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PREFACE 

We live in a distracted age where technology has left a lot of digital distance 

between us. Yet, in this contemporary world theatre still thrives—an 

ancient art form that, at its very core, is driven by compassion and human-to-

human contact. 

As theatre professors we looked for a text that would speak to this new digital 

generation. Not finding one, we wrote our own. The Art of Theatre employs popular 

screen entertainments as a touchstone to exploring the unique art of theatre as it 

challenges students to analyze and appreciate the roles dramatic production plays 

in society. From theatre’s ritual origins to modern musicals, from controversies sur-

rounding the NEA to the applicability of acting lessons to everyday life, this book 

provides a first step toward a deeper awareness of theatre’s enduring significance.

The Art of Theatre is divided into 17 standalone chapters that can be taught 

in any order, giving each professor unique flexibility. Using the custom option, 

you can design a textbook that explores the precise subjects you wish to cover. 

In addition, we have arranged the chapters into three sections, each embracing 

a distinct aspect of theatre:

Part 1: Theatre Literacy

Because most theatre departments stage their first play four to five weeks into the term, 

Part 1, “Theatre Literacy,” prepares students to be knowledgeable theatregoers. This sec-

tion explores the differences between art and entertainment while illustrating the many 

diverse forms of world theatre: commercial, historical, political, experimental, and cul-

tural. We explain how screen entertainment differs from theatre in purpose, medium, 

and financing, and describe theatre’s relationships to our many world cultures. We also 

discuss theatre etiquette, play analysis, and free speech. By introducing students to these 

fundamental topics early on, we provide a bridge between what students already know 

about screen entertainments and what they need to know about culture and theatre.

Part 2: The Arts within the Art

Part 2 opens the door to the timelines and techniques employed in creating theatre, explor-

ing the nuts and bolts of the art form. We concentrate first on a day in the life of a typi-

cal theatre, and then move to playwriting, acting, directing, and design. We also include a 

chapter on how students, like theatre artists, can employ creativity, and how they can use 

acting and design techniques as well as character analysis and story structure in their own 

lives. In addition, this section includes a chapter on the evolution of the musical, a fun and 

popular theatrical form with which students are often familiar. By the time they are finished 

with this part, students should be ready to see their second production with a richer under-

standing of the full spectrum of skills, talents, arts, and creativity needed to stage a play.

Part 3: A Concise History

Part 3 provides students with a broader understanding of theatre’s role in society. Our 

approach ties the major episodes of world theatre history to the social, cultural, and 
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xiv | PREFACE

philosophical movements that the art has both sparked and reflected. We make the-

atre history interesting by drawing connections, making analogies, and joining together 

what might seem random events into a logical, unified whole.

Features of This Book
•	 Thorough coverage of the many forms of theatre and the people who  create it 

•	 Broad coverage of cultural and social events that illustrate theatre’s place in 

world history

•	 A chapter devoted to what makes theatre different from film and television

•	 A chapter dedicated to creativity and how students can be more imaginative

•	 Spotlights that highlight the people, trends, and events that have shaped theatre

•	 Interesting and relevant timelines

•	 A detailed glossary (including pronunciation) of theatre terms

•	 Discussions on freedom of speech, censorship, and copyrights

•	 A chapter on how to attend the theatre, from etiquette to criticism

•	 A complete examination of everything that happens during the day and 

night at a typical theatre 

•	 A wide-ranging look at the life and art of playwrights, actors, designers, and 

directors

•	 A chapter devoted to the history and art of musicals

•	 Chapters that make theatre history interesting and relevant 

New to This Edition

There are many new features in the fourth edition, including new photographs, 

new and revised spotlights, and enhanced material:

Part 1: Theatre Literacy

Chapters 1 and 2 contain updated coverage about the art of theatre and its place 

in the modern world. Included is an expanded section on the difference between 

art and entertainment, updated information about the funding of theatre versus 

funding of film and television, more about the media moguls that control our 

screen entertainments and expanded coverage on copyrights. Chapter 3 has been 

extensively updated with more information about the diverse forms of theatre and 

how the theatre gives a voice to everyone, not just privileged groups. Chapter 4 

has expanded information about how to find and attend the theatre, new informa-

tion on curtain speeches, and expanded coverage of censorship.

Part 2: The Arts within the Art

All of the chapters in this section have new photos and examples to help stu-

dents understand the many arts and techniques involved in producing a play. 

Chapter 6 has new information about the writer’s life and expanded coverage of 
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the art and craft of writing a play and structuring a story. Chapters 7, 8, and 9  

have been updated with the latest examples and information about acting, 

directing, and design; Chapter 10 has new information on the need for soli-

tude in order to be creative and how multitasking interferes with creativity. This 

section of the book now contains the revised musical theatre chapter, which 

includes a new spotlight on women and the American musical.

Part 3: A Concise History

This section of the book has been revised to be more concise. Changes include 

new photos, updated timelines, and new spotlights, including one on Nell 

Gwyn. In addition we look at how theatre might fare in the digital age. 

Teaching and Learning Resources

Cengage Learning’s MindTap for The Art of Theatre brings course concepts to 

life with interactive learning, study, and exam preparation tools that support 

the printed textbook. Student comprehension is enhanced with the integrated 

eBook and interactive learning tools, including learning objectives, activities, 

quizzes, and videos. 

The Instructor Companion Website is an all-in-one resource for class 

preparation, presentation, and testing for instructors. It is accessible by logging 

on to login.cengage.com with your faculty account. You will find an Instructor’s 

Resource Manual, Cognero® test bank files, and PowerPoint® presentations spe-

cifically designed to accompany this edition.

The Instructor’s Resource Manual provides you with assistance in teaching 

with the book, including sample syllabi, suggested assignments, chapter out-

lines, activities, and more.

Cengage Learning Testing Powered by Cognero® is a flexible online system 

that allows you to import, edit, and manipulate content from the text’s test bank 

and deliver tests from your LMS, your classroom, or wherever you may be, with 

no special installation required.

PowerPoint® Lecture Tools are ready-to-use outlines of each chapter. They 

are easily customizable to your lectures.
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The theatre often expresses 

points of view not easily 

found in mainstream movies 

and television. Plays will 

typically explore themes 

and issues that film and 

T.V. gloss over or ignore 

such as religion, sexuality 

and politics. Pictured here 

are some of the cast of the 

mega hit musical The Book 

of Mormon at the Eugene 

O’Neill Theatre in New York.

THEATRE, ART, AND 
ENTERTAINMENT

Outline
Art, or Not Art, That Is the Question

The Qualities of Art
Human Expression

Subject and Medium

Response

Perception of Order

The Politics of Art 

Art versus Entertainment

What Is Theatre? What Is Drama?

The Common Categories of Theatre

Curtain Call

Chapter1

O
n a recent January morning in Washington, D.C., at the 

L’Enfant Plaza Metro Station, a street musician began to play 

beside a trash can. A thousand commuters rushed by over the next 

hour. Many failed to hear the recital—barely six people stopped 

to listen, and only one person realized that the musician was no 

ordinary violinist, but the internationally acclaimed virtuoso and 

heartthrob Joshua Bell. The violin he played was a one-of-a-kind 

Stradivarius made in 1713, worth over $3.5 million. Only three 

days before, Mr. Bell had played to a standing-room-only crowd 

at Boston’s Symphony Hall. Cheap tickets for that performance 

cost $100, meaning Bell’s concert raked in approximately $1,000 

per minute. But three days later, in the cold D.C. Metro station,  
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Mr. Bell’s open violin case pocketed $32.17 in donations. It would have been $12.17, 

except that the one person who did recognize him tossed in a twenty.

Two hundred years ago, a performance by a great artist like Joshua Bell 

would have been, for the majority of us, a once-in-a-lifetime experience. Today, 

if you want to hear Joshua Bell you can download his music to your smartphone. 

Two hundred years ago, if you wanted to see the great painting Mona Lisa, you 

would have had to travel hundreds, perhaps thousands, of miles. Today, in sec-

onds you can make the Mona Lisa the screen saver you never look at. 

If you wanted to attend a play 200 years ago, it meant making detailed plans, 

buying tickets, waiting weeks, and dressing up. Today you can push a button 

and see great actors in an instant on your tablet without having to get out of bed. 

Technology makes enjoying art an almost effortless activity, but has that same 

technology also devalued the arts? Have we cheapened the Mona Lisa, made 

dramatic performances commonplace, and made Joshua Bell playing his Stradi-

varius on the street little better than an annoyance on our rush to work?

The Washington Post staged Bell’s Metro station violin concert as an experi-

ment to test people’s perceptions and priorities. It led to many questions. Per-

haps the most important question was, “If we do not have a 

moment to stop and listen to one of the best musicians in the 

world, playing some of the finest music ever written, on one 

of the most beautiful and expensive instruments ever made 

. . . how many other things are we missing?” The true value 

of art is not its price tag, but its ability to make us feel and 

think. Because of this, art can be a powerful force within our 

lives, but there is one obstacle art cannot overcome: an indi-

vidual’s inability to perceive and enjoy it. Before you read 

this first chapter, take a moment to watch Bell’s Metro sta-

tion concert on YouTube. Would you have been one of the 

walking masses who never heard him, or one of the rare few 

who knew how to appreciate fine art?

The reason most people don’t appreciate the arts is because 

art takes time and education. The philosopher, mathematician, 

and social critic  Bertrand Russell wrote, “When the public can-

not understand a picture or a poem, they conclude that it is a 

bad picture or a bad poem. When they cannot understand the 

theory of relativity they conclude (rightly) that their education 

has been insufficient.” There is no difference between art and 

the theory of relativity in that they both take time and education 

to fully experience. 

In this book, you will learn about one of the most unique 

art forms humankind has ever invented, including its  history, 

techniques, and methods. If you take the time you will  

discover an art brimming with  creativity, philosophy, emotion, 

intellect, and  inspiration that will lead to a greater understanding of yourself and the 

world around you. 

Art, or Not Art, That Is the Question

Think about how often the word art appears in everyday conversation. It is 

used in a wide array of contexts but generally conveys three main ideas: art as 

“skill,” art as “beauty,” and art as “meaning.” Recently, a sports reporter on 

Start with a quick warm-up 

activity and review the chapter’s 

learning objectives.

Art is a puzzle that must be 

assembled by the individual. The 

fact that millions of people think 

that the Mona Lisa is the greatest 

painting ever made should not be 

your only justification for calling 

it “art.” You must create your own 

definition.
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ESPN described the American Women’s World Cup champions as “artists.” In 

this sense, the word art means “skill,” and it is derived from the Latin word 

ars, synonymous with the ancient Greek word techne, which means “skill” or 

“ technique.” An artist is a person who has a great deal of skill or talent or 

whose work shows considerable technical proficiency or creativity. This is why 

we have phrases such as “the art of war” or the “mechanical arts.”

We use art in the second sense when we make such comments as “The sunset 

at the beach was a work of art.” When we use the word art to describe something 

of great beauty, whether it’s a real and magnificent sunset or an exact watercolor 

replica of that same sunset, we are talking about aesthetics. Aesthetics is the 

branch of philosophy that deals with the nature and expression of beauty. Aes-

theticians ask questions such as: Does beauty have objective existence outside 

the human experience? What environmental factors or moral judgments affect 

our perception of beauty? What purpose does art serve other than to delight the 

eye, please the ear, and soothe the senses? The highest level of aesthetic beauty is 

often called the sublime. This happens when beauty is so intense that it gives us 

the sense of awe and grandeur, as if we are in the presence of the divine. 

In the third sense, art can be defined as conveying “meaning.” Artists com-

monly view their art as their own interpretation or judgment of existence, rather 

than simply as an act of skill or a work of beauty. When the word art is used 

in this way, the implicit meaning is “this is life as I, the artist, see it. This is my 

personal take on things.” Certainly, when artists set out to create meanings, they 

may choose to do so in a socially acceptable manner. They may even choose to 

support their meanings with great skill and beauty. However, an artist may also 

choose to ignore, challenge, or utterly defy traditional social values and disre-

gard common standards of technique and beauty. The idea that art can reflect no 

skill, contain little beauty, and be unpleasant is hard for some to comprehend.

Theatre, or any kind of art that confronts or violates the popular under-

standing of skill, aesthetics, and meaning, can be dangerous to create. What if 

Read, highlight, and take notes 

online.

Art is not supposed to repeat 

what you already know. It is 

supposed to ask questions. 

Kutluğ Ataman, 

Filmmaker, artist

“Beauty is no quality in things 

themselves: It exists merely in 

the mind which contemplates 

them; and each mind perceives 

a different beauty.” 

David Hume,

Philosopher

According to most dictionary 

definitions, only humans can 

make art. This untitled painting 

was created by “Add,” a nine-year-

old elephant in Thailand. Would 

you call it art?W
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SPOTLIGHTON  Plato, Aristotle, and the Theatre Arts

T
he debate over the purpose of theatre has been 

going on for centuries. Over two thousand years 

ago great philosophers like Plato and Aristotle 

pondered the subject—their arguments sound 

a lot like those we hear today in the modern media.

Plato (427–347 BCE) was a teacher, a philoso-

pher, and an amateur playwright. However, early 

in his career he was persuaded by the philosopher 

Socrates (ca. 469–399 BCE) that playwriting was 

a waste of time, so he burned all of his plays. Later 

he wrote a series of dialogues between Socrates 

and others. These dialogues, conversation-like plays 

meant to be read rather than performed, deal with 

art, metaphysics, immortality, religion, morals, and 

drama. Plato also founded “The Academy,” which is 

often called the first university. His most famous stu-

dent was Aristotle.

The philosopher Aristotle (384–

322 BCE) wrote on such diverse topics 

as logic, natural philosophy (what we 

would call physics today), astronomy, 

zoology, geography, chemistry, 

politics, history, psychology, and 

playwriting. His treatise Poetics is 

the first known text on how to write 

a play. Aristotle founded a rival 

school to Plato’s Academy called the 

“Lyceum.” His most famous student 

was Alexander the Great (356–323 

BCE).

Plato accused those involved 

with the theatre of  promoting 

“vice and wickedness.” In his book 

The Republic he says that people 

forget themselves and are highly 

manipulated—even irrational—

when under the influence of the arts.  Plato and Aristotle (l to r), detail from Raphael’s The School of Athens (1510–1511)
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the audience disagrees with the artist’s interpretation, finds it offensive, or sim-

ply refuses to pay attention? For example, when playwright and filmmaker Neil 

LaBute was a student at Brigham Young University, he directed David Mamet’s 

controversial play Sexual Perversity in Chicago. The strong reaction made him 

think that the purpose of drama is to confront the audience. He now often writes 

plays and movies about homophobes and misogynists. His play Filthy Talk for 

Troubled Times was so controversial that some audience members shouted, 

“Kill the playwright!” Later LaBute said that performance was one of the best 

theatre experiences he has ever had. Many audience members disagreed.

This is nothing new. For millennia people have been debating whether art 

is simply a means to create objects of beauty, a tool to educate, or designed to 

incite. Two thousand and four hundred years ago the Greek playwright Aris-

tophanes (ca. 450–ca. 388 BCE) argued that, “The dramatist should not only 

offer pleasure but should also be a teacher of morality and a political adviser.” 

Yet his near contemporary, Greek astronomer and mathematician Eratosthenes  

When people are confronted 

with a real work of art, they 

discover that they don’t 

believe what they thought they 

believed all along. In a way, the 

great art, the great subversive 

art, is art that makes you real-

ize that you don’t think what 

you thought you did.

David Hare,

Playwright
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