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Haow can one atternpt to bring a sense of unity to a heterage-
neous, randomly gathered contemparary theatre audience?
What, if they exist, are the essential forms, the fundamental
proportions, of theatrical space without which basic relation-
ships break down? What combination of spirit and matter
needs to be added or isolated in order to bring to life such a
gathering? How can a space feed and free the imagination
without stopping it at @ particular image or association?

We have seen Peter Brook™s International Centre addressing
these questions throughout a thirty-year inquiry, by means of
the very particular inner worlds of the Centre’s various pro-
ductions, The productions themselves have not been formed
in the absiract: we have seen how, in particular, Orghost and
The Mahabharaszs achieved their initial forms thanks to an
anchoring in a particular place, and all the productions have
grown as they have encountered the immensely varied outer
worlds — East and West, rich and poar, city, suburly, village and
country — an the Centre's itinerary.

Although this has rarely been a stated intention, the work
has alsn, in a haphazard way, achieved a grounding in the con-
text of the history of theatre space (despite the original inten-
tion being to leave behind the moribund forms and manners
of conventional theatres). There are concrele fraces: eight
original venues exist as a by-product af this work. Coming
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ostensibly from a marginal position in architectural culture,
they have certainly disturbed the ‘mainstream’ balance in New
York, Barcelona, Glasgow, Lisbon, Frankfurt, Zurich, Copen-
hagen and Avignon. But this work has also thrown into relief
existing theatres from almost every period of history from
ancient Rome to the present. It has revealed the circular nature
of history: a space conceived for Pompeiians two thousand
viears agn can be more alive and relevant than something built
vesterday: a bourgeois baroque suditorium can reveal its
latent potential for fostering a sense of union. What are the
common features of these extraordinarily diverse spaces?
What essential qualities in them have been brought out by the
Centre’s work? What threads unite their different positions in
tirne?

Ulniversal and Unigue Forms

To begin at home, a3 it were, we have seen that the Bouffes do
Mord's unique balance of qualities could have occurred only
through the agency of accident, a collaboration of chaos and
order — something wholly appropriate in our discontinuous
tapestry of a society, The ‘ordered” part of this hybrid contains
the ghost, the eche, of the antique forms — the Greek and
Roman theatres — which were surveyed for the first time in the
modern world by Andrea Palladio, Unlike the Bouffes, these
farms were hardly open to chance: because of the homogene-
ity of their society and the intense currents of religious belief
in evervday life, it was possible to build theatres of stunning
simplicity and permanence, which contained literally the
whole of free society™ for the duration of the dramatic festi-
vals. The balance hetween participation and observation was
perfect: the dramatic festivals were rather like religious cere-
monies where everyone knows the moves; there were very few
original storylines outside the universally known mythologi-
il canen,

These pure forms resounded in the entirely different con-
text of Elizabethan London. Palladio’s drawings of the ancient
theatre made their way to England in 15700 the edition of Vit-
ruvius that he illustrated was owned by the Elizabethan magus
John Dee, who paraphrased many of the Eoman writers ideas
in his preface to the first English edition of Fuclid’s The Ele-
ments of Geometry, a sort of theoretical treatise on building
aimed at a readership of craftsmen and artisins. Dee knew
that the wealthy court had little interest in the ideas of the
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Fenaissance (which was all bat over in Italy by this stage). He
sought, therefore, to commmunicate the mystical understanding
of spatial proportion offered by Vitruvius to the class of peo-
ple who were maost divectly involved with construction. One
such person (and a friend of Dee's) was James Burbage, whoin
1576 built The Theatre, the first purpose-built structure for
presenting drama in England. 1t seems highly likely that the
subsequent London playhouses — the Rose, the Hope and
Shakespeare’s Globe = were also influenced by Vitruvian
ideas,* as well as by these playhouses’ antecedent inn-vard the-
atres and animal-baiting arenas, They were rough, mongrel
forms, but structured by a pure, cosmic geometry. They shared
with the ancient theatre the permanent backdrop of the tir-
ing-house wall (equivalent ro the Roman frass scaenae and the
Cireck skene) — a stable ground for the sudden shifts of scene
which Shakespeare used with such fuidiry,

The diversity of Shakespeares audience was such that
*Stinkard’ and “sweet Courtier’ were united in the Sime space. It
is unlikely that they would all have been able to understand the
metaphorical frame of reference of the theatre < the association
of the geometry of the building with the zodiac {which Frances
Yates, in Theatre of the World, suggests was painted on the
“heavens' or rool over the stage ), and its expression of the man.
centred cosmos of Renaissance thought. The capacity to read
specific symbaols would have been restricted to only an initiat-
ed few; but there was a fundamental democracy enshrined in
these numinous weas: Vitruvius and the Benaissance thinkers
wh followed him took the human body as the point of depar-
ture for their svstems of proportions, There was a moral as well
a5 a metaphysical concern for man's stature, for his nobility as
the embodiment of divine proportions. The theatres were thus
madde 1o a human measure, to be the right size for people’s ears
and eyes as they followed the drama. A contemporary observer
(perhaps John Webster) described a Bankside audience in the
following way: "Sit it a full Theater, and you will thinke you see
so many lines drawne from the circumference of so many eares,
whiles the Actor is the Center! This is 3 beatiful image of a vir
tual unity, of the communion of myriad points in their
mcmentary AMERLIeN 0N & commaon [ocus,

Our observer muddles the senses in an interesting way: he
thinks he sees lines — bul they are lines of sound, not of sight.
This reminds us of the pre-eminence of the aural in the Shake-
spearcan  inagination:  Elizabethan theatres were sound-

*Cired in Andrew Gurr,
Playpaing in Shak.
speare’s Lonidor, pu 22B.
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