University Theater Departments Are Showing the Dark Side of Success

By Thomas W. Loughlin

(Author's note: This article first appeared in the Chronicle of Higher Education
on April 11, 1997. Readers of this article are hearby notified that they may use this
article for legitimate classroom discussion. Permission is given to copy this article as
needed for educational purposes. Any other use or re-printing of this article for any
reason may not be done without permission of the author. All copyright protection under
U.S.copyright laws are hereby reserved. -TWL)

Fromthar humble originswithin departments such as English or speech,
departments of theater arts have blossomed on university campuses across the United
Statesin the past 30years. Presenting thousndsof plays each year, they notonly serve
as a source of culture and entertainment in thar locales but also prepare many young
artists for careers in the entertainment indugry throughrigorousprograms of pre-
professiond training. Many successful actors, writers, directors, and designe's have
come throughthese programs, which have tied ther curriculaand training methodsto the
needsand demandsof Qhebusness.O

Yet thereisadak sideto this outward success. People such as casting agents and
artistic directors of professiond theaters have been quietly complaining tha while
students are highly trained in technical theater skills, they cannotarticulate any
intellectud undestanding of the material they work with, nor are they capable of
expressing thar own artistic sengbilities. In short, they have well-trained bodies, but
shdlow artistic souls.

American theater desperately needscollege and university theater departments to
rethink how they train artists. The practice of studying and undestanding theater from an
intellectud standpont israpidly disappearing in the face of the pre-professiond
juggenaut. Withoutavigorousreordering of eductiond priorities, American Theater
could very well lose what little significance it retainsin American cultural and artistic
life.

Theeducationd theorist Neil Pogman, in his book Amusing Ourselves to Death
(Viking Penguin, 1985) states tha, in our age of mass communication, every type of
public interaction and discourse, from education to science to politics to the arts, must
have an entertainment component to berecognized and accepted by the pubic. People@
demand to be entertained, for which Pogman mogly blames television, has had amajor
impact on Broadway, longconsdered the home of America® best thester.

During the @yolden ageOof dramatic thester, spanning the late 1940sto thelate
1960s Broadway was the honme of plays by such literary giants as Arthur Miller,
Tennessee Williams, Lillian Hellman, and Edward Albee. Today, straight dramatic plays
on Broadway are the exceptionrather than therule. Themusca spectacular, with its
stunning entertainment value and technological wizardry, istheking of Broadway now,
reaping the greatest profits and thelargest audiences. With tickets at an average of $66,
Broadway paronsappaently don®want to think, butwould rather be entertained, either



by musical spectacle or by theoppotunity to watch a GtarOperformer in person. This
scenaio playsitself outin every regiond and community theater across the county.

Regardless of protests to the contrary, it is profit and the marketplace, not artistic
concerns tha drive today@ theater. The current practice of staging revivals of QrlassicO
plays with star-studded castsis smply thelatest method by which Broadway producers
are tryingto retain some outward vestige of artistic integrity. Writers of equd or greater
stature than Miller and company exist (Augug Wilson, Tony Kushner, and Terrence
McNally, for example), but Broadway theaters will not produc straight drama regularly
because it@ unprofitable,

As Broadway went, so went theater departments. In the early to mid-1970s with
therise of spectacular entertainment, theater departments, led by Y ale University® drama
school, tailored thar curricula accordingly, to attract students. The study of anything
remotely intellectud fell outof favor with youngstudents eager to become famous They
cared more aboutacquiring the perfect pulicity photo than undestanding Bertolt Brecht.

Courses began stressing the development of polished techniqueand marketing
savvy. Classesin voice projection and physcal movement came into vogue Students
studied the Stanislavsky techniques of acting without ever reading Stanislavsky®
writings Requirementsin dramatic literature and courses in oral interpretation of
literature and podry were droppel, as students in undegraduae and graduae programs
of finearts demanded more emphasis on dandng, singing, and acting technique

Slowly but surely, theater departments trandormed themselves into the collegiate
equivaent of farm systems for the professiond theater, much as university footbdl
programs serve as farm teams for the Nationd Foatbdl League Addinginault to injury,
ingitutionsbegan hiring faculty members with master-of-fine-arts degrees rather than
Ph.D@, valuing professiond-theater credentials, such as union affiliation, over
scholarship or teaching ability.

Faculties in theater departments now mug begin the difficult but necessary task of
cutting the chansthat bind them to Broadway, so tha they can recreate a system for
educating studentsin the art of theater itself. Two major assumptionsneed to be
chdlenged.

Thefirgt istha pre-professiond training makes students employable in the
entertainment indugry. GDur students workOis the marketing theme of many major
programs, and glossy pictures of famousgraduaes from major universities adom the
pages of American Theatre magazine and other trade publications But such a marketing
strategy is mideading, at best. Mog aspiring actors, directors, and playwrights are
chronically unemployed or undeemployed. Students who do not graduae from oneof
the big-name programs, such as Yale or Juilliard, have even less of a chance for success
than ther graduaes do.

It may take 20 years or more for atheater graduae findly to beableto earn a
living exclusvely from acting, directing, or writing. For every student who makesit in
Qhebiz,Othere are dozens hanging on aroundthe edges, and dozens more who have
moved onto other careers. Theoddsof success for designas are equdly low, athough
the oddsare better for people in technical speciaties.

In addition, many of the skillsthat colleges and universities teach are ultimately
useless, because mog theater departments are geared primarily to stage acting, while
mog professiond performers make their living through@amera actingGin film or TV.



(Stage acting requires a big voice and forceful gestures, for example, whereas camera
acting requires only narmal levels of behavior.) Stage acting has become merely a
stepping stoneto getting seen by agents on theway to workinginfilmor TV. Yet stage
acting continues to bethedominant form of training in all butthelargest and mogt
prestigiousschools.

Perhgpsthe harshest reality aboutthe uselessness of academic trainingisthat it
guaantees you abolutely nothing after you have survived it. You may have al the skill
andtraining intheworld, butif you are nottheright type are notdrop-dead gorgeousor
strikingly handsome, or cannotmake theright connections youwill notwork. The
Meryl Streepsof the acting world, who are beautiful, talented, and have an M.F.A. from
Yale, are theexception, nottherule.

The second mgjor assumption undelying academic theater trainingis that success
in the professiond world of theater, film, and televisionis the only meaningful success.
While departments may pay lip service to the value of theater training in other careers,
they do notdisplay thar successful teachers, drama therapists, and childrenG@-theater
gpecidistsin ther glossy ads In almog every pre-professiond program, the
unquestioned assumption is that applicants desire to pursue a professiond-theater career.
Thedesireto study theater asalibera art and to master its philosophies, traditions and
literature to enrich one3 artistic vision and sense of creativity has been relegaed to
second-class status

This strongemphasis on professiond success meanstha mog theater students
livein fear of failure. They fear bengtoofat, too small, too old, andtoougly. They fear
beng cut from the program because of negative evaluaions They fear not getting
enoughroles with which to fill out their resumes. They are conditioned to please
everyonearoundthem rather than themselves. That kind of fear hardly makes for an
environment condugve to intellectud curiosty, experimentation, and self-expression,
gudities tha should bethehdlmark of any student artist.

The overemphasis on Gnaking itOalso has left today@ student artists practically
bereft of artistic or intellectud concerns Ther heavy schedules ssmply have noroomfor
reading and discussion of literature. Many students perceive the emptiness at the heart of
thar curricula, yet feel hdplessto do anything about it. Onestudent confessed to me tha
shewould much rather be studying Shakespeare or Moliere-the @yoodstuff,Oas she
called it-but was majoring in musical theater because Qha@ where thejobsare.O

Compoundng the problem is thefact tha in many departments, faculty members
are biased agang nonmajors. Those students may not receive the same attention, or
they may not be permitted to take the classes tha mog interest them.

Resurrecting themodd of the artist-scholar can bethefirst step toward
restructuring theater education. Once more common in highe education, this modd
soughtto produce graduaes who not only were well trained and possessed a professiond
work ethic, but also were intellectudly roated in the thematic traditionsand common
practices of Western theater. They took as thar vocation the attempt to trandate
universal truthsinto stories and plays tha would resonae for the people of their own time
and culture, in thebroadest sense. No matter howfar-ranging ther professiond work,
they appreciated the university as a place to which they mightreturn to findthe artistic



and academic freedomto pursue creative inquiry wherever it might lead, free of the
condraints of the marketplace.

At the same time tha colleges and universities adopt the artist-scholar modd,

they mug abandonthe practice of training people exclusvely for an indugry whose sole
purpo< is to amuse audiences to death, and begin the seriousbut less glamorouswork of
training thoughtul, seriousartists. Pre-professiond programs do have a place in the
academy, butwe do not need as many of them aswe have. By eliminaing some of them,
ingitutionscould reallocate those resources to diversify course offeringsand expand
theater education@potential. Several other possibilities for reform and changeindude
thefollowing:

Acknowledgethe changes in today® theater students. Because of the studentsO
congant exposure to mass media, it is more complicated to educate them nowthan it
was 30 years ago. MTV, musc, and movies have had a much greater impact on
students than what they learned in ther high schod English classes. Making theater
relevant, fresh, and exciting to these students, without sacrificing its values and
traditions isthebiggest chdlengewe face. If we can continueto tell human stories
with universal meaning, aided by interactive technology tha surroundsand enhances
the story with relevant soundsand images, we may be on our way to discovering the
next major form of theater.

Focuson developing a stronge and more dedicated research mentality. We forget
tha someonelike Stanidavsky, who developad thetheories tha spavned realistic
acting, was a pioneer in hisday. Often, theater dgpartments turn themselvesinto
theatrical museums, produdang plays tha have been donehundieds of times, but
doing amog nothingin theway of origind work, either by outside professionds or
by students themselves. As scholars and artists, we mug condantly push the
envdopeof established practice and at the same time strive to preserve thevaluable
elements of tradition. Therefore, patt of a university@ mission should beto develop
new playwrights and experiment with new forms of theater, such as computerized
multi-media produdions Giving students greater oppotunity to express themselves
creatively, and developing theater tha isrelevant to ther undestanding of ther
world, iscrudal to reinvigorating theater as awhole.

Abandonpre-professiond training at theundegraduae level by eiminaingthe
bachdor-of-fine-arts degree. A student whois serioudy interested in pursuing a
career in theater needsafirm groundingin its fundamental traditions which is best
accomplished at theundegraduae level by coursesin thelibera arts, where studies
in literature, dramaturgy, and history should be paramount Students should be able
to work on produdions butthefocus should be much more onthe study of how plays
are created and produced rather than on peforming or produdng a dick produd.
Undeagraduae programs in muscal theater, acting, and thelike give students afalse
sense of thar own talent and ability, are fairly meaningless in the professiond world,
and rob them of awell-roundel education. Nor are mog 18- to-22-year-olds
emotiondly or intellectudly ready to pursueintensve training; witness the fact that
bumoutand congant illness plaguemany B.F.A. programs. At thesametime, pre-
professiond M.F.A. programs should besf up thar academic requirements so that
students don®lose toudh with intellectua subgance.



* Develop programs at thegraduae level tha prepare people to teach acting. Now,
thereisnoformal training, or even established noms and pedagogy, tha prepares or
guides potential teachersin the best methodsfor training youngactors. Many
departments hire acting teachers based on ther qudificationsas professiond actors,
but they often have little background,training, or experience as classroomteachers,
and even less experience in dealing with youngpeople. Wha@ more, we hear too
many horror stories of acting teachers, male and female, preying on young
vulnerable students, both sexudly and emotiondly, to allow thelack of teacher-
training programs to continue

* Acknowledgetheimportance and contributionsof theater careerstha are nether
academic nor related to professiond theater. We should strengthen programs tha
train people to work with and develop community theeter, theater for children, and
high school theater programs, as well as to practice drama therapy with children, the
mentaly ill and other popuktions

Theater academics and professionds mug removethe blinders tha have narrowed
ourvisionto the professiond world exclusvely, opening our eyesto larger
possibilities. Then we may begin to restore some bdance in thetraining of student
artists. If we can create synergy between the needs of thetheater asalibera andfine
art and its needs as a profession, we will have doneboth the profession and the
academy agreat service.



