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The thesis shows  how  cultural systems,
individual horizons of expectations and  accepted
theatrical conventions all -activate the reception
process and that all these are open to revision in the
experience of performance. The description of an
individual's experience of a particular performance is
not, however, the object of this study. Instead the
concern has been with an individual's culturally-
constructed expectations which can be both met and/or
challenged in a diverse range of contemporary theatrical

performances.
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PREFACE

This study of theatre audiences looks both to
the strategies of reception available to the audience
and to the productive role such strategies often assume.
It 1is, in this way, a study of both production and
reception. My interest in the theatre audience has been
provoked by recent theoretical developments, both in
drama and more generally. Semiotic and performance
theory in the field of drama have drawn attention to the
central role of the theatre audience, and reader-
response theory has, of course, foregrounded the act of
reading. Yet, despite this renewed attention to
reception, a full exploration of the audience and the
theatre has been neglected.

It is for this reason that there is, in this
study, an imbalance between my critical survey of
existing theory and my own theorizing. This is
considered a necessary imbalance. The extensive survey
of other theoretical positions is important both to
familiarize the reader with that work and to foreground
the lacunae in these theories. Much of my concern
results from the obvious difference between the theatre
audience and those receivers more commonly studied, the
reader of the novel or poem and the audience of the

cinema.



Beyond the lacunae of the theorists, my interest
has been stimulated by the diverse practices of "alter-
native' theatre. The development in the last thirty
years of a flouriéhing alternative sector, offering
drama outside, and often in opposition to, the
conventional product of the "mainstream'", a pre-scripted
play performed in a recognized theatre space, has
expanded the nature of theatre, and thus audience, open
to study. Much of this contemporary alternative theatre
foregrounds what Naturalist drama occludes, the
audience. While mainstream theatre still often relies
on the practices of Naturalist drama and almost always
maintains that stage-auditorium relationship, alter-
native practice has generally sought different relation-
ships and a much more active participation from its
audience.

In mainstream theatre, the audience's activity
centres on the interpretation of a fixed and finished
product displayed in front of them; 1in alternative
theatre, their role 1is rarely so predetermined and
often relies on a much more direct relationship with
performance and performers. Furthermore, the diversity
of the theatre which represents an alternative to -the
products of dominant culture demands a flexibility in
our notions of play, theatre, actor, and, of course,

audience.

vi



It is the lack of homogeneity in alternative
theatre practice which interests me both as a member of
theatre audiences and as a theorist concerned with the
potential roles of producér and receiver. It is this
interest in a diversity df performances in a diversity
of venues which conditions this study. From difference
in stage-audience relationships we can learn much about
the role of audience whether in a major theatrical
institution or as observer of an impromptu scene on the
street corner. Certainly to relegate, or even ignore,
the extensive audiences drawn from many social
backgrounds to alternative theatre performances, would
be to offer an incomplete study of the receptive
strategies of the theatre audience. |

In preparing this thesis, I was fortunate to
have the best of supervisors. I thank Dr. Linda
Hutcheon for the willingness with which she took on the
supervision of this project and for all the support and
encouragement along the way. I owe her a great deal. I
am also grateful to Dr. Tony Brennan and Dr. Douglas
Duncan for careful readings and always valuable criti-
cisms of my work. I have had the benefit of the friend-
ship of many people at McMaster and, above all, I thank
Maria DiCenzo and Alison Lee for all they have con-
tributed. As always, I have had Andrew's support=--he has
helped so much. Barnaby and Toby have been remarkably

content to share their lives with this enterprise.
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I. INTRODUCTION

As for the audience,

You are mistaken

If you think subtle points

Will not be taken.

Such fears are vain, I vow;

They've all got textbooks now -

However high your brow,

They won't be shaken (Aristophanes 196).

Can theatre exist without an audience? At least

one spectator is needed to make it a

performance (Grotowski 32).

The participation of the audience 1in the
theatrical event has been foregrounded by recent theatre
theorists such as Jerzy Grotowski, but examples of an
awareness by the playwright of the spectator's central

role can DbDe located in the earliest drama. David

Bain's Actors and Audience studies asides and related

conventions in Greek drama to demonstrate a ‘''compact
between playwright and audience" (1) and it is evident
from the intervention of the Chorus in the parodic
battle between Aeschylus and Euripides that takes place

in The Frogs that Aristophanes took into account the

education and familiarity with dramatic convention of
his audiences.

Aristophanes' attention to the audience is
hardly surprising when the theatre was so clearly tied
to all aspects of Athenian life. Its advent as part of

1



the main Athenian religious festivals establishes the
drama as inextricably tied to the religious experience
of the involved spectator:

the chorus 1in the orchestra shows that no
physical barrier separated performer from
audience; the presence among the spectators of
the cult statue of a god [Dionysus] who might
also be active on the stage further reveals
that the absence of a physical barrier was
matched by the absence of any ‘'spiritual'

barrier. Stage, orchestra and auditorium
formed a single unit and so too did actors,
chorus and spectators, all of whom were

sharing in a common act of devotion (Walcot 4-

Greek theatre was also clearly inseparable from the
social, economic, and political structures of Athens.
Its social importance is apparent simply from the size
of an auditorium. With an estimated 14,000 people
attending the City Dionysia, theatre audiences
represented the majority, rather than the '"educated
minority" of more recent years, and this is, of course,
appropriate to a social art form of Athenian democracy.
Not only its sheer size, but its architectural form
illustrates the theatre's centrality in Athens. The
building 1is what Richard Schechner terms a sociometric
design: "The Greek amphitheatre is open, beyond and
around it the city can be seen during performances which
take place in daylight. It is the city, the polis, that

is tightly boundaried geographically and ideologically"



(Essays 115). The importance accorded to theatre 1is
further substantiated by the economic support it
received, with production costs largely met by State
funds.

The plays themselves acted as another medium in
the political debate. Aristophanes was called before
Council in 426 for material that evidently went too far
in its satirical attack, but this only "added zest to
the attack he made on Cleon in the Knights in 424"
(Andrewes 248). Phrynichus was less fortunate with his
tragedy about the capture of Miletus; he '"so moved the
audience that he was fined by the authorities 'for
reminding the c¢ity of the sorrows of its brothers'"
(Arnott 58). In an oral culture, the potential
political impact of theatre, playing to such a large
(and thus popular) audience, is self-evident but the
placing of the plays in a competitive situation where
"the judges were not likely to be indifferent to the
reactions, favourable or unfavourable, of the audience
(Walcot 2) appears, again appropriately for the demo-
cratic Athens, to allow the receivers of any
politically-propagandist message to participate in
determining its validity.

Greek theatre, then, clearly shows a direct

relationship to the society it addresses and, at every



level, includes the audience as active participant.
While theatre has never again been so closely involved
in the economic, political and social structures of a
community, its existence remains dependent on those same
structures. The survival of theatre is economically
tied to a willing audience (not only those people paying
to sit and watch a performance but often those who
approve a government or corporate subsidy) and any new
directions in the shape of both new playwrighting and
new performance techniques depend precisely on that
audience. As Alan Sinfield points out: "Any artistic
form depends upon some readiness in the receiver to co-
operate with its aims and conventions" (185). Even in
his "Poor Theatre," '"scientifically" stripped to 1its
essentials, Grotowski recognizes the audience as a
crucial part of the theatrical process. Yet dramatic
theory has largely neglected the role of the receiver,
the process of audience response.

While the community nature of Greek theatre
might be expected to have fostered an interest in the
spectator's contribution, the earliest, and most
influential, theorists paid scant attention to this
central aspect of their theatre. In Aristotle's
Poetics, the audience is chiefly of interest in so far

as they prove the power of good tragic texts/



performances. In Horace's Ars Poetica, the audience is

marked as the recipient of the poets' work: '"Poets
intend to give either pleasure or instruction/or to
combine the pleasing and instructive in one poem" (333-
334). As Aristotle's Poetics became-a prescriptive text
for the form of tragedy, so Horace's dictum of delight
and instruct has been used to judge the merits or other-
wise of subsequent drama.

It is not the intention of this study to offer a
historical survey of the drama theorist's attention to
audience, but the fact that interpretations of Aristotle
and Horace have dominated much of our dramatic theory
and their ideas became, in one form or another, rules
for the dramatist to follow has confined audience to
only a cursory importance and a passive role (what the
drama does to them). Most dramatic theory has been
concerned with aesthetic formalism, rather than the
spectators' demands and expectations, as a shaping
element of both playscript and performance practice. It
is the case that most theory concerns itself with the
nature and form of the playwright's text rather than
with modes of performance and reception. This neglect
of the interactive process of theatre might well be a
result of the continuing influence of Aristotle's

Poetics and his edict that spectacle is the least



germane part of poetry (29). Furthermore, Aristotle's
Poetics ends with a defence of tragedy over epic,
positing, among other reasons, the idea that tragedy can
achieve the same effects when merely read.

With the emergence in the nineteenth century of
the stage director, however, performance concerns emerge
as central to dramatic theory. The new directors
provided theories as well as productions, and with less
academic and more pragmatic interests, the audience's
role came increasingly into focus. A director's inter-

vention in the conscious creation of a mise —en —sceéene

drew attention to components of theatrical communication
apart from language, chiefly the scenic continuum and
the plasticity of the actor. This attention to what
takes place on stage, however, refers back to the
authority of the text and, perhaps mnot surprisingly,
coincides with the theatre that epitomized <closed
performance and thus the theoretical complete passivity
of the audience: the theatre of Naturalism. This
passivity, indeed almost exclusion, of the audience is
a crucial requirement as dramatist/theorist Jean Jullien

makes clear in his text, Le théatre vivant. Jullien

demands his actors perform "as if at home, ignoring the
emotions they arouse in the public" and that the

audience 'remain attentive and no longer dare to speak"



(cited in Carlson 280). Obviously, then, the intended
role for the audience of Naturalist theatre was to be
consumer of the picture of a fixed and finished world.
It 1is only in reaction to this closed world of
Naturalism that theatre foregrounds the role of  the
audience. In the theatre practice that followed
Naturalism, the audience is acknowledged as an important
aspect of the dramatic process and the spectator was
confronted, often co-opted, into a more direct role in
the theatrical event. The reaction to Naturalism came
in a number of forms, but the new attention paid to the
audience can be clearly seen in the ideas of Futurist
Filippo Marinetti who sought amazement and surprise as
the effects of his new art. Michael Kirby describes
how, according to Marinetti's Variety Theatre manifesto,
the audience was constantly to be taken off guard by
such devices as "“the use of itching and sneezing pow=-
ders, coating some of the auditorium seats with glue,
provoking fights and disturbances by selling the same
seat to two or more people" (23). Marinetti sought to
replace the sought-after passivity of fourth-wall-
removed Naturalism with a theatre which resembled smoke-
filled nightclubs in the creation of "a single undivided
ambience for performers and spectators" (Kirby 22).

The title of the 1913 manifesto came from Marinetti's



admiration for variety theatre "because its spectators
actively responded during the performance with
indications of approval or disdain, rather than waiting
passively until the curtain went down to applaud" (Kirby
23).

Less extreme, but more important for his
immediate influence on theatre practice and theory, is
the work of M€Y§?h9}§- His earliest writings challenge
the conventions and underlying assumptions of Naturalist
theatre and pay direct attention to the participatory
role of audience:

How did medieval drama succeed without any

stage equipment? Thanks to the lively
imagination of the spectator.

e

The naturalistic theatre denies not only
the spectator's ability to imagine for him-
self, but even his ability to understand
clever conversation. Hence, the painstaking
analysis of Ibsen's dialogue which makes every
production of the Norwegian dramatist tedious,
drawn-out and doctrinaire (27).

The 1917 production of Lermontov's Masquerade by

Meyerhold shows two important things: first how the

. . N
creation of the mise-en-scene had taken over from the

author's text as the crucial aspect in the signifying
process =~- the play "had been in preparation and inter-
mittently rehearsed for five years'"! (Braun in Meyerhold
79) and, second, Meyerhold's determination to exaggerate

the trappings of Naturalist theatre in order to take the



theatrical experience beyond the fourth-wall removed and
into the audience:

As well as the many settings and costumes,
Golovin designed all the furniture, china,
glassware, candelabra, swords, walking-canes,
fans -~ everything down to the last playing-
card. Not a single item was taken from stock
and everything of significance was made
slightly over life-size in order to produce
the required impact on the spectator . . . .
[Tlhe auditorium 1lighting was left on
throughout the performance. Tall mirrors
flanked the proscenium opening, in order to
break down with their reflections the barrier
between stage and audience (Braun in
Meyerhold 79-80).

Meyerhold's theatre practice and theory were
both in continual evolution and showed their awareness
of the shifts in the ideological base of Russian
society. He writes in 1920, concerning his production
of Verhaeren's The Dawn: "We have a new public which
will stand no nonsense -- each spectator represents, as
it were, Soviet Russia in microcosm . . . . Now we
have to protect the interests not of the author but of
the spectator. The 1interests of the audience have
assumed a vital significance" (170-171). And, once
again, it is Naturalism which is blamed for suppressing
the (rightful) participation of the audience:

I am delighted that we have got our spectator
who says to us: this is our theatre. I don't
think there is much likelihood of the Red Army
taking 1its banners along to Uncle Vanya when
it can come to productions which it looks on

as its own. More than anyone, the Moscow Art
Theatre 1is to blame for the passivity of the
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?pecgator whom it held in thrall for so long
174).

The overt politicization of theatre in this century is
clearly a factor in this foregrounding of audience and
the ideological implications of committed theatre for
audience reception will be explored in following
chapters.

Meyerhold's production of The Dawn took place in
a virtually derelict theatre; no admission was charged,
and "[t]he chorus was assisted in the task of guiding
and stimulating audience reaction by a claque of actors
concealed throughout the audience" (Braun in Meyerhold
163). The Dawn, and 1its companion in repertoire,

Mayakovsky's Mystery~Bouffe, marked Meyerhold's success

at demystifying the technical apparatus of theatre. All
the trappings of commercial theatre were eschewed in
favour of mnon-illusionistic staging and politically
relevant scenic components (such as placards and
leaflets). His final breaking of the traditional
barrier of the proscenium provided, as Edward Braun
points out, "an additional advantage . . . that this
implied a polemic against the bourgeois theatre of

escapism and illusion" (Director and the Stage 39). In

the closing act of Mystery-Bouffe, 'the action spilled

into the boxes adjacent to the stage, and at the

conclusion the audience was invited to mingle with the
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actors onstage'" (Braun in Meyerhold 166). This
production achieved the (political) contract between
script, actor, and audience that Meyerhold had been

seeking for his theatre. The Dawn and Mystery-Bouffe

were seen by 120,000 spectators in five months (Braun in
Meyerhold 166) and this provided tangible evidence that
his theatre without illusion, but with the co-operation
(albeit manipulated at a certain level) of the audience,
had achieved its aims.

The work of Meyerhold is described here at some
length as, both in theory and practice, he attacked the
hegemony  of text~-centered criticism as well as
"denarrativizing" productions and drawing the audience
from being passive addressees to co=-creators. In 1930
he wrote:

Nowadays, every production 1is designed to
induce audience participation: modern
dramatists and directors rely not only on the
efforts of the actors and the facilities
afforded by the stage machinery but on the
efforts of the audience as well. We produce
every play on the assumption that it will be
still unfinished when it appears on the stage.
We do this consciously because we realize that
the crucial revision of a production is that
which is made by the spectator.

The author and the director regard all the
work which they carry out on a production
simply as preparation of the ground on which
those two vital theatrical forces, the actor
and the spectator, will work daily in the
course of the performance. The author and the
director provide no more than the framework,
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and it must not cramp or hinder the actor and
the spectator, but encourage them to work
harmoniously together. We directors and
dramatists know that what we prescribe during
rehearsals is only an approximation: the final
realization and consolidation of the
production 1is carried out by the audience 1in
co-operation with the actor (256).

This new 1interest in audience sparked by the
rejection of Naturalist theatre practice has, in the
twentieth century, become an obsession. Both written
texts and performance techniques at the forefront of
theatre's development have shown a growing absorption
with the relationship of their art to those who view it
in an active relationship in the theatre. Yet this has
still not inspired much theoretical attention.
Criticism has remained, by and large, text-oriented and,
as a brief survey of some of the central analyses of the
theatrical event published in Britain and North America
in the last thirty years makes all too obvious,
discussions of audience reception have remained simple
and cursory.

In recent years, many discussions of what
constitutes drama have been published and, as their
titles often suggest (for example, J.L. Styan's Elements
of Drama (1960) and Martin Esslin's An Anatomy of Drama
(1976)), these books attempt to account for all the

components of the dramatic experience, from the author's

creation of a text to the critical reception of text-in-
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performance. However, FEric Bentley's The Life of the
Drama all but ignores the presence of audience, except
to note that its "involvement is not an innocent one"
(156) and that "if one took from theatre the element of
voyeurism, the occasion would lose much of its appeal"
(56). Generally, however, the audience constitutes one
chapter of such an investigation and is identified as an
important contributor to the social act. Esslin's
summary is typical: "Drama is the most social of the art
forms: it is, by its very nature, a collective creation:
the playwright, the actors, the designer, the costume-
maker, the provider of props, the lighting engineer all
contribute, and so does the audience by 1its very
presence” (33).

Discussions of audience tend to be contained
within a communication model of script--actor~-audience
with the communication operéting bi-directionally.
Styan emphasizes: '". . . it is clearly as important to
know what 1is being returned by the spectator to the
actor, and by the actor to the script, as to know the
intentions of the script in the first place. Arguably,
intentions are of no consequence whatsover" (7). Even
with an obviously tentative devaluing of the author's

contribution, attention to the reception process 1is

signalled. On the other hand, Bernard Beckermann
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identifies "a three-way communication: between the play,
the individual and collective audience. The play
projects doubly, to each member of_ the audience as an
individual, sparking his or her private memories, and to
the audience as a whole, in that distinctive
configuration that it has assumed for a particular
occasion” (133). Most common has been discussion of
the feelings and perceptual processes that take place
within a theatre audience. As the collective nature of
theatre is stressed, so its links in ritual are traced;
for Esslin "in ritual as in drama the aim is an enhanced
level of consciousness, a memorable insight into the
nature of existence"(ZS). Theodore Shank makes a
similar claim: '"[the dramatic work] articulates for the
audience something vital about their own emotive lives
that previously they had not been able to grasp" (Art
172). The work of Susanne Langer (in particular,

Feeling and Form) has certainly been influential in many

of these studies in establishing '"the essential product
of all poetic art . . . [as] an illusion of the
processes of human life" (Carlson 435), and these
theorists thus explore the various states of receptive-
ness of an audience necessary for them to respond, if
not contribute, to this dramatic aim. For Styan, there

are, among other things, varieties of dramatic tension
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which 'challenge the decorum of an audience" (233) and
thus awaken their receptive powers. Shank suggests that
it 1is an intuitive process that the audience undertakes
when watching a play, akin to (what he calls) the
"intuition which causes the artist to know what choices
to make during the creative process" (Art 190). These
texts stress the audience's role as contributor rather
than collaborator.

The expansion of performance art and theory
(which has devalued 1language/texts in favour of the
event), as well as the increase in politically-committed
drama, has, however, changed the emphasis of dramatic
theories in the last twenty years. Esslin's "anatomy"
shows this well: "[theatre] in very practical terms
teaches them [the audience], or reminds them of, its
codes of conduct, 1its rules of social coexistence. All
drama 1is therefore a political event: it either re-
asserts or undermines the code of conduct of a given
society" (29). Beckermann more generally observes:
"The random audience, nourished by the mass media and
universal education, may be evolving into a new communal
type. If so, the theater artist will have to learn what
its predispositions are and how to deal with them"
(136). As in other areas, however, the implications of

the relationship between theatre as cultural
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institution, .= sharing or challenging the dominant
ideology, and the audience's collaboration in the
maintenance or attempt to overthrow that ideology are
not explored in any detail. It is a relationship which,
as the later discussions in this study of Brecht and
other politically committed dramatists will show, has
come increasingly into theatrical focus in recent years.
The more generalized theories of dramatic components
which dominated for some thirty years (to the mid-
1970s), however, avoided any overt political statements.
In their conservative humanism, they echo the earlier
literary criticism of Arnold, Eliot, and Richards in
directing the dramatic transmission to those in the
right state of receptiveness (in other words to those
with  beliefs, levels of education and literary
"sensitivity”" which more or less match those of the
writer and/or director) with the purpose of some general
cultural and intellectual benefit.

Dramatic theory, in the last ten years, has seen
the rise of two dominant “schools," and has finally
given emphasis to the need for a more developed audience
reception theory. The first of these '"schools" to
emerge was performance theory. Performance theorists
responded to mainstream North American theatre theorists

who berated the devaluation (or even total rejection) of
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the text by performance artists as the final straw in
the alienation of audiences, sending them to the
(culturally-inferior) entertainments of cinema and tele-
vision. As in much of performance work, performance
theory was also an attempt to explore the long
maintained, but little examined, theory of mimesis of
real life in art.

Richard Schechner and Mady Schuman's collection

of essays, Ritual, Play and Performance, reveals in its

subtitle, Readings in the Social Sciences/Theater, the

methodological base of performance theory. Richard
Schechner describes the theory in his introduction as a
web consisting of:

(1) shamanism, and hunting rites and practices
in their prehistoric phases, (2) shamanism and
hunting rites and practices in their historic
phases, (3) origins of theatre in Eurasia, (4)
origins of modern European theatre in the
middle ages, (5) contemporary experiments in
environmental theatre, New Dance, and music,
(6) psychotherapies that emphasize dialog,
acting through, and body work, (7) ethological
studies of lay and ritual, especially in
primates, (8§ performance in everyday life,
(9) play and crisis behavior 1in people,
especially children and adolescents (xvg.

Within this web, theory from non-literary studies--as
diverse as Huizinga's writings on the significance of
play, Victor Turner's work on social dramas and ritual,
and Jane Goodall's research on the behavioural patterns

of chimpanzees--is investigated in an attempt to replace
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paradigms for dramatic theory that are seen as outmoded.
From such studies of the social sciences, new paradigms
are constructed and, among these, the audience emerges
as a tangibly active creator in the theatrical event:
Along with the artist, the audience enters the
performance arena as participant--or, ideally,
the audience disappears as the distinction
between doer and viewer . . . begins to blur.
For this the tribal/oral is a particularly
clear model, often referred to by the creators
of 1960's [sic] happenings and the theatrical
pieces that invited, even coerced, audience
participation toward an ultimate democratizing
of the arts (Rothenberg 14).

Characteristic of the emergent interests of the
1970s, democratization is seen as a desirable, indeed
crucial, aspect of new developments in performance and
theory. The sociological/psychological/anthropological
studies of Victor Turner and Erving Goffman using
theatrical paradigms to describe universal patterns
suggest to Schechner '"a universal dramatic structure
parallel to social process: drama is that art whose

subject, structure and action is social process" (Essays

121). Elizabeth Burns' Theatricality provides a full-

length study of the social processes which both inform
and constitute drama. It is indicative of the
hermetical nature of dramatic theory in English that her
opening chapter includes some exposition of her use of
theory from the sociology of theatre which she remarks

is "even less known in Britain and America than the
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rather tenuous thread of sociological writings on
literature which are connected with the names of Georg
Lukécs, Ernst Auerbach, Lucien Goldmann, Robert
Escarpit, Umberto Eco, and Eduardo Sanguineti" (5).
Schechner notes that any everyday process or any
community ritual can be staged as theatrical event
"because context, not fundamental structure,
distinguishes ritual, entertainment, and ordinary life,
from each other. The differences among them arise from
the agreement (conscious or unexpressed) between
performers and spectators" (in Schechner & Shuman 217-
218). In order to bring theatre closer to efficacy
(ritual), new ways of involving the audience in the
creativity of the event are sought. Schechner's own
company, TPG (The Performance Group), carried out many
experiments to this end. One involved the establishment
of real time and regular time audiences. The real time
audiences were invited to the theatre at the same time
as the performers arrived and thus were involved in all
that constituted the theatrical event from the unlocking
of the theatre through costuming and make-up to the
arrival of the regular time audience, and on to the
clearing~-up process and the final shutting of the
theatre. This, Schechner states, was '"an attempt to

make both performers and audiences aware of the over-
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lapping but conceptually distinct realities of drama,
script, theatre and performance" (Essays 44). He con-
tinues:

Too little study has been made of the 1liminal
approaches and leavings of performance--how

the audience gets to, and into, the
performance place, and how they go from that
place; and in what ways this
gathering/dispersing is related to  the
preparations/cooling~off aspects of the

performers' work. The coming and going of
both audience and performers guarantees (in
Goffman's usage) the existence of the
"theatrical frame'" so that events can be
experienced as actual realizations: in other
words, the reality of performance is in the
performing; a spectator need not intervene in
the theatre to prevent murder as he might feel
compelled to in ordinary life-~this is because
the violence on stage is actually a
performance. That doesn't make it "less real”
but "different" real (Essays, 122).

Thus performance theory brings into play aspects of
audience reception hitherto ignored. The introduction
of such "liminal aspects" to the process of reception
complicates the more traditional concerns about the
audience's perception of the play performance.

The other dominant school of current dramatic
theory, that of semiology, also pays a new attention to
the multivalent components of theatre (not simply what
takes place on the stage, or even in the auditorium) and
their interaction in the signifying process. The Prague
School, working from both Russian Formalist and

Saussurian linguistic theory, marks, in the 1930s and
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40s, the first semiotic examination of theatre.
Mukafovsk§'s essay, "On the Current State of the Theory
of the Theatre," written in 1941, 1is indicative of the
questions examined and the  problems identified.
Mukarovsky discusses "individual components and their
relations in the total structure of a stage work" (209)
and, in an analysis that shows how these components
break down into secondary components which again can be
broken into other constituents (207) and in which one
component has the capability of substitution for
another, there is the implicit understanding that only
the audience is a primary given in establishing a
particular structure as a play. He groups the problems
for theatre theory in four categories--dramatic text,
dramatic space, actor, and audience.
Concerning audience Mukafovsk§ writes:

[Tlhe roles of the actor and the spectator are

much less distinguished than it might seem at

first glance. Even the actor to a certain

extent is a spectator for his partner at the

moment when the partner 1is playing; in

particular, extras who do not intervene

actively 1in the play are distinctly perceived
as spectators. The inclusion of actors among

the audience becomes quite apparent, for
example, when a comedian makes a co-actor
laugh by his performance. Even if we are

aware that such laughter can be 1intentional
(in order to establish active contact between
the stage and the auditorium), we cannot but
realize that at such a moment the boundary
between the stage and the auditorium runs
across the stage itself: the laughing actors
are on the audience's side (218-219).
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Mukagovsk§'s essay provides a useful study of the
contradictions and tensions that inform what appear to
be quite individual components in a theatrical event
and, as might be expected from a member of the Prague
School, he finds that the organization of these
theatrical components takes on the appearance of:
a structure which freely hovers before the
spectator’'s eyes and consciousness without
being  bound unequivocally to  existential
reality by any of its components but thereby
figuratively signifying all of the reality
which surrounds and creates man of a given
period and society (219).

Despite this conclusion by Mukafovsk§, which
certainly foregrounds the research potential for theatre
semioticians, it was only in the 1late 1960s that
semiotics emerged as an important theoretical base for
theatre studies. Since that time, however, the work of
semioticians has covered almost every aspect of the
theatrical event. Some studies have concerned them-

selves with specific components of theatre=~-such as Anne

Ubersfeld's Lire Le Théitre (a semiotic analysis of the

written dramatic text) and Mihai Dinu's mathematical
analysis of character configurations in "The Algebra of
Scenic Situations"-~while others have attempted a more
complete semiotic analysis of theatrical communication--
such as the work of Girard, Ouellet and Rigault in

L'Univers du Théatre and of Keir Elam in The Semiotics
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2£ Theatre and Drama. The actual result of these

diverse semiotic readings of theatre has not been the
original target of these investigations: that is, they
have not produced a model by which a complete analysis
of performance can be constructed; they have instead
recognized that this initial target was not necessarily
desirable. The work, by virtue of its own plurality,
has, however, provided a more thorough understanding of
the plurality of signifying processes that take place in
the theatre. Patrice Pavis writes:

Semiology in no way resembles a machine or a
technique meant to roduce ready-made
discourses about a text or the stage. It is
necessary in fact to construct this analytical
machine which is not preconceived and which
has to be built up according to the theatrical
subject studied. To analyze the codes and
signifying systems of a performance is not to
rediscover what the author and director had
previously established secretly, once and for
all. It 1is to organize the performance and
the text as a possible circuit of meaning
whose productivity and coherence are more or
less great according to the theatre event in
?uestion, but also according to the analyst

Languages of the Stage 195).

Despite this breadth of semiotic interest, the
audience has been as neglected as elsewhere in
theoretical work. As Marvin Carlson (508) points out,
Keir Elam's book devotes only 9 of 210 pages to an
examination of audience. We might add that the more

"traditional" study of J.L. Styan, Drama, Stage and

Audience, devotes a similar percentage, 18 of 247 pages.
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Elam, for his part, discusses the primary condition of
audience as '"the ability to recognize the performance as
such" (87) and in this way it signals, or permits, the
performance itself. Their part in a model of theatrical

communication is two-fold:

audience reaction . . . exerts a double
influence, on the performance itself and on
its reception. Spectator-performer

communication will affect, if nothing else,
the degree of the actor's commitment to his
work. Spectator-spectator communication,
meanwhile, usually ignored as a semiotic
factor, has three main effects, important to
an overall  homogeneity of response:
stimulation (laughter in one part of the
auditorium provokes a similar reaction else-
where), confirmation (spectators find their
own responses reinforced by others) and
integration (the single audience member is
encouraged, in consequence, to surrender his
individual function in favour of the larger
unit of which he is part).

It is with the spectator, in brief, that

th§atrical communication begins and ends (96-
97 L

Semioticians have wundoubtedly subjected drama
and performance to a more rigorous examination of all
constitutive elements (and without the controlling bias

towards performance aspects of the Schechner school)

but, as Pavis realizes, "we are still at the stage of
proclamations about the audience's activity and
participation and have in no way arrived at the point of
reflection on the cognitive and ideological processes of

the spectator” (Languages of the Stage, 71). The
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difficulty in moving from "the stage of proclamations"
to the positing of theory is self-evident in those
proclamations we have examined. The audience clearly
plays a role in the theatre, but what kind of role?
What constitutes the theatrical event in which they play
that part? In what way do the liminalities of
performance bear upon the communication model of the
performance itself? In a self-conscious communication-
orientated theatre (such as Schechner's TPG or The

Living Theater of Beck and Malina), the audience's role

is, at least in some ways, visible but in theatre
demanding the (theoretically) more or less  total
passivity of the audience, how can their relationship to
the self-contained dramatic world be described? Many of
the problems stem from the ephemeral nature of
performance. But these problems suggest that what a
theory of audience reception needs is not the neglect it
has historically received, but a systematic, if
cautious, approach that would make clearer the relation-
ship between the art form we acknowledge as drama and
the audience, both locally and at large, that supports
it. Elizabeth Burns writes:

During the course of the history of the

theatre first dramatists, then actors and, at

the present time [1972], producers have been

in ascendance. But the position of the

audience, however much its social structure
may have altered, has remained constant.
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Although at different periods it has been less
or more articulate, either vocally or in
writing, it has always held the power of
making or breaking a play by attendance or
abstention, and has always been ultimately
responsible for sustaining the performance.
In the larger society from which the audience
is drawn, the theatre depends for its being on
the preservation of a conception of drama that
assigns it to some position central to
contemporary culture (184-185).

In short, drama depends on its audience. Bernard Dort
has written of the rise to power of the director as a
historical phenomenon which brought about a shift 1in
interest from text to production plan but which
subordinated "all of the other workers in the theatre"
(62). He suggests, however, that:

the rise of the director and the acceptance of

the performance as the actual site of meaning

(not as the translation or decoration of a

text) represent only the initial phase . . . .

I shall call it the progressive emancipation

of the elements of the theatrical performance:

it implies a change of structure in the

performance--the abandonmment of an organic

unity laid down in advance, and the choice of

a meaningful polyphony open to the spectator

(63-64).
The 1liberated performance which Dort identifies places
yet another demand on an expanding dramatic theory to
ask questions and to make proclamations about audience
reception. The need for a methodology that takes
account of the many disparate statements and

investigations has become more acute. It 1is the

intention of my study to offer such an assembly of



27

existing statements from theory and performance, and to
look to a more comprehensive understanding of the
audience's involyement in the theatrical event.

Dramatic practice, unlike theory, has always
been concerned, for the reasons Burns suggests, with the
involvement of the audience. The playwright
invariably shapes a text and the director invariably
shapes a production to provoke particular expectations
and responses within an audience. The 1interactive
nature of theatre 1is particularly evident from the
rewriting a playwright often chooses (or is called) to
do while a play is in rehearsal and from the cuts or
changes a director makes after previews, try=-outs or,
indeed, during a run. Clearly, then, the audience
affects not only the performance but the dramatic text
itself. In this study, however, it is intended to
concentrate on the audience's relationship with
performance (or, at least, text-in-performance) rather
than with specific dramatic texts. While the structure
of dramatic texts represents an important field of
study, it is important to consider theatre as more than
the on-stage rendition of previously written texts.

Much contemporary theatre occurs without é text
available for academic study and deliberately so. The

last twenty-five years has seen an explosion of new
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theatres, companies and performance methods. Alongside
the mainstream (the buildings, plays and productions
that thé dominant cultural system recognizes as
theatre), there  exists a diverse and prolific
alternative theatre. In order to discuss the receptive
process of a theatre audience it is necessary to look
beyond traditional relationships and to consider
reception in 1light of the many disparate production
methods existing today. Two theoretical positions
provide an obvious starting-point. The first 1is the
work of Brecht. As Dort and many others suggest,
Brecht's theoretical explorations and dramatic practice
have had a profound influence in showing us '"the image
of a non-unified performance, where the various elements
collaborate, or even vie with one another, rather than
losing themselves in the construction of a common
meaning" (Dort 66). The second is the work of readér-
response theorists whose research, while almost entirely
neglecting the dramatic genre, surely lends itself to a
study of reception not only in the private world of the
individual but also in the community of the theatre

audience.



ITI. STARTING-POINTS

1. Brecht

The work of Brecht, both as playwright and
theoretician, 1is clearly important for any study of
audience/play relations. His ideas for a theatre with
the power to provoke social change, along with his
attempts to reactivate stage-audience exchange, have had
a widespread and profound effect not only on theatre
practice, but also on critical responses to plays and
performance.

Brecht's epic theatre looked, above all, to
change the conventional modes of production and
reception. All the technical devélopments to promote

what Brecht terms, in The Messingkauf Dialogues, "a

theatre of the scientific age" (105) were devised with
the intention of provoking a critical, yet entertained,
audience. Walter Benjamin describes the process:
A double object is provided for the audience's
interest. First, the events shown on stage;

these must be of such a kind that they may, at
certain decisive points, be checked by the

audience against its own experience. Second,
the production; this must be transparent as to
its artistic armature. . « . Epic theatre

addresses itself to interested parties 'who do
not think wunless they have a reason to."
Brecht 1is constantly aware of the masses,
whose conditioned wuse of the faculty of
thought 1is surely covered by this formula.
His effort to make the audience interested in
the theatre as experts--not at all for

29
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cultural reasons--is an expression of his
political purpose (15-16).

The idea of a theatre engaging an audience for other
than "cultural reasons'" was one which not only made
clear theatre's diminishing importance and failure to
connect with the issues of the time, but further
revealed theatre as a social institution supported by
and reflecting the dominant ideology. In this way, epic
theatre reactivated stage-~audience relations in an
overtly ﬁolitical context. Benjamin talks of it shaking
"the social wvalidity of theatre-as-entertainment by
robbing it of its function within the capitalist system"
(9) and certainly Brecht's theory and practice raise the
issue of the ideological status of theatre and of the
political undertaking, either implicit or explicit, of
an audience.

A concern with the audience for epic theatre is
an intrinsic part of all Brecht's theoretical writings.

In A Short Organum for the Theatre, Brecht points out

how contemporary practice frustrated a direct relation-
ship between stage and audience: '"[t]he theatre as we
know it shows the structure of society (represented on
the stage) as incapable of being influenced by society
(in the auditorium)'" (Willett 189). To counteract this,
Brecht proposes a more 1immediate and interactive

theatre:
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The bare wish, if nothing else, to evolve an
art fit for the times must drive our theatre
of the scientific age straight out into the
suburbs, where it can stand as it were wide
open, at the disposal of those who live hard
and produce much, so that they can be
fruitfully entertained there with their great
problems. They may find it hard to pay for
our art, and 1immediately to grasp the new
method of entertainment, and we shall have to
learn in many respects what they need and how
they need 1it; but we can be sure of their
interest. For these men who seem so far apart
from natural science are only apart from it
because they are being forcibly kept apart;
and before they can get their hands on it they
have first to develop and put into effect a
new science of society; so that these are the
true children of the scientific age, who alone
can get the theatre moving if it is to move at
all %Willett 186).

Brecht is always aware of the theatre's need to
be 'geared into reality" (Willett 186) in order for it
to make contact with the widest audience. He makes it
clear, however, that this demand is not met by simple
representation of reality on the stage. Ibsen's Ghosts

and Hauptmann's The Weavers (both of which evoked strong

critical reaction at the time of their first
performances) are cited by Brecht as plays which provide
no more than a setting. In this way, Brecht argues,
their wusefulness is 1limited. An audience can only
learn/ask questions about that particular situation and
does not explore any relationship between this slice of
life and their own social reality. The characters of

these plays, Brecht suggests, do not interact with the
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audience; their '"feelings, insights and impulses . . .
are forced on us" (Willett 190). Identification with
the psychological experience of the characters is
fostered, and the audience is concerned with issues of
individual morality rather than an examination of larger
social structures. Furthermore, the acting style of
Naturalist theatre excludes audience intervention. As

the Philosopher of The Messingkauf Dialogues remarks

with typical cynicism: "Ah yes, then the audience is
tacitly assuming that 1it's not in a theatre at all,
since nobody seems to take any notice of it. It has an
illusion of sitting in front of a keyhole. That being
so it ought not to applaud till it starts queuing for
its hats and coats" (51). Yet Brecht's comments
constitute more than a critique of the aesthetic form of
Naturalism. They question the ideology underlying the
accepted codes of cultural production and reception.

In a published letter written more than twenty

years before A Short Organum, Brecht declared his

intention to counteract current theatre practice which
privileged the beliefs of an elite. He writes:

This generation doesn't want to capture the
theatre, audience and all, and perform good or
merely contemporary plays in the same theatre
and to the same audience; nor has it any
cuance of doing soj; it has a duty and a chance
to capture the theatre for a different
audience. The works now being written are
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coming more and more to lead towards that
great epic theatre which corresponds to the
sociological situation; neither their content
nor their form can be understood except by the
minority that understands this. They are not
going to satisfy the old aesthetics; they are
going to destroy it (Willett 21-22).

"The old aesthetics" may not have  been
destroyed, but Brecht's attack laid bare a previously
covert relationship between theatre and the dominant
ideology which supported it. As a Marxist, Brecht
clearly sought to establish an oppositional cultural
practice. Both theoretical and practical investigations
show his enthusiastic interest in making this work
accessible to the widest (mass) audience. Indeed the
search for a new audience from a different (larger)
social group was a crucial part of Brecht's theatre
practice. His political convictions influenced every
aspect of his dramaturgy, as Iring Fetscher notes:

even as a Marxist theoretician Brecht was a
practical writer, whose reflections on
theories and relationships were never divorced
from the possibilities of the theater (as his
basic reality) or political exigencies (of the
Soviet Union, of the Second World War, of the
danger of war during the period of the cold
war%. . < « Brecht wanted to make practical
what he had heard. He was interested only in
the kind of thinking that converts into action
(15-16) .

Brecht's investigations toward such theatre has
left a corpus of theoretical work at least as valuable

as the plays themselves. The chronological arrangement
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of John Willett's Brecht on Theatre shows well how

Brecht's 1ideas and assumptions were always in process
rather than constituting a fixed theory against which
performance might be judged. Indeed, Brecht argued
against Lukacs' preference for the\model of nineteenth-
century realism precisely on the grounds that a
historically fixed system could not continue to make
contact with its audience in the changing conditions of
social reality.

Brecht's revolutionary theatre was not, of
course, the first to oppose the codes and assumptions of
cultural institutions. The declaration of the

Philosopher in The Messingkauf Dialogues--"We want to

demolish the fourth wall" (52)--clearly identifies
Brecht's work as part of a growing challenge to
Naturalism. The theatre of Meyerhold, discussed in the
introduction to this study, marked the establishment of
a new self-reflexive practice, structured specifically
to disrupt the spectators' usual perceptive process.
Other challenges came in the work of FEisenstein and
Piscator, both of whom provided important models for
Brecht's own work.

Piscator's theatre challenged not only
Naturalist practice but also what he saw as '"the

pathetic emotionalism of the Expressionists" (Innes
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192). Like Meyerhold, he sought to reconstitute the
production~-reception contract as a bidirectional
discussion and, to provoke this exchange, he too had
recourse to the strategy of positioning actors among the
audience. Piscator's theatre was, however, pre-
dominantly a political instrument. With one production,
§gi§ (referring to a civil law on abortion), his
dramatic method both achieved performance dialogue and
political change. The audience interposed comments,
offered points of view, and finally voted to reject the
law; riots in the streets followed and Piscator spent a
month in prison . . . for tax evasion! (Braun 42, Innes
137-138)

Piscator, 1like Brecht, sought out a working-

class audience for his plays, forming the Proletarisches

Theater in 1920 which performed in venues in industrial
districts. Influential in Piscator's development of a

' design for "Total

performance theory was Walter Gropius
Theatre". Gropius' ideas concerned only the
architectural component of theatre but were radical in
creating the option of a stage area to encircle the
audience. Piscator expanded the concept to involve all
available media with the aim of “"the absolute

integration of the onlooker in the play”" (Innes 150).

While the anticipated presence of an audience 1is, by
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virtue of the genre, always inscribed in a play, for
Piscator, this was more than usually concrete. He could
locate precisely the social and political background of
a significant proportion of his audience and in this way

write them into his mise-en-scéne:

In the 1920s Piscator was able to use at least
the proletarian part of his audiences as a
positive element in his productions because
they were already politically committed, and
therefore, although they were unrehearsed, he
could allow accurately for their actions. A
slogan, a symbolic gesture or a familiar tune
was enough to provoke a known and invariable
reaction from the seats alloted to the Sub-
scribers' Club, which was composed of members
of the General  Workers' Union, the
Syndicalists and the Communist Youth--at least
at a simple level, as when the International
was sung 'spontaneously' at performances of

Hoppla! or Rasputin (Innes 145).

With audience reaction so definitely inscribed in the

production text, both through the predicability of res-
ponse from an identifiable social group and through
actors as prompts to audience reaction, Piscator (and,
indeed, Meyerhold) did not, it seems, liberate their
audiences. Instead their input was carefully
controlled, not to say manipulated, and the locus of

authority left strictly within the text/mise-en-scéne.

The work of both Meyerhold and Piscator 1is
important, however, in a number of ways. The effect of
their experiments, beyond any immediate political

impact, was to demystify theatre practice and to make
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available new performance components which might more
readily address a popular audience. For the purposes
of this study, the effect on the reception process of
the virtually complete correlation of social, political
and cultural codes between Piscator and audience is of
particular interest. More recently, the alternative
theatre practice of some groups (particularly those
concerned with gay, feminist, or minority ethnic issues)
have relied on a similar correlation of social,

political and cultural codes. In much of this 1later

theatre, authority has been self-consciously
relinquished and traditional reception models
unhesitatingly challenged. As an influence upon

Brecht's work, however, Piscator's system was important
as a supplier of tools (the multimedia components of his
productions) for low-budget, portable, working-class
theatre. While Brecht would have argued against the
political specificity of Piscator's theatre, he clearly
identified the technical apparatus as potentially
effective in a more rigorous examination of the larger
social structures.

The film work and theory of Sergei Eisenstein
was also important in the develdpment of Brecht's epic
theatre. Eisenstein, once an assistant to Meyerhold,

eschewed theatre for cinema, a form he felt more
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"appropriate for the materialist process argued for in a
dialectical aesthetics; 1images had a direct connection
to actuality, and their manipulation through montage
could reproduce the manipulation of objects by the logic
of history" (Polan 45). The montage structuring of
Eisenstein's work broke through the surface reality of
Naturalism to demonstrate the political circumstances
behind general patterns of social relations. This 1is
clearly influential upon Brecht's work. The single
frame Eisenstein saw as a multiple-meaning ideogram, to
be read only in juxtaposition (65-66). In this way
cinema could address the emotions through its
descriptive powers and the intellect by the abstract
relations between frames (62). Paradoxically, however,
Eisenstein's work exploits the production-reception
contract of Naturalist practice in order to promote a
politically appropriate decoding of the montage
structure. As Dana Polan points out:

the very appeal of film as a 'matural' medium
is an appeal that can be utilized by the

dialectical artist to trick audiences
virtually into believing that they are seeing
the same old naturalistic art. By

'naturalizing' the montage structure, by not
calling attention to its 'unnatural' status as
a result of conscious intercession, and, most
important, by using the mathematically
calculated affective pull of the montage
pattern, the filmmaker presents his or her
audience with a film that has, or seems to
have, the same perceptual attributes as the
most 'unbiased' documentary (43).



39

Eisenstein acknowledged this filmic potential for
conveying what he calls "ideologically pointed theses"
(62) and saw film primarily as a structure demonstrating
the relationship of the author to the content '"com-
pelling the spectator to relate himself to the content
in the same way" (168). Nevertheless, Eisenstein's work
is concerned more with the aesthetics of film than with
the relationship between art form and audience. For
Brecht, however, the ideogrammatic form of the frame
provided the model for his own development of the social
gest. Their montage assembly left for the audience a
plurality of possible meanings. As Roland Barthes
suggests, ''mothing separates the scene in epic theatre
from the Eisenstein shot (except that in Brecht the
tableau 1is offered to the spectator for criticism, not
for adherence)" (Image 71).

Barthes' distinction is an important one. The
work of Meyerhold, Piscator and Eisenstein was a
necessary prolusion to Brecht's epic theatre in breaking
with technical conventions and establishing new
audiences, but it did not, ultimately, change stage-
audience relatioms. The performance was, as Barthes
indicates, offered for "adherence." The shock value of
their theatre practice, literally surrounding the

audience with innovation, had the effect of inducing the
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desired mass response. While Brecht's theatre employs
many of the same techniques, it does so in a more inter-
rogatory manner. As his critique of the American enter-
tainment industry indicates, Brecht felt that innovation
in itself did not necessarily challenge existing modes
of production and reception. He writes:

Hollywood's and Broadway's methods of

manufacturing certain excitements and emotions

may possibly be artistic, but their only use

is to offset the fearful boredom induced 1in

any audience by the endless repetition of

falsehoods and stupidities. This technique

was developed and 1is wused in order to

stimulate 1interest in things and ideas that

are not in the 1interest of the audience

(Willett 160).

Not unlike the Hollywood/Broadway practitioners,
Meyerhold and Piscator relied on the complete emotional
involvement of the audience, albeit with the intention
of political action rather than the purely economic
motivations of the former. The virtual mass hysteria
sought by Meyerhold and Piscator (somewhat the opposite
extreme to the passivity sought by Naturalist theatre)
is, however, rejected by Brecht. His theatre sought an
audience which was participatory, but thoughtful; to
reiterate Barthes, '"for criticism, not for adherence.”
This crucial difference between Brecht's theatre and
that of the earlier "revolutionaries," Meyerhold, Eisen-

stein and Piscator, is marked by Brecht's concept of

Verfremdung.
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Of all the critical commentary on Brecht, it is

this central term of the Verfremdungseffekt which has
' 2
attracted the most attention and the most controversy.

As other components of Brechtian dramaturgy can be
linked to an emerging oppositional culture which broke

with conventional practice, the Verfremdungseffekt can

also be linked to earlier work. Its theoretical pre-
cursor is clearly in the work of Russian Formalist,
Victor Shklovsky and, in particular, his explanations of

defamiliarization (ostranenie). Shklovsky discusses

defamiliarization as the device by which literature 1is
recognized as literature. It is a means by which the
perceptive processes of the reader (audience) are
challenged:

The technique of art is to make objects
'unfamiliar', to make forms difficult, to
increase the difficulty and length of
perception because the process of perception
is an aesthetic end in itself and must be
prolonged. - Art 1is a way of experiencing the
artfulness of an object; the object is not

important (1Z7).

But Brecht's Verfremdung is not simply a translation
3
into dramaturgical practice of Shklovsky's ostranenie.

In Brecht's usage, the term is not merely part of an
aesthetic code, but positioned politically. Fredric
Jameson writes:

The purpose of the Brechtian estrangement-

effect is . . . a political one in the most
thoroughgoing sense of the word; it 1is, as
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Brecht insisted over and over, to make you
aware that the objects and institutions you
thought to be natural were really only
historical: the result of change, they them-
selves henceforth become 1in _ their turn
changeable. (The spirit of Marx, the
influence of the Theses on Feuerbach, is
clear.) At the same time, this genuinely
historical vision returns even upon the meta-
physical perceptions themselves, until then
seemingly permanent, 1lending them also the
value of an effect rather than a cause (58).

Thus, through the Verfremdungseffekt, the stage-

audience relationship 1is politicized in a way quite
unlike that in the theatre of Meyerhold and Piscator, or
in the cinema of Eisenstein. The self-reflexive nature
of text/performance 1is not simply a means of fore-
grounding a specific political issue (as in the case of
Piscator's §218) or eliciting a specific political
response (as in Eisenstein's Strike). Neither is it, as
Sylvia Harvey reminds us, simply an appeal to audiences
jaded by stale Naturalism through '"that particular sort
of aesthetic pleasure which is offered to highly
educated audiences on the basis of a recognition of the
transgression of certain aesthetic codes and taboos"
(52). Brecht's foregrounding of the theatrical process

and establishment of Verfremdung in stage-audience

communication operates in a context that questions not
specific concerns, aesthetic or political, but instead
questions the social relations that govern existence and

which are generally accepted as universal or natural.
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Once again it is evident how Brecht calls the audience's
attention to the position of theatre as cultural
institution, an apparatus of the society in which it
exists. He writes:

We are free to discuss any innovation which
doesn't threaten its [the theatre's] social
function-~that of providing an evening's
entertainment. We are not free to discuss
those which threaten to change its function,
possibly by fusing it with the educational
system or with the organs of mass
communication. Society absorbs via the
apparatus whatever it needs in order to re-
produce itself. This means that an innovation
will pass 1if it is calculated to rejuvenate
existing society, but not if it is going to
change 1it--irrespective whether the form of
the society in question 1is good or bad
(Willett 34).

Understanding of Brecht's Verfremdungseffekt (ox

perhaps more accurately, the lack of understanding) has
not, however, illuminated strategies of audience
reception. The confusion arises in what seems to be a

paradox. On the one hand, Verfremdung, as distance,

seems virtually to exclude the audience and, on the
other, it is part of a process where the "episodes must
not succeed one another indistinguishably but must give
us a chance to interpose our judgment" (Willett 201).

Stephen Heath's consideration of Verfremdung as process

is helpful:

[1]lt is not that the spectator is held
separate to the action of the play and, from
there, effectively placed in a relation of
identification to the hero as totalising
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consciousness, but rather that the spectator
is himself included in the movement from ideo-
logy to real, from illusion to objective truth
(the political analysis of forms of
representation in their determinations, the
activity of the play); there are no heroes in
such a theatre, not even the spectator (as
judge, as unifying consciousness): as subject,
the spectator is taken up in the
representation - the play creates an effect of
recognition =~ but that representation, that
Position taken up are pulled out of true (of
Reality') and distanciation is exactly this
(critical) operation (116).

Verfremdung, then, displaces the audience's perception

of stage events and looks for an interactive relation-
ship. Brecht, in a dialogue with playwright Fredrich
Wolf, emphasizes this refusal of separation. While
empathy for a character (either by audience or actor) is
to Dbe avoided in performance, emotion is not denied by

the Verfremdungseffekt:

It is not true, though it 1is sometimes
suggested, that epic theatre (which is not
simply undramatic theatre, as is also some-
times suggested) proclaims the slogan: 'Reason
this side, Emotion (feeling) that.' It by no
means renounces emotion, least of all the
sense of justice, the urge to freedom, and
righteous anger; it is so far from renouncing
these that it does not even assume their
presence, but tries to arouse or to reinforce
them. The ‘'attitude of criticism' which it
tries to awaken in its audience cannot be
passionate enough for it (Willett 227).

Despite the misunderstandings surrounding the

Verfremdungseffekt (and it seems likely that these are,

at least on occasion, wilful), Brecht's work sets up a

number of starting points for the study of audience
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reception. His plays, along with his theoretical
writing, consolidate a developing theatre practice self-
consciously concerned with the audience. Performance,
hitherto almost hermetically sealed, demanding of the
audience only the role of receiver, became essentially a
co-operative  venture, A role of activity was
established for the audience and their position as part
of the dramatic process acknowledged. This not omnly
encouraged what Althusser calls '"the production of a new
spectator, an actor who starts where the performance
ends" (For Marx 151), but questioned the dominant
(natural) model of stage-audience commmunication.
Citing the parallel between Brecht's stress on audience
involvement and radical models of the communication
process, Carl Gardner explains:

The 'receiver' of any 'message' 1is never

passive =~ here we see the false analogy with

the radio-receiver - but is an active producer

of meanings. It is precisely one of the ideo-

logical functions of the bourgeois media to

obscure this - the relations of consumption of

the cinema, for example, attempt to reduce the

process of creation of meanings on the part of

the audience to an absolute minimum (5-6).

Brecht's work has challenged the idea of an obvious

and fixed perceptive process. Instead it has identified
this process as one bound in the conventions and codes

that form the discourse of a particular ideology. The

jdeological basis of the play will not necessarily
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coincide with that of the audience (or indeed of the
performers or of the producing company) but it is this
interaction which will constitute performance.

Because of his stress on the theatrical
experience as contract, 1ideologically situated, Brecht
has, not surprisingly, become an important reference
point for ©politically~-committed cultural theorists.
His ideas lie behind, and support, the parameters of
their research. Janet Wolff, for example, challenges
the concept of aesthetic autonomy precisely through the
relationships Brecht has identified:

[Tlhe nature of the audience is determined,
amongst other things, by the nature and
practice of culture in general in that society
« « . by the general ideology of that society
and of its sub-divisions, and by the general
mode of production and relations of production
of that society. In other words, the
Possibility for the reception of radical or
negative' culture is itself determined by the
economic base, and by the extent and type of
autonomy accorded to general and aesthetic
ideology by the stage of development of that
society (Social Production 93-94?.

As a complement to this theoretical influence,
Brecht's plays have been important in the establishment
of oppositional theatre. In the U.S., there were land-

mark productions of In the Jungle of the Cities and Man

is Man by Beck and Malina's Living Theater. In Britain,

by way of Joan Littlewood's work and the Berliner

Ensemble's 1956 London performances, the plays have
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provided the primary model. Certainly the reception
history of Brecht in Britain substantiates Wolff's
system of cultural relations. Immediately following the
1956 visit of Brecht's troupe, there was a general rush
“to be Brechtian." First attempts (such as John
Osborne's Luther) did little more than replicate the
surface characteristics of epic theatre. Where play-
wrights more  consciously tried to tramnslate the
political impetus of epic theatre into a British format

(as in John Arden's Armstrong's Last Goodnight), their

plays were generally poorly received and almost always
misunderstood. Edward Bond bore the title of the
British Brecht as criticism rather than praise.
Reception difficulties were complicated by the radical
nature of the production requirements of Brecht's
theatre; Steve Gooch summarizes:

So great was the confusion, it never seemed to
occur to anyone that Brecht's arguments had
been conducted 1largely within a proscenium=-
arch tradition, and that ‘'alienation' almost
depended on 1its quality of ‘separation.'
Instead Brecht was embraced as ideal fodder
for production in the proliferation of end-
stage, in-the-round, octagonal, three-sided
and 'environmental' auditoria which sprang up
all over the country during the sixties'
theatre boon. Consequently the rigour of
Brecht's appeal to the conscious faculties of
his audience was diluted and disappeared in a

%ind of osmosis between stage and auditorium
36).

Only with the establishment over a period of
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time of an oppositional theatre practice was Brecht's
theory understood and successful productions of his
plays undertaken. Nevertheless, as Steve Gooch's
description of the transfer of a successful production

of Brecht's The Mother from the East End of London to

the Round House at Chalk Farm (Hampstead) makes evident,
this possibility was still precarious:

[Al]lthough the production and personnel were
identical, the particular experience the show
offered was wvastly altered by the move to a
bigger building, with a different producing
management and an NW3 audience rather than the
usual pilgrims to El. Where control over
these relations is beyond one's power, how-
ever, the show is most certainly the thing;
and given that for companies in the seventies,
questions of a show's audience and environment
were as important as its content and style,
the struggles to ‘get it right' were
considerable (50).

By the late seventies in Britain, Brecht's plays were
"recuperated" as classics. In 1976, the National
Theatre staged an exhibition of Brecht inm Britain; in
1980, The Life of Galileo was produced there. More
recently (1986), the Berliner Ensemble made its North
American debut in Toronto. David Burgess comments that

the Ensemble's production of The Threepenny Opera "would

have done the D'Oyley Carte Company proud'" (76) and that

performances of The Caucasian Chalk Circle reinforced

"accepted values and confirmed prejudices just as surely

as a Sylvester Stallone movie or a Noel Coward play"
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(77). Burgess notes:

Ironically, it [the production of The
Caucasian Chalk Circle] taught that official
culture can co-opt a play of any political
stripe, and make it serve its own static ends;
it taught, as Brecht pointed out in his Short
Organum and elsewhere, that a production which
1s only an aesthetic success, can be a
disaster when considered in other ways (77).

The academic debate concerning Brecht's

Verfremdung has placed even more emphasis upon the

audience's participation in theatre. Dana Polan
suggests that distance can work as a demonstration that
usual modes of reception are ideologically determined
and that Brecht's theatre "break[s] down the socially
unquestioning way that people watch spectacle” (96).
His example of Bruce Conner's Report, a film made in the
early sixties, is well chosen. Conner was refused
footage of the Kennedy assassination by the CBS and, as
a result, made a film concerning all the events sur-
rounding the shooting with the exception of that central
incident. The screen images disappear at the point of
the assassination, leaving only the soundtrack (com-
posed, throughout the film, of radio news coverage).
Polan comments:

Conmner's film suggests that we can never know

the event but only media presentations of 1it;

as 1if to show how reality is constructed by

media, several scenes are loop-printed and run

over and over again to suggest that an event

can be postponed, effaced, by the way it 1is
presented. Report takes a typical moviegoing
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desire and quotes it through a critical

stance. In one loop=-printing, the car moves

toward its destination but is bounced back by

the editing. The next shots are from the

synchronic presentation; this, Report shows

us, 1is the real event, not the ~documentary

payoff our habits of viewing have led us to

want from films promising to be “about" the

Kennedy assassination (97).
Howard Brenton and David Hare's play, Pravda, tackles
the medium of newspaper reporting. They show that
"truth” (played upon in the title) is always mediated by
social, economic and political considerations and that
it is inevitable that ideals of "truth' (represented in
the character, Andrew May) are compromised to the
exigencies of the controlling ideology. Like Conner's
film, Brenton and Hare's play refuses the audience their
customary explanations. Hare, in an interview, makes
clear the propagandist element of so-called news-
reporting: '"You could say all news is a matter of
opinion. Which is plainly Fleet Street's line of
defence. But the spin that's put on almost all the
stories you read? Are we supposed to believe it's all
one way by coincidence?" (37).

Brecht's work then has been central in two ways:
he has shown that the media institutions are always
contingent, and has foregrounded the audience as

&
already-always interpellated by ideology. What he has

laid bare becomes the core of radical theatre and film
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theory. Claire Johnston's polemic for a Marxist film
culture emphatically inscribes the relationship between
film and audience, specified both historically and
institutionally, as crucial to "the possibiility of
working through strategies in relation to the ideo-
logical struggle" (86). Chris Rawlence looks to the
practice of theatre companies such as his (Red Ladder)
to "act as a catalyst in reminding this audience [from
the working class] of its own cultural and political
potential™ (64). In any production~-reception contract,
therefore, the audience's response will be shaped by the
general system of cultural relations as identified by
Wolff., Within that system, their receptive process will
be 1immediately directed by the conditions of production
and the positioning of the world on stage vis-a-vis its
extratheatrical referents.5
Above all, Brecht's work makes manifest the

creative role of theatre audiences and positions this
role ideologically. Any research of reception must then
deal with issues which are cultural as well as
individual. Sylvia Harvey emphasizes this requirement:

[Tlhe ability to decipher certain codes or

certain code~breaking operations is culturally

and socially determined; and as there are

institutions of cultural production and con-

sumption so also there are institutions of

reading; a reader a?proaches a text from

within a particular 'apparatus of reading.'
Any cultural producer who fails to investigate
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the relationship between social class and
reading competence produces in a vacuum (55).

It is this question that reader-response theory might be

expected to address.



2. Reader-response theory

The term, '"reader-response,'" has been coined,
retroactively, to cover developments in theory concerned
with the relationship between text and reader. The
explosion of interest in the reading process started in
the late 1960s and continued through the 1970s, and this
umbrella term of reader-response now incorporates a
diversity of approaches to textual reception. While
reader-centered studies continue to be published,6
reader-response no longer occupies a central place in
theoretical investigations. It can be considered an
historically-situated movement with events of the late
'60s, Dboth in academia and more generally, shaping its
development. More recent post-structuralist theory has
made evident the limitations of the reader-response
approach, but the diversity of investigations undertaken
does, however, offer some useful models for this present
study of reception. There is, at least in part, a res-
ponse to Harvey's concern with the '"apparatus of
reading." Indeed, without the existing corpus of
reader-response theory, it is unlikely that there would
be the current concern of drama theorists for the role
of the audience.

In her introduction to The Reader in the Text, a

1980 anthology sub~titled Essays on Audience and Inter-

pretation, Susan Suleiman describes the general trend in
53
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the humanities "toward self-reflexiveness--questioning
and making explicit the assumptions that ground the
methods of the discipline, and concurrently the
investigator's role in delimiting or even in
constituting the object of study" (4). This '"'self-
reflexiveness,'" she argues, ‘'has its analogue in the
principles of relativity and uncertainty as they emerged
in physics early in this century" (4). Furthermore,
self-reflexivity had surfaced as a central interest in

the texts themselves. John Fowles' novel, The French

Lieutenant's Woman (1969) and Peter Handke's play,

Offending The Audience (1966), are well-known examples

of works which address the assumptions of their art and
the role of their audiences, and which anticipate a
theory with the same concerns.

More specifically, the political milieu of the
late 1960s shaped emergent reader-response theory.
Challenges to dominant social and political practices
had widespread repercussions for academic institutions.
Pressures for change came in many forms and areas, with
the events of 1968 in Paris an obvious example. Less
visible but also indicative of challenges made 1is the

publication of Ansichten einer kunftigen Germanistik

(1969), a proposed action for '"both the institutional

and the methodological restructuring of literary studies
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in West Germany" (Holub 9). 1In a period when the ideo-
logy and practices of academia were under attack, it is
not difficult to understand the appeal of a theory which
dissolved power from the traditional loci of authority
in favour of the more egalitarian reader.

In North America, reader-response emerged as an
attack on the hegemony of New Criticism and
particularly, as Jane Tompkins points out in her

introduction to Reader-Response Criticism, "in direct

opposition to the New Critical dictum issued by Wimsatt
and Beardsley in 'The Affective Fallacy'" (ix). For
Wimsatt and Beardsley, the affective fallacy is:

a special case of epistemological skepticism,
though wusually advanced as if it had far
stronger claims than the overall forms of
skepticism. It begins by trying to derive the
standard of criticism from the psychological
effects of the poem and ends in impressionism
and relativism (21).

The result of affective criticism, they argued, was the
disappearance of the object of study, the text itself.
Mary Louise Pratt's assessment of New Criticism and
reader-response in the U.S. makes some wvalid points
about their relationship:

The rise of American New Criticism is often
seen as part of a general shift in the academy
from a stress on encyclopedic knowledge, to a
stress on knowledge as technique or method.
New Criticism is both an agent in this shift
of wvalues and a pedagogical reponse to 1it.
With students who have technical knowledge and
lack encyclopedic knowledge, what you have
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left to teach from is the text, and what you
have 1left to teach are techniques. In ana-
logous fashion, reader~response criticism and
pedagogy clearly capitalize on the culture's
intense focus on self- knowledge and self-
observation, and on the validity now accorded
to personal and intuitive knowledge. Students
come to us trained, like ourselves, in
observing their own responses, in talking
about them, and in considering them important.
« « o this is an improvement over formalism,
if only because it 1is true, among other
things, that readers make meaning (27).

The pedogogical desirability of a shift in critical
perspective is argued in an early study, Walter

Slatoff's With Respect to Readers (1970).

The radical nature of early investigations to-
ward a reader-centered criticism 1is evident from
Slatoff's opening statement: "One feels a little foolish
having to begin by insisting that works of literature
exist, in part, at least, in order to be read, that we
do in fact read them, and that it is worth thinking
about what happens when we do" (3). Slatoff argues that
even the most determined of formalist analyses cannot
escape the effects of the reading process. Furthermore
the fallacy of being able to apply scientific rigour to
"autonomous" texts is admirably illustrated:

[E]Jven if in some exquisitely misguided pur-
suit of objectivity he [the critic] were
deliberately to avoid prejudicing himself by
reading it, to study works he has not read,
his work would still be conditioned by his
reading of other works. His very choice to

study a literary work rather than a newspaper
headline implies a belief in the importance of
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certain kinds of responses (12).

Along with this disclosure of necessarily wunder-
lying assumptions, Slatoff provides other evidence to
support his interest in the reader. He discusses his
own differing experiences with successive readings of

Faulkner's The Sound and The Fury (19-20) and the

divergence of different readers' analyses of a single
text. As New Critics, Slatoff points out, "[w]e rarely
concern ourselves, for example, with the problem of
individual differences among readers or even with the
question of how much control and guidance of responses
is provided by any particularly literary work or by

literary works in general (13-14). With Respect to

Readers deals with textual strategies in order to
demonstrate that works are far from autonomous, but
indeed'rely on the intervention of the reader.

One chapter deals with the role of the narrator.
Slatoff writes: "When we Dbegin to read a piece of
fiction I suspect our most significant initial response
is to the mind of the narrator" (98-99). The narrator,
of course, implies a narratee, and investigations of
shifting responses to a narrator's opinions (Slatoff's

focus is on Middlemarch) support his argument in favour

of the wvalue of describing literary response. More
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evidence of the reader's central role Slatoff finds in
the fact that many (if not most) works refuse unity and

coherence.. They are open, rather than closéd, texts.
7
Drawing on the ideas of Robert M. Adams , Slatoff looks

to the "strains and irresolutions inherent in the works
themselves" (153) as the source of both reader interest

and discomfort. The existence of such '"strains and

irresolutions" demands reading taking place as '"an

action" and not merely as a pseudo-scientific dissection
of textual elements.

Pedagogical experience further supports these
ideas. Slatoff writes:

For large numbers of students, the 1literary
work, far from providing welcome and satis-
fying order, is chiefly a threat and challenge
to their customary ways of seeing, thinking,
and feeling. It is their ordinary experience
which seems to have form and pattern, which
seems comprehensible, satisfying, and true.
It is their literary experience which is dis=-
orderly and confusing, an experience not so
much of illumination as of groping in
unfamiliar 1lights and shadows. What they
perceive or sense is not the form or coherence
of the artist's vision but its foreignness to
their own pre-conceived values and notions and
its challenge to the adequacy of their
habitual ways of ordering their experience
(140-141),

With Respect to Readers is, above all, a work concerned

with improving the classroom experience, with making the
study of literature more accessible and more worthwhile

to the students enrolled. To this end, Slatoff's book
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includes an appendix of two students' essays, written
for a Whitman and Dickinson course. These essays chart
the reader's relationship to the texts under discuséion
and are intended to substantiate Slatoff's claim that
such studies "can stimulate intellectual inquiry of the
most interesting and demanding sort and, what is more,
lead to formulations which are both more meaningful and
more accurate than those which are presumably
'objective'" (179).

Slatoff does not look to establish alternative
theoretical models with which to replace New Critical
methods. He is, in fact, resolutely anti-theory: '"The
sorts of problems I have been raising cannot be resolved
by theoretical systems or constructions, however logical
and 1ingenious" (20-21). The polemic of his final
chapter (despite its title, '"Against Detachment'") is
directed toward a co-existence of reader-response and
New Criticism:

I wouldn't want to see this sort of criticism
[response] supplant the impersonal; I really
wouldn't; but there is no reason why it can't
coexist with the other, even within, say, the
pages of PMLA, which when it does admit the
human voice admits it only in the clubby tones
of its 'For Members Only' section (173).
This early study of the reader's role is, without doubt,

open to Susan Suleiman's charge of '"'‘old-fashioned'

humanism" (28), but, as Suleiman admits, this has
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virtues as well as limitations. Slatoff's work traces
the issues which were to dominate theoretical
investigations of later reader-response studies. The
tentativeness with which he makes proposals only
demonstrates the magnitude of the revolution needed to
overthrow the supremacy of the text.

One omission from Slatoff's argument is a con-
sideration of the responses of the unconscious mind as
part of an individual's experience in the realization of
a text. It is an omission which Slatoff acknowledges.
He notes this absence as due in part to his wish to
avoid the use of "speéialized knowledges  and
terminologies" and in part to his own lack of knowledge
of the subject (26). To rectify this omission, Slatoff

directs his reader to Norman N. Holland's The Dynamics

of Literary Response. Holland's work, starting with the

1968 publication of The Dynamics of Literary Response,

has made a significant contribution to reader-response
theory in establishing a subjective, or psychoanalytic,
approach to the act of reading. Psychoanalytic theory,
and particularly the work of Freud, has led to the
considerable interest of some theatre practitioners in
drama which seeks to express the workings of the inner
mind. |

Freud's interest in audience response is evident
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from his discussions of Hamlet and Oedipus Rex. The

success of Qedipus--and the failure of many modern
tragedies-~Freud accounts for in the presentation of a
protagonist who falls in love with his mother and who is
jealous of his father, '"a universal event of early
childhood" (V, 265). The effect of the play, then, is
to evoke an Aristotelean catharsis in the audience.
Freud writes: "While the poet, as he unravels the past,
brings to light the guilt of Oedipus, he is at the ‘same
time compelling us to recognize our own inner minds, 1in
which those same impulses, though suppressed, are still
to be found" (V, 263). Through the double distancing of
Sophocles' fiction and the actor's performance, the
members of the audience experience wish-fulfilment and a
purgation of their own Oedipus complex. Hamlet,
according to Freud, works in much the same way, although
in the case of this play's protagonist, the impulses
remain repressed, as in life. For Freud:

It appears as a necessary preconditon of this

form of art that the impulse that is

struggling into consciousness, however clearly

it is recognizable, 1is never given a definite

name; so that in the spectator too the process

is carried through with his attention averted,

and he is in the grip of his emotions instead

of )taking stock of what is happening (VII,

309).

Holland's theories of reading, with their funda-

mental reliance on Freud's work are, for this reason,
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helpful in approaching some aspects of audience

reception. Holland initiates The Dynamics of

-V Lliterary Response with a question: "What is the relation

between the patterns he finds objectively in the text
and a reader's subjective experience of the text?"
(xiii). His book, as did Slatoff's, aims to provide
some answer(s). "Clearly", Holland states, '"meaning is
not simply 'there' in the text; rather it is something
we construct for the text within the limits of the text"
(25) and of crucial importance is the psychoanalytic
meaning which "underlies all the others" (27).

The first stage of Holland's psychoanalytic

model in The Dynamics of Literary Response is to

establish that all texts have "a central core of
fantasy" (62) and that the fantasies are handled 'by
techniques that resemble familiar defensive or adaptive
strategies" (58). Through an analysis of Arnold's
"Dover Beach," Holland shows form (or  structure)
operating as defense to transform the '"disturbing
fantasy of a mother's withdrawal® (Dynamics 123) into an
intellectual experience which 1is one of pleasure.
Fantasy, however, generally provides anxiety as well as
pleasure. But, through the agents of form and meaning,
the fantasy will be "modified to reduce the anxiety"

(Dynamics 182). Meaning is constructed by the reader
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through a process of introjection "so that what happens
'‘in' it feels as though it were happening 'in' him. .. .
When the reader takes the work in, it brings to him its
potentialities for fantasy, for defensive trans-
formations, and meaning. The reader in turn brings to
it  his capacity for fantasy and  his defensive
structures” (Dynamics 180).

With an analysis of Brecht's dramatic technique
and of Ionesco's absurdist drama, theatre which denies
preexistent textual meaning, Holland demonstrates how
readers make, and need, meaning. In Holland's terms,
the metatheatrical nature of Brechtian drama foregrounds
for the audience their "willing suspension of dis-
belief." Ionesco provides nothing in which to believe
and this creates a need in the audience which they
endeavour to fulfill through their "own problem~-solving
faculties" (Dynamics 179). The evidence of this need
for meaning suggests to Holland that meaning, like form,
acts as "a defense to permit the partial gratification
of fantasy" (Dynamics 183). In other words, meaning
provides for the reader '"a mastery of the fantasy con-
tent" (Dynamics 185). The pleasure derived from the
reading process equates with "the feeling of having a
fantasy of our own and our own associations to it

managed and controlled but at the same time allowed a
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limited expression and gratification" (Dynamics 311-12),

This early study by Holland shares with
Slatoff's work the reluctance to dismiss completely the
objectivity of the text and again, although for very
different reasons, suggests a -necessary coexistence.
Both texts and readers, Holland argues, hold a central
core of fantasy and it is the interaction of the two
which produces meaning. As reader-response inquiry
became a more familiar concept, the need to measure it
against New Criticism 1lessened, and oppositions of
objective and subjective were replaced by debates within
the area. Holland's later work, at least in part for
these reasons, shows a departure from his initial model.

Later works, such as Poems in Persons: An Introduction

to the Psychoanalysis of Literature and 5 Readers

Reading, abandon the notion of texts autonomously
holding a central core of fantasy which the author has
'managed’ through the defenses of form and structure.
The fantasy Holland once located in the text he now
identifies as a creation of the reader's own drives.
The essay, "Unity Identity Text Self," encapsulates
the theory detailed in these later works, and sets out
the view that interpretation now is solely a function of
"

the reader through what Holland describes as an

identity theme.'" Different interpretations of a text
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result from the different identity themes of critics
("Unity" 122). Holland's governing principle is that:

identity re~creates itself. . . . That is,

all of us, as we read, use the literary work

to symbolize and finally to replicate our-

selves. We work out through the text our own

characteristic  patterns of desire and

adaptation. We interact with the work, making

it part of our own psychic economy and making

ourselves part of the literary work--as we

interpret it ("Unity" 124).

One problem with Holland's theory is, as Steven
8

Mailloux points out , a difficulty in explaining how, if
we all possess unique identity themes which we replicate
in our readings of literary texts, views are often
shared between critics. Jonathan Culler's criticisms in
"A Prolegomena to a Theory of Reading" have more serious
implications. As Culler points out, Holland has merely
"transferred the concept of unity from text to person"
(55). Culler further comments: "This is, of course, the
way of American ego psychology, which can be shown to be
a vulgarized and sentimentalized version of the New
Criticism" (55).

I would agree with Susan Suleiman, however, that
Holland's theory can provide useful insights into that
aspect of reading which "involves daydreaming, private
delusions and fantasies" (31). Indeed, while Holland's

work may be considered marginal to some in terms of

literary theory, his interest in the experience of the
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unconscious mind is one which has occupied some of the
most important, and influential, theatre practitioners
in this century. Most obviously there is the work of
Antonin Artaud. 1In his first manifesto for '"The Theatre
of Cruelty," Artaud states:
Theatre will never be itself again, that is to
say will never be able to form truly illusive
means, unless it provides the audience with
truthful distillations of dreams where 1its
taste for crime, its erotic obsessions, its
savageness, 1its fantasies, 1its utopian sense
of life and objects, even its cannibalism, do
not gush out on an illusory, make-believe
[sic], but on an inner level (70-1).
Artaud also sought to abandon what he saw as a '"foolish
adherence to texts" (59) in order to return theatre to
an immediate  experience for both pérformers and
audience. To achieve this, he set out a theatre of

affect:

To reforge the links, the chain of a rhythm
when audiences saw their own real lives in a
show. We must allow audiences to identify
with the show breath by breath and beat by
beat.

It is not enough for the audience to be
riveted by the show's magic and this will
never happen unless we know where to affect
them (95).

While Artaud never quite matched the intensity of his
vision in his own theatre practice, his ideas have been
pursued by other theatre practioners and the search for

a theatre which spoke on and to "an inner 1level" has

been continued. The theatre of Jerzy Grotowski is the
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most notable example but the earlier work of Tadeusz
Kantor, some projects of Judith Malina and Julian Beck
and some Peter Brook productions have shown a similar

“"an inner level." Grotowski has

foregrounding of
written: "We are concerned with the spectator who has
genuine spiritual needs and who really wishes, through
confrontation with the performance, to analyse himself"
(40). Allowing an interchangeability of performance and
literary work, how close this aim lies to Holland's
proposition that the reader interacts with a work,
incorporating it as part of his psyche, and making
himself part of the work ("Unity" 124).

The confused reception of those performances
which indeed sought the activation of an audience's
"identity theme(s)'" suggests that this is a process
which audiences have been trained to resist and repress.
Peter Brook writes that the audience who attended the
first public performance of his experimental programme
came "with the usual mixture of condescension, playful-
ness and faint disapproval that the notion of the avant-
garde arouses" (145). His production of Artaud's The
Jet of Blood received mixed response: '"Part of the
audience was 1immediately fascinated, part giggled"”
(145). While Holland no doubt would explain the

laughter as defense, it is nevertheless evident that
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audiences do resist the immediate relationships sought
by Artaudian theatre. A production, it seems, is more
likely to reveal its director's "identity theme" than to
call into play the "psychic economy'" of the audience.

Perhaps surprisingly, Holland's theory appears
to have been ignored by psychoanalytic critics of

theatre texts. Roy Huss's The Mindscapes of Art, where

Holland's work is acknowledged as a '"milestone'" and
applauded for its emphasis on "the integrative function
of art" (15), 1is typical in confining consideration to
text and author. With Holland's work so praised, Huss
might well have extended his criticism beyond an
examination of fantasy within the dramatic texts, beyond
psychobiographical analysis, to include the response of
reader/audience.

A notable exception is Christian Metz's '"The
Fiction Film and its Spectator: A Metapsychological
Study." Metz bases his investigations on Freud's theory
of (day)dreams and his findings suggest that Holland's
pursuit of the reader's private world might well find
some application in a model of theatrical reception.
Metz poses‘the question: ‘'"how does the spectator effect
the mental leap which alone can lead him from the
perceptual donnée, consisting of moving visual and sonic

impressions, to the constitution of a fictional



69

universe, from an objectively real but denied signifier
to an imaginary but psychologically real signified?”
(85). For the theatre spectator, the signifiers are, of
course, present, but otherwise the relationship holds.
Metz provides his answers in the analysis of the "waking
sleep" wundertaken by the filmic spectator and it does
indeed seem that psychoanalytic theory might well f£fill
some of the otherwise unchartable gaps of the perceptive
process.

While Holland's theory rests on the existence of
an 1individual's identity theme, the theory of Stanley
Fish has come to rely on a concept of "interpretive
communities," one more easily applicable to theatre

audiences. Published in 1980, 1Is There A Text in this

Class? 1is a collection of essays covering ten years of
Fish's work as a reader~-response theorist and, as his
introduction makes clear, this includes several shifts
in position.

The early work of Fish, like that of Slatoff and
Holland, makes only a cautious break with text-centered
criticism. His "Affective Stylistics" turned attention
away "from the spatial context of a page and 1its
observable regularities to the temporal context of a
mind and its experiences" (91). Questions to be raised,

Fish argues, concern not what a text means, but what it
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does. With the reader placed in a central role, Fish
attends to the problem that no two readers make exactly
the same analysis of a text (though not, it must be
noted, to the fact that a single reader can make quite
different readings). To address the question of
divergent readings, he introduces the "informed reader."
This informed reader is defined by his/her linguistic
competence, a shared system of rules, which interacts
with "the temporal left-to-right reception of the verbal
string” (47) and thus enables analysis of the developing
response. Other qualities that the informed reader will
possess include competence with the language employed by
the text, a mature semantic knowledge, and 1literary
competence, which Fish explains as being "sufficiently
experienced . . . to have internalized the properties of
literary discourses, including everything from the most
local of devices (figures of speech, and so on) to whole
genres'" (48). At this point in Fish's theory, the text
remains important as an objective entity which, 1in
particular ways, manipulates the reader, however
informed.

The aim of his work, Fish insists, 1is not the
creation of a method. The thrust of his study is away
from evaluation toward description. For this reason,

Fish is determined to separate his own work from that of
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other stylisticians. In the essay, "What is
Stylistics," studies by Louis Milic, Richard Ohmann,
Michael Halliday, J.P. Thorne and Michael Riffaterre are
discussed as Fish's proof that other stylisticians
merely establish "an inventory of fixed significances"
(84), without acknowledging the shape of the reader's
experience as a constraint. In the case of Riffaterre,
for example, Fish argues that "he cuts his data off from
the source of value and is then free to confer any value
he pleases” (87). 1In his own affective stylistics, Fish
fuses "the descriptive and interpretive acts" (95). He
makes it quite clear that this is not a return to
impressionism (the charge of Wimsatt and Beardsley's
"affective fallacy" again), but a high-precision skill
for the description of an ever-changing reading process.

The starting point of Fish's reader-response
theory shows, then, only a partial break with New
Critical interests and the shortcomings of affective
stylistics are readily confessed by Fish in  his

introduction to Is There A Text In This (lass? He

writes:

In short, I was moving in two (incompatible)
directions at once: in the one the hegemony of
formalism was confirmed and even extended by
making the text responsible for the activities
of 1its reader; in the other those same
activities were given a larger and larger role
to the extent that at times the very existence
of the text was called into question (8).
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The next stage in Fish's theory, covered in the essay
"How Ordinary Is Ordinary Language," was to face the
historical opposition between linguists (who see
literature as language) and critics (who say that
linguistic analysis ignores the essential characteristic
of literature, its formal properties)(98). Underlying
these contradictory stances, Fish identifies a common

ground. Both critics and linguists "

are collaborating
to perpetuate the same disastrous model"” (101), the
marking of difference between ordinary language and
literary language. This distinction, Fish argues, is
worse than useless, and criticism constituted from this
model 1is simply a process of evaluation. Language 1is
not ordinary, but constituted by the commitments and
attitudes of those who produce it; literature does not
employ a different language (since there is no such
thing as ordinary language) but instead is language
around which we have drawn a frame (107-9). Aesthetics,
Fish asserts, must be seen as 'local and conventional
rather than universal, reflecting a collective decision
as to what will count as literature, a decision that
will Dbe in force only so long as a community of readers
or believers . . . continues to abide by it" (109). 1In
this way the question of what constitutes literature 1is

addressed not [as] a disinterested investigation but
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the reflection of an ideology; not a progress toward a
theory but the production of one; not a question but an
answer' (111).
Fish's conclusions about language lead him into

.his next, and perhaps most influential, stage of reader-
response theory, the idea of the interpretive community.
In "Interpreting the Variorum,'" Fish reiterates his '"new
facts," that meaning is experiential, not positivist,
and derives from the reader's activities and not from an
autonomous text. With this established, Fish discusses
types of reader (Holland's profiles without the psycho-
analytic underpinning) whose readings are shaped by
interpretive strategies. Agreement between readers, or
habitual differences in '"the career of a single reader"
(171), can be explained by the existence of the inter-
pretive community. These, Fish writes:

are made up of those who share 1interpretive

strategies not for reading (in the con-

ventional sense) but for writing texts, for

constituting their properties and assigning

their intentions. In other words, these

strategies exist prior to the act of reading

and therefore determine the shape of what 1is

read rather than, as is usually assumed, the

other way round (171).
"Principled" critical debates occur not because of any
intrinsic textual stability, but '"because of a stability

in the makeup of interpretive communities and therefore

in the opposing positions they make possible" (171). In
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redefine it and reshape its configurations'" (366).
Interpretive communities, therefore, are not stable,
holding privileged points of view, but represent
different interpretive strategies held by different
literary cultures at different times.

Diachronic analysis of play reception appears to
corroborate Fish's concept of the interpretive
community. The reception history of Harold Pinter's The

Birthday Party is exemplary. In 1958, the play

premiered in London at the Lyric, Hammersmith, and the

review on May 20th from the drama critic of The Times

was less than enthusiastic: "Mr. Pinter's effects are
neither comic nor terrifying: they are never more than
puzzling, and after a little while we tend to give wup
the puzzle in despair" (3). His confusion and despair
clearly extended to the audience at large and the run
survived only a few performances. By contrast, pre-

London performances of The Birthday Party in Oxford and

Cambridge had been more enthusiastically received where
audiences were likely to be constituted, at least 1in
part, by the local academic community. Thus they would
be more aware of, and receptive to, the traditions of

European avant-garde underlying Pinter's play. Further-

more, when The Birthday Party was revived at the Aldwych

in London some six years later, it was heralded as a
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success and enjoyed a much longer run. On 18th June

1964, a Times review declared: '"The Birthday Party 1is

the Ur-text of modern British drama: if John Osborne
fired new authors into writing, Pinter showed them how
to write" (18). In Fish's terms, the experiences of
1958 show the contrasting responses to Pinter's play by
different interpretive communities and those of 1964
demonstrate that the interpretive strategies of the
London theatre=-going public had been redefined and re-
shaped by an increased exposure to '"new" drama. Indeed,
Fish's assertion that texts are accorded value not by
any intrinsic properties but by interpretive communities
can be extended to include even the existence of those
texts. Historically there has been little or no record
of drama by women playwrights in the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries. Yet, recent research by
Julie Holledge clearly demonstrates that women's theatre
was not only in existence at this time, but in fact
prolific. Mrs. Worthington's Daughters, a feminist
theatre company with Holledge as one of its founders,
revived hitherto "lost' plays and these productions have
afforded further reevaluation.

The role of the drama critic is another area
which might usefully be explored through Fish's idea of

interpretive communities. Patrice Pavis, in his
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analysis of the collected reviews of Peter Brook's

~production of Measure for Measure at the Bouffes du Nord

in 1978, has emphasized the shared strategies within the
genre of theatre criticism. Reviews, Pavis found, con-
verged in discussion of the theatre space and type of

. N . . . .
mise-en-scene in order to distinguish Brook's work from

more "ordinary" productions. They also largely dealt
with problems in understanding the foreign accents
(which Pavis attributes to "a very French impatience
colored by xenophobia" [Languages 103]) and the general

acting style. What Pavis finds most remarkable is the

general inadequacy of critical discourse: "Saying that
the mise en scéne is 'cold,' 'dense,' ‘'self-effacing,'
‘assured,’ ‘'adroit,' 'of a refreshing lack of affect-

ation' does not really help the reader to perceive it"
(Languages 103). He concludes:

Finally, the critical discourse~-~-probably
because Brook has the status of a public monu-
ment~--does not take the risk of discouraging
or encouraging the public to go and see the

play.

The unexpressed judgment seems to be:
"obviously it is good Dbecause it is
Shakespeare, directed by Brook, although it
hasn't got that particular twist of the novel
and the exceptional" (Languages 104).

Clearly, as Pavis points out (Languages 104-105), the
discourse of the critics reflects shared assumptions of

what constitutes theatre and its sub-categories, main-
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stream and alternative.

Pavis sees the theatre critic's role as 'voice
for the arts" as at least having partial freedom from
the political assumptions underlying the newspaper or
journal represented, although it all reflects "what
Barthes called the bourgeois sense of the quantitative
and the visible" (Languages 105). In the "alternative"
press, however, theatre criticism has been overtly
linked to the political bias of the publication
represented. The arrival in the 1970s of London's Time
Out was without doubt instrumental in the establishment
of emerging feminist and gay theatre. Their reviews
were important not only for their radical political
alignment, but for their information value, bringing to
attention a wealth of theatre which was outside both
traditional theatre spaces and traditional publicity
mechanisms. It is a role which continues. Alisa
Solomon, one of several theatre critics for Village
Voice, stresses the interactive relationship between
marginal theatre companies and those reviewers seen as
sympathetic to their political and/or performance
objectives. She notes, however, that any unfavourable
reviews might be instrumental in the loss of financial
grants for a company whose objectives she, in general,

supports. The interpretive communities of theatre
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critics are clearly influential but not necessarily
helpful, either to the companies reviewed or to the
public seeking their opinions. This highlights an
aspect of the interpretive community which Fish explores
only in passing, the inevitable political underpinning
of an interpretive community and its relationship to the
dominant ideology. The preceding examples of the
repertory of a company such as Mrs. Worthington's
Daughters and the concerns of critics such as Solomon
underscore the 1link between power and knowledge made
explicit in Foucault's work. Fish, on the other hand,
ignores politics and, indeed, any notion of the role of
class, race or gender in the constitution of the inter-
pretive community.

The reluctance of Fish to deal with the
political implications of the interpretive community has
been identified in a number of analyses and critics
generally concur that this is a deliberate strategy.
William Cain writes:

The thrust of Fish's theory is radical
and liberating, for he subverts the myth that
an authority is a natural fact, and that we
are forever bound to the existing shape of our
institutions. Yet even as Fish points toward
the radical force of his theory, he weakens
it, turning his theory's demystifying power
into a restatement of authority's necessary
dominion over us. As Fish's concern for '"con-
straints" in his early work testifies, he is

strongly committed to order, discipline, and
control. And it is, I think, this belief in
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the need to preserve order, to conserve

meaning within its proper bounds, that leads

him to wundercut his argument at its most

radical point (87).
Frank Lentricchia's assessment is even more accusatory.
To consider the interpretive community as “walled off
from larger enclosures of social structure and his-
torical process is," Lentricchia suggests, "a repetition
of aestheticist isolationism" (147). He argues that Fish
should have at least made it clear '"that the con-
solidated interpretive community he is talking about is
situated on the northeastern seaboard of the United
States, and that most of its members are 'at home' in
the English departments of Yale and Johns Hopkins"
(147). Lentricchia also points out the narrowness of a
theory which is concerned only with "one reality, the
now of our interpretive community' (148) and condemns
Fish's determination to rest all authority with the
reader, as an elevation of '"the critic to the status of
romantic poet" (148).

The theory of Wolfgang Iser provides an
interesting counterpart to Fish's work, particularly in
light of their publicly expressed disagreements. Iser's
theory develops out of the work of phenomenologists
Edmund Husserl and Roman Ingarden.lo He sets up a

three~way approach to his analysis of reading:

consideration of the text, of the reader, and, most
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importantly, the conditions of interaction between the

two. The Implied Reader, published in 1974, describes

this interest as: "the succession of activities which
the novel, from Bunyan to Beckett, has demanded of its
readers" (xii). The work of the reader required by the
novel genre is marked by the title of Iser's text. This
concept of the implied reader, Iser writes, '"offers a
means of describing the process whereby textual
structures are transmuted through ideational activities
into personal experiences" (Act of Reading 38).

Iser's initial interest, however, is in defining
what he calls the literary work. This, he argues, 'has
two poles, which we might call the artistic and the
esthetic: the artistic refers to the text created by the
author, and the esthetic to the realization accomplished

by the reader" (Implied Reader 274). In other words,

the literary work is located between these two poles and
undertaken by the reader who '"uses the various per-
spectives offered him by the text in order to relate the
patterns and the 'schematised views' to one another, he
sets the work in motion, and this very process results
ultimately in the awakening of responses within himself"

(Implied Reader 275). Indeed, in The Act of Reading,

Iser addresses the question of whether a theory of

aesthetic response need take account of psychology.
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Shortcomings in the work of Holland and another psycho-
analytic theorist, Simon Lesser, provide Iser's reasons
to dispense fairly quickly with such psychoanalytic
elements. He sees Holland's theory, for example, in its
insistence that works of literature should provide the
reader with pleasure arising from a process of anxiety
and management of that anxiety, as a rewriting of the
emotive theory of I.A. Richards in the jargon of the
psychoanalyst (Act of Reading 43-4). He concludes:

it 1is only when the reader is forced to pro-

duce the meaning of the text under unfamiliar

conditions, rather than under  his own

conditions (analogizing), that he can bring to

light a layer of his personality that he had

previously been unable to formulate in his
conscious mind (Act of Reading 50). :

Other theories of reading are described as further
evidence for Iser's preferred concept of the implied

reader. Michael Riffaterre's "superreader" "

represents
a test concept which serves to ascertain the ‘stylistic
fact', pointing to a density in the encoded message of
the text" (Act of Reading 34). Stanley Fish's "informed

reader" "

represents a self-instructing concept that aims
at increasing the reader's 'informedness', and hence his
competence, through self-observation with regard to the
sequence of reactions set off by the text" (34). Erwin

Wolff's "intended reader'" ''represents a concept of

reconstruction, uncovering the historical dispositions
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of the reading public at which the author was aiming"
(34). Riffaterre's superreader allows him to transcend
the boundaries of structural 1linguistics, Fish's
informed reader those of generative~-transformative
grammar, and Wolff's those of literary sociology--no omne
concept, however, is generally applicable. Iser's model
of the implied reader is intended to do just this:

The concept of the implied reader is . . . a
textual structure anticipating the presence of
a recipient without necessarily defining him:
this concept prestructures the role to be
assumed by each recipient, and this holds true
even when texts deliberately appear to ignore
their possible recipient or actively exclude
him. Thus the concept of the implied reader
designates a mnetwork of response-inviting
structures, which impel the reader to grasp
the text (Act of Reading 34).

As Robert Holub points out, this concept is equally
problematic. The 1implied reader, 1it seems, 1is not
really a reader but a textual property. Holub
continues:

The bifunctionality of this concept, as both
"textual structure" and “structured act', is
thus essential if the term is to escape a
purely immanent meaning. Yet by introducing
this dual definition Iser may not accomplish
his intentions either. . . . For defining the
term in this fashion allows him to move to and
from text to reader without ever clarifying
the composition and contribution of either
half of this partnership. The implied reader
may evidence a deficiency in rigor rather than
an abundance of sophistication %85).

Iser's arrival at the concept of implied reader is also
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evidence of his real interest, the text itself.

Certainly The 1Implied Reader is largely a study of

strategies in the novel genre, and the later, more
theoretical text has frequent recourse to the same
examples. After setting up the concept of implied
reader, Iser abandons it . (Holub suggests self-
consciously) to concentrate on literary text and
process.,

Working with Austin and Searle's speech-act
theory, Iser concludes that "fictional language has the
basic properties of the illocutionary act. It relates
to conventions which it carries with it, and it also
entails procedures which, in the form of strategies,
help to guide the reader to an understanding of the

selective processes underlying the text” (Act of Reading

61). The conventions in 1literature are, however,
different from those in ordinary language, and Iser
defines these literary conventions as the repertoire.
This repertoire has a double function: "it reshapes
familiar schemata to form a background for the process
of communication, and it provides a general framework
within which the message or meaning of the text can be

organized" (Act of Reading 81).

The two basic elements of the repertoire are

social norms, deriving from historical thought systems,
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and literary allusions (Act of Reading 81). These give
the text its referential context, and bring the reader
to question or reshape his/her own reality. The organ-
ization of repertoire, as well as the conditions under
which it is communicated, Iser identifies in terms of
"strategies': '"'They encompass the immanent structure of

the text and the acts of comprehension thereby triggered

off in the reader" (Act of Reading 86). Their function

is to defamiliarize the familiar" (Act of Reading 87)

and this 1is achieved by a  background-foreground
relationship created by the selection of norms and
allusions. Iser writes: "The background~foreground
relation is a basic structure by means of which the
strategies of the text produce a tension that sets off a
series of different actions and interactions, and that
is ultimately resolved by the emergence of the aesthetic
object" (Act of Reading 95). Selection of norms
establishes the background, the author's view of
society, and combination of different perpectives
establishes 'the nongiven reality of the aesthetic

object" (Act of Reading 96). There are, Iser argues,

four commonly used perspectives (of the narrator, the
characters, the plot, and the one marked out for the

reader) (Act of Reading 96). Meaning is produced by the

interaction of these perspectives and as social norms
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are deployed through a background~foreground structure,
so this interaction of perspectives is regulated by a
structure of theme and horizon. The perspective with
which a reader is involved "at any one particular moment
is what constitutes for him the "theme.” This, however,
always stands before the '"horizon" of the other
perspective segments in which he had previously been
situated" (Act of Reading 97)--in other words, the other
perspectives of the text itself and of texts already
known to the reader. This structure of theme and
horizon ‘"constitutes the vital link between text and
reader, because it actively involves the reader in the
process of synthetizing an assembly of constantly

shifting viewpoints" (Act of Reading 97).

In his phenomenology of reading, Iser moves to
the interaction between text and reader. The textual
repertoires and strategies "simply offer a frame within
which the reader must construct £for himself the

aesthetic object" (Act of Reading 107). Here it is the

concept of "wandering viewpoint' which is used "to des-
cribe the intersubjective structure of the process
through which a text is transferred and translated" (Act
of Reading 108). This accounts for the reader's
continual process of measuring what s/he reads against

events of the past and expectations for the future, a
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process which often entails the reviewing of events
already consigned to memory. Iser suggests that this
process leads to the formation of syntheses which 'are
neither manifested in the printed text, mnor produced
solely by the reader's imaginatiom, and the projeéts of
which they consist are themselves of a dual nature: they
emerge from the reader, but they are also guided by
signals which 'project' themselves into him" (Act of
Reading 135).

The final stage of Iser's investigation concerns
the communication between text and reader. There is, he
suggests, an asymmetry between the two, a deviation from
the normal pattern of social interaction between two
people. The reader cannot test his views with the
text-~at least he cannot expect the text to endorse or
reject those views. Furthermore, the reader-text
relationship has no regulative context: "on  the
contrary, the codes which might regulate this inter-
action are fragmented in the text and must first be
reassembled or, in most cases, restructured before any

frame of reference can be established" (Act of Reading

166). Iser concludes: '"The imbalance between text and
reader . . . 1is wundefined, and it 4is this very
indeterminacy that increases the variety of

communication possible" (Act of Reading 167).
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For successful communication, the reading
process has to be controlled by the text and this, Iser
argues, is achieved through blanks and negations.
Blanks represent what 1is concealed in a text, the
drawing-in of the reader where he is '"made to supply
what 1is meant from what is not said" (Act of Reading
168)--in other words, the reader makes connections
between the various perspectives. Negations "invoke
familiar or determinate elements only to cancel them
out. What is cancelled, however, remains in view, and
thus brings about modifications in the reader's attitude
toward what is familiar or determinate--in other words,
he 1is guided to adopt a position in relation to the

text" (Act of Reading 169).

It is the blanks which allow the reader to bring
a story to life, to give it meaning, and "[bly making
his decision he implicitly acknowledges the inexhaust-
ibility of the text; at the same time it is this very
inexhaustibility that forces him to make his decision"

(Implied Reader 280). 1In traditional works this is an

unconscious process, but modern texts (his examples are
invariably Joyce and Beckett) transform it into a

deliberate act. 1In The Act of Reading, Iser discusses

how "a controlled proliferation of blanks" (191) can

bring commercial success. His examples are Dickens'
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serialized novels and the preview 'short" for a movie.
Both, he suggests, '"use the technique of strategic
interruption in order to activate the basic structure of
the ideational process for purely commercial purposes"

(Act of Reading 192). The strategic breaks in Dickens’

serials and their effect on the reading audience bring
to mind similar strategic breaks in the theatrical per-
formance. Curtains or blackouts to denote act breaks or
scene changes clearly work in a similar fashion as
Iser's blanks. They generally herald a change in per-
spective and permit the audience some time for the
juggling of expectations and memories that Iser defines.
The intermission is, of course, the most pronounced form
of strategic break and, with the generally traditional
rush to the bar, it might well be considered a strategic
interruption for commercial purposes! The comments of

the theatre reviewers in Stoppard's The Real Inspector

Hound provide, 1in parodic form, further evidence of an
audience's creative exercising in any intermission. The
'action'  breaks with Inspector Hound's dramatic
question, "And now--who killed Simon Gascoyne? And
why?" (34-5). This leads the drama critics, Moon and
Birdboot, first to a naive response (the play as
reality--Simon Gascoyne got what he deserved), and then

to their personal preoccupations that they brought to
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the pl