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THEATRICAL COBWEBS,. 

This morning I awoke and realised that there is ere no birds making 
unpleasant chatter in the trees outside my window. No golden oriole 
chaunted with liquid note, not even a plurry sparrow bl_abbeds.-, I 
realised that Autumn was actually here. About time too, you will 
say. I quite agree. I turned to myself and said, 'It's a bit -late 
for Spring-cleaning, sport.' 'Chum,' I replied, 'better late than 
never.' 

So I hied me to my book-shelves to gather material for a few ex-
plosions. 'Explosions,' says my small friend Driu, making loud 
banging noises with his dakai, 'are most efficacious for the clear-
ing of the air.' So you must excuse me if I make a few disturbing 
bangs, and let off the necessary number of crackers. For the air 
needs clearing - and how! At the moment the air within the theatre 
is thick with the dust of confusion, harboured so long by the cob-
webs of indecision in the corners. So bring on the dakai* and let 
me take a broom to the cob-webs. 

The first thing to do is to decide what is the true function of 
the theatre - what are we aiming at ? Our old friend Schlegel says 
'The object proposed is to produce an impression on an assembled 
crowd, to gain their attention, and to excite in them interest and 
participation.' But it is more than that. Surely it is to con- . 
vey to the audience an indescribable sensation which we may term 
•theatrical sensation.' It is an indefinable thing, to be gained bu 
rarely in Australia today. If you have not experienced it I cannot 
describe it for you - I cannot describe the taste of the mango or 
pawpaw to the uninitiated. It is an individual sensation to be der-
ived from nothing but the theatre. Schlegel comes near to saying so 
- 'The dramatic poet . . . to lower himself only in.appearance to 
his hearers; in reality, however, elevate them to himself. That is 
to say that through the theatre the poet may raise the hoi polloi 
of his audience to the heights of-artistic conception, and only occ-
asionally can this be done through the printed word - m the theatre 
the audience participates. The theatre is the most successful of 
all means of artistic artiejilation - it has none of the inarticulate 
qualities of music. It can reach a great number of people, and 
can easily convey the sensation that every artist strives to effect. 

Very well then, we may say -that theatre is the most successfu?fQ-KE 
of art, and its success in any particular case will depend upon 
whether it has conveyed 'Theatrical sensation* to-the fullest extent. 
There we have our aim. Now let's take a look at the development 
of the theatre. Western theatre started, under the Greeks to 
achieve a set form, and from that beginning of the Greek -religious _ 
festivities our theatre derives. The aim has been always to attain, 
to a thorough form of dramatic presentation, to raise the audience 
to the artistic heights of the playwri. Even in the development 
from Aeschylus to Euripides we can see the attempt to achieve the., 
more perfect dramatic form. -That constant striving, with occasional 
interludes of inactivity, has lasted down to the present day. B u t j 
the dramatist has had his counterpart in the technicians actually 
within the theatre. The actors, and latterly the producers, have 
also striven to a better method of presenting the drama. I would 
say without hesitation that the most oustanding period of theatrical 
development, at any rate as regards production and acting method, has 
"been during the present century. 
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THEATRICAL COBWEBS 

This morning I awoke and'realised that there were no "birds making 
unpleasant chatter in the trees outside my window. No golden oriole 
chaunted with liquid note, not even a plurry sparrow blabbed-. '. I 
realised that Autumn was actually here. About time too, you will 
say. I quite agree. I turned to myself and said, 'It's a bit late 
for Spring-cleaning, sport.' 'Chum,' I replied, 'better late than 
never.' 

So I hied me to my book-shelves to gather material for a few ex-
plosions. 'Explosions,' says my small friend Driu, making loud 
banking noises with his dakai, 'are most efficacious for the clear-
ing°of the air.' So you must excuse me if I make a few disturbing 
banps, and let off the necessary number of crackers. For the air 
needs clearing - and howl At the moment the air within the theatre 
is tnick with the dust of confusion, harboured so long by the cob-
webs of indecision in the corners. So bring on the dakai * and let 
me take a broom to the cob-webs. 

The first thing to do is to decide what is the true function ot. 
the theatre - what are we aiming at ? Our old friend Schlegel says 
'The obiect proposed is to produce an impression on an assembled 
crowd, to gain their attention, and to excite in them interest and 
participation.' But it is more than that. Surely it is to con- . 
Vey to the audience an indescribable sensation which we may term 
'theatrical sensation.' It is an indefinable thing, to be gained bu 
•n r el" in Australia today. If you have not experienced it I cannot 
describe it for you - I cannot describe the taste of the mango or 
pawpaw to the uninitiated. It is an individual sensation to be der-
ived from nothing but the theatre. Schlegel comes near to saying so 
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to -av that through the theatre the poet may raise the hoi polloi 
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the" audience participates. "The theatre is 
all means of artistic articulation - it has none of the inarticulate 
dualities of music. It can reach a great number of people, and 
can easily convey the sensation that every artist strives to effect. 

Very well then, we may say that theatre is the most s u c c e s s f u l 
of art, and its success in any particular case will depend upon 
whether it has conveyed 'Theatrical sensation' to the fullest extent. 
Thpre we have our aim. Now let's take a look at the development • 
of the theatre. Western theatre started, under the Greeks to 
achieve a *et form, and from that beginning of the Greek religious 
festH-ities our theatre derives. The aim has been always to attain 
to a thorough form of dramatic presentation, to raise the audience 
To the artistic heights of the playwri.- JVen J ^ 0 ? ™ " 
from Aeschylus to Euripides we can see the attempt to achieve the. 
more perfect dramatic form. That constant striving, with occaeiona. 
interludes of inactivity, has lasted down to the present day. But., 
the dramatist has tia* his counterpart in trie technicians actually 
within the theatre. The actors, and latterly the producers., have 
also striven to a better method of presenting the drama. I ^ l d 
say without hesitation that the most oustanding period of theatrical 
development, at any rate as regards production and acting method, hot 
been during the present century. 
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Now that the war has ended we find ourselves at a bit of a dead 
end in what we are used to calling the1cultural line*. In England 
the war hae seen a phenomenal flowering of public interest in the 
arts, but here the artists turn from a wistful contemplation of that 
development to cry 'But what to me, my love, but what to me?' 
Nothing, apparently. There are a few.art clubs in Sydney, the Ball-
arat Competitions, a summer school in music in Queensland, the form-
ation of a Symphony orchestra subsidised fey the Government and City 
Council in Sydney, the presentation of opera .in Adelaide once yearly 
under the direction of the late principal bass of Covent Garden* but 
in music only can we find comfort. The Contemporary Arts Society is 
steadily becoming stagnant, and as for the theatre - we are more^than 
ever under the controlling power of the Hollywood, sausage-machine, . 
and the J.C. Williamson octopus of mediocrity and damn bad taste. 

Why it i-t that all efforts to gain a theatre of standing'and value 
have failed in Australia? It is undoubtedly because there is a lacic 
of both knowledge and clear thinking onofche part 01 our self-styleu 
exponents of theatrical art. In the first place of course we must 
realise the irreparable damage being done to the theatre by J.O. 
Williamson Ltd^, who hold thS performing rights of jo ^ P and 
do not use them, who hold what amounts to a monopely of our usable 
theatres, and use them to present bad-plays produced ^doddering 
a - ^ and played by ham actors with a technique which dates Jack to 

da?e to Henry Irving, and which m U ^ appear ante :Luv-
ian Harsh words, but unfortunately the truth. Then taere, are the. 
the counterparts of "J.C.W. in the amateur fiald - perhaps the best 
the " Adeiaide Repertory Theatre., which is the 
o l d e s t eetabliehed amt-eur theatre ?n Australia and is not a Repert-
ory thea^e. Before the first world war it did very good work -
LLpntinc- of Ibsen, for instance. • But now - ah, how are presenting *ea-oru C Q m e o f the worst work that I have ever 

to u + u Vi'u + ronfusion. At the moment one of the most stupid 

f• i? s b r s • ^ . T L S ^ r r . * 

kind is the most important trend in m e , so .nouxu there 

a vital part of life, and. L eo 1
 T h e .theatrical exper-

commentary or - life - the sexual act is the 
ience is certainly not divorced irom ± 1 l i t i a n d y e t it is 

undoubtedly TO™ °t £ 
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Now that the war has ended we find ourselves at a bit of a dead 
end in what we are used to calling the'cultural line'. In England 
the war has seen a phenomenal flowering of public interest in the 
arts, but here the artists turn from a wistful contemplation of that 
development to cry 'But what to me, my love, but what to me?' 
Nothing, apparently. There are a few art clubs in Sydney, the Ball-
arat Competitions, a summer school in music in Queensland, the form-
ation of a Symphony orchestra subsidised by the Government and City 
Council in Sydney, the presentation of opera..in Adelaide once yearly 
under the direction of the late principal bass of Covent Garden* but 
in music only can we find comfort. The Contemporary Arte Society is 
steadily becoming stagnant, and as for the theatre - we are more than 
ever under the controlling power of the Hollywood, sausage-machine, 
and the J.C. Williamson octopus of mediocrity and damn bad taste. 

Why it it that all efforts to gain a theatre of standing'and value 
have failed in Australia? It is undoubtedly because there is a lack 
of both knowledge and clear thinking onothe part of our self-styled, 
exponents of theatrical art. In the first place of course we must 
realise the irreparable damage being done to the theatre by J.C* 
Williamson Ltd., who hold the performing rights of so many plays and 
do not use them, who hold what amounts to a monopoly of our Usable 
theatres, and use them to present bad plays produced by doddering 
asses and played by ham actors with a technique which dates back to 
the days prior to Henry Irving,, and which must now appear antediluv-
ian. Harsh words, but unfortunately the truth. Then there..are the: 
the counterparts of J.C.W. in the amateur field - perhaps the best 
example of these is the Adelaide Repertory Theatre, which is the 
oldest established amateur theatre in Australia and is not a Repert-
ory theatre. Before the first world war it did very good work, 
presenting seasons of Ibsen, for instance. But now - ah, how are 
the mighty fallen! It does some of the worst work that I have ever 
seen in the amateur theatre,. and that's saying someJ Not only is 
the acting and producing method so poor as to be laughable, but their 
plays rarely rise above the standard of 'Michael and Mary'. 

Turning to the more intelligent section of the amateur field, we 
may see little but confusion. At the moment one of the most stupid 
controversies imaginable seems to be occupying the minds of most 
who think about the theatre at all. On the one hand we have a et 
of individuals, among them many of the more progressive University 
students, who say 'We must have a left-wing theatre. The theatre 
must not be divorced from life, but as the social progress of man-
Kind is the most important trend in life, so should the theatre 
be a reflection of that trend, and even an aid to it.' Then there 
are,the 'artists', who insist that theatre is a means to .get away 
from the unpleasant realities of life to a dream world, the world of 
the 'aesthetic theatre', and to whom politics are anathema. 

But neither are correct, as can tee seen if only we look and 
determine the true function of the theatre. Theatre is essentially 
a vital part of life, and if so it must not be either a political 
commentary or a home of gutless aesthetics. The theatrical exper-
ience is certainly not divorced from life - the sexual act is the 
means to an experience which is not part of politics, and yet it is 
undoubtedly a part of life. But if we are to go turning the tbeatr< 
over to politics we are in effect divorcing it from life, for we 
are only offering a reflection to our audience - they become like a 
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set of people looking at a mirror, instead of actually experiencing 
the theatrical feeling at which the theatre must aim, and which is no 
part of politics. That is to say that art is an end in itself9 not 
a means of political propaganda. On the other hand a play may yet 
he a good play and convey a deep social and moral meaning, hut that is 
not necessary to the good play. 'Twelfth Night'iera good play, but 
conveys no such meaning, but Galsworthy's failing was that he was not 
concerned with theatre as a means to giving his audience a theatrical 
experience as a function of their lives, but because he chose to use 
the stage as a means foMoralising, which is only an adult form of that 
fe tup id* method <f talking to children overthe radio - 'Now be a good 
boy, Johnny, and eat up all your porridge in the morning so that you 11 
grow up big and strong; and if you're a good boy if you look in the 
ice-box you'll find a chocolate frog.' 

The aesthete, on the other hand , are even worse - they exist main-
ly in studio theatres in Australia, and they present their audiences 
with work which is little more than an overflow from the sentimental 
romantic drama. They would present, for example, 'Salome' produced 
with delicacy, in such an etherialised manner as to leave the hale 
members of their audience With a feeling, of nausea. The theatre 
ccifr't exist without guts, and it can't exist in a dream world. They 
who would lock put plays simply because they have a social message 
and regardless"of their theatrical value do as much harm €5- those who 
put on bad plays because they have such a message, and again regardless 
of theatriaal value. The aesthet and the man who waves a flag and 
demands 'art for politic's sake' are alike crowding the true theatric 
artist out of the little portion of the theatre world which is left 
to ue when the ignorant have had their share. 

But why, again, does all this happen? Why are our theatres so 
perpetually iS a confusion? It is because there few really thinking 
people in the community. Our Universities are not the home of the 
study and love of the arts. They are no more than tertiary schools , 
where you learn to earn your filthy lucre and to possess with equanim-
ity a vacuous mind. Yet only University students have the advantages 
and opportunities necessary to develop a broad and cultured mind. 
Others who can do so in Australia are rare. But those who actually 
do do so in Universities are also very rare. We are no intellectual 
aristocracy, but lazy-minded dullards, with pretensions to knowledge. 
Yet, unfortunately, we are likely to be the only hope the country has 
of advancement in learning, so that until we are prepared to spend our. 
time working to further and broaden our knowledge, the theatre and 
other neglected arts are likely to continue being murdered without 
protest, or just forgotten for the emptiness of the race-couree 
and the local hop. 
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The playwrighit^ave not quite caught up to the other theatre tech-
nicians, "but they are still striving to better the dramatic express-? 
ion, for many of them realise how clumsy are- the old act divisions, 
and already we are feeling that the flowering of the 'Realist1 drama 
was not the most effective of trends.. Yet even within the old forgi 
there is much that we may admire - O'Neill, Anderson, Pirandello, all 
have given us much cause for hope. But the producers and actors -
Craig, Reinhardt, Stanislavsky, Komisarjevsky> - what enormous 
strides have been madei The theatre today is alive as nefer before. 

But not in Australia.- Here we have a people who are literate, 
who ready to receive and enjoy good theatre. Probably more than-
any other country, Australia is a land where theatre should flourish. 
But no. Neville Cardus has been forced to write - have been in-
vited to write, as an introduction . . . a chapter on the theatre 
and its associated arts as they exist at .the!.p-rfesent timeN in Austra-
lia. I am reminded of the scholar who was called.upon td contri-
bute to an encyclopaedia a section dealing with snakes in Iceland. 
'There are,' wrote the scholar, 'no snakes in Iceland.1" 

It would be easy for me to go on and weep much brine over the 
undoubted trug?h that there is no theatre in Australia. It has been 
done before, and doubtless will continue to be done for some time to 
come. But it is of much more sense to demand 'Why the heck?' 

Well, why the heck? . 
As far as commercial theatre is concerned, the answer is, of . 

course, J.C. Williamson Ltd. Here we have a firm which virtually 
exercises a monopoly over our usable theatres. It does hot Want 
competition, and does not hesitate to U;. e its capital to ruin any 
enterprise which with little backing but enthusiasm, tries to start 
up in the way of theatre. It does- not like trouble, either, so it 
plays, for the most part, very poor stuff, which will bring in quick 
box-office returns. Give the people what they want, they say. 
The unfortunate people do not know what they want. Any audience.for 
serious theatre must be cultivated, for they are used to going to 
the 'flicks and sitting in a coma while Hollywood doesall the work. 
They are not used to being stimulated, they are not used to having 
to think. So if there is to be good theatre in Australia, the aud-
ience will have to belled into its ways, little by little. But 
the 'firm' does not see its way clear to being artistic, it merely 
desires to rake in the cash. As for its production methods, and 
its actors.' 'Antediluvian'would describe the first, 'hams' the 
second. _ 

But we are not much better off in the amateur theatre, usually 
the home of the £bod dramatic presentation when it is crowded out 
of the commercial houses. 

i 
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* The art of the theatre in Australia is interred in the tomb of in-
difference, enshrouded in the swathes of inexcusable ignorance. That ' 
is a very pompous statement, but is too true to be funny. We should 
have one of the best theatres in the world - we should' have the best 
education system, we should have a population of enlightened and in-
telligent people, we should have a great many things which we have not. 

This is the country which has the most advanced arbitration system . 
<bn earth, this is really a land of plenty, but such is our astonishing 
stupidity that we do not avail ourselves of its advantages. Perhaps 
it is because we do not know how to, but even then it is not for v>ant 
of opportunities to learn.n r- The openings are there - but yet just rec 
-ently â  distinguished critic was forced to write -

"I have been invited to write, as an introduction . . . a chapter on 
the theatre and its associated arts as they exist at the present time 
in Australia. I am reminded of the scholar who was called upon to 
contribute to an encyclopaedia a section dealing with snakes in^Ice-
land. 'There are,' wrote the scholar, 'no snakes in Iceland. 

There we have it. We have no theatre in Australia. It is true 
we have half-pie attempts at it in some of the amateur theatres. But 
even then we must admit to their poor quality. It-fcould be better to 
brush away the cob-webs at the outset, and determine what it is we want 
our theatre to be and to become in the future years than to wrangle 
over our present apologies for theatre« 

I would submit that the purpose of theatre is to convey a certain 
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