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Harley Granville Barker was a playwright, director, producer, actor, essayist and theatre visionary. Born in London in 1877, he had little formal education and joined his mother in her recitals from an early age. His first recorded appearance as an actor came in Yorkshire, in the north of England, aged thirteen. In the same year, he attended Sarah Thorne’s theatre school at the Theatre Royal, Margate, in the south of England. His breakthrough as an actor came eight years later when he played the title role in Shakespeare’s Richard II. By this time, he had co-authored plays with a fellow actor, only one of which was performed, and he was branching out on his own as a writer.

In 1900, he began directing for the Stage Society, a non-commercial play-producing body, and appeared for the Society as Marchbanks in the first London production of Shaw’s Candida. For the Society, he also directed the first production of his own play The Marrying of Ann Leete in 1902 and created the role of Frank in Shaw’s Mrs. Warren’s Profession. Along with Shaw, Barker was a member of the Fabian Society and deeply involved in the theatre reform movement, co-writing with William Archer in 1904 the pioneering book, A National Theatre.

Barker took the chance to test his theories when in conjunction with the business manager J.E. Vedrenne he ran groundbreaking repertory seasons at the Royal Court Theatre from 1904 to 1907, and then moved to the Savoy Theatre. During these seasons, he married the leading actress Lillah McCarthy and later went into theatre management with her. He directed the first production of his own play The Voysey Inheritance at the Court in 1905, and would have directed the premiere of his play Waste at the Savoy if the play had not been banned. It eventually appeared in a production he co-directed in 1936. Barker tried to mount repertory seasons at other theatres before the First World War, notably at the Duke of York’s, where he staged the premiere of his play The Madras House in 1909, and the St James’s. His three Shakespeare productions at the Savoy, The Winter’s Tale, Twelfth Night (both 1912) and A Midsummer Night’s Dream (1914) were considered revolutionary. In 1915, he produced with McCarthy and directed a repertory season in New York; and on tour in the United States he staged innovative open-air productions of Euripides.

The war broke his attempts to establish a repertory theatre in Britain and also saw his divorce from McCarthy. A new future, artistically and personally, beckoned with his new wife, Helen Huntington, a poet and a novelist, whom he married in 1918. Barker now dedicated his life to writing. As well as translating Spanish plays with Helen, he completed two new full-length plays, The Secret Life and His Majesty, numerous essays, articles and reviews, a major book on the theatre, four others based on his lectures, and his Prefaces to Shakespeare. He died in Paris in 1946.


Richard Nelson’s recent plays include a three-play series called The Gabriels: Election Year in the Life of One Family and a four-play series The Apple Family (both for The Public Theater in New York), as well as Farewell to the Theatre (Hampstead Theatre), Nikolai and the Others (Lincoln Center Theater) and Conversations in Tusculum [Public]. Other plays include Frank’s Home,Rodney’s Wife,Franny’s Way, Madame Melville,Goodnight Children Everywhere,The General From America, New England,Two Shakespearean Actors, Some Americans Abroad and the musicals, James Joyce’s The Dead (with Shaun Davey) and My Life With Albertine (with Ricky Ian Gordon). He wrote the screenplays for the films Hyde Park-on-Hudson and Ethan Frome. Nelson has received a Tony Award (Best Book of a Musical for James Joyce’s The Dead), an Oliver Award (Best Play for Goodnight Children Everywhere), two other Tony nominations, a second Olivier nomination, two Obies, a Lortel Award (James Joyce’s The Dead), a New York Drama Critics Circle Award, a Guggenheim Fellowship and a Lila Wallace-Readers’ Digest Writers Award. He is the recipient of the PEN/Laura Pels Master Playwright Award and an Academy Award from the American Academy of Arts and Letters, and he is an honorary associate artist of the Royal Shakespeare Company, which has produced ten of his plays.

Colin Chambers, a former journalist and theatre critic, was literary manager of the Royal Shakespeare Company (1981–1997), and since 2014 has been emeritus professor of Drama at Kingston University. He is co-author with Richard Nelson of Kenneth’s First Play and Tynan (both produced by the Royal Shakespeare Company), and he edited Making Plays: The Writer-Director Relationship in the Theatre Today by Richard Nelson and David Jones. He adapted with Steven Pimlott Molière’s The Learned Ladies (The Other Place, Stratford-upon-Avon); he selected and edited for performance Three Farces by John Maddison Morton (Orange Tree Theatre, Richmond); and he adapted David Pinski’s Treasure (Finborough Theatre, London). As well as editing and contributing to the Continuum Companion to Twentieth Century Theatre, he has written extensively on the theatre, including the books Other Spaces: New Writing and the RSC, Playwrights’ Progress (with Michael Prior); The Story of Unity Theatre; Peggy: the Life of Margaret Ramsay, Play Agent (winner of the inaugural Theatre Book Prize); Insidethe Royal Shakespeare Company; Here We Stand: Politics, Performers and Performance – Paul Robeson, Isadora Duncan and Charlie Chaplin; and Black and Asian Theatre in Britain: A History.
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Introduction

‘I can take any empty space and call it a bare stage.’ So begins Peter Brook’s The Empty Space, perhaps the foremost essay on the nature of theatre, its place in the world and its necessity that the contemporary theatre has yet to produce. Brook’s revelatory book looks to theatre as not just a medium for a message, but perhaps a profound message in itself, in other words, an art form that has its own set of rules and rights, and where part of the job of theatre artists must be to probe theatre’s mysteries, unlock its rich secrets. For those of us who grew up with Brook’s essential book, the theatre could never again be less than a world to explore, as opposed to a vehicle to get where we wanted to go.

More than fifty years before The Empty Space, Harley Granville Barker, like Brook, a highly experienced theatre practitioner, began writing about the nature of theatre, both its theories and its practicalities in the present, in the past and even in the future. His arguments can be specific – the necessity of repertory, as well as deeply theoretical – the desire for a theatre where being would replace doing.

In making our selection we chose to exclude Barker’s better-known and readily available essays on Shakespeare as well as those on the need for a National Theatre, which was established in Britain in the 1960s. Instead, we have focused on his writings about the art of theatre, which appeared periodically over decades – some as published lectures, others as newspaper items or articles in now-forgotten journals and still others as chapters in Barker’s one effort to organize his thinking about theatre into a book, The Exemplary Theatre.

We have divided the essays we have chosen into three parts: ‘The Art of the Theatre’, ‘Other Theatres’ and ‘The Future of Theatre’, and we present them chronologically within each part.

‘The Art of the Theatre’ covers Barker’s efforts to articulate his understanding of the essence of theatre, both in very practical terms (what the ideal theatre should be and how it should function) and in deeply aesthetic terms (the nature of the art, of acting, the actor, the experience with the audience). Here we find him arguing for a theatre of profound immediate intimacy where he imagines

a play – to be written in desperate defiance of Aristotle – from which doing would be eliminated altogether, in which nothing but being would be left. The task set the actors would be to interest their audience in what the characters were, quite apart from anything they might do; to set up, that is to say, the relation by which all important human intimacies exist.1

‘Other Theatres’ concerns essays and introductions Barker wrote about theatre in other countries and about other theatre people’s work. Here he re-evaluates and often rethinks his understanding of theatre and theatre-making as he confronts the work of Maeterlink, Ibsen and Tolstoy, and the productions of Reinhardt and the Moscow Art Theatre, where on seeing The Cherry Orchard in 1914, he wrote: ‘I had not believed till then that there could be perfection of achievement in the theatre.’2

‘The Future of Theatre’ includes various cris de coeur by Barker as he lays out his hopes for a future theatre, one that he can envision but has yet to see, both specific in its details and passionate in its urgency: ‘Art is not mere entertainment, although it can be most entertaining. It is a moral exercise, although it need never be depressingly solemn. It should leaven the daily life of a community. It frees men’s imagination, and controls it.’3

The essays in this book were written by a man fully engaged in every element of the theatre, in its craft, its compromises, its humanity and its profession. Written with the wit of experience and an insuppressible joy of this art, these essays reflect the thinking of a man committed to the future of theatre, the theatre’s place in society and its moral responsibilities. It is our hope that this book will reintroduce to a new audience one of the greatest theatrical theorists of modern times.

Richard Nelson and Colin Chambers, 2017

__________________

1. ‘The Heritage of the Actor’.

2. ‘At the Moscow Art Theatre’.

3. ‘Speaking to the Young’.


Editorial Note

In preparing this anthology, we have edited Barker’s writing, often quite heavily, to avoid repetition and now-obscure references, and to present his thoughts on theatre in the clearest way. We have changed producer to director, as during his time a director was normally called a producer. However, for ease of reading, we have left Barker’s use of the masculine to stand for all, which was common in his day, and we have standardized certain spellings, such as Stanislavsky and Chekhov. The footnotes, which we have kept to a minimum, are ours. We have added contextual notes to help place each item and a postscript, ‘A Question of Reputation’, to reclaim Barker’s legacy. Unless otherwise stated, all extracts are taken from British publications.


PART ONE

THE ART OF THE THEATRE

 

The dramatist … for his chief medium has no less than the living breathing bodies, the active minds and vibrating nerves of men and women themselves.


1

Repertory Theatres

A civilised man needs a home; a sensitive nature needs change. To complete the civilisation of the drama homes are needed for it; for its sensitive interpretation there must be constant change. That is a text for what I mean to be nothing better than the driest of sermons upon the phase of theatrical progress which we are now entering. I am sorry, but penalties attach to true interest in any art, even in an art so democratic, so limelit, as the art of the Theatre. An enthusiast, unless he is to remain a mere clapper of hands, must take the trouble to understand something of the technique – he must gain some knowledge of the anatomy of the Muse, of those dry bones which her prophets and priests, either by prayer and fasting, or dancing and delirium, make to live. I knew of an old lady (the story is not mine, I steal it from a distinguished dramatist) who always went to a certain theatre because the street of it was ‘so quiet for the horses.’ Perhaps the majority of playgoers drift to one entertainment and another with even less reason. At the most they demand beforehand the name of the leading actor or actress. This illuminated figure they will remember, and since it is written that what you ask that you get, nothing more, I am far from saying that there will always be much else worth remembering. So for the moment I address the minority of playgoers. I prefer addressing minorities (and it’s just as well): one can make them hear better. I think those playgoers to whom the drama – and especially the modern English drama – is becoming one of the forces which go to form that world of ideas, grave and gay, in which we must pass not the least important part of our lives, will not co-operate less effectively in its progress by taking the trouble to understand broadly how the theatrical machine is working now-a-days, what repairs it needs, what the new wheels and cranks – especially the cranks – are expected to do for it.


We have now in England a school of actors as highly trained in the good manners of the stage as any comedy of manners can require, well trained also in the expression of certain emotions. But – the vicious circle again – the cause and effect of their training is the same. And it is not only a vicious but a narrowing circle in this case. Carefully train your actor to do certain things mechanically well, then as carefully write your plays to make no further demands on him than this training will respond to, not only will he learn nothing fresh, but in time even what he has learnt will grow stale to ineffectiveness; while newcomers to the school set to learn a living art by dead rote must start stale and grow ineffective even to extinction. It is so obviously true of the art of the theatre as of any other that mechanical perfection is fruitless.

But surely the dramatist is the most favoured of creative artists. While the novelist must be content with a medium of print and paper, the painter use pigment, and the musician have only brass, wood and catgut, however transformed and glorified, he for his chief medium has no less than the living breathing bodies, the active minds and vibrating nerves of men and women themselves. They are not scientifically exact instruments, actors and actresses, and (as I have been pleading) their virtues turn to vices if you try and make them so. The art of the dramatist is, to a much larger extent than seems to be understood, the art of dealing with this human material; while, of course, the art of production is merely the elaboration of this side of the matter. So it is a roughly true test of a good play that it makes good acting, as they say.

But now must come a momentary consideration of what one means by good acting. If it is not puppet-playing (as aforesaid), neither is it showing-off. This school-boy phrase expresses exactly, I think, the vice to which any actor may most easily fall a victim. Encouragement towards its indulgence varies from the equally childish adulation of an audience to the more subtle inducement offered by the poverty of material with which a dramatist may have provided him. I never met a good actor yet who did not think more of his part than of himself. I suppose the best acting is attained when a man can surrender to his part every ounce of his personality, when we in the audience get all of him and perhaps all of the part too. But the surrender is the thing. Even when the dramatist has been obviously inferior to his exponent – the actor can still surrender himself to the idea of a part. In playing a part an actor, to my mind, binds himself in honour to be faithful to that temporary alter ego. The very moment that, for the sake of some fancied self-advantage, he is false to it, a cultured audience will detect (even unconsciously) the insincerity, and from that moment the right illusion – not the childish delusion about scenery and make-up, virtue and vice, but the true illusion of art, fails.

I think that most of the vices of our modern acting lie under one of these two heads. Either the actor is exploiting himself to the detriment of the play, or to cure that evil the dramatist-director has evolved a discipline of employing men and women to polish the bare bones of his play to the detriment of their own artistic vitality. Which apportions the blame very nicely. What we want, then, it seems, are plays that will compel the actor’s interest in something besides that mental looking-glass he carries about with him; directors who will think more of the spirit than the letter of a performance, and a system which will encourage us in these virtues, not compel us towards the opposite vices.

A system is a convenient whipping boy, I know, but a system does master everything except genius, and however precious that one enterprising wandering sheep may be, one legislates for the ninety-nine that stay lawfully at home. The long run itself perhaps has had some good effect on the theatre: it has widened the circle of the public, it has put the managers on a sounder financial basis, but its good effects are by this well outworn. It is the completing arc of the vicious circle; it almost necessarily involves the mechanical, the insincere – all the vices I have been trying to condemn. I return to my text. A play must have a home, an actor must have variety. Only the repertory system – the opposite of the long run – can provide either. A repertory system is the next step, is a necessary step in the progress of English drama.

Can a play have all the attention and care that is now lavished upon its production in a good theatre and yet lack the benefits of a home? Some people may not appreciate the metaphor, but as it is true, I think, that the average man is less himself, surrounded by the artificial comfort of a hotel – telephones at every turn, a winter garden and an everlasting orchestra – than he is in the simpler place with its work-a-day atmosphere that he calls home; so it seems to me that a play is not most vital because of ad hoc luxuries of brilliant company and setting that it is planted amongst. A hotel is well enough for a holiday, and there are holiday plays that do best with hotel treatment. But a home is a place good, bad or indifferent by virtue of a certain spirit that prevails there. And a play, I believe, will be most alive and keep most alive in such a home as a repertory theatre makes for it and no other quite can. Granted a dozen material disadvantages: comparative poverty, imperfection of service; let a play be worse mounted, worse produced, worse played – and here I testify to what I have seen – still, if the work has been done for it in that homelike spirit of corporate life which a repertory theatre creates, and without which it must perish, that play will be more vital than the squandering of money and time and talent could make it elsewhere.

Not to mention the fact that while not everyone makes enough money to go to hotels, no one counts himself any one much until he has a home. If the population of the country were reduced to the hotel-going class we should be in a bad way. Our plays in England have almost been reduced to those that make money enough to put themselves up at the fashionable theatre-hotels. The repertory theatre must provide for the drama that can only afford a home, and the backbone of the drama it will be found to be, I think. We have to provide in this country for many services that are somewhat less than popular. Put the matter to such a vote as the fate of a play hangs on and we should be spending our money on cakes and aeroplanes while bread stayed unbaked and streets uncleaned. The bread and highway drama wants looking after in like case.

Actors must have variety. Nobody can play the same part, and play it well, eight times a week. They, unless they are stage-mad or success-mad, will cry out for variety (there is a sound tradition amongst actors that one should be working all the time), but what they are really asking for is simply rest – physical and nervous rest. But not even the least exacting part can be played more than four times in seven days with benefit either to the part or the player.

Now a director of plays has, I find, to struggle constantly against one temptation: to get everything, at any cost, just so. With a long run in prospect, the certainty that after production the actor will gradually become mechanical, and with ample time before production to see that at least the mechanism is perfect, the temptation is overwhelming. The opposite conditions of repertory will as automatically lessen it. But in any case it should be resisted. To my taste, if acting cannot seem spontaneous, it is nothing. It can only seem so
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