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 Hello.  I’m Bob Bradley and this is THE 101, Introduction to Theater and Drama 

Arts.  I guess today is Dr. Michael Malden who has come to the academic profession after 

a long and successful career in the commercial and professional theater.  And so we’re 

going to talk to him today about theater, both as a profession and also as a pursuit of an 

artistic form.  Welcome, Michael. 

B: So in all your various theater travails that you have been through, what is 

the purpose of theater for you?  Or maybe what did theater do for you? 

M: Those are good questions and very different questions.  What — I’ll answer the 

second one first, what the theater did for me.  The theater showed me as a 

young — really as a child because I started out very early in it — a world that I 

never knew existed, a world of literature and creation and imagination and 

extraordinary freedom.  Extraordinary freedom which, growing up in a small 

southern town, one isn’t often witness to.  And when I discovered that there was 

such a thing as the theater that existed and that one could, in fact, be part of, it was 

like the color of the world changed for me.  It was like I heard different kinds of 

music.  There was nothing that compared to it.  There still is nothing that compares 

to that experience of discovering the theater as something other than an audience 

member, and realizing instantly that I wanted to be part of it and that it was possible 

to be part of it. 

Oddly enough, I think that my involvement in the theater, when I was involved in 

the theater, followed a trajectory of earlier paths of a profession, one of which for a 

very long time was being a minister.  And I was convinced for quite a while that I 
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was going to go into the clergy.  And I think that that idea of being of service to a 

community was one of the reasons that I went into the theater.  That’s one of the 

things that I held from my various youthful professions of wanting to be either a 

doctor — the other kind of doctor, you know. 

B: Okay, but let me back up because you raise a — you said that you 

discovered in a small southern town.  Now, was this film or was this theater? 

ML This was theater. 

B: I’m making a distinction between the two.  How — because most small 

southern towns don’t necessarily have theater.  They usually have film.  Did 

you come to film first or -- 

M: Well, I mean, I suppose all of us are probably — at least of a certain generation — 

introduced to film and/or television first, and that’s our first introduction to acting.  

Although I’m not sure that we really perceive it as such because it’s such a constant 

part of our lives.  At least in the house that I grew up in, television was on all the time 

in various rooms.  So I’m not even sure that we perceive it as performance.  Of 

course it’s interesting now because there are, you know, very popular kinds of 

television which are — well, at least purported to be non-performative.  Those sort 

of real-life, you know, which is another very interesting phenomena, I think. 

But, no, it wasn’t really film that grabbed me.  It was the theater.  I mean, I can 

remember -- 

B: What was the first experience?  Do you remember?  Or what was the one 

that makes the first impression? 
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M: As an audience member or as a performer? 

B: I think as a — let’s start with — I don’t know.  Which is your earliest? 

M: Well, my earliest — my earliest memory is as a performer.  It’s evidence of petty 

actor jealousy from very early on.  I can remember in the first grade, in Mrs. 

Brown’s first grade class, and there was a small skit that we actually had to 

audition for.  Had to audition for.  And I didn’t get the lead and I was crushed and 

angry and jealous.  Now, that was before I knew that I was going to go into the 

theater, but I thought oh, this is —  I haven’t changed a bit.  I haven’t changed a bit.  

Still as petty and jealous as always.  

B: Okay.  As an audience member, then, when did you first become aware of 

the power -- 

M: Because we did have certain — you know, we’d have certain touring groups that 

would come in to various — like the community college in our town.  They would do 

those little tours and things.  And of course, you know, there were local productions 

from high schools and things.  I really think that the first time, oddly enough, that I 

watched a play that I thought, “This is something out of the ordinary.  This is an 

extraordinary creation,” was a union tour.  It wasn’t a Broadway production, but 

they had a number of people who had been in a Broadway cast of Irene, the 

musical.  And I cannot remember the actress who p layed the lead.  I suspect it was 

probably a woman named Patrice Munsel because she was sort of the queen of 

the “B” tours back then. 

But that — it was so well produced and everything went so flawlessly on stage, and 
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it just didn’t have that sort of tattered seediness that you get, you know, with a lot of 

those tours going around.  And of course you expect amateurism of amateur 

productions, you know.  That was the first full-fledged, fully mounted — in my 

memory, anyway — exquisitely produced production that I thought, “This is — 

they’re doing something that I don’t know how to do.”  And I think that’s what it was, 

is that they were so extraordinarily good at what they did.  The acting, the singing, 

the choreography, the sets, the lights, the costuming — everything was out of the 

ordinary and it was another kind of world up there.  I mean, I think one has a few of 

those memories of sitting in the theater, and I think that was the first one that I 

remember.  Sitting in the theater after the play is over with your mouth open 

because you know that you have witnessed something you’ve never seen before. 

I had another of those experiences many years later, watching Christopher 

Plummer play Yago on Broadway, that I realized that, “I’m never going to see 

something like this again.”  Which, you know, again is part of the wonder of what 

live theater is about.  I mean, there’s that question often asked of people what 

makes it, and people — you know, to some degrees I will buy or not buy the idea of 

its liveness or something.  And I think for me one of the things is its — its 

ephemeral quality.  That I realized that on that night, watching that performance, 

that combination would never happen again.  Even though performances generally 

don’t change that much during a run. 

So, yeah, that’s the first of what has been a blessedly long series of instances 

where I can sit in the theater and watch something extraordinary.  And, on the 
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other hand, you know, sit in the theater and watch something pretty bad, too.  It’s 

certainly not all magic and wonderful, and the thing that we all wish it were all the 

time. 

B: Okay.  And now what then, with all of the work that you have done — well, 

where did this discovery of theater — how did it lead you then into being an 

artist within the theater?   

M: Well, it started with the beginning of community theater in my little town.  And I was, 

I think, 12 years old at the time when some people got together and — I must 

have — I mean, I know that I had done some speech contests and things like that, 

so I guess there was some indication that that may have been of interest to me.  

Because I remember that word got through my parents that there was going to be 

a community theater started and I got involved in that as a child really, looking back 

on it.  I mean it’s amazing when I think back of some of the things that I did at such 

an early age. 

That led to, just by happenstance, a booking agent coming through this small town.  

He had had several offices established.  And by “booking agent,” basically what his 

job is is that he represents at that time several plays and ballets and operas and he 

would book them — like if we were to bring something into Juanita K. Hammons 

Hall, that he would be the person who would contact the managers of the hall to 

say, “I represent this production and would you like to put it into your season?”  And 

his name was — is Bill Fegan.  And he happened to catch a performance at the 

community theater — he was staying in town — and was impressed with what I did, 
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and offered me a role in a tour that he had out.  And that was really, I guess, my 

introduction into the professional theater of — again, it was open, it was 

accessible. 

And early on I had the great good fortune of working with a number of older actors.  

Really the kinds of acto rs that I don’t think one sees very often anymore, who have 

a real sense of tradition and legacy and regard for where they come from, from 

what their legacy is in the theater.  And they were more than happy to — through a 

series, you know — whether it was gospel or games that they would play or 

practical jokes, handing down that legacy that had been handed to them to a 

younger generation of actor.  And I still think that that was one of the most 

beneficial experiences I’ve had through a series of productions over the years, of 

being involved with a generation of actor which is really, I think, now passed.  You 

know, it really has.  We don’t seem to have that kind of feeling among the acting 

community much anymore of handing down what I always thought of as a folktale.  

The legacy of the actor. 

So after I went to college for my B.A. — I went to college in Florida and then I 

moved to Minneapolis and was involved with a regional theater company called 

The Guthrie up there for a few seasons.  And then I did a series of tours and 

regional theaters, and then I went to New York.  It was a time in my own life, 

anyway, where I thought it’s either going to happen now — because I had had a 

fair amount of success as an actor.  I mean, I wasn’t wealthy, but I was sustaining 

myself as an actor.  But I thought I think this is the time.  If I don’t do it now, I’m 
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going to get very comfortable probably and the older I get it may be more difficult to 

make the decision.  So I moved there and was there for almost 15 years, and had 

a variety of successes and failures, you know, as one does in acting and directing 

and teaching, that sort of thing. 

B: This is all, I suppose one would say, a kind of — the practical aspects.  At 

what point or when did you know that you were vitally interested in the 

theater being an art form or that you wanted to examine more closely?  

Where did this enter in? 

M: I think that those seeds were planted as — I mean, looking back on it -- that’s a 

very good question.  Looking back on it, I think that the early seeds that were 

planted by being around these older actors that I mentioned, who were not 

embarrassed to be actors with all the sort of inherent eccentricities that that implies, 

meaning that they valued what they did to such a degree that they were not 

embarrassed to call themselves artists.  Not embarrassed to realize that they were 

somewhat on the outside.  I mean, very romantic idea of the actor, you know.  Sort 

of that, you know, inspired person looking on the rest of the world. 

But, you know, I do think that it does lend an importance, even a spiritual quality, to 

what you do.  I mean, they would take their work so seriously but that doesn’t mean 

solemnly, you know.  There was always a great deal of fun involved and 

playfulness but always civility.  And that’s something that I think I also miss a great 

deal about what I consider to be a past generation of actors, the extraordinary 

civility among the acting community. 
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So I think that was probably the beginning.  At least those seeds were there.  I 

probably wasn’t aware of them, but at least they were germinating.  That there was 

something more to this thing called theater than just diversion and just 

entertainment.  I mean, that’s always been a part of it, but something more than 

that.  

But I really don’t think that it was until I had lived in New York for a few years, and 

this would’ve been during the early to mid 80s.  And the kind of theater that was 

happening in New York and particularly on Broadway had rapidly turned into overt 

commodity.  Not that it hadn’t always been, but this was one of the first times I think 

that there was no pretense that the theater — the commercial theater, at least — 

was trying to be anything other than a product.  Just like any other product that you 

would buy at the supermarket. 

 The guaranteed long run, for example.  I mean, we think of this now as just 

this is the way theater is done.  But I still remember the phenomenon of Cats 

coming into New York after its London run and it already having been guaranteed a 

10-year run.  At that time that was unheard of, absolutely unheard of. 

So I think that it was my increasing exposure to the theater as a business as 

opposed — or at least overshadowing the idea of the theater as being anything of 

import other than financial that really started me thinking about why did I go into 

this in the first place.  Why do I want to be in this?  What am I trying to accomplish?  

Both personally in the theater and also — you know, I suppose when one gets a 

little older one starts thinking — okay, this social consciousness.  What am I going 
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to give back to the community, to where I live?  What sort of legacy am I going to 

leave other than, you know, a few dusty old programs and 8x10s of various 

toupees that I wore. 

So I think that’s when I really started thinking about the — what involvement in the 

theater really meant to me.  And the more that my agent would call and say, you 

know, “Michael, you have to go to this party tonight because there are people you 

have to meet,” or, you know, all the daily things that one does.  I mean, anyone 

who has seen a series — I believe it’s on Bravo — called the It Factor in which 

follows, I think, 10 actors for 10 weeks in New York.  And it follows what their daily 

existence is and the kinds of things that they’re a uditioning for.  I mean, to me that’s 

a real wake-up call of what the theater has become.  Because they are asked to do 

mundane and ridiculous and embarrassing things. 

B: In pursuit of a career in the theater. 

M: Yeah.  They’re auditioning for commercials and auditioning for, you know, a soap 

opera or a spokesperson job, something like that.  I mean, to me it was a very 

beneficial experience to see something like that because it reminded me of all the 

reasons I left the business of theater.  Because that’s what it had become for me.  

And I thought, “If I wanted to be a business person, I would have been much more 

sensible to follow a corporate — you know, go into a corporate situation.” 

B: You’d be richer. 

M: Absolutely.  You’d be richer.  You’d be guaranteed of a certain — you know, if you 

stay in a certain job a certain amount of time — you know, if you don’t kill anybody 
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-- you can almost be guaranteed that you’ll be a vice president or something like 

that.  And that’s not the way it is in the theater.  I mean, there simply are no models 

for it. 

 So I think when I discovered that this had become more and more a 

business proposition, or that the field that I was in was more a business proposition, 

is when I thought, “No, I need to — I’m still going to be in the theater.”  I mean, I 

love the theater.  I love the theater.  I don’t really love what it has become to me, 

but I still love passionately the theater.  But I knew that the kind of theater that I was 

involved in was not for me.  I didn’t want to do it.  I didn’t feel good about it.  And I 

was having some success in it.  In fact, when I left it I was in a very popular 

production in New York.  It has turned into a very, for me, pale reflection of what the 

theater historically has always been — or at least seems to have been. 

B: So at the heart, what do you want it to be? 

M: I think — I think one of the things that led me to be a scholar of the theater, in 

addition to being a practitioner of the theater, is I felt that there was an importance 

in studying its history.  And what I realized when I started my academic career is 

that there seemed to be a power, a danger, a centrality and an importance about 

theater which, at least in America — and I don’t think it’s limited to America but at 

least in America -- we no longer have. 

And I think that’s what has lighted the fires of my pursuit since making the change, 

is trying to discover what this power/danger/centrality, whatever it was — what was 

it?  And seeing if there is a way to regain it to make it more viable, to make it more 
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than a fringe activity which it has become.  I mean, the numbers are irrefutable 

over the last 15 years.  Fewer and fewer and fewer people are going to see the live 

theater.  And this to me is not only frightening about a profession that I love but it’s 

also frightening because of what the theater can offer communities. 

What is it about the theater?  What does it need to be?  I guess I can go back to 

one of the very first, if not the first, recorded attack on the theater by Plato in the 

Republic in which, you know, he’s sort of hypothesizing about this ideal society. 

B: Maybe you should date this approximately. 

M: Oh, well, it’s, you know, 4 th century.  B.C. 

B: Okay.  All right. 

M: A long time ago.  Even before you were born.  But in his ideal society he bans the 

theater and he has several reasons.  I mean, interestingly enough a number of his 

reasons are the anti-theatrical arguments that one still fears concurrently.  So I 

think it’s very important if one is in the theater — it’s very important to also know 

what the other side is saying.   

But one of the reasons that he bans the theater is that even that early, even that 

close to theater’s beginning, Plato says the theater is dangerous because it often 

go against the majority thinking of the community and that must not happen in an 

ideal society.  He is looking for agreement in there.  But to me that’s what — that’s 

the power and the danger and the centrality of what theater seems to have always 

had from its beginning — which I don’t see it happening much anymore.  It has 

always had the power to engender critical thought and critical thinking in its 
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audiences. 

Very often by voicing a minority view or an unpopular view, or making one q uestion 

as Descales does and certainly as Euripides does all the time, making one look at 

how the world or how your community is and making one really ask, “Do you 

believe this is the way to do it?  Are we right?”  And, I mean, to me how can one 

know what they believe in until those beliefs are challenged?  It’s not necessarily to 

tear those beliefs down, but it’s to question — make the audience think, “Do you 

really believe this or are you just following what you’ve been told you’re supposed 

to believe?”  And that’s one of the main reasons Plato bans the theater from his 

community is because of that kind of power, that kind of danger. 

Now, sadly for me the theater seems to have abnegated that responsibility that one 

rarely hears on any major scale, an argument against the theater, because it, you 

know, questions majority opinion.  And so that — that, I think, is one of its great 

powers.  Which again is not to say — and it’s like Brett.  I mean, Brett very carefully 

points out when he says, “Any theater that’s going to be useful also has to be 

entertaining.”  It has to be or it’s not going to work. 

But I think we particularly as Americans — I think we love to categorize things.  And 

so we can say theater can either be good for you or it can be good.  You know, it 

can’t be both.  But of course all the people in the theater realize — or the major 

thinkers throughout the ages realize — that of course it has to be entertaining if it’s 

going to have any effect at all.  But unfortunately I think what we have done, largely, 

is we have made it a creature of pure entertainment, pure diversion. 
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I mean, even that word.  When the Greeks — I mean, it’s a Latin word, but later on 

when it was turned into entertainment.  It comes from two words, entra tenari: to 

hold between, to hold between.  That recognition that the theater has this power to 

engage and engage in extraordinary ways.  So when it’s there, it’s almost for me a 

tangible force you have between an audience and between performer or between 

viewed and viewer up there. 

But I think our — I mean, generally if you ask anyone what they think of, you know, 

as far as entertainment or what does entertain mean, it means to have fun, you 

know — to provoke laughter.  And again there is nothing wrong with fun and 

laughter.  I adore hearing a great roar.  But that’s what we have reduced the 

definition of it to, and I think largely that’s what we’ve reduced the definition of 

theater to.   

So as a very long-winded answer, that’s — that’s my pursuit and I think that’s my 

pursuit for the rest of my life, is what I have gained as a scholar of the theater and 

realizing that I think the theater had an inestimable power on both its audiences 

and for its detractors.  And seeing what I might do to — you know, now as a 

professor of theater — what I might do to train future generations of theater 

practitioners to try to gain some of that power back. 

I mean, I know it’s an old joke about, you know, how the theater is dying and there 

are a lot of people who make fun of, I guess, us doomsayers about it, but I do feel 

very strongly about that and I think that the figures bear me out.  It’s pretty much 

irrefutable that the theater is becoming — or has become more and more 
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diminished in its centrality for at least American audiences. 

B: So how would you set about to accomplish the goals that you would want? 

M: Well, I think, first of all — and, you know, realize that this is a very personal agenda 

for me.  As a trainer or as an educator of future generations of theater practitioners 

or critics, or even, you know, just audience members, I think it’s very important for 

me to try to pain a very realistic rather than an idealized viewpoint of what the 

theater has become.  Again, realistic in my terms, you know.  We all have our own 

viewpoints of what’s really going on out there.  But again, for me, I think we’re in 

trouble.  And I don’t see any reason to try and hide that fact because I find it to be 

in a state of emergency if we’re going to do anything about it.   

So I think one of the most important things for me is to train future generations of 

theater practitioners to realize that there is something wrong with the machine.  

The machine clearly has not been working for awhile.  So why don’t we try and 

train them in ways to fix this broken machine rather than just train them in how to fit 

into this broken machine, how to be a cog into a clock that doesn’t work anymore. 

So, for me, many of those tools are founded in — I mean, the things that excited 

me: the legacy of the theater, the history of the theater, the literature of the theater.  

Which is, you know, still — even though we know there are myriads of different 

kinds of performance styles and genres out there, the literature for me is still the 

basis of what we do.  It’s our starting point.  Being familiar with what our different 

shifts in thought about the theater have been.  And the realization that theater, up 

until now seemingly, has never sprung from a void, if you know what I mean.  It has 
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been part of its community in some way.  It’s either been an agreement or 

disagreement with what’s going on — politically, socially, economically, sexually.  

You know, it has been either a voice of subversion or agreement throughout 

history about that, that it comes from something. 

So also the understanding of what it was about the context of these plays and 

these movements that made it important.  To try and gain that sense back that 

theater is part of a greater community rather than just its own separate sort of 

ghettoized entity. 

There was an actor who, as you know, is a favorite of mine, often referred to as the 

greatest actor that America has produced, is Edwin Booth, a 19th century actor.  He 

realized this when he founded something called The Players Club in New York.  

And in its charter that Booth wrote he recognizes that theater people tend to 

separate themselves from other professions, from communities, from staying 

up-to-date on current affairs.  I can’t tell you how many times I’ve asked in classes, 

you know, if people are aware of what’s happening in the news or something, and 

they’re not. 

But this was Booth’s realization and that was his reason — one of his reasons for 

founding The Players Club, is that at any given time I think it’s only 15 percent of 

the membership can come from the theatrical profession and the rest of the 

membership must come from other professions.  Because he wanted to force his 

fraternity of actors to engage themselves with people outside the profession, to 

instill that idea of connectivity.  And also to introduce people outside of the  
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theatrical community with actors in a way of — at that time, at least — trying to 

remove some of the stigma of the profession itself. 

 So I think that’s — I think that would be one of the main things that I seem to 

be engaged in, is trying at least to ins till the idea that the theater has a long and 

noble history, but something seems to have changed about it.  And I think it’s only 

because of my intense and, to this day, undying love for the theater that I can 

sometimes be so upset about what I feel has happened to it.  That it seems to be 

so lacking in importance not just to audiences, but I think also to practitioners.  In 

many ways I feel that we have done this, that we have taken a stance of diminished 

importance to what we do, and therefore why would anyone else think that we’re 

important, you know. 

I would find it very unusual if you were to ask any other student in another 

profession — such as the medical field or architecture or the sciences — if you 

were to ask them what they do.  You know, they would probably not only tell you 

what they did, but they would tell you the importance of what they do and why it’s 

vital that they’re going into this profession and what they can do with it, you know, 

if you’re asking a medical doctor or an architect who’s going to achieve — you 

know, in trying to change the landscape of our community. 

One rarely gets that from theater students, a sense of importance and real 

devotion to why they’re doing what they’re doing.  And again, perhaps that’s 

why — perhaps that’s a result of us looking at it as a — as primarily a commodity 

that they are seeing themselves as something that points — basically, a prop that’s 
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going to point to a box of cat food and say, “You need to buy this.” 

B: We have discussed — I think I could say we have certainly — what we’ve 

done is we’ve discussed the theater as a political instrument, as a social 

instrument, but we also, I think, have to realize the theater is an art form and 

we are drawing on our creativity.  Somehow to create this art form we 

should not be embarrassed by this.  I guess I should say how do you view or 

what do you view the theater as an art form or what is the nature of theater 

as art for you, for you as a creative artist? 

M: I’m not sure I follow the question, but I’ll try. 

B: Let’s say -- let’s discuss theater as an art form rather than political or social.  

What do we mean when we say the theater is an art form?   

M: Good.  Thank you for that help.  That’s a very nice distinction.  Well, again, I can 

only tell you what it personally means for me and what my own studies and 

reflections and practices have been.  Realizing, of course, Bob, you know, that 

when I started out, I was very much a traditionalist.  Very much.  I mean, you know, 

doing musicals and merry merry — I mean, I come from a very traditional — if that 

word even means anything anymore — theater background.  So I am well steeped 

in the canon, if you will — in the canon. 

Let me try and distinguish the theater from other performing art forms.  Maybe 

that’s a way into it, all right?  The history of the theater seems to clearly 

demonstrate that until relatively recently — and I’m talking about just a little over 

100 years ago — when a person went to the theater, they entered into a discreet, 
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unique world which operated on its own terms.   Meaning basically, I think, that 

when you went into the theater, you accepted the theater’s rules of what 

performance is and what a character is and what writing is.  That it was not 

everyday.  That when you left the outside world, you left the outside world and you 

went into another very strange and, you know, in my view, very wonderful kind of 

world. 

I think Thornton Wilder has a marvelous essay on the strangeness of Greek 

theater.  He takes the figure of Medea and he says, “Now, look,” you know.  

“You’ve got a huge theater out there,” you know, if you’re looking at Epiteras or one 

of those.  You’re dealing with 5,000 seats out there or 5,000 people.  So, you know, 

the actors are quite small. 

The figure of Medea, a woman, is played by a male in a mask usually, depending 

on when it’s going to be, you know, upwards of 7 to 8 feet high in ritualized 

movement and very possibly chanting and/or singing most of the lines.  So this is 

not a representation of the outside world.  This is its own world that the audience 

must agree to for it to work. 

With the advent of the relatively new genre of realism in the theater — and I’m sure 

you’ll be going over — you know, later on in the course people like Ibsen and later 

on Chekhov largely based on Zola and the sort of scientistic movement of the 

mid-19th century.  Then the theater started to be looked at as sort of a petrie dish 

or a glass slide on the microscope on which you had this world on a stage which 

replicated the world outside the theater, and you had audiences sitting back 



THE 101 Lecture 2 19 
 

purposefully disengaged in a scientific manner.  That they’re going to look and see 

what this experiment does up there.  They’re going to not intrude on it.  Very much 

like in physics, you know.  The idea you’re never supposed to intrude yourself into 

the experiment or it’s invalidated. 

Now, this was a very powerful movement in the theater for a very long time.  But 

then came the advent of motion picture and then a little while later television who 

could do — who could replicate reality in ways that theater could never attain.  You 

know, if you need to do a Sound of Music and you need the Alps, you just go to the 

Alps.  You just go there.  It’s not a set on stage, it’s not a suggestion, it is the real 

mountain for Julie Andrews to come careening over. 

We can never do that on stage.  And yet it seems to me that we have not given up 

on that idea, on that definition, of that’s what the theater is, is that it is reality.  It’s 

realism.  And we seem to be constantly trying to come up to the level of replicating 

the outside world to the degree that the cinema or television can do and we never 

will be able to do it.  And therefore it’s almost as if we are constantly — that to me 

is what is the basis or one of the bases of our power and our magic, if I can use a 

word like that, is the theater’s own peculiar language of communication.  It’s a 

language of symbols.  It’s a language of making an audience work with the 

performer, with the director, with the designer, instead of just sitting back and 

watching their work.  That you must be actively engaged in the creation process so 

that you are, in fact, a co-creator. 

B: We are asking the audience to bring — each person to bring his/her 
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imagination, his/her creativity to this, and now engage it with what you are 

seeing on stage. 

M: So it becomes this co-creation between performer — and by performer I mean — I 

also include director and designer — this co-creation between what the viewed is 

and the viewer.  That it’s not complete up there.  It requires the viewer’s actuation.  

It requires the viewer’s participation in the event to create something more than 

either of them can do by themselves. 

Unfortunately, I think with the advancements of stage technology and the amazing 

things that we can do on stage these days — again, we seem, in my opinion, to 

have this wrong-minded idea of trying to replicate what — you know, basically what 

the lens can do much more than we can do.  But the more advances we make in 

technology, we seem to be going further away from what the true power — again, 

in my opinion — the true power of what the theater can do. 

I was just reminded the other day — there was a local news broadcast about a 

theatrical event in town, in Springfield, and quite I know without any intention at all, 

certainly no malicious intention, the broadcaster had some lead-in to the story like, 

you know, “Don’t know what to do this weekend?  How about an evening of 

theater” — pronouncing it like that, the theater.  And somehow I think that we have 

gained that stigma of — if we want to be artists and if we want to see the theater, to 

know what its real power is — which again, in my estimation, is its own specific 

language, a language with a very long legacy, you know.  I mean, we’re talking 

upwards of 2500 years and the theater is one of the, if not the, earliest documented 
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entertainment forms that we have.  And it’s always had its own peculiar way of 

communication. 

But it seems to me that we have stigmatized ourselves.  That if we practice that 

kind of approach to it, then it becomes “the theater,” you know, and it’s this sort of 

artsy, elitist thing.  Which I find very unfortunate, you know, and I find very 

unfortunate that even practitioners of the theater again are so hesitant to even 

think of themselves as artists.  They see themselves — I don’t know what they see 

themselves as. 

But I would think that artists or the creation of art — I’ll tell you what I rarely hear 

anyone involved in the theater talking about.  I’m talking about theater students 

and even faculty, to some degree.  One rarely hears words such as beauty or 

aesthetics or even good old standard bywords like catharsis, you know.  One rarely 

hears that kind of language applied anymore by practitioners of what we do.  And 

when we lose the idea that we have that kind of power, well, then maybe it is time 

that we see it go away.  Maybe it is time. 

B: You mentioned catharsis which is a term that shows up in Aristotle.  And 

Aristotle to some extent was attempting to — I don’t know that we’d say 

refute, but at least to give another view of the Plato view that you gave 

earlier.  And there are many different ways in which one can think of 

catharsis and certainly there have been many explanations.  But transfixing 

in some way, I think, is one way of looking at it and that is that the theater 

can be a transfixing experience for us.  And it doesn’t — well, I suppose we 
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could say that somehow once we come out, we are changed as human 

beings.  It may be small.  It may be just by realizing our life is a little richer 

than it was before, that we have been enriched in some way or the other.  

That the theater experience can make us view things around us differently.  

That all of those are ways in which the theater can remind us of its powers. 

M: That’s such a good point.  I would much rather — I know this is going to sound odd, 

but I would much rather someone go to a production with which I’ve been involved 

and leave it, hating it, hating it.  Now, I’d much rather they’d leave loving it, you 

know, and go, “Oh, that was brilliant.  Thank heaven that Malden came around.”  

But I’d much rather them leave something — leave furious than leave the theater 

going, “Oh, that was okay.  I wonder if I can still get pizza.”  Because at least if 

you’re furious it’s going to stay with you.  It stays with you. 

It has elicited something.  It has — and again, you know, maybe this is, as you’ve 

quite rightly said — maybe this is an approximation of what catharsis can be, but at 

least it has engendered a strong response that you are not the same person you 

were when you entered that theater two or three hours earlier, you know.  You are 

different.  And to me there’s no better testament to the power of theater than 

having people argue about it as they leave the theater.  Because that means the 

experience hasn’t ended.  The curtain may have come down and the actors, if they 

do, take their bows.  But that experience is still in progress. 

And that, to me, is what we have always done, is that we have elicited that kind of 

community argument, that kind of community debate.  We get things out into the 
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open or we question what’s right and what’s wrong.  Unfortunately, I think what we 

are generally trained to do now is to accommodate the public desire for nice, neat 

little packages that are completely answered and wrapped in a bow and presented 

to the audience so that, in fact, there is nothing more to discuss.  There is nothing 

more to debate. 

One even sees that, I think, in performances.  You know, I am — I guess I can’t 

help but looking at the theater through this sort of nostalgia because so much of 

the history of the theater is based on the history of extraordinary performers, 

extraordinary actors.  That has always also seemed to be part of the centrality of 

what the theater is, is the theater is an actor on a stage with an audience.  And you 

hear — oh, I mean, you hear stories not only, you know, going as far back as, you 

know, Thespus and Rossius, but Garick and Sidons and Booth.  You know, even in 

our generation of the — Ethel Merman and Eva Lagalion and people like that who 

just seemed to have this extraordinary indefinable presence, this indefinable 

ephemeral something. 

You could go, when it was affordable, to see a Broadway play.  You could go again 

and again and again and see Merman do Rose’s Turn, and somehow never tire of 

it.  Because there was always something that you couldn’t quite put your hand on, 

but it wouldn’t let you go.  I mean, I know I’m probably going to get into trouble for 

saying this, but I don’t know where those kinds of performances are anymore.  I 

don’t see them anymore.  I see a lot of big, lavish, technically advanced, brilliantly 

designed productions, but I’m — I’m not sure I can remember the last time — well, 



THE 101 Lecture 2 24 
 

I can actually remember the last time I’ve seen something, but it’s been awhile.  

And it was with an older generation of actor. 

B: I think one of the things that we have forgotten today, especially with 

Broadway productions in which one goes and sees money and more money 

and more money being spent, but that it does, as you have already indicated, 

the power comes down to what happens between the performer and the 

audience.  And how at that point the performer — the performer reminds the 

audience, “I am the Shaman and I am here to reawaken in you memories that 

you don’t even know about.” 

M: Absolutely, Bob.  And I would love for us to reach the point where we feel 

comfortable enough to use terms like that with our students again because I do 

think it’s important.  I mean, whether it’s Shaman, whether it’s — I mean, if you go 

to the Arteau idea of the actor/priest — I mean, whatever it is, it is a mighty and 

important responsibility.  I cannot think of — you’re quite right.  I cannot think of any 

more powerful connection, that I have ever experienced, than the one shared 

between an audience and an actor when it’s there.  But again, where do they come 

from these days?  Because you seem to need to have a wonderfully bold defiance 

which all the great actors have always seemed to have instead of just an 

acquiescence. 

B: And you, as an actor, know when that happens. 

M: Oh, I think so. 

B: And it doesn’t happen every time.  But when it does, you know that it’s 
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happened.  I can remember one time seeing Cleo Lane — and this is a 

singing experience and not even theatrical — but seeing Cleo Lane.  She 

was doing “Send in the Clowns.”  I’ve seen her do it two or three times, but 

only one time she finished and there was an absolute hush.  Nobody wanted 

to — nobody even applauded because nobody wanted to break the moment.  

And there came this look over her face like, “What just happened?”  And 

then, of course, the wave came.  Many times I’ve her do even that same song 

and it just happened that one particular night, and that’s the very special 

power of the theater I think that we’ve been talking about. 

ML It is so indefinable and so ephemeral.  It really is something — oh, it really is an 

incredible power.  And whether it’s just a question of psychology or mysticism, or 

whatever it is, it’s something that I would love to see us try to regain.  Truly. 

B: Thank you, Michael.  I appreciate this. 

 

 


