ituresque language, based mainly on Synge's 
plays. This was not really true to life.? 2 

This style was not to be tampered with; Joseph Holloway refers to the 

destructive effects on the Abbey actors of appearances outside the 

theatre; he describes how in conversation with J. Augustus Keogh he 

maintained that "the English method destroyed Irish acting, " and gave 

as examples Sara Allgood, Maire O'Neill, Frank Fay, and Willie Fay, 

"who returned but poor artificial players after their contact with the 

English stage. "73 

Theatres with strong traditions often show themselves remark- 

ably indifferent to the literary value of the plays in which their 

favourite actors appear. The Abbey was no exception. Although Yeats 

and Lady Gregory were determined to do nothing that was worthless from 

a literary point of view, they were sometimes forced by pressures from 

both sides of the curtain to do plays of which they disapproved. Most 

prominent in the early years were those of William Boyle, whose troubled 

relations with the Abbey directors are chronicled in the diary of his 

supporter Holloway. Boyle's plays were not, like those of Lennox 

Robinson, T. C. Murray, Pardaic Colum and R. J. Ray, plays of serious 

literary interest written in a style Yeats personally disapproved of; 

they were plays of no literary pretension which succeeded because they 

gave opportunities for the actors in the Company to display themselves. 

The leading role in The Eloquent Dempsey was one of Arthur Sinclair's 

72. P. L. Dickinson The Dublin of Yesterday (London, 1929), p. 85. 

73. Joseph' Holloway's Abbey Theatre, p. 191. 
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most famous roles, -for-example. In his diary Holloway describes 

Yeats looking "as glum and unhappy as could be" amidst an audience 

roaring with laughter at one of Boyle's plays. 
74 The capacity of his 

audience to enjoy plays which in his view were worthless must surely 

have been a major source of Teats's disillusionment with the public 

theatre. 

Yeats shows little sensitivity to style in the theatre that 

is not literary style. Throughout their directorship, he and Lady 

Gregory showed a remarkable indifference to the unique traditions of 

acting that many regarded as the theatre's great glory. The "Abbey 

style" developed almost in spite of their work. They repeatedly al- 

lowed the Company's best actors to leave without making any extra- 

ordinary efforts to retain them; there were mass exoduses in 1905 

(Maire Nic Shiublaigh and others), 1908 (The Fays), 1914 (Sara Allgood 

and others), and finally in 1916, when virtually the entire company 

resigned in protest against the policies of the manager, St. John 

Ervine. 
75 The managers they placed in charge of the theatre were some- 

times men with no knowledge or respect for the Abbey's traditions. 

Holloway reports the following conversation with J. Augustus Keogh, a 

manager, appointed in 1916, who was mainly interested in staging Shaw's 

plays: 

And I said, "As a play-goer I know I am going 
to have a fine time of it at the Abbey, but I 
fear all the traditions of the theatre will be 
ignored by you, and a repertory theatre of ex- 
cellent quality set up to replace the old Abbey 

11 stuff. ... 

74. Iii ., p'0`152. 

75. See Robinson, Ireland's Abbe 
The Story "oofIreland's N4 
Dublin Dublin, 1929), pp. 

p. '100 and Dawson Byrne, 
I 
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, "- My remarks seemed to nettle Keogh, who 
retorted, ""The Abbey acting is not acting at 
all, and some of the company are appallingly 
bad, such as O'Rourke, whom I wouldn't have 
in a company of mine at any price. Sinclair 
is simply a clown of a comedian who can make 
people laugh. What I want is people who can 
act, and not people who can only act woodenly 
and talk disjointedly and carelessly through 
an ill-staged peasant play. "76 

A striking example of Yeats's insensitivity to the Abbey act- 

ing style was in his casting of Miss Darragh, an actress of Irish 

birth but English training, as Deirdre in the first production of his 

play of that name. Her presence was naturally resented by the company, 

especially as there were two actresses capable of playing the part, 

Sara Allgood and Maire O'Neill. The effect of Miss Darragh's playing 

among the Abbey players is amusingly described by W. G. Fay: 

She was manifestly a highly trained pro- 
-=fessional, the like of which was not among us. 

But in my eyes it was just this manifestness 
: ».. that ruined the show. It did not fit our 

technique, which, for all its lack of obvious- 
ness, had been slyly planned so as to get a 
special effect out of special material. It 
was like putting a Rolls Royce to run in a 
race with a lot of hill ponies up the Mountains 
of Mourne, bogs and all. The ponies, knowing 
each inch of the way, could outpace the Rolls 
every time. 77 

LaterýYeats"again imported an actress for the role; this time it was 

Mrs. Patrick Campbell. Even Lennox Robinson, a staunch supporter of 

Teats and Lady Gregory in his later writings, admits that Teats was 

II slow"xto acknowledge the genius of Sara Allgood. 78 Teats says in a 

later essay: 

76. Joseph Holloway's Abbey Theatre, p. 188. 

77. W. G. Fay"and Catharine Carswell, The Fs of the Abbey Theatre: 
An Autobiographical Record (London, 1935), p. 208. 

78. Lennox Robinson, "As Man of the Theatre, " The Arrow: W. B. Teats 
Commemoration Number (Sum r,, 1939), P. 20. 
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Our players, too, have been vivid and exciting 
because-they have copied a life personally known 
to them, and of recent years, since our Manager 
has had to select from the ordinary stage-struck 
young men and women who have seen many players 
and perhaps no life but that of the professional 
class, it has been much harder, though players 
have matured more rapidly, to get the old, ex- 
citing, vivid playing. I have never recovered 
the good opinion of one recent Manager because 
I urged him to choose instead some young man or 
woman from some little shop who had never given 
his or her thoughts to the theatre. 'Put all 
the names into a hat', I think I said, land 
pick the first that comes. 179 

This passage seems unfair to artists of the calibre of Sara Allgood. 

Yeats sees the difference between Abbey acting and that of the ordinary 

professional stage, but he shows little awareness that the Abbey style 

was a style, having its own values and demanding its own special tech- 

niques as exacting as those of any other theatre. No one today who 

sees the Abbey actors in some of their films could accept the propo- 

sition that this acting was the result of naive imitation of life. It 

is a higly elaborate art (too elaborate for films), which shows every 

sign of deriving from a theatrical tradition outside the mainstream of 

the modern theatre. It is not, perhaps, the kind of acting Yeats im- 

agined for his poetic theatre, but this fact cannot entirely excuse 

his condescending attitude towards it. 

r Because we are familiar with the plays of Yeats, Synge and 

Lady Gregory, we tend to assume that the Abbey Theatre was primarily 

a literary theatre; such a view might be confirmed by a reading of 

Lady Gregory's Our Irish Theatre or Yeats's Autobiographies. Other 

sources, including the descriptions of Maire Nic Shiublaigh, W. G. Fay, 

and Joseph Holloway, convey a different impression. Fay states his 

view very forthrightly: 

79" "A People's Theatre" in Explorations, pp. 248-49. 
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aha The-Abbey Theatre was first and foremost 
__q theatrical. not a literary movement. It was 

"- -the creation not of men of letters but of 
actors. ... the playwrights were, so to 
speak, a supervening phenomenon. It was the 
zeal of the players that provided the conditions 
in which they were able to emerge. ... We were 
not literary men. ... What bound us together 

,,.,. was enthusiasm for the art of acting. If we had 
. been limited by literary or political consider- 
ations we might have done some interesting work 
but we should have remained parochial. We 
should never have created, as we did, the 
"community drama. "80 

Gerard Fay, who presents the most balanced view of the Abbey's history, 

suggests' the following reconciliation of the two views: 

As part of the world theatre there is no doubt 
that the Abbey is, or at any rate was, a play- 
wright's theatre: it is the work of the drama- 
tists rather than the actors which has made its 
name known wherever the theatre is enjoyed or 
studied. At home in Dublin and in its repeated 
tours of the United Kingdom it is the acting as 
much as, or perhaps more than, the plays them- 
selves whic has made the Abbey's reputation 
stand high. 1 

The fact remains that, for its audience, the Abbey was not dominated 

by literary values to the extent that Yeats found necessary for the 

creation of the poetic theatre. 

Yeats fixed on the audience as the chief source of his diffi- 

culties; the Abbey audience simply lacked the literary sophistication 

and the sensitivity to poetic symbols needed to respond fully to the 

kind of performances he desired. He therefore conceived of a theatre 

that would rigidly limit its audience to those who had these qualities; 

it would be a. private theatre to which only those with impeccable lit- 

erasy credentials would be invited. The particular features of this 

80. Fay_and, Carswe3.10 The Fays of the Abbey Theatre, pp. 106-7. 

81, Gerard Fay, The Abbey Theatre, p. 11. 
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conception of a "drawing-room" theatre will be left to the following 

section, which will discuss in detail Yeats's search for the right 

audience for his theatre. 

3. The Audience for the Poetic Theatre 

A striking feature of Yeats's dramatic theory is his concern 

for the audience. He is not content to organize things behind the 

footlights, and then to confront the audience with a take-it-or-leave- 

it performance. He wishes to ensure that the effects he has created 

will receive the correct response. One of the great attractions of 

the theatre for Yeats was*the atmosphere of an audience all responding 

in the same way: "I seem to myself most alive at the moment when a 

room full of people share the one lofty emotion. " 82 One of the reasons 

he sought to ally his first theatre with Irish nationalism was in order 

that he and his audience might share a patriotic ideal: 

One. wants to, write for one's own people, who come to the playhouse with a knowledge of one's 
subjects and with hearts ready to be moved. 
Almost the greatest difficulty before good 
work in the ordinary theatres is that the 
audience has no binding interest, no great 
passion or bias that the dramatist can awake, 

83 

When Yeats was aware that the audience was not sharing one response, 

he suffered acutely, as the following anecdote illustrates: 

A couple of years ago I was sitting in xrr stall 
at the Court Theatre in London watching one'of 
my own plays, The King's Threshold. In front of 
me were three people, seemingly a husband, a 
wife, and a woman friend. The husband was bored; 
he yawned and stretched himself and shifted in 
his seat, and I watched him with distress. I was 
inclined to be angry, but reminded myself that 
music, where there are no satisfying audible words, 

82. "Note'of the first Performance of 'At the Hawk's Well"" in 
Plays and Controversies (London, 1923), p. 416. 

83. Letter to John Quinn (28 June, 1903), in Letters, p. 406. 
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bores iae as much, for I have no ear or only a 
primitive ear. Presently when the little prin- 
cesses came upon the stage in their red clothes, 
the woman friend, who had seemed also a little 
bored, said: "They do things very well, " and 
became attentive. The distinguished painter who 
had designed the clothes at any rate could in- 
terest her. The wife, who had sat motionless 
from the first, said when the curtain had fallen 
and the applause-was it politeness or enthusi- 
asm? -had come to an end, "I would not have 
missed it for the world. " She was perhaps a 
reader of my poetry who had persuaded the others 
to coma, and she had found a pleasure, the book 
could not give her, in the combination of words 
and speech. Yet when I think of my play, I do 
not call her to the mind's eye, or even her 
friend who found the long red gloves of the 

} 
little princesses amusing, but always that bored 
man.... 84 

For the poetic theatre to succeed, it requires an audience 

capable of responding to the indirect communication of poetic symbols. 

Given Yeats's two alternative theories of symbolic communication al- 

ready discussed, we may say that the audience must either share the 

"traditional knowledge" of poetry, or it must be sensitive to the in- 

rierent potency of symbols because its way of life has left its mind 

relatively free of 'thought, and so has allowed it access to the Anima 

Mündi. In his first attempt at the creation of a poetic theatre, 

Yeats seems to have hoped that his audience would combine these two 

characteristics. It would be drawn, not from the middle class, but 

from those above and below it, as is suggested in a passage in "The 

Municipal Gallery Revisited"; he says of himself, Synge, and Lady 

Gregory: 

We three alone in modern times had brought 
Everything down to that sole test agairpý 
Dream of the noble and the beggar-man. 

84. "Note on the First Performance of 'At the Hawkts Well" in 
Plays and Controversies, p. 415. 

85. "The Municipal Gallery Revisited" in Collected Poems, p. 369. 
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He says of the. playwrights of, the Irish Literary Theatre: 

if they interest those among their audience who 
keep in, their memories the songs of Callanan and 
Walsh, or old'Irish legends, or who love the 
good books of any country, they will not mind 
greatly if others are bored. 86 

He says of some later performances of this theatre that they 

touched the heart as greater drama on some 
foreign theme could not, because they had 
found, as I think the drama must do in every 
country, those interests common to the man of 
letters and the man in the crowd, which are more 
numerous in a country that has not passed from 
its time of storm, than in a long-settled 
country like England. 87 

Yeats hoped to appeal to those in Irish society who still lived lives 

to some extent governed by tradition, the cultivated upper class and 

the peasantry, "those who have rejected, or ... those who have never 

learned, the base idioms of the newspapers. "88 The urban middle class, 

with its materialism and its scepticism, was to be avoided because the 

minds of its members would not be open to non-intellectual communi- 

cation. 

Such an audience would also share a love of poetry; Teats be- 

lieved that before, the development of the philistine middle class, 

there had been two intermingling traditions of poetry, the written and 

the unwritten, which continually revitalised each other: 

There is only one kind of good poetry, for the 
poetry of the coteries, which presupposes the 
written tradition, does not differ in kind from 
the true poetry of the people, which presupposes 
the unwritten tradition. ... Indeed, it is 
certain that before the counting-house had 
created a new class and a new art without breeding 

86. "Plans and Methods, " ti es T Organ of the Irish Liter 
Theatre, No. 1 (Mary 1099). p. 7. 

87. "'The Feast of the Fianna ' 'Naive, ' and 'The Bending of the Bough' 
in Dublin, " Be ine, No. 3 (April 1900), pp. 4-5. 

88. See above. p. 214. 
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and without, 'ancestry, and set this art and this 
class between the hut and the castle, and between 
the hut and'the-cloister, the art of the people 
was as closely mingled with the art of the coter- 
ies as-was the speech of the people that delighted 
in rhythmical animation, in idiom, in images, in 
words full of'far-off suggestion, with the un- 
changing speech of the poets. 89 

Such a unified tradition he believed still to exist in India: 

A tradition, where poetry and religion are the 
'same thing, has passed through the centuries, 

gathering from learned and unlearned metaphor 
and emotions, and carried back again to the 
multitude the thought of the scholar and of the 
noble. 90 

Yeats hoped to pick up the remnants of these two traditions in Ireland, 

and to unite again the folk sensibility with that of the cultivated. 

To cement this unity, he planned to choose his subjects from classic 

Irish legend, which, he hoped, had been not entirely forgotten by the 

folk memory, and which was recently becoming familiar among the culti- 

vated, partly as a result of Lady Gregory's Cuchulain of Muirthenne 

and Gods and Fighting Men. He says of these: 

If my small- Dublin audience for poetical drama 
grows to any size, whether now or at some future 
time, I shall owe it to these two books, master- 
pieces of prose, which can but make the old 
stories as'familiar to Irishmen at any rate as 
are the stories of Arthur and his Knights to all 
readers of books. l 

The audience he sought for his Irish theatre, then, was one that still 

retained a respect for tradition, still responded to the symbols of 

either folk or literary poetry, and still respected Irish myth and 

legend. 

89. "What is 'Popular Poetry'? " in Essays and Introductions, pp. 8-11. 

90. "Gitanjali, " ibid., p. 390. 

91. "The Legendary and"2 rthological Foundations of the Plays" in Plays 
for an Irish Theatre (London and Stratford-upon-Avon, 1913), p. 225. 
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But "the modern. world is more powerful than any Propaganda or 

even any special circumstance .... "92 The audience that came to 

the Abbey Theatre seems to. have been similar to that of any serious . 

modern theatre, differing only, perhaps, in the frequency of its at- 

tendance. --It is difficult to tell from the various subjective accounts 

the precise make-up of the, audience. It would appear that initially 

it was, very much a coterie: 

Previous to The Playboy a particular class, the 
educated and the "highbrow" were the only patrons. 
Up to this period the ordinary gallery theatre- 
goer would not think of patronizing the Abbey. 93 

Afterwards it reached a wider public, though even in the twenties it 

still had "high-brow" associations for O'Casey. There is no evidence 

of a folk element in the audience, and no evidence of extraordinary 

literary cultivation; W. G. Fay makes the following interesting observ- 

ation regarding an appearance of the Abbey company in Oxford: 

It was the first time we had played to a cultured 
audience of this kind, who could see that our 
authors were writing plays with ideas that at that 

. time were far in advance of what the ordinary 
theatre was supplying. ... For the first time 

-J 
n our experience no subtle point in any of the 

plays went unnoticed, and The Well of the Saints 
in particular was appreciated in a way that was 
in striking contrast with its reception in Dublin. 9ý` 

According to Maire Nic Shiubhlaigh, Joseph Holloway was a typical Abbey 

patron: 

His opinions were typical of the great mass of 
theatre-goers in the city at that time, and he 
was worth his weight in gold as a sort of barometer 
by which to gauge the public's reaction to our 
work. ... Holloway was the finger which we, as 

92. See above, p: 222. - 

93. Byrne, ThStoll of Ireland's National Theatre, p. 57. 

94. Fay and Carswell, The Fävs of the Abbey Theatre, p. 181. 
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players, kept upon'the"pulse of Dublin. 95 

If that is the case; then the Abbey audience was certainly not incap- 

able of responding to poetry; Holloway was "enraptured" by The Count- 

ess Cathleen. and was even-- impressed by The Shadowy Waters. 96 But he 

was incapable of appreciating Synge, and certainly preferred the plays 

of Boyle'to-those-of the Abbey's more serious playwrights. He lacked 

literary sophistication, and was unable to see the work of Yeats and 

Synge in the, context'of contemporary literary thought. 

I I- - There-is perhaps ascertain-irony in the fact that Yeats, who 

had sought an unspoiled Irish audience, should be forced to turn in- 

stead'to the sophisticated"milieu of Lady Cunard's London drawing- 

room, and'to`piresent his versions of Irish legend to those who, for 

the'most'part, knew of them only through their reading of his own 

work. But, the Dublin audience proved too knowledgeable of modern 

literature and thought to respond through the unwritten tradition (if 

that were ever possible), but not knowledgeable enough to respond 

through the written tradition. And so Yeats abandoned the hope of a 

folk audience, and turned to those who could accept his poetic ideas 

because of their knowledge of the poetic traditions to which they bo- 

longed: 

I want to create for nyself an unpopular theatre 
and'an`audience like a secret society where ad- 
mission is by favour and never to many. Perhaps 
I shall never create it, for you and I and Synge 
have had to dig the stone for our statue and I 
am aghast at the sight of a new quarry, and be- 
sides I want so much-an audience of fifty, a room 
worthy of it (sonne great dining-room or drawing- 
room), half a dozen young men and women who can 

95. Nic Shiubhlaigh, The Svlendid Years, p. 68. 

96. Joseph"Hollowäv's Abbev Theatre, pp. 7 and 32-33. 
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dance. and speak verse or play drum and flute and 
zither, and all the while, instead of a profession, 
I but offer them "an accomplishment". ... In 
most towns one can find fifty people for whom one 
need not build all on observation and sympathy, 
because they read poetry for their pleasure and97 
understand the traditional language of passion. 

This "drawing-room theatre" was not a new idea of Yeats Is; shortly 

after the creation of the Irish Literary Theatre, he wrote to AE that 

The Shadowy Waters could be acted on "two big tables in a drawing 

room. "9g The Irish theatre was really founded in the hope that a 

broader audience might be found, and when this hope proved vain Yeats 

returned-to his original idea. There were, apparently, only three 

performances of this form of theatre, all of At the Hawk's Well, one 

in Lady Cunard! a drawing-room and later ones at Yeats's house in 

Merrion Square, Dublin,. and at Oliver St. John Gogarty's house, Ren- 

vyle. 
99 In practice, of course, social considerations played a part 

in, the choice of audience, as Gogarty amusingly records: 

Much more than forty people had come to see the 
play. Who told them? I had imagined, foolishly 
when you come to think of it, that a play and 
players can thrive privately. So that is what 
all the whispering was about: to get an audience. 
I thought that they must be "readers of poetry. " 
Well, who would have thought that Mrs. 
and the ash-blonde daughter ever read poeýa 

In spite of this falling-short-of the ideal, the performances seen 

generally to have been successful. Lennox Robinson, Gordon Bottomley, 

97. "A People's Theatre" in Explorations, pp. 254-55. 

98. Lotter to George Russell (AE) (Nov. 1899), in Letters, p. 327. 

. 99. -The performances at Lady Islington's and at the Peacock Theatre, 
the experimental theatre attached to the Abbey in the twenties, 
cannot be considered strictly to belong to this genre as the audi- 
ences, though limited, were not restricted to those invited by Yeats. 

100. Oliver St. John Gogarty, It I 't This Ti of Year A111 
Unpremeditated Autobiopraphv London, 1954), p. 214. 
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and Gogarty, at least, were all impressed. Gogarty says: 

The Hawk's Well was played even as its author 
would have wished. It proved to be a super- 
natural'presentation, the like of which has 
never been seen before on any stage. I know 
nothing of Japan, but they could not have pro- 
duced-anything as satisfying and as moving 
for Europeans as The Hawk's Well. The crisis 
faded into a magical dance. What a lovely 101 thing Dulac made out of the human hawk woman. 

These audiences were, of course, even more limited than Yeats 

implied. Not-only did they react poetry, and understand "the tradi- 

tional language of 'passion, " but they knew Yeats and his work. They 

were like the woman in the audience at The King's Threshold, who, 

Teats suspected, was a'reader of his own poetry; they responded not 

merely to poetic symbols, but to Teats's particular poetic symbols. 

There is a 'kind of admission of the need for knowledge of Yeats's own 

work in the prologue to Yeats's last play, The Death of Cuchulpin; the 

01d Man, representing Yeats, says: 

I wanted' an audience of fifty or a hundred, and if there are more, I beg them not to shuffle 
their feet or talk when the actors are speaking. 
I am sure that as I am producing a play for 
people I like, it is not probable, in this vile 
age,, that they will be more in number than those 
who listened to the first performance of Milton's 
Comus. 

_0n 
the present occasion they must know 

the old epics'and Mr. Yeats' plays about them; 
such people however poor, have libraries of 
their own. lv2 

Most, conentators on, Yeats's'poetry would agree that one poem of Yeats, 

at least of. -the later Yeats, cannot be appreciated in isolation. They 

may disagreeias to the extent toýwhich knowledge of Yeats's thought; 

101. Ibid., p. 216. See also Robinson, Curtain Up, p. 69 anno 
Gordon Bottomley, "His Legacy to the Theatre, " The Arrow (Summer, 1939), p. 13. For a less favourable view, see below, p. 244. 

102. The Death of Cuchulain in Collected Plays, pp. 693-94. 
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reading . or, biography. may be necessary, but even a rigorous "new critic" 

like, Hugh, Kenner admits-that we need the information and the associ- 

ations, derived from reading the poems as a whole in order to appreciate 

or even comprehend many of, the later poems. 
103 For the most part, as 

we shall. see, iYeats! s plays are made from the same materials as his 

poetry.. Generally speaking, they demand the same knowledge of Yeats's 

particular traditions as do his poems, traditions that Yeats felt 

justified in, using even when they were not part of the general culture 

of his time because of his belief in the magical inherent potency of 

symbols. If we disbelieve in such a potency, and I think that the 

history of Yeats's theatre tends to encourage such a disbelief, then 

we must accept that a familiarity with Yeats's work as a whole is a 

necessary qualification for the audience for Yeats's plays. We should 

keep, this fact in mind when reckoning the success or failure of Teats's 

theatre,, and of: the plays he wrote for it. It is true that the draw- 

ing-room theatre never achieved a wide following, or the plays notable 

commercial success, and yet, given the extreme narrowness of the po- 

tential audience with the right qualification, this is not surprising. 

If, it is true that, the theatre succeeded in impressing men like Gogarty 

and Bottomley, who . were familiar with Yeats's work, then we cannot deny 

that it achieved all the success it could be expected to have. 

4. The - Problems , of -the Poetic Theatre 

i. Introduction -- 

The The greatest' problem Yeats faced in the creation of his poetic 

theatre may be called in general the problem of focus. As we have 

seen, he was seeking to-take one aspect of a theatrical performance- 

103. See Hugh Kenner, "The Sacred Book of the Arts" in Gnomons Essays 
on Contemporary Literature (New York, 1958), pp. 13-14. 
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the play--and make it so dominate the audience's experience in the 

theatre that the literary traditions in which the play was written would 

seem to be the traditions governing the performance as a whole. But it 

was not merely the`'play, but one particular aspect of the play--its 

symbolism-that must dominate, and so Yeats also needed to focus 

attention upon the symbolic, and away from the literal, meaning of the 

text. Out of the vast range of impressions an audience receives at a 

theatrical performance, how could Yeats ensure that its concentration 

would be on this, small area that for him was the potentially valuable 

element? 

In general, as we shall see, Yeats seeks to subdue the unwanted 

elements that might distract the audience from the subtle communication 

of symbol. The play, the production, the acting, must all avoid arous- 

ing too much "interest, "rtoo much emotional or intellectual response, 

so that the mind may be open to other possibilities. In other words, 

since he cannot amplify the symbolic effect, he seeks to filter out 

the other, more obvious effects, so that the quiet voice of poetic 

symbol can be heard. As one might expect, such a technique makes the 

problem of accidental distraction an enormous one; the slightest mishap, 

the smallest out-of-key effect, may seem overpowering because of the 

very narrow range_of impressions to which the audience is being exposed. 

Yeats suffered agonies during these distractions: 

It was only by watching my own plays that I 
came to understand that this reverie, this 
twilight between sleep and waking, this bout 
of fencing, alike on the stage and in the mind, 
between man and phantom, this perilous path as 
on the edge of: a sword, is the condition of 
tragic pleasure, and to understand why it is so 
rare and so brief. If an actor becomes over 
emphatic, picking out what he believes to be 
the important words with violence, and running 
up. and down the scale, or if he stresses his 
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lines. in wrong places, or even if an electric 
, lamp that should have cast but a reflected 

.. 
light, from sky or sea, shows from behind the 
post of a door, I discover at once the proud 

,. fragility, of dreams. ... But, alas! it is 
often my own words that break the dream. ... I discovered that Mr language must keep at all 
times a certain even richness. 104 

In a letter to Stu geMoore we find an instance of the effect on Yeats 

of a jarring detail: 

r- 
1 

3i 

I don't like 'the colour scheme at all. I know 
the.. effect, of gauze very well and it will not 
pull this together. The white sail will throw 
the hounds into such distinctness that they will 
'become an irritation. I found that the brown 
back of. a chair during the performance of The 
Hour-Glass annoyed me beyond words. 105 

This "perilous path as on the edge of a sword, " which is a feature of 

the`poetic theatre, is a direct result of the extreme narrowness of 

focus the form requires. 

It is this danger of distraction that makes the second main 

problem'of the poetic theatre, which I have called the problem of 

sanctions, also acute. A sanction in the theatre is an assumption 

existing in'thermind of the audience that makes uhat'it perceives on 

the stage seem "right. " Until recently, and even to some extent today, 

the use of these sanctions was one of the necessities of theatrical 

survival. In the old theatre, as we have already seen, the main sanc- 

tion was that of"stage tradition. Large areas of any performance were 

assured of a certain minimal acceptance because they conformed to the 

preconceptions of the audience, preconceptions that had been learned 

in previous visits to the theatre. It was when an actor chose to break 

with tradition, to contradict one of these preconceptions, as 2'ßs. 

104. Preface to Plays for an Irish Theatre, ppe ix-x. 

105. W. B. Yeats and T. -Stu Moore: Their Correspondence. 0- 
1937, ed. Uraula Bridge (London, 1953), p. 5. 
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Siddons did, when she 'put down the candle in the sleepwalking scene, 

that he ran the, very, grave risk of incurring the audience's dis- 

approval. When the role of tradition was greatly reduced in the 

theatres of Irving and of the Bancrofts, this sanction was largely 

replaced by-that, of'"realism. " That is to say, these theatres won 

acceptance with their relatively inexperienced middle-class audiences 

by conforming to the ideas of these audiences as to what was real. The 

Bancrofts conformed, to middle class ideas of what was "true to life, " 

while, I ruing, in addition, appealed to their ideas of history, romance, 

psychology, even theology. Both theatres succeeded because they relied 

on this sanction of "realism. " In the reform movement associated with 

Ibsen, Archer, and Shaw, this sanction was not replaced; rather, it 

was more rigorously enforced. The whole effect of the reformed theatre 

depended on the audience recognizing that what it saw was true, even 

though it might prefer not to admit it. In theory, the sanction of 

this theatre was not so much the ideas of its audience, as the audi- 

encetaýunconscious awareness of the falsity of its own ideas, and of 

the terrible truth of what it was being shown. 

Yeats's poetic theatre was sanctioned by literary tradition; 

its plays may. seem outlandish to those unfamiliar with the traditions 

in which they"are, written, but not to those who understand "the tra- 

ditional language of passion, " and especially Yeats's particular version 

of it. Since, ideally, poetry dominates the performance, there should 

have been no problem of sanctions in Yeats's theatre. The difficulty, 

however., -lies again in the narrow focus required; it is those elements 

of the' performance that are not sanctioned by literary tradition that 

most need a sanction, since Yeats wished them to pass unnoticed. There 

is no obvious sanction in Yeats's theatre for the production elements- 
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the scenery, cöstumes, and mise-en-scene-- or for the acting; they do 

not conform to the audience's ideas of what is real, nor do they rely 

on the''audience's previous theatrical experience for their justifi- 

cation. What is to prevent them from seeming so strange, so interest- 

ing, perhaps so ridiculous, to the audience that they will easilyt 

destroy the very subtle effect Yeats was aiming at? It was the lack 

of sanctions, surely, that caused the failure of one of Yeats 's 

drawing-room' performances of At the Hawk's Well to have the desired 

effect on Sean O'Casey: 

Passively funny was the sight of Hr. Robinson 
doing a musician, and Mick Dolan, the Abbey 
actor, acting Cuchu]]ain, so serious, so solemn, 
his right hand, extended, holding a spear, saying 
so surlily-amiable, I am named Cuchullain, I am 
Sualtam's sin. ... Poet and all as he was, 
Yeats wasn't able to grasp a convention, grown 
through a thousand years, and give it an Irish 

`birth in an hour. ... A play poetical to be 
worthy of the theatre must be able to withstand 
the terror of Ta Ra Ra Boom Dee Ay, as a blue 
sky, or an apple tree in bloom, withstands any 
ugliness around and beneath them. 106 

This°inäbility to"withstand "the terror of Ta Ra Ra Boom Dee Ay" was 

a'central weakness of Yeats's theatre. We shall see in the following 

sections how he sought to cope with it. 

ii.. The"Plays 

Yeats's viewsjon the nature of the plays suited to his poetic 

theatre-müst be studied in conjunction with his own work as a play- 

wright, for in it we see most'clearly how he sought to deal with the 

problems of sanction and focus. However, as noted in'the introduction, 

Yeats's plays are far more than mere exempla of his ideas; indeed, only 

in a few of their -essential features 'do they show unmistakable signs of 

106. Sean O'Casey, Inishfallen Fare Thee Well (London, 1949), 
pp. "289-90. 



245. 

the' influence'of"the'theöry, a fact that may be to their artistic 

advantage. ' The'followiiig section, however, is concerned with those 

featuies thatldo manifest the theory, and is not to be regarded as an 

attempt-at ä definitive'critical treatment of the plays as a whole. 

The first 'requirement of the plays of the poetic theatre is 

thit they be, "in the fullest sense of the word, poetry. Although 

Yeats became increasingly aware in the course of his career of the 

other requirements--the requirements of the optiaue du theatre--he 

never lost sight of his original aim, which was to communicate with 

a'theatrical"audience'by means of the symbols of poetry. As a result, 

Yeats's poetic drama is an integral part of his work in a way that the 

theatrical'plays of many other nineteenth and twentieth century 

pöets_, ý are' I not. Yeats does not suppress part of his poetic person- 

ality when writing for the theatre, as we feel Byron, or Browning, or 

Tennyson döes; there is nothing in his work (disregarding the non- 

poetic plays)'to correspond to the enormous gap between Werner and' 

Don-Juan, or-A Blot in the 'Scutcheon and Dramatis Personae, or even 

between The'Cocktail'Party and The Four Quartets. It is in the non- 

theatricalýplays of the Romantic and Victorian poets--Prometheus Un- 

bound, r d, Pippa Passes--that we find dramatic writing drawing 

on the full='poetic resources of its author, not in the plays they 

wrote Iexpressly-for the' theatre. 107 Yeats's plays were written very 

definitely"for the theatre, but it'was a theatre of his own creation; 

he had no'-need to`'adäpt his style to an already-created theatrical 

ý -� �- - 

107. It must be remembered that some of these plays--Werner, Straf_ 
ford, A Blot in the 'Scutcheon, Lecke--had considerable 

---theatrical success, in spite of their literary deficiencies. 
This success is another indication of the fact that the theatres 
for-which they were written were not literary theatres to the 
extent that Yeats's theatre was. 
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convention,, or to the, expectations of an already-existing audience. He 

was able to, make his, own poetic style, with all its personal distinct- 

iveness and its peculiar range of poetic reference, the style of his 

theatre. In a letter to his father he quotes Oscar Wilde's statement 

that he had*made drama "as personal as a lyric, " and adds: "I think, 

whether-he has done so or not, that it is the only possible task 

now. It 
108 

Most of the problems Yeats faced as a playwright were therefore 

poetic problems. As has already been suggested, the problem of sanc- 

tions does not, in theory, arise, since the play is sanctioned by 

poetic tradition. In other words, Yeats in his plays uses imagery, 

vocabulary, rhythms and cadences, which call forth the same traditional 

associations in the mind of his theatre audiences as they do in the 

minds of his readers; in. both cases, one of their effects is to 

sanction, or give an air of "rightness, " to the verse. It is true that 

in many of the poetic plays Yeats makes greater use of Irish traditional 

material than he does in the poems; this use was dictated by the speci- 

fic audience Yeats sought for his theatre (as we have seen), and by 

specifically dramatic needs to be discussed later. Otherwise, we find 

the same use of the basic groundwork of English poetic tradition, in 

the use (normally) of a five-beat line, and in innumerable small 

poetic, devices and, effects which are part of basic English, or European, 

poetic technique; for tradition has its effect, as Yeats says, not 

only in, obvious references like "Lethe warf, " but in "rhythm, in vocabu- 

lary . ... all that high breeding of poetical style. "109 I think it is 

true to say_that in his plays Yeats tends to be even more indebted to 

108. Letter to J. B. Yeats (17 Jan. 1909), in Letters, p. 524. 

109. See above p. 203. 
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this "orthodox" tradition than in his verse, perhaps because in prac- 

ticethe problem-of sanctions is always more acute in the tense, 

crowded theatre than it is in the study. The following passage, Sean- 

chants-death speech from the final version of The King's Threshold, is 

strikingly more-conventional than the poetry he was writing at the 

same time (1921): ' 

Seanchan. Come nearer me that I may know how face 
Differs from face and touch you with my hands. 
0 more than kin, 0 more than children could be, 
For children are but born out of our blood 
And share our frailty. 0 my chicks, my chicks! 
That I have nourished underneath my wings 
And fed upon my soul. 

He rises and walks down steps. 
'... I -need. no help. 

. He needs no help that joy has lifted up 
Like some miraculous beast out of Ezekiel. 
The man that dies has the chief part in the story, 
And I will mock and mock that image yonder.. 
That evil picture in the sky--no, no! 
I have all my strength again, I will outface it. 
0, look upon the moon that's standing there 
In the blue daylight--take note of the complexion, 
Because it is the white of leprosy 

. And the'contagion that afflicts mankind 
Falls from the moon. When I and these are dead 
We should be carried to some windy hill 
To lie there with uncovered face awhile 
That mankind and that leper there may know 
Dead faces laugh. 

He falls and then half rises. 
King! King! Dead faces laugh. 

He dies. 110 

For this moment of extreme poetic tension, Yeats chooses a reference 

to Ezekiel rather than to anything from his less familiar Irish or 

occult storehouses. The image of the mother bird nourishing her chicks 

with her own life, and the extended leprosy image, both have a solidly 

Elizabethan flavour. The atmosphere reminds us of several Shakespear- 

ian death scenes; there is a suggestion of Lear, perhaps, in the pathos 

110. The King's Threshold in Collected Plays, p. 141. 
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of the openinglineä, and something of Richard II's last defiance at 

the end. The long rhetorical periods, the repeated "O's, " the very 

distinct dramatic "point" in the transition, "no, no, " all these show 

a whole-hearted acceptance of the traditional, and even the hackneyed.. 

that is uncommon in Yeats's poems. The passage may seem too conven- 

tional'to the reader, ' but in the crowded theatre anything more personal, 

more deliberately original, might have run the risk of seeming out of 

place. 

Yeats'also derives symbols for his poetry from the occult 

tradition, and from his personal experience. Both these areas depend 

for their effect on an intimate knowledge of Yeats's work, or on the 

"preordained energies" which Yeats sometimes attributes to symbols. 

In'the pläys`that Yeats wrote for the Abbey, he generally avoids this 

kind'of symbol; at'least, a: knowledge of them does not seem to be es- 

sential`for the poetic effect. In the drawing-room theatre, however, 

he more than makes up for this deficiency, knowing that his sympathetic 

audience, if they miss the meaning, will at least not submit him to the 

ridicule with which the Abbey responded to the obscurity of The Shadowy 

Waters; he says of the "plays for dancers": 

While'writing these plays, intended for-some 
fifty people in a drawing-room or a studio, I 
have so rejoiced in my freedom from the stupidity 
of an ordinary audience that I have filled The 
Only Jealousy of Emer with convictions about the 
nature and history, of a womants beauty, which 

` Robartes found in the Speculum of Gyraldus and 
in Arabia Deserts among the Judwalia. 111 

The later plays, are replete with symbolism derived from the occult 

tradition; indeed, F. A. C. Wilson makes the last plays the major ob- 

1]],. _"Note 
on The Only Jealousrr of Emer" in Plays and Controversies, 

p. 433. 
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jects of his, study of the occult tradition in Yeats's work. 
112 

Yeats uses these traditions, then, partly, to sanction his work, 

both his poems and his plays. They also serve to focus the audience's 

attention away from the surface meaning of the verse, and toward the 

symbolic, as we have already seen. If the style and subject matter of 

a poem, whether dramatic or otherwise, is traditional, familiar, it 

will not, according to Yeats's theory, arouse an intellectual or emo- 

tional interest that could drown the indirect communication of symbol. 

But this problem of focus, while important to Yeats's poetic technique 

as a whole, is particularly acute in the case of drama. The word 

"dramatic". implies precisely those elements of character, conflict, 

tension, suspense, crisis which are interesting in the extreme. We 

are concerned, we want to know what will happen, our sympathies are 

engaged; we are certainly not in the "twilight between sleep and wak- 

ing" when-the communication of symbol, according to Yeats, takes place. 

In writing his plays Yeats was faced with precisely the opposite prob- 

lem to that which faces, the playwright of the conventional modern 

theatre, the playwright for-whom Archer wrote his Play-Makinz. Yeats 

wished, to subdue his audience's interest, relax tension, avoid suspense, 

so that the mind of his audience might be free from distracting concerns 

and open to an experience that transcends ordinary life. Of course, 

Yeats could not avoid all interest; indeed, I think that eventually he 

found, that no audience, let. alone the imperfect ones he had at the 

Abbey and even in his drawing-room, could sustain the rapt state he 

imagined for, long. The, symbolic communication could only take, place 

at certain moments, and for the rest of the time the audience must be 

entertained. Nevertheless, Yeats believed that too much interest in 

112. W. B. Yeats and Tradition (London, 1958). 
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what'his play was'saying, in his characters, his stories, his ideas, 

was äs'harmflil in the poetic theatre as too little. 

'Ingeneral; I think we may say that Yeats sought to solve this 

problem by giving his plays something of the feeling, or perhaps the 

illusion, 'of ritual. In a letter to Sturge Moore he says, "I always 

feel that my'work is not drama but the ritual of a lost faith. 111 

"Ritual" implies not 'a new action, but the repetition of an action, a 

re-enactment. InAhis re-enactment the purpose of the original action 

is often löst, änd_only the form of the action is repeated. Thus, if 

it is true that the handshake originated in a demonstration that one's 

right hand was weaponless, this original purpose has been lost and the 

action has become "ritualized"; we no longer worry about weapons, yet- 

we'repeat the farm 'of 'the action as a gesture of good will. The action, 

we'may say; has become a symbol of goodwill. So the more elaborate 

rituals of religion are attempts to recover the emotional or'super- 

natural effect of a'past action by'sgmbolically repeating-it; the Mass 

in this wayjre-enactä the Last Supper, the Baptism re-enacts the Bap- 

tism of'Christ. Now, a performance in Yeats's theatre was not intended 

to be simply a re-enactment of something in the past, an action already 

familiar to the audience. Such a statement could almost be made of 

some of the very traditional theatres, like the Nb theatre, in which 

every detail of the performance is often familiar to a large part of 
the audience. ' In Yeats's theatre the play is intended to be more or 

less new, and the audience is not expected to be familiar with the 

actors or the"detäils of_'the production. It is true that, because the 

113. W. B. Yeats and T. SturEe Moore: Their Correspondence, p. 156. 
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audience is familiar with the traditions in-which the play is written, 

there will be much-in the performance that will be familiar; but Yeats 

cannot afford*to let the play become so familiar that it will cease to 

affect the audience freshly, and so allow the attention to turn to the 

actors, as it does in-the traditional theatres: - Yeats wants only the 

illusion of ritual. He`wishes the audience to be in the state of mind 

of one attending a ritual, so that it will not be unduly curious or ex- 

cited by the action it-sees, even though it-may not in fact be familiar 

with that action, or even able to foresee its outcome. As we shall see, 

Yeats is capable of using the term "ritual" almost disparagingly of the 

kind of theatre imagined by Gordon Craig, 'which goes much further than 

Yeats's in eliminating interest, and especially human interest. Yeats's 

plays are-the rituals, or the texts of rituals, of a "lost faith, " with 

emphasis on the "lost"; the audience senses that their purpose is sacra- 

mental or symbolical rather than direct, but it does not share in the 

religion or indeed know anything about it. If the audience partook of 

the religion, the plays would become entirely ritual, and the poetry 

would lose its'fresh'impact. 

Perhaps the most important potential source`of interest in a 

play is "character. " We respond most to other human beings, and our 

concern for a given action may be measured by the extent to which we 

recognize human characteristics in those involved. It was essential, 

then, if Yeats wished to create the illusion of ritual, that he subdue 

the effects of character: 

in mainly tragic art one distinguishes devices 
to exclude or lessen character, to diminish the 
power of that daily mood, to cheat or blind its 
too clear perception. If the real world is not 
altogether rejected, it is but touched here and there, and, into the places we have left empty we summon rhythm, balance, pattern, images that re- 
mind us of vast passions, the vagueness of past 
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: times; all-the chimeras that haunt the edge 
of trance; and if we are painters, we shall 

-express personal emotion through ideal form, 
a symbolism handled by the generations, a 
mask from whose eyes the disembodied looks, a 
style that remembers many masters that it may 
escape contemporary suggestion; or we shall 
leave out some element of reality as in Byzan- 

" 'tine painting, where there is no mass, nothing 
in relief; and so it is that in the supreme 
moment of tragic art there comes upon one that 
strange sensation as though the hair of one's 
head stood up. lu+ 

This is Yeats's "theory of tragedy. " Comedy deals with particular 

characters in a particular social milieu at a particular time, because 

it'survives by playing on our interest and our knowledge of life. On 

the contrary, ` tragedy; "the'drowner of dykes, the confounder of under- 

standing, " seeks'to avoid precisely those particularities-so-that its 

protagonists-may "greaten till they are humanity itself, "115 may become 

like the symbolic heroes of`ritual who take on themselves the over- 

riding passionsyof mankind. Elsewhere Yeats distinguishes between 

"character"'and what he calls "personality": 

. -Juliet'has, personality, her Nurse has character. - 
I look upon personality as the individual form 
of our passions (Dowsonts in his poetry or Byron 
in t red or Forbes-Robertson in a romantic 
part have all personality but we do not necessar- 
ily know much about their characters). 116 

The tragic hero, then, must be 'individual"-not a mere type or ideal- 

but he must not be so limited by social or psychological traits that 

the audience cannot see him as an expression of their own passions. 

The tragic hero thus communicates not directly but symbolically; he 

does not convey to us information about the behaviour of a particular 

human being, but rather in failing to make this appeal to our intellect, 

111,. "The Tragic Theatrel"in Essays and Introductions, p. 243. 
115. "The Tragic Theatre, " ibid., p. 245. 
116. Letter to J. B. Yeats (23 Feb. 1910) in Letters, p. 548. 
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to our everyday responses, he allows us momentary access to a deeper 

part of7the mind"where. the basic human passions are buried. 

°- - This avoidance of "character" in tragedy is achieved largely 

by'poetic means:, "rhythm, balance, pattern, images that remind us of 

vast passions, the vagueness of'past times ... ideal form, a sym- 

bolism handled by the generations ... a style that remembers many 

masters . .:. . '!: In his plays we definitely see the use of these 

devices, even, if in. general the plays may seem to have more character 

and more life. than Yeats's theory would lead us to expect. The poetic 

traditions Yeats draws upon, and particularly the basic poetic tech- 

niques. he derived from the long tradition of English and European 

poetry, -contribute an indefinable sense of the remembered, the repeated, 

essential for the creation of the illusion of ritual and the avoidance 

of "character. " Thus, in the passage quoted above from The King's 

Threshold, the rhetoric and imagery derive a kind of impersonal grand- 

eur from their.. very, conventionality. The rhythms are, for the most 

part, the strong familiar ones of regular blank verse; the imagery is 

biblical and Elizabethan, the rhetoric effectively and conventionally 

theatrical., It is hard, in such a speech to sense behind it the idio- 

syncrasies of a, particular individual; it is rather the great organ, of 

English_verse_sounding,, expressing in the "traditional 
. 
language of 

passion" universal emotions that are made individual by. the particular 

situation of Seanchan, at. this moment in the play. 

. 
In addition-to this basic. reliance on poetic tradition, Yeats 

uses in his plays devices to achieve the illusion of ritual that seem 

more. specifically dramatic., The most obvious is his use of characters 

and stories drawn,. or apparently, drawn, from Irish legend and folk-lore. 

Even when these characters and stories are unfamiliar to the audience 

(as was most often the case in Yeats's theatre), the atmosphere of 
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legend and folk-lore provides precisely that illusion of familiarity 

that Yeats was seeking. We recognize that the setting is a heroic or 

imaginary past, and we expect the characters to be simple, and the 

action to follow the basic patterns of myth and folk-tale common to 

all cultures. Indeed, when Yeats departs from this simplicity, as he 

does perhaps in the satirical portrait of the mayor in The King's 

Threshold (if this is not Lady Gregory's work), or in the rather con- 

trived handling: of the action"at the end of Deirdre, we may feel an 

unpleasant'-jolt or change of-gears, even though we knew nothing of 

Deirdre or Seanchan before we entered the theatre. By choosing this 

setting for, most of his poetic plays, Yeats ensures that his audience 

will expect plots and characters that are familiar and lacking in 

great' particularity, and so expectations of interest in these areas, 

will be lessened. - 

In general, the characters in Yeats's poetic plays are real- 

izations, often quite sharply and individually drawn, of fundamental 

legendary. or folk types: -the Hero, the Lovers, the King, the Queen, 

the Wise Man, the Fool, the Beggar, the Poet, the Saint. Having once 

recognized them, we do not look forward to psychological niceties or 

precise delineation of social behaviour. The stories, similarly, are 

also recognizable, and-the end foreseeable. We are not surprised at 

the Wise Man's discomfiture, the failure again of the Old Man to drink 

of the spring, the identity of the strangers in The Dreaming of the 

B ones, or Emer's renunciation. We recognize the folk-loric. patterns 

in A Full Moon in March, -,, The King of the Great Clock-Tower, `even The 

Herne's Epp; The Death of Cuchulain reveals itself in its title, -while 

Cv and The Resurrection refer to a universally familiar story. If 

there-is a possibility of-doubt as to the end, Yeats often hints at it 
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in the'beginning; Conchubar's treachery is clearly foreseen in the 

words of the singers in Deirdre, and the Blind Man hints at the 

identity of the stranger at the beginning of On Ballets Strand. 

Perhaps the only real surprise in all Yeats's drama comes at the end 

of Purgatory,, -'and even here, Yeats is at pains to underline the in- 

evitability of the denouement in the Old`Man's final speech. In 

general we may-say that'the conformity of Yeats's characters and 

plots to archetypes ofxmmyth and folk-lore tends to reduce the curi- 

osity in the'audience, and, sö to encourage the creation of an il- 

lusion of ritual: 

The'very brevity of Yeats's plays also contributes to this 

effect. "`The one act form allows him to deal only with the crises in 

the lives of his characters, the moments of strong universal passion, 

and evades the need to portray them at their ease, where "character" 

might be dominant. We are not shown Cuchulain at breakfast, or the 

home life of Deirdre and Naoise. The brevity also makes of itself 

for simplicity'of plot and character; it might have been more diffi- 

cult to avoid complication (and hence interest) in a longer piece. 

Ritual normally does not tell a long and detailed story, but rather 

re-enacts the ' crisis, - the essential moment, of a story already fam- 

iliar; Yeats's compression of his plays into a single-action thus 

encourages the ritualistic atmosphere. 

Repetition 'in many forms pervades ritual.. Not only is the 

action itself a repetition, but within it are many repeated elements 

-the responses. of, the-Litany or the mystic reiterätiöns of the Sanctus 

which` intensify "the" mood - of' renunciation of all worldly concerns. 

Nothing is less "interesting" than'the repetition of-something that 

has come. immediately'before. Repetition is the essence of "rhythm, 
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balance, pattern. " The number of repeated words and phrases-in`the`. 

passage�quoted above from The King's Threshold is'one of its most 

striking features, and". this is somewhat characteristic of Yeats's 

dramatic'verse, -especially at moments of great intensity. ý. But it. is. 

not merely words that are repeated; Yeats himself noted-the use, of 

repeated images in the. -Pound-Fenollosa translations of N6'plays, and 

commentators have not, been slow to find such repetition'in-Yeats's 

own plays; -Peter Ure-notes the repeated' reference to the hour before 

dawn in The Dreaming of`the Bones, for example, 'and S. B. -Bushrui 

finds pervasive hunting imagery in Deirdre and sea imagery in The 
117 Only Jealousy of Emerr. When the mind perceives such patterns, 

either consciously or unconsciously; it is, =l think; immediately dis- 

couraged-from reacting to the drama as it would to an action-in life 

-that is, 'consecutively, with-a sense, of anything being possible in 

the'future; it is aware, 'rather, of a work of. art, artificially pat- 

terned, with the end foreseen from the beginning. I 

This sense of pattern is 'particularly strong when 'the end of-, - 

a play or, section of a play repeats the beginning, or at-least an, 

earlier passage. In'the "plays-for dancers" the songs'of the muscians 

and the "folding. and unfolding of-the cloth" at the beginning and end-- 

frame-the action and separate it sharply from life; the effect of 

ritual is intensified; if. we: are already familiar with the device from 

having seen,. it-in-previous plays. -. In The Hour-Glass the Wise Man dies 

repeating (with some change)=words he had spoken earlier. Cuchulain's 

last words in At the Hawk's Well, "He, comes:, Cuchulain, son of x 

117. See 
., 
Peter, Ure, Yeats the P1 h: A Commentary Ch acte 

and-Desi n in the Major Plays London, 1963), p. 91 and S. B. 
Bushrui, Yeats' Verse Plays: The Revisions 1900-1910 (Oxford, 
1965), - P. -'149. 
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Sualtim, comes! "l18 almost repeat his first. The Child's song in The 

Land of Heart's Desire is repeated at-the end by the voices. The 

image of the bird appears in the opening and closing songs of Caly , 

and'the image of the heart is similarly repeated in The Resurrection. 

In Seanchan's death speech, the image of the "leprous moon" is a repe- 

tition of an extended reference earlier in the play. 
119 These repe- 

titions, which sound with the finality of an "amen, " seem almost to 

mock any concern we might have had for the action by suddenly reveal- 

ing at a moment of great-intensity the deliberate, pattern-creating 

hand of the poet. 

The structures of the plays themselves are often founded upon 

repetition. The King's Threshold and=Calvary both show a protagonist 

confronted by a series of interlocutors. - The Wise Man in The Hour- 

Glass is faced with a series of those whom he has turned to sceptics. 

Sometimes the action that is repeated is not shown but the audience 

is-told that what it sees has happened before, or parallels a previous 

action. The Old Man has been tricked by the Guardian of the Well many 

times before. The Red. Man_in The Green Helmet repeats his earlier 

visit. ` Deirdre and Nacise re-enact the end of Lugaidir Redstripe and 

his wife; the Young Man in P ugatory seeks to repeat his father's par- 

ricide. All these repeated elements, from individual words and images 

to basic elements of plot, contribute towards a ritualistic atmosphere 

and a discouragement of the "daily mood. " 

Of course, we must be careful not to exaggerate the prevalence 

of these elements. Even in theory, Yeats wanted only an illusion of 

118.. At the Hawk's Well in Collected Plays, p. 218. 

119. The King's Threshold, ' ibid.; pp. 132-33. 
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ritual, nota complete destruction ofinterest in his words and-char- 

acter8. "As he became- increasingly familiar with the theatre, he found 

that for modern audiences he would need considerably more interest'" 

than he had imagined, and he became very concerned with construction, 

with stage-craft, with the devices Archer enumerated in''his Play- 

Making. ' He` discovered that he could only hope for the kind of com-' 

munication he desired--the'indirect communication of symbol-to take 

lace at certain moments. He p gave up his early attempts, especially 

in The Shädow_y Waters, to write a play all at the same high level of 

poetic intensity, and turned instead to the tragi-comic method he 

attributes to Shakespeare, where character, suspense, the arts of the 

story-teller, are used to lead up to one or two moments, like the 

death of Seanchan, or Cuchulaints madness, or the Old Man's last 

speech in Pureator3, when the full resources of poetry are unleashed. 

Seanchan shows testiness, sarcastic humour, bitterness in some of his 

early scenes, but these touches of character disappear in his final 

moments, which are carefully prepared for by a series of temptations 

of increasing severity. The language in his final speech is less 

idiosyncratic, more rhetorical, further from everyday speech than it 

is in earlier'scenes of the play, some of which are in prose. It is 

a Shakespearian "great moment" as Yeats describes it: 

"'In writers of tragi-comedy'(and Shakespeare is 
always a writer of tragi-comedy) there is indeed 
character, but we notice that it is in the moments 
of comedy that character is defined, in Hamlet's 
gaiety, let us say; while amid the great moments, 
when Timon orders his tomb, when Hamlet cries to 
Horatio`"Absent thee from felicity awhile, " when Antony names "Of many thousand kisses the poor last, " 
all, is lyricism, unmixed passion, the integrity of fire. "120 

120. "The. Tragic Theatre! '. In Essays and Introductions, p. 240. 
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TYeats's poetic and dramatic instincts were too great, and his 

awareness of theatrical, realities, too. strong, to allow his work as a 

playwright, to be merely a mechanical working-out of, his dramatic the- 

ories. But the fact remains that, a distinctive. feature of Yeats's 

plays, when compared with those of the majority of modern dramatists, 

is the extent to which they, do without character, suspense, intellect- 

ual and emotional interest. The comparative absence of these qualities 

has certainly been attributed by some to lack of skill or. knowledge on 

Yeats's part; I hope the preceding section has convinced the reader 

that it can be rather understood. in terms of Yeats's search for a very 

special kind of theatrical experience quite unlike. that which is the 

goal of most modern dramatists. 

iii. The Production' 

The problems both of focus and 'of sanctions "are particularly 

acute in'the area of production. 
121 Clearly, if the audience is to 

concentrate on the poetry, it'must not be distracted by interest in 

the visual side of'the production. The sanction of "realism, " which 

was used in both the grouping and the decor of the commercial and 

"reformed" theatres of Yeats's"time, was inappropriate to his theatre 

in which the audience's attention had to be'diverted constantly away 

frön the surface reality and the everyday response so that the effect 

of symbol' could be felt. In the case of the grouping of actors, Yeats 

hoped to render this undistracting simply by reducing movement upon 

the stage'to a minimum. Looking back on his work'in the theatre, he 

considers-this elimination of "irrelevant" movement one of his most 

121. I am using the term "production" to mean the physical present- 
ation of the play on the ' stage, ' including the scor and the 
grouping of actors but excluding the acting itself. 
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important-achievements , 
122, 

and thereýis no doubt that it has a strong 

effect in-forcing attention onto the verse. It also reduces the need 

for a sanction inAhis, area, but sinceýYeats also demanded that the 

movements be "decorative, " any effect these elements might have on 

the audience would: be sanctioned by the traditions of the visual arts. 

Yeats sums up his requirements in this area in the following passage: 

That we may 'throw emphasis on the words in 
poetical drama, above all where the words are 
remote from real life as well as in themselves 
exacting and difficult, the actors must move, 
for the most part, slowly and quietly, and not 
very much, and there should be something in 
their movements decorative-and rhythmical as 
if they were paintings on a frieze. ... Then, 
too, one must be content to have long quiet 
moments, long grey spaces, long level reaches, 
as it were--the leisure that is in all fine 
life. ... 

123 

It is interesting to note, however, that Yeats accuses himself of 

having taught "too statuesque a pose" in his early productions; l'' 
as 

in the case of the plays, experience taught him that modern audiences 

demand more "interest" than at first he had hoped to allow. 

The problems of decor for the poetic theatre were not so easily 

resolved. At first Yeats believed that decor could not simply be el- 

iminated; the audience must look at something, and if this were in- 

congruously modern or casual, as at a rehearsal, there would be con- 

siderable distraction. Certainly, the "realistic" decor of the con- 

ventional theatre was impossible, -as it would be both distracting and 

out of tune with symbolic communication. Yeats originally concluded 

L` 
., 

122.. _"An 
Introduction for My Plays" in Essays and Introductions, 

pp. 527-28. 

123. "Samhain: 1904" in Explorations, pp. 176-77. 

124. Preface to Plays for an Irish Theatre, p. x. 
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that, in theycase. of scenery at least, the best hope lay in a kind of 

neutral backdrop, suggesting a particular scene but now showing it: 

1ý w 

I, have'noticed at a rehearsal how the modern 
coats and the litter on the stage draw one's 
attention, and baffle the evocation, which 
needs all one's thought that it may call be- 
fore one's eyes lovers escaping through a 
forest, or men in armour upon a mountain side. 
I have noticed, too, how elaborate costumes 
and scenery silence the evocation completely, 
and substitute the cheap effects of a dress- 
maker and of a meretricious painter for an 
imaginative glory. I would have such costumes 
as would not disturb my imagination by staring 
anachronism or irrelevant splendour, and such 
scenery as would be forgotten the moment a good 
actor has said, "The dew is falling, " or "I can 
hear the wind among the leaves. " Sometimes a 

r shadowy background, a pattern of vague forms 
upon a dim backcloth, would be enough, for the 
more-the poet describes the less should the 
painter paint; and at the worst one but needs, 
as I think, enough of scenery to make it un- 
necessary to look at the programme to find out 
whether the persons on the stage have met in- 
doors or out of doors, in a cottage or in a 
palace. 125 

-Such was Yeats's early conception of the decor for-the poetic 

theatre. - He`hoped, also to make use of tradition to both sanction and 

subdue the costumes'and scenery. He makes the following suggestion 

with regard to costume; he has, he says, 

a simpler plan, suggested to us by a very 
famous decorative artist. Let them have one 
suit of clothes for a king, another for a 
queen, another for a fighting-man, another 
for a messenger, and so on, and if-these 
clothes are loose enough to fit different 
people,, they can perform any romantic play 
that comes without new cost. The audience 

'. --would soon get. used to this way of symbolizing, 
as it were, the different ranks and classes of 
men .... 

125. Letter to the editor of the Daily Chronicle (27 Jan. 1899) in 
Let=, PP.. 308-9. 

126. "Samhain: 1904:. The Dramatic Movement" in Explorations, p. 126. 
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Similarly, he! says, "If we, find a good scene we repeat it in other 

plays.: : -.. �127 , Ann Saddlemyer suggests that Yeats never followed 

up the'first suggestion, 
l28 

although it appears from the letters that 

there was at least-a "Wise Mans" costume that-was used in more than 

one play. 
129 Certainly the scenery was used from play to play. The 

"great bronze gates" designed by Robert Gregory for On Belle's Strand 

were used in'LordýDunsany's Glittering Gate and The Countess Cathleen, 

according to Lady Gregory. 130 It is, clear, however, that no elaborate 

system of traditional-. costumes for each type of character such as is 

found in oriental theatres was ever-in use-at the Abbey. 

-- The greatest influence on Yeats's ideas of production was 

Gordon. Craig. The ideas about art and the theatre of these two men 

were in many ways so close and yet finally so irreconcilable that a 

study of their relationship casts a most illuminating light on their 

theories. They shared a fundamental. desire for the indirect communi- 

cation-of symbol anda dislike of both the contemporary commercial 

theatre and the "reformed" theatre of the-Ibsen movement. For a while 

it-seemed as if. they might collaborate on-the creation of the poetic 

theatre as'an-alternative: to, both of�these. They agreed in rejecting 

the realistic scenery of, the contemporary. stage and both favoured the 

replacement of. it by a symbolic background that would mirror the 

poet's artistic intentions. Most: important, they even agreed that the 

127. "Samhain: ". 1905, ", ibid., p. 181. 

128: Ann"Saddlemyer, "The Heroic Discipline of the Looking-Glass: 
W. B. Yeats's Search for Dramatic Design" in The World of W. B. 
Yeats:,, Ess s in Perspective, ed. "Robin Skelton and Ann 
Saddlemyer (Victoria, B. C., 1965), p. 95. 

129. See letter to Frank Fay (8 Aug. 1903) in Letters, p. 409- 

130. Lady Gregory, Our Irish Theatre, p. 108. 
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poet's words should dominate, and that the background should never 

distract attention from them; this acceptance on Craig's part, which 

has, not always been recognized, will be shown in the following chapter. 

Where they differed, 'however, was in the precise determination of the 

relationship between the words of the poet on the one hand, and the 

decor, raise-en-scene and acting on the other. For Yeats, the poet's 

aesthetic intentions must dominate; the'other elements in the per- 

formance must simply be subdued so that the words, and the words alone, 

might influence the audience. But for Craig, such a state of affairs 

is impossible; the production elements cannot fail to influence the 

audience, whether we like it or not, and so they must be made to con- 

form to the poet's intentions. The producer must become aware of 

these intentions, and then stamp his interpretation of them on all 

the other elements in the performance. In order that the production 

may have the effect of perfect unity, the audience must not experience 

the words except through the interpretation of the producer, just as it 

experiences the words of a song through the interpretation of the com- 

poser. Thus, while apparently in complete agreement, Yeats and Craig 

in fact differ as to who really dominates the theatrical experience; 

Yeats sees the words of the poet affecting the audience directly, 

while Craig sees them working only through the interpretation of the 

producer. A recognition of this disagreement probably-encouraged 

each to develop his ideas in the opposite direction; Craig eventually 

rejects the poet and seeks a theatre in which. words will have no 

tendency to conflict with the producer's intention, while Yeats, in 

his drawing-room theatre, seeks a form in which scenic and histrionic 

elements are reduced to their absolute minimum, so that the audience 

will be primarily affected by the bare words of the play. 
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At first-Yeats believed that Craig's scenesoffered-a solution 

to his problems; he says of Craig's productions of Dido and Aeneas and 

The Masoue of Love: 

ý. 

,: 

I saw the only admirable stage scenery of our 
. time, for Mr. Gordon Craig has discovered how 
to decorate a play with severe, beautiful, 
simple, effects of colour, that leave the im----- 
agination free to follow all the suggestions 
öf the play. Realistic scenery takes the im- 
agination captive and is at best but bad land- 

°scape painting, but Mr. Gordon Craig's scenery 
is a new and distinct art. It is something that 
can only exist in the theatre. It cannot even 
be seated from the figures that move before 

Here: I think°we. can see a subtle misunderstanding of Craig's intentions. 

For'-although-Craig did not wish to distract attention from the words, 

he hoped by'a continuously changing symbolic background very. much-to, 

take the audience's. imagination captive, and to influence it: to share 

the-producer's interpretation of the words. As we shall see', -Yeats 

later rejects the scene in which the figures cannot be separated from 

the background, but are absorbed, as it were, into the world created 

by the producer., -'Similarly, he says: 

Decorative scene-painting would be, on the 
other hand, as inseparable from the movements 
as from the. robes of the players and from the 
falling of the light; and being in itself a 
grave and quiet thing it, would mingle with the., 
tones of the voices and with the sentiment of 
the play, without' overwhelming them under an ä. ý 
alien interest. It would be a new and legiti- 

'mate`art appealing to a taste formed by itself., 
and copying but itself. Mr. Gordon Craig used 
scenery of-this kind at the Purcell Society 
performance the other day, and despite some 
marring of his effects by the half-round shape 
of the theatre, it was the first beautiful 
scenery our stage has seen. He created an 
ideal country where everything was possible, 
even speaking in verse, or speaking to music, 
or., the expression of the whole of life in a 

131. Letter to the editor of the Saturday Review (5 March 1902) in 
Letters, p. 366. 
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dance, and 'I would like to see Stratford-on-Avon 
decorate its Shakespeare with like scenery. 132 

Again, Yeats. gradually found that the scene which mingled with "the 

tones, of the voices and the sentiment of the play" could not but over- 

whelm them under an alien interest; for the producer, with the best of 

intentions, can never reproduce precisely the aesthetic intentions of 

the poet. 

One can see the. attraction that Craig's ideas originally had 

for Yeats. Here was unrealistic scenery that was in tune with the 

indirect communication of symbol and sanctioned by modern practice in 

the visual arts. . 
It was clearly the work of an artist who was seeking 

to bring contemporary thinking on-design into the theatre, much as 

Yeats sought to bring in contemporary thinking on literature. For the 

cultivated audience, at least, such scenery would not seem simply 

strange; it would be sanctioned by current artistic taste. Diaghilev 

mädeuse of the same device when he'hired famous artists to design 

for the Russian Ballet. Throughout his period of active involvement 

in the Irish theatre, Yeats sought to bring well-known visual artists 

--Ricketts, Craig, Sturge Moore, Robert Gregory--to do designs for 

his poetic plays, designs that were not always appreciated by the 

Abbey audiences. As so. often, Yeats disregarded the traditions of his 

theatre,, and the expectations of his habitual audience; this audience 

was used to the simple box set, and, one, suspects, rather resented 

the. cosmopolitan artiness, of,,. for example, Craig's screens, as Maire 

Nic Shiubhlaigh implies: 

many considered it out of place at the Abbey, 
where box scenes were always employed. Used 

r- 
''4 � 'r 

132. "At Stratford-on-Avon" in Essays and Introductions, pp. 100-1. 
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for The Hour-Glass, the screens were 'hardly 
an improvement on Fay's scene of 1903, which 
struck a more sombre note l33 

In 1902 Yeats was working closely with Craig. He wrote to 

Lady Gregory that-he was learning "more than Craig likes" from seeing 

his work on Laurence Housman's Bethlehem. 134 It is evident that 

Yeats's conception of the production of The Shadowy Waters was strongly 

influenced by Craig's ideas; the opening stage direction in the version 

of the play printed in 1908 reminds us of Yeats's earlier descriptions 

of Craig's work in which the scenery "cannot even be separated from 

the figures that move before it. ": 

All-the woodwork is of dark green; and the 
sail is dark green, with a blue pattern upon 
it, having a little copper colour here and 
there. The sky and sea are dark blue. All 
the persons of the play are dressed in various 
tints of green and blue, the men with helmets 
and swords of copper, the woman with copper 
ornaments upon her dress. l35 

Gradually, however,, Yeats became aware that Craig's methods would not 

be as useful to the poetic theatre as he had hoped. Perhaps the turn- 

ing point came in April of 1903 when Yeats saw Craig's production of 

The Vikings; he wrote to Lady Gregory: 

Craig's scenery is amazing but rather distracts 
one's thoughts from the words. The poor verses 
I made for them are spoken with great energy 
but are quite. inaüdible. 136 

According to; Martin Shaw. Yeats's verses were not in fact used for the 

production; they must therefore have been very inaudible indeed. 137 

Yeats began to realize that far from remaining subordinate to the words, 

133. Nic Shiubhlaigh, The Splendid Years, p. 34. 
134. Letter to Lady Gregory (? 26 Sept. 1902) in Letters, p. 380. 
135. The Shadowy Waters in Collected Works (1908), II, 185. 
136. Letter to Lady Gregory (April. 1903) in Letters, p. 398. 
137. See Wade's note to the above, p. 398. 
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Craig's productions were subduing the words to the point where they 

were almost unnecessary. Thus, in the Samhain of 1904,, he refers to 

to Craig's work as "a new externality": 

ýMr. Gordon Craig has done'wonderful things 
with the lighting, but he is not greatly 
interested in the actor, and his streams of 
coloured direct light, beautiful as they are, 
will always seem, apart from certain exceptional 
moments, a new externality. 138 

In the same year he wrote the following to Frank Fay: 

I think you will find that the persons in 
Cuchulläin will stand out clearly against the 
plain sacking. It is not necessary to do this 
by contrastingrcolour always--light and dark 
will do it. The Shadowy Waters I thought an 
exception to rule and thought'one should lose 
the persons in the general picture. I had a 
different feeling about . h> stage when I 
wrote it--I would not now do anything so remote, 
so impersonal. It is legitimate art however 
though a kind that may I should think by this 
time prove itself the worst sort possible for 
our theatre. The whole picture as it were 
moves together-sky and sea and cloud are as 
it were actors. It is almost religious, it 
is-more a ritual than a human story. 139 

Here he explicitly rejects Craig's conception of, theatre. - For Craig 

the'producer`is the artist, and so the actors must be made subject to 

his will,, -and an integral part of the picture he paints. They should 

be lost in the general picture. But although, as we shall see, Yeats 

needs to subdue the actor's individuality so that he will not compete 

with the poet for dominance, the actors are the spokesmen of the 

poetry, and their characters part of his creation. Although Yeats 

seeks a certain illusion of ritual, he cannot afford to let his actors 

lose all "character" and become simply props in an artist's composition. 

He admits that Cräig's theatre is a genuine art, but it is "the worst 

138. "Samhain: 
_1901" 

in Explorations, p. 179. 

139. Letter to Frank Fay (? 20 Jan. '1904) in Letters, p. 425. 
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possible sort for, our. theatre''--that is, the poetic theatre. 

It is true that. Yeats continued to be influenced by Craig, 

receiving from him a model of Craig's conception of "Scene" and 

designs for ivory-coloured. screens that were first used in a, produc- 

tion of The Hour-Glass in. 1911. But it is important. to note that they 

were never used as Craig intended, as Craig. later said. 
14°.. He planned 

that they should be frequently moved and dramatically lit (as in the 

Moscow Art, Theatre's Hamlet) so that the stage-picture-, could continu- 

ally-reflect, the artistic purpose of, the director. <, At the Abbey they 

were used, simply as a neutral= backdrop for the play. Yeats was not 

willing to-have them compete with his poetry. 

" -In his-, later, conception of the drawing-room theatre, Yeats 

turned away from Craig completely; he sought to avoid the feeling of 

a. specially, created, "production" almost altogether., He came. to 

realize not, only that "production" always implies, to, a greater. or 

lesser extent, a>"producer, ". and hence anartist. in; competition. with 

the. -poet, but that any attempt-to place the actors in a self-consistent 

world separate from the audience destroys the intimacy necessary for 

the poetic theatre:, ,-- 

I-have long-been. puzzled why passages that are 
moving when read out or spoken during rehearsal 
seem muffled or dulled during performance. - I 
have simplified scenery, having The Hour-Glass, 
for instance, played now before green curtains, 
now among those admirable ivory-coloured screens 

, 
invented by Gordon Craig. With every simplifi- 
cation the voice has recovered something of its 

--importance, and. yet: when verse; has approached in. 
temper to, let us say, Kubla Khan, or the Ode to 

.zr the West Wind, the most typical modern verse, I 
have still felt as if the sound came to me from 
behind a veil. The stage-opening, the powerful 

140. See Saddlemyer, "The Heroic Discipline of the Looking-Glass" 
in The World of W. B. Yeats, p. 96. 
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slight and'shade, 'the'number of feet between 
myself and the players have destroyed intimacy. 
I have found myself thinking of players who 
needed perhaps but to unroll a mat in some 
Eastern garden. 141 

Intimacy is important to Yeats, I think, because of his desire for 

indirect symbolic communication, and his wish to prevent the audience 

from being satisfied with the surface meaning of the performance. As 

soon as there is any sense of the actors inhabiting a world other than 

that of the audience, 'Craig's "ideal-world where everything was 

possible, " there is a tendency to accept the events on the stage, how- 

ever improbable, as true to the world to which they belong. Even in 

such a seemingly unnatural form of, theatre as ballet, spectators, and 

especially inexperienced spectators, often speak of having been 

"swept up into a dream world" for the duration of the performance. 

Yeats did not want his spectators to be swept into a dream world; he 

wished to emphasize the unreality of what they saw, so that they would 

be forced constantly to be aware of a symbolic intent. If the per- 

formance took place in a room familiar to the audience, with nothing 

to separate it into a different world, the audience would find it im- 

possible to remain satisfied with the surface meaning of the symbol. 

In a similar way, the experienced ballet audience becomes resistent 

by constant exposure, to the "dream-world" effect of a production, and 

begins to respond instead to the stylistic symbolism of dance; the 

movements seem no longer simply the way certain fantastic beings be-- 

have, in another time and another place, and become the subtle ex- 

pression of the artistry of familiar dancers. Yeats describes the 

1! }1. "Certain Noble Plays of Japan" in Essays and Introductions, 
pp. 222-23. 
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effect of the dancer in the drawing-room production of At the Hawk's 

Well: t -i. 

ley play is made possible by a Japanese dancer 
whom I have seen dance in a studio and in a 
drawing-room and on a very small stage lit by 
an excellent stage-light. In the studio and 
in the drawing-room alone, where the lighting 
was the light we are most accustomed to, did 
I see him as the tragic image that has stirred 
my imagination. There, where no studied lighting, 
no stage-picture made an artificial world, he was 
able, as he rose from the floor, where he had 
been sitting cross-legged, or as he threw out 
an arm, to recede from us into some more power- 

-r-- ful life. Because that separation was achieved 
by human means alone, he receded but to inhabit 
as it were the deeps of the mind. One realised 
anew, at every separating strangeness, that the 

-. measure of all arts' greatness can be but in 
their intimacy. 142 

To put it another way, Yeats desires "separation" in art; his plays 

deliberately "leave out some element of reality" so that the audience 

cannot respond to them as to life. But if the play is surrounded by 

"production, "-by a coherent artificial world, the effect of the sep- 

aration is lost because the audience is willing to accept what it 

sees as life in some other world,, lived by other rules. If no arti- 

ficial world is created, the audience is not allowed this easy way 

out; the intellect can find no satisfaction in what it perceives, and 

the spectator must look for some non-intellectual communication. The 

more intimate the theatre, the less physical and psychological separ- 

ation between actor and audience, the more likely is the actor to 

recede, not into a fantasy conceived by the intellect, but into a 

world where the intellect cannot follow, whether it be some occult 

reality or the unconscious mind. 

142. "Certain Noble Plays of Japan" in Essays and Introductions, 
- .. p. -224. 
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However, it is impossible to conceive of a performance with no 

"production, " with no physical embodiment to which the audience re- 

sponds. By using the familiär and permanent--a drawing-room wall--we 

may make=the background less conspicuous, but the actors themselves as 

physical objects are part of the production. If they too were familiar 

to the%äudience, the audience's response to them might be subdued; 

audiences accepted the aged Garrick as Benedict and Hamlet, and the 

enormously fat Tietjens as Fidelio, because they had been familiar in 

the parts for years. But Yeats had no opportunity to develop such a 

familiarity in his drawing-room performances. He needed some other 

device to render the actors less "interesting, " to prevent the audi- 

ence from responding to them as they would to any strangers in life. 

This device was the mask: 

A mask will enable me to substitute for the 
face of some common-place player, or for that 

" 
face repainted to suit his own vulgar fancy, 
the fine invention of a sculptor, and to bring 
the audience close enough to the play to hear 
every inflection of the voice. A mask never 
seems but a dirty face, and no matter how close 
you go is yet a work of art; nor shall we lose 
by stilling the movement of the features, for 
deep feeling is expressed by a movement of the 
whole body., In poetical painting and in sculpture 
the face seems the nobler for lacking curiosity, 
alert attention, all that we sum up under the 
famous word of the realists, "vitality. " It is 
even possible that being is only possessed 
completely by the dead, and that it is some 
knowledge of this that makes us gaze with so 
much emotion upon the face of the Sphinx or of 
Buddha. 143 

It is true that the 
. =mask 

itself may. have a strong effect on the audi- 

ence, but because it is incapable of expression it cannot retain the 

interest, cannot evoke the curiosity, recognition, pleasure, distaste, 

that the ordinary'human face does. Like the other-elements in the. 

143. "Certain Noble Plays of Japan" in Essays and Introductions, 
p. 226. 
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poetic theatre, it is deliberately unreal, so that the mind. cannot be 

satisfied, and the, spectator must look elsewhere for the meaning or 

value of the performance. Yeats hoped to sanction the mask by bring- 

ing it within the traditions of visual art--that is, by making it the 

work of a sculptor. Such a sanction would be greatly augmented, and 

the element of interest even further reduced, if the same masks could 

be used in different plays until the audience became familiar with 

them: 

if I write plays and organise performances on 

.,, -, any scale and with any system, I shall hope for 
a smallnumber of typical masks, each capable 
of use in several-plays. ... Perhaps in the 
end one would write plays for certain masks. 
If some fine sculptor should create for my 
Caly , for instance, the masks of Judas, of 
Lazarus, --and of Christ, would not this suggest 
other plays now, and possess one cannot tell 
what philosophical virility. 144 

Of course, not all production elements could be eliminated, 

even with the use of the mask. In the performances of At the Hawk's 

Well, Yeats was still making use of the Craig principle to the extent 

of having the masks, costumes, and, in the later productions, the 

music all the work of one artist, Edmund Dulac; Bottomley compliments 

him for having successfully merged his conception with that of the 

poet. 
145 The dance also could not be the work of the poet, but as it 

was movement unaccompanied or largely unaccompanied, by words, it 

would not compete with them, and indeed, would offer a release from 

the intense aural concentration necessary during the earlier part of 

the play. These drawing-room performances were the final outcome of 

Yeats's thinking on the subject of production, and there is no doubt 

144. Preface to Four Plays for Dancers in Plays and Controversies, 
p. 332. 

145. Bottomley, "His Legacy to the Theatre, " The Arrow (Sumner, 1939), 
p. 13. 
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3.. 

that in them the kind of indirect communication he desired had the 

greatest possibility of taking place. 
Yn xrY'rt. . 

iv. The Acting 

The problems of sanction and focus are also apparent in Yeats's 

search for a kind of acting suited to his theatre. It is clear first 

of all that acting that copies the surface of, life would not be ap- 

propriate to the poetic theatre, for exactly the same reasons that 

too much "realism" in writing and production are inappropriate; such 

"realism" creates interest for the mind and so fails to lead the spec- 

tator to the meaning beyond the surface of the art. Yeats frequently 

expresses his dislike of the ordinary acting of his time: 

But actors lacking music 
Do most excite my spleen, 
They say it is more human 
To shuffle, ýgrunt and groan, 
Not knowing what unearthly stuff 

-, -Rounds a mighty scene. 
Said the man in the golden breastplate 

-, Under the old stone Cross. l4 

Similarly he says elsewhere: °r: 

Modern acting and recitation have taught us to 
fix our attention on the gross effects till we 
have come to think gesture, and the intonation 
that copies the accidential surface of life, 
more important than rhythm; and yet we under- 
stand theoretically that it is precisely this 
rhythm that separates good writing from bad, 
that is the glimmer, the fragrance, the spirit 
of all intense`literature. 147 

Acting for the poetic theatre must be-"musical"; it must have rhythm, 

one of the "devices to exclude or lessen character, " so that it-may be 

clearly separated from life. But there is an opposite danger that - 

146. "The Old Stone Cross" in Collected Poems, '-p. 366. 

147. "Speaking to the Psaltery" in Essays and Introductions, 
P. 18. - :. 
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corresponds-to Craig's methods in the area of production; the actor 

may develop his handling of musical effects to the point where his 

artistry becomes the dominant factor in the audience's experience, and 

the-poetry is completely overshadowed; speaking of the performance of 

an actress of-the old-, school, he says: 

-Just as-the modern musician, through the 
overdevelopment of an art that seems exterior 
to the-poet, writes so many notes for every 
word that the natural energy of speech is 
dissolved and broken and the words made in- 
audible, so did this actress, a perfect 
mistress of her own art, put into her voice 
so many different notes, so run up and down 
the scale under an impulse of anger and 
scorn that one had hardly been more affronted 

-r. '° by amusical setting. 1 8 

Notethat he does not deny that the work of this actress was art, even 

in his terms, but it was art "exterior to the poet" and so in competi- 

tion with him, just as Craig's method was art, though "the worst 

possible sort" for-the poetic theatre. The actor must restrict his 

musical effects-to-those dictated by. the poet: 

: An actor must so-understand how to dis- 
criminate cadence from cadence, and so 
cherish the musical lineaments of verse 
or prose, that he delights the ear with 

? -. a continually varied music. 149 

He must'"cherish'the musical lineaments" of the words supplied by the 

poet, not bring to them an art of his own. 

But is. the music implied-in the words with sufficient clarity 

that the actor can become aware of the poet's intentions? Yeats 

speaks, -for example; of the difficulty for actors of learning Synge's 

peculiar rhythms except from: his own mouth. 
150 The notation of words 

148. "Samhain: 1904" in Explorations, pp. 171-72. 

1I9, Ibid., p. 173. 

150, See "Preface to the First Edition of The Well of the Saints" in 
Essays end Introductions, p. 299. 
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is'surely not accurate enough to convey the subtleties of the poet's 

conception. To remedy this difficulty, Yeats toyed for a time with 

the, idea, of speaking, verse to'fixed pitches, which the reciter, could 

learn from musical notation as one might learn a song. Such an art 

he believed to have existed with the Homeric and Irish bards, who al- 

ways: loomed so strongly=in his imagination. Arnold Dolmetsch, the 

famous reviver of ancient instruments, built him a psaltery; Florence 

Farr learned to speak to it, and she and Yeats gave lecture-recitals 

in the "new art. " Yeats did-not intend to apply it directly to the 

theatre (though he planned to use it for special effects, such as the 

speaking of the Angel in The Hour-Glass), but he hoped that something 
151 

might develop out of it for use in thetheatre. 

The chief advantage of the system was that it allowed the poet 

to dictate the pitch, and to some extent the duration and intensity, 

of the sounds the speaker of his verse made, and so would bring his 

performance under the artistic supervision, as it were, of the poet. 

Moreover, the speaking to sustained pitches automatically would dis- 

tance the verse from everyday speech, and so'tend to avoid too, much 

surface interest for the audience; at the same time, the poet could" 

ensure by his notation that the words would be understood. 

-Yeats 
found little acceptance for his idea. One problem was 

the lack of sanctions; to many it seemed merely laughable or strange, 

while for others it was associated with incongruous traditions; both 

Shaw and Frank Fay professed to be unable to distinguish it from chant- 

ing. in churches, ' while Shaw claimed that it was also used by street- 

1510 "Speaking to the Psaltery, " ibid., pp. 18-19. 
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criers, _-and public speakers with "nothing, to say. "152 This leads. to 

the second, more serious, objection, that the speaking was so un- 

natural that the meaning was lost altogether, that "sound became 

prominent at the expense of the sense, " as Frank Fay said. 
153 Writing 

to Florence Farr. on the subject, Shaw urges her to forsake Yeats's 

methods for "athletic articulation": 

With that you can give effect to the real 
thing, which, is, your sense of the meaning 
of the words, your emotional and intellectual 
conviction. That is the only thing makes 
speech tolerable. Without it cantilatinn can 
do nothing except intensify ordinary twaddling 
into a nerve destroying crooning like the 
maunderings of an idiot-banshee. 154 

This criticism was made not only of the speaking to the psaltery but 

of_the speaking of Yeats's actors in general. Elsie Fogerty, the 

famous voice teacher,. implies that Yeats's method tends toward 

a regular rhythmic. chaunt, which effaces not 
only all the finer shades of metrical form, 
but even. any very, clear sense of the words 
used or of the sentence-structure. 155 

Yeats's diffieulty, was in finding a balance between conveying the mean- 

ing of the words, and avoiding the arousal of interest in the audience 

to the extent that they missed the symbolic overtones of those words. 

He found in his direction of the actors what he had discovered as a 

152. See . G. B. Shaw, letter to Florence Farr (6 June 1902) in 
Florence Farr. Bernard Shaw. W. B. Yeats: Letters, ed. Clifford 
Bax London, 1946), p. 15, and Frank J. Fay, Towards a National 
Theatre: The Dramatic Criticism of Frank J. Fly., ed. Robert 
Hogan, The Irish Theatre Series, No. 1 (Dublin, 1970), pp. 95-96. 

153. Fay, Towards a National Theatre, p. -, 96. 

154. Shaw, letter to Florence Farr (6 June 1902) in Florence Farr, 
Bernard Shaw. W. B. Yeats, p. -16. 

155. Elsie Fogerty, The Speaking of English Verse (London 1923), 
p. 187.1 assume she refers to Yeats. See also pp. 208-10. 
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playwright, that only at certain moments could the rhythm lose all 

suggestion of everyday speech: 

When I began to rehearse a play I had the 
defects of my early poetry; I insisted upon 
obvious all-pervading rhythm. Later on I 
found myself saying that only in those lines 
or words where the beauty of the passage came 
to its climax, must the rhythm be obvious. 156 

Another criticism that was made, by Arthur Symons, for example, 

of ! 'cantilation, " was that it would too rigidly restrict the interpre- 

tation�of the. performers; 
157 Yeats replied: 

I am. persuaded that the fixing of the pitch r-'. - 
gives more delicacy and beauty to the 
"personal interpretation, " for it leaves the 
speaker free to preoccupy himself with the 
subtlest modulations. l5ö 

Elsewhere he elaborates this idea: 

Even when one is speaking to a single note 
sounded faintly on the psaltery, if one is 
sufficiently. practised, to speak on it without 
thinking about it one can get an endless 

_variety_of expression. All art is, indeed, 
a monotony in external things for the sake 
of an interior variety, a sacrifice of gross 
effects to subtle effects, an asceticism of 
the imagination. But this new art, new in 
modern life, I mean, will have to train its 
hearers as well as its speakers, for it takes 
time to surrender gladly the gross effects one 
is accustomed to,, and one may well find mere 
monotony at first where one soon learns to 
find a variety as incalculable as in the out- 
line of faces or in the expression of eyes. 159 

Florence Farr compares his" ideas with those of the men of the Floren- 

156. Autobiographies, p. 435. 

157. Arthur Symons, "The Speaking of Verse" in Plays. Acting. and 
Music: A'Book of Theory (London, 1909), pp. 178-81. 

158. Letter°to the editor of the Academy (pub. 7 June, 1902) in 
Letters, p. 373. 

159. "Speaking to the Psaltery" in Essays and Introductions, p. 18. 
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tine' "Camerata" whose "Nuove Musiche" 'was the foundation of Italian 

Opera. 160. They, -"like,. Yeats, were concerned that the words should be' 

understood, and, sung with natural, unforced emphasis. 
161 But this' 

form proved tobe very short-lived; almost immediately the music began 

to displace the. poem in interest, and; with the coming of the public 

opera house, 'the virtuoso singer began his domination that continued 

until the twentieth century. What was to prevent Yeats's new art 

from taking the same development? What was-to prevent the rise of 

performers whose "subtle modulations" and "expression" could so'cap- 

tivate an, audience that it would 'be completely indifferent to what 

they were saying? 

Yeats! s theatre ultimately comes up'against the'same problem-` 

that'Craig's did: how can, one have actors who are great artists and 

yet'are willing'to subordinate their artistry totally to the dictates 

of another? What is to prevent them fron developing their own art, 

their own symbolism of intonation and gesture, instead of simply trans- 

mitting the'symbolismýof the'poet? The actor always has the advantage 

overethe'poet, 'and the director, in that it is he who appears before 

the audience'and has the final control over what it sees and hears. 

Yeats's theatre could only exist in its pure form when the actor and 

the poet were'one;. that'is, in the princely halls of Yeats's imagin- 

ation, where'the bard holds his audience "hushed and excited" by his 

performance of words he'himself has written. 

5, Conclusion 

As we have seen, the aim of art for Yeats was to communicate 

160. Florence Farr, note to the above, pp. 21-22. 

161. See Donald Jay Grout, A Short History of Opera, 2nd ed. (London, 
1965), I, 36. 



279. 

indirectly through-symbols rather than-directly through the portrayal 

of 'life or . the 'statement of idea. ' To communicate symbolically an art 

must ; the" believed, derive from'a strong tradition, since symbols derive 

their power from their' associations with past contexts, or from having 

possessed'the imaginations of many men. Yeats saw that such a tradi- 

tion no'longer existed in the theatres of his time, and he therefore 

attempted-to import into the theatre the symbols of a tradition that 

was still accessible-that is; the-symbols of-poetry. In fact, as we 

have seen, 'because of Yeats's belief, or tendency to believe, in the 

"preordained energies"°'of symbols, what he in fact did was to import 

the special'symbols of'his own poetry, eclectically derived from the 

poetic mainstream, Irish legend and folk-lore, various occult sources, 

and his-personal experience. In the end, he seems to have recognized 

that familiarity with his own'poetry and its symbols was a prerequi- 

site for the appreciation of his theatre. 

In achieving this poetic transplant, Yeats faced the obvious 

problem of focusing°the'attention, of the audience on that part of the 

performance governed by`literary tradition, and of both subduing and 

sanctioning those parts that could not be contained within it., At the 

same. time, he faced the particular-problem of focusing the audience's 

attention on the-symbolic aspect. of the play, and of avoiding too 

much interest in the-surface meaning of what the audience was seeing. 

Generally. speaking, in Yeats's final theatrical conception, he sought 

to achieve these ends by giving the'plays an atmosphere of ritual, by 

reducing the production elements to a minimum and seeking to sanction 

this minimum-by-the traditions of the visual arts, and by encouraging 

the actors in 'a musical delivery derived_, from the poet's intentions. 

The private performances of At the Hawk's Well came closest to fulfil- 

ling his ideal of the poetic theatre. 
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-In order to bring out the distinction between Yeats's hybrid 

theatre founded on poetic tradition, and a theatre founded on theatri- 

cal tradition, it might be interesting to compare these performances 

with a theatre of the latter type, the Japanese Nö theatre. Yeats 

recognized in this theatre a kinship in aims with his owns although 

his lack of detailed information and experience of the theatre pre- 

vented him from recognizing the very different means the Nö uses to 

achieve those aims. Yeats saw that N& was essentially concerned with 

symbolic communication, and that this was achieved through the omis- 

sion of "some element of reality, " by a deliberate failure to satisfy 

the mind with a portrayal of the surface of life. The lack of scenery, 

the use of symbolic properties, the presence on the stage of musicians, 

the climactic dance, the use of the mask, all these elements in the 

NO theatre were adapted by Yeats for his drawing-room theatre. The 

themes of the NB plays, with their emphasis on the illusory nature of 

physical reality, which is underlined in so many plays by the change 

in identity of the shite, the leading actor, also appealed to Yeats 

and he adapted them in his "plays for dancers. " Yeats realized that 

Nö, like his own theatre, aimed at a putting to sleep of the conscious 

mind, so that communication could take place on a deeper level. 

But Yeats failed to realize that this communication depended 

not on literary symbols but on theatrical ones. Some Nö plays do have 

considerable literary value, but it was only recently that Japanese 

critics and scholars became aware of this fact, so completely is the 

text buried in the theatrical traditions of the performance. 
162'Donald 

162. Donald Keene, ed., Twent Plays of the Nö Theatre (New York, 
(New York, 1970), pp. 5-6. Keene suggests that Yeats was one of 
the major influences that opened the eyes of the Japanese to the 
literary qualities of the Nö texts. 
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Keene describes-this wide separation between text and performance: 

In the case of, Nö the appreciation of the texts 
has usually been overshadowed by the attention 
given to nonliterary-elements. in the performance. 
It might even be said that performances of Nö 
tend to obscure the literary values. The lines 
are delivered in so muffled and stylized a 

ý. r manner as to be almost unintelligible unless one 
already knows the text by heart, and the actors 
make little differentiation in expression between 

saying, "I am suffering unbearable agony" and 
"The cherry trees are in blossom. " Every in- 
flection of the actor's voice and every move of 
his body-is prescribed by long traditions that 
have as their object the revelation of the ulti- 
mate meanings of the-texts, but these meanings 
transcend the meaning of any one line, and it 
is therefore possible for an actor to deliver 
a line perfectly without understanding it. So 
heavy is the emphasis placed on the symbolic 
qualities of the plays that some authorities 
have suggested that the texts of N6 were in- 
tended as no more than necessary preparation 
for the dances that evoke the "message" of the 
plays. 163 

The Nö audience may be familiar with every detail of the performance, 

which has long been determined by tradition. Its concentration is on 

the attempts of the chief actor to embody the ideal of the particular 

role he is performing. The symbolism of gesture, movement, intonation, 

has developed over the centuries into a subtle language which only the 

habitue of the theatre understands, and which in no sense is wholly 

contained in the text. 

Because of its lack of dependence on literary symbols, Nö 

theatre avoids most of the problems of the poetic theatre. The problem 

of sanctions does not arise, since every aspect of the performance is 

governed by an all-pervasive tradition; the Nö performer has no fear 

that what he does will not be accepted by his audience, unless he dares 

to contradict its expectations by stepping outside the tradition. Nor 

163. Ibid.,, pp. 1-2. 
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does the-problem of focus arise, in the text, production, or acting. 

All that distinguishes-two Nö performances of the same play is the 

precise embodiments of thetheatrical symbols of gesture, intonation, 

and'movement, 'of the-actors; `it°is therefore in these areas that the 

audience-has learned to concentrate its attention--or rather, the 

performers have learned-that in these areas they can retain the at- 

tention of the audience', -and communication can take place. All the 

other aspects of the performance fade into insignificance through 

sheer familiarity. 'Peter Arnott makes the following observation., 

regarding NE production: 

The Western spectator may be troubled by the 
apparent lack of focus in oh. He is told that 
the hsL ! te must be the centre of attention-and 
certainly the magnificance of the costume seems 
to justify this-but there still seem to be un- 
necessary and eye-catching distractions. His 

-eye tends to wander "to, upstage centre, one of 
the prime positions in the Western theatre, and 
view, with alarm, things going on there which 
have nothing to do with the drama; for this is 
where the musicians sit, and when not playing 
they may be busy with their on affairs. One 
may often see a drummer, during a dialogue 
passage, restringing the frame work of his 
drum--with vivid orange thread-unconscious 
of the fact that he is committing the Western 
theatre's cardinal sin of upstaging an actor. 164 

The N6-theatre: has no need of'the devices of the modern stage to focus 

attention, on the area, of importance, since `the audience is familiar 

with the traditions and knows where to look. 

Nor does the Nö theatre have'the problem of . the conflict of 

artistic egos that Yeats faced in finding decor and actors for his 

theatre. More than any other theatre, perhaps, the No is dominated 

by the artistry of one man, the actor who plays the shits role. Be- 

cause the 
, play and the production are traditional, are familiar to 

164. Peter'Arnott, The Theatres of Japan (London, 1969), p. 94. 
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the audience, they do not strongly impose on it the personalities of 

their creators. The mask and costume may vary, but since they are 

chosen by the shite they reflect his interpretation. So traditional 

is the Nö performance that there is not normally a complete run- 

through rehearsal before a performance, nor is there is a designated 

director; each participant has learned his business in his own school, 

and can count on the others to fit in with him, as any variation from 

the set pattern is not tolerated. 165 Because all the other performers 

are carefully subordinated to the shite, it is his single performance, 

that determines, in most. N5 performances, the success of the theatri- 

cal communication. 

NbIs solution to the, problems of his theatre would never have 

been, acceptable to Yeats, since it would have destroyed its reliance 

on poetic symbol, and Yeats was after all a poet, not, like Zeami, the 

great theorist and playwright of the Nö theatre, also a choreographer, 

composer, and above all, performer. As a result, Yeats's conception 

of a theatre has many areas of weakness: the limited extent of the 

potential audience; the "fragility" of the effect aimed at, so easily 

destroyed, by a mishap, 
_an emotional or intellectual distraction, or an 

incongruous association; and. the difficulty of finding artists in pro- 

duction and acting who will subordinate themselves to the poet. The 

No theatre is at once a justification and a criticism of Yeats's 

theory. It proves that a theatre can exist and thrive, if today only 

for a limited audience, on the essentially religious foundation Yeats 

desired. It shows that dramatic interest can be attenuated to a mini- 

mum and vital communication still be maintained on the symbolic level. 

165. See, Yasuo Nakamura, Noh: The Classical Theatre, trans. Don 
Kenny, Performing Arts of Japan, No. 4 (New York, 1971), p. 157. 
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The Nö, about which Yeats knew nothing when he conceived a desire for 

this kind of theatre, clearly does create in its audience the medi- 

tative'frame of mind, the "twilight between sleep and waking" in which, 

for Yeats, experience of a religious nature is possible. We cannot 

therefore dismiss Yeats's'theatrical ideas as hopelessly impractical, 

however strange they may seem in the context of the ordinary Western 

theatre; a theatre of a very similar kind to Yeats's exists and has 

survived for six centuries. But although its end is similar, the 

means of the Nö theatre are different from Yeats's, and these give the 

former a practicability Yeats's theatre lacks. Yeats's conceptual 

theatre may be said to run counter to some of the basic laws of audi- 

ence psychology. Only with the greatest difficulty can the audience 

be got to concentrate on the right aspects of the performance, and to 

naintain this concentration without distraction; many compromises are 

necessary to achieve the desired effect. Only with difficulty can 

the collaborators in the performance be maintained in the hierarchy 

necessary to achieve Yeats's purpose. The No theatre, on the other 

hand, follows the basic laws of audience psychology; the attention of 

the habitue audience falls naturally on the chief performer, the dom- 

inant artist, and the problems of focus and sanctions do not exist. 

There is no "fragility" to the effect of this theatre; the pace may 

be far slower, the dramatic interest even weaker than in anything 

Yeats would have dared to attempt, and yet, from the connoisseurs at 

any rate, there is no danger of the ridicule or boredom that Yeats 

always feared. Yeats cannot, of course, be said to have nfailed" in 

the theatre; his plays were and are performed with considerable suc- 

cess; the Abbey Theatre was one of the most successful of the theatres 

founded in reaction to the commercial system; his own drawing-room 
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performances impressed those whose responses he valued. But these 

achievements clearly do not fulfil the theoretical ideal of the poetic 

theatre, about which Yeats wrote and thought so much; and one of the 

chief problems with this ideal lay in its failure to take into account 

fully some elements of audience psychology. This problem will be 

further explored in the final chapter of the dissertation. 


