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Readers Theater

Readers Theater or Theater of the Mind, as it is sonme-
tinmes called, heés & varied nature and a dual origin, DBesi-
cally, Hesxders Theater 1s a medium In which two or more oral
interpreters thirough thelr orx] reading cause an sudlence to
experience literature. Defilnitions of Readers Theater vary
somewhat, yet agree on basle principles. Johnuy aAkin of
Denver Unlversity has called 1t "a form of oral interprets-
tion in which all types of literature may be prejected hy
means of charscterized readings enhanced by theatrical
effects." Keith Brooks of Chin State Universlity has ssid,
"Readers Theater s 5 proup activity in which the bhest of
literature 1s communicated from mavpuscript te an audlence
through the oral interpretation spprosch of vocal and
physical suvggestion.

In his definition of oral interpretation, which lles
at the hesrt of RHeaders Theater, Don Geizaer of the Unlve: -
sity of California at Berkeley hes singled out certain
considerations which are purticularly pertinent to tha
latter: ", ., .orsal interpretatlion, thaen, is an unformulszble
amalgam of acting, public spemking, criticel veactlon, and

sympsthetlice sharing." lNost wrlters who nave expressed
thelr 1dess on the subject all seem teo sgree that the



Ve
essance of Neaders Theater 1s creative oral reading which
calle forth mental lmages of chuarscters enacting # scene
that exlsts primarily iv the minds of the participants--
both the resders! and the sudiencetls,

The presentation of = Readersd Theater and thet of s
conventional play differs in thet the former demmnds
stricter attention to the aural elements of the lilterature.
The interpreter must express the emotions, the attitudes,
and the wmotions of the characters by economlcselly using his
fuce, his volce, and his body as vocal and physical clues
to meaning. Nothing he does should distract the audlence's
attention from the characters, the scene, and the sction
wlthin the interpretation,

Another difference is in the type of participation
which Readers Theuter reguires of 1lts audlience. The audience
must generate 1ts own visunalilzation of the scenery, the cos-
tumes, the sctlion, the own visuslizstion of the scenery, the
costumes, the action, the make-up, and the physlcal appear-
ance of the characters, These are all ususlly presented on
the stage in & play.

Thus, since so much of the performance depends upon
the mental creativity and contribution of the audlence,
Readers Theater may well be called the Theater of the Mind,

This oral art form is not new, but the impetus of its
revivel snd resurgency 1s conparatively recent. The roots

of Readers Theater may he traced to the dramatlc practices

of fifth-century Greece., According to Fugene Bahn of



Wayne Stmte University:

There . . .8rose in Greece ., . .0 Trecitative art.
This was carried on by wandering minstrels known as
"rhapsodes." The rhapsode spoke, in & measured reci-
tative, portions of the national eplcs, Sometimes he
read to the accompaniment of a lyre or other primitive
mislcal instrument. . .there was a form of dlalogue
carried on between two characters, resd by two rhap-
sodes., One would read, in the first book of the Iliud,
up to the quarrel of the princes; then a second
reciter would step forward and declaim the speeches of
Agamemnon whille the other read the part of Achilles., .

The rhapsodes did not always conflne themselves
to the epic poems. They also read the didactic and
ghomic poetry of such writers as Heslod. . .When these
poems, which were read by one person, had more than
one charscter in them, & type of activity which
approaches the art of the interpretative reading of
plays was developed. When, . .two characters were
read by two different individuals, the drama began.*®

Drama and interpretive rewding sometimes were unlited

in medleval times too. Church liturgy was amplified by the

addition of mimetic action, symbolic costume, and the

suggestion of dlalogue through antiphonal chant., While this

wonld seem to describe the drama more than it does the

Readers Theater, 1t should be remembered that the LEwster
trope was at first "a simple chanted colloguy between volces

of the cholr, slgnifying the two Marles and the responding

angel "%

From this snd similar scholarly research, it csn be
seen that theater and interpretive reading have & common
background. In Resaders Theater they come together sgain.
Today, artists in both theater and oral Iinterpretation avre
turning to this unique @nd challenging medium, experimenting

with its possibilities, exploring its many facets, This

dual approsch to Headers Theater 1s the source of sone

controversy regarding the form a particular presentation

should take, Those teachers and directors who have an



L
oral 1nterpretétion orientation vsually require thelr
readers to carry & written script and read alouvd from it,
wheress theater-orientaﬁed directors agree on memorization
of lines ss the natural approach. Similiar arguments arise
over whether the readers should relate directly to one
ancther and look at each other on the stage, and whether
music, movement, and lighting should be used, TFortunately
for the medium, there is ne final arbiter on these questions,
and lively experimentation is continulng.

This so~called debate on the limitations of Realders
Theater is of specisl iluterest to me because of & recent

encounter with the problem. In presenting Spoon River

Anthology at & tournament last year, we encountered a
Judge who had rompletely opposing opilnions from our
director. As & rTesult, needless to say, we were criticized
nmarceifully for our shameful "destruction® of the material.
The very fact that the judge d4id not vreally know enough
about Neaders Thesater Lo veallre that there arve diTfering
attituldes and approaches to the preduetlon shows tlst Lhe
art form has heen neglected, in M1l anelysis, not -~y
in that particuisr Indge's education, but rrobubly in the
eduration of many others.

It freema that the celectlion shovwld deterulne the style
more than anything else, fome selectlonslend themselves
to movament, charscter involvement (inleraction bhetween

different charvacters), lighting sad mucic, wheveas other

selectlion seem Lo come off hebter 1F thass= elements are
cselectlion seem o ff heti 1F 4 1 +
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ignored. The lmportant thing to remember is that, it wust
e mentioned sagain, no final arbiter on these quesbions hes
been found, and Jively experiment is continuing.

An understanding of Brecht's Eplc Thester may help
to explain Readers Theater, or Councert Theater as he called
it, since the two are much alike, Brecht invented his
Epic Theater form becsuse he wanted his audience primarily
to think, to become intellectnally involved. He wanted to
keep his audience from becoming so emotionally involved in
the characters that they no longer evaluated the signigi-
cance of the thoughts being presented., LKeaders Theater
also demands a thinking sudilence, but it also demands an
emotionally involved audience,

Brecht, in searching for a new relatiOnship with his
audience, used many of the compositional and presentational
elements employed in Readers Theater: he utllized a
narrator to tle segments together, to verbhally set the
scenes, to comment upon and interpret the actlon; hils actors
portrayed more than one role; and his stuge was a platformn
wilth few properties., Each scene existed for itself; but
when the scenes were taken together, they bresented ¢ broad
overview of & major premise, He, tcoco, demanded a thinking
audience; but contrary to the alm of Readers Theater,
Brecht sought to avold emotional involvement on the part
of the audience,

The possibilities of this medium have not yet been
fully realized or explolited., Relatively new on the coentem-

pory scene, Readers Theater is free for experimentation and
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open to the use of imaginstive techniques for bringing liter-
ature to an audlence. As Allardyce Nicoll has ssid, "Almost
aluways we find dramatic genius flowering when a particulsar
land in & particular sge discuvers theatrical form that 1is
new, adjusted to its demands, and hithertc not fully exploited,"*
Readers Theater, again, 1s not a substitute for conventional
theater and is not intended to be, It is & different form,
with a focus on the written word. With few exceptions,
it centers the sudlence's interest on the author's text,
S5ince it is not limited to the pley form, it can bring to
the stage a far greater renge of literary materials than
conventional theatre, This is Readers Theater. . .Theater

off the Mind.

¥Thlis was based on research primarily with the help of
the Headers Theatre Handbook by Leslie Irene Coger and
Melvin™i. White, various textbooks (Riley Library is void
of any specific books ori Readers Theater) and personal
experience,
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