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    Preface


    This book brings an English translation of Otakar Zich’s book Estetika dramatického umění– Aesthetics of the Dramatic Art. Zich’s book is recognised as the foundation of Czech theatre theory. We believe that the importance of Zich’s theory reaches far beyond the local context. We argue that it is one of the earliest books (if not the very first) to bring asystematic theatre theory in the modern sense. Zich’s Aesthetics is the cornerstone of theatre theory in an international context too. It has established theatre theory as such. Zich was the point of departure for the Prague School’s Structural-Functional theatre thinking, which in turn influenced several strands of theatre semiotics. Many of their theoretical concepts and the organic philosophical, aesthetic approach to theatre can be traced back to Zich.


    Zich’s Aesthetics continues to resonate with anumber of present-day and historic contexts. At the same time, it is aself-standing integral theory of theatre, which is the principal reason why this book needs to be available in the international English-language discourse. Aesthetics is unique also in its analytical method: it not only constructs the theory as asystem of discrete statements but also takes the audience’s perspective as the fundamental methodological approach. For Zich, the theatre is an event that happens in the shared presence of the performers and the spectators, as perceived by the latter. The distinctive feature of theatre is afocus on human interaction. Zich’s ideas about performance space are truly revelatory. Very importantly, theatre is an autonomous art form and his theory is an aesthetic theory dedicated to the unique principles of this art.


    Aesthetics of the Dramatic Art first appeared in 1931 at atime when Central Europe saw the formation of theatre studies (or Drama) as adiscipline. Zich’s Aesthetics as atheoretical system belongs to this historic context and its aspirations. However, its systemic approach and the level of its theoretical thoroughness and rigour surpasses most other foundational works of its time. Together with Prague School theory, Aesthetics also had an immense impact on Czech theatre culture and inspired several generations of theatre practitioners, especially theatre directors, such as the Avant-Garde generation of E.F.Burian, Jindřich Honzl and Jiří Frejka, as well as the artists of later decades– among them Otomar Krejča and Alfréd Radok.


    In equal measure, if not more, Zich’s Aesthetics belongs to aEuropean context of theatre. Zich himself comes from ageneration of the great Modernist reformers in the theatre that are conventionally represented by the personalities of Adolphe Appia (1862–1928), Edward Gordon Craig (1872–1966), Max Reinhardt (1873–1943) or Konstantin Stanislavski (1863–1938). All their reforms shared an aspiration to conceive theatrical performance as acoherent whole, with aunified (consistent) aesthetic expression, and to establish the theatrical director as the central organising principle of the conception. These reforms simultaneously– and perhaps inevitably– revisited the question of the sources of acting and of the methods of acting as an artistic endeavour. Zich’s Aesthetics appeared in 1931, at the very watershed moment between Modernist and Avant-Garde concepts of theatre. Appia’s and Craig’s texts from the turn of the century often took the form of visionary manifestos that proposed novel theatre aesthetics. In comparison, Zich’s book systematically reflects and theorises on those visions in application. Zich wrote at apoint in history when the Modernist manifestos had become integral parts of theatre practice.


    This book presents Otakar Zich as atheorist and outlines his work and the various approaches to it. Aesthetics of the Dramatic Art– it needs to be said– is awork of unpreceded theoretical complexity. It is one of those books that acquires new dimensions with the ever-changing contexts of the modern world. Repeated readings often find the text reframed and Aesthetics is able to rise to the new challenges of contemporary art. The rigour and lasting applicability of Zich’s theory in the face of new readings and rereadings bring proof of Aesthetics’ usefulness and validity.


    Since its publication in 1931, Aesthetics has had along life of sorts, spanning almost acentury, and has accumulated agreat number of interpretations and critical commentary. The Introduction offers its readers the essential contextual knowledge to approach the text from the vantage point of their contemporary theory and cultural environments. Abrief overview of Zich’s life appears towards the end of the Introduction– intentionally placed last. We believe that it is Zich’s thinking that should be at the forefront of the interest, and only then his personality and the historical context.


    This book’s Afterword provides the historical and cultural context of the book’s 1931 publication, Zich’s inspirations and the developing reception of the book. As such, the Afterword is aimed at ascholarly reader who will approach Aesthetics as one of the fundamental texts that has so far been under-researched in the international discourse. The Afterword places Aesthetics in the historical context of the formation of theatre studies as adiscipline and the establishment of theatre theory in today’s sense of the word.


    David Drozd, Pavel Drábek, Tomáš Kačer and Josh Overton
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    Otakar Zich and his Aesthetics of the Dramatic Art: Introducing aSeminal Work After aCentury


    David Drozd, with Pavel Drábek and Josh Overton


    Zich’s Aesthetics of the Dramatic Art, by itself as well as its English translation, has had apeculiar life. Since it was written, it has been widely read, variously interpreted, admired as visionary but also denounced as past its prime or too conservative. Some find the book immensely thought-provoking, others pedantic. Once you have finished reading this Introduction and delve into the work itself, you will also be starting anew chapter of the book’s life and of the afterlife of its creator, Otakar Zich.


    Why should you read this book? There are several reasons. First, if you are atheatre practitioner, this book can inspire you to rethink the principles of your creative work. Zich offers an attempt at areflection– that is, he writes atheory, aretrospective from adistance– but constantly has theatre practice and its makers in mind. In so doing, Zich wishes to enhance creativity by gaining aconcrete understanding of its principles. Second: there has recently occurred acertain scepticism towards the broader theories of the theatre and of the arts, which are today shattered into numerous partial trends and lines of thought. In contrast, Zich’s approach is so old-school that it does not splinter itself: his thinking tends to integrate observations on the form of awork of art, on the creative process and on the effect it has on the spectator. At the very core of his approach is theatre as an art form, and his thinking is holistic, integral and almost universalist. Third: anyone interested in getting to the roots of theatre theory can start here; it is not always necessary to go back to Aristotle; Zich also builds his theory from the basics. Fourth, there is apurely scholarly reason: Zich practises theory in the strict sense of the word– aTheory that tends to abstraction, intelligent differentiation and systemic thought; at the same time, his theory is pragmatic, succinct, parsimonious and unburdened with unnecessary concepts. It may seem that one of the favourite tools of Zich the aesthetician and logician was Ockham’s razor.


    For any Czech theatre student– whether apractitioner or atheorist– Zich’s Aesthetics is certainly one of the first theories to read. It is considered an integral foundation, almost aprimer of Czech theatre terminology, and Zich’s distinctions– especially those in the opening three chapters– are regarded as the absolute basics. Awell-used anecdote sums it up: studying theatre theory from Ato Z: from Aristotle to Zich. The question of course remains if the fundamental works on the reading list are being read thoroughly. In this Introduction, we will offer afew ways of reading the book that will help the reader uncover individual layers of Zich’s opus, abook not to be read but to be studied.


    From an outside perspective Zich remains known only to anarrow group of specialists who are able to read his work in Czech. And let’s be frank: there aren’t that many people interested in the theatre (let alone theatre theory) to begin with, and the proportion of that group that is sufficiently well-versed in Czech language and culture is vanishingly small. For an international theatre scholar Otakar Zich still remains aname in afootnote. The exception that proves this rule can be found with the only notable mention of Zich in the English language. In 1980 Keir Elam in one of the most influential books of theatre semiotics– The Semiotics of Theatre and Drama (Routledge, 1980)– makes adecisive declaration:


    The year 1931 is an important date in the history of theatre studies. Until that time dramatic poetics– the descriptive science of the drama and theatrical performance– had made little substantial progress since its Aristotelian origins. […] That year, however, saw the publication of two studies in Czechoslovakia which radically changed the prospects for the scientific analysis of theatre and drama: Otakar Zich’s Aesthetics of the Art of Drama and Jan Mukařovský’s ‘An Attempted Structural Analysis of the Phenomenon of the Actor’. […] Zich’s Aesthetics is not explicitly structuralist but exercised aconsiderable influence on later semioticians, particularly in its emphasis on the necessary interrelationship in the theatre between heterogeneous but interdependent systems. […] Zich does not allow special prominence to any one of the components involved: he refuses, particularly, to grant automatic dominance to the written text, which takes its place in the system of systems making up the total dramatic representation. (Elam 2005: 5)


    On the one hand Elam asserts that Zich is acentral figure for theatre theory, but on the other, his knowledge of Zich only derived from secondary sources and depended inevitably on the prevailing narrow reading of his work. Zich’s Aesthetics of the Dramatic Art (1931) has mostly received mention in connection with the Prague School, especially with its theatre theory. In this way Zich is perceived as aforerunner of the Functional-Structuralist school of thought, or alink between nineteenth-century Czech aesthetics and the modern Structuralist or semiotic theory. This may be aplausible and logical approach, but it certainly is not the only one.


    There is astrong link between the Prague Linguistic Circle (PLC) and Otakar Zich’s thought that appeared very clearly when we were editing the volume Theatre Theory Reader: Prague School Writings (Drozd et al. 2016) given the number of allusions and references to Zich’s concepts. We even considered including some selections of Zich’s Aesthetics in our reader. But fragments can never capture the whole with sufficient accuracy and any selection necessarily distorts the overall image. In the end we decided to translate Zich’s magnum opus in its totality and publish it as astand-alone volume. It is only now, when Zich’s work is finally available as awhole, that readers can judge for themselves the veracity of the declared table-turning change that the Aesthetics brought about on its publication in 1931– alandmark of modern theatre theory and aesthetics of art.


    The Layout of the Aesthetics: Organisation of the Book


    Otakar Zich (1879–1934) was trained as alogician and mathematician, and later added musicology and aesthetics to his repertoire. It is no surprise then, to find that his book is organised strictly and methodically. Zich himself introduces the book laconically:


    This book falls into three parts: the first, entitled “The Concept of Dramatic Art”, is basically methodological. The second, called “The Principle of Dramaticity”, contains predominantly aesthetic reflections, despite the above-mentioned proximity of both approaches, while the third part, named “The Principle of Stylisation”, is dominated by theoretical or art-disciplinary reflections. (58 below)


    Zich remains true to his word. In the first part of his book he defines theatre and discusses the dramatic art as aunique art form with its own special laws, logic and conceptual framework. In the second part Zich discusses the specific creative work of individual roles in the process of theatrical creation– the artistic roles of the playwright, the actor, the stage director (and the scenographer), and then examines the specific role of the theatre composer (of opera in particular). In the third part Zich focuses on the spectator’s experience and perception, with aspecial focus on realism, stylisations and theatrical genres.


    Zich’s method is inductive– starting with simple premises, claims and assertions (similar to basic mathematical axioms), with introspective thoughts and reflections, or with mental experiments (such as “Let us imagine watching an actor whose language we don’t understand…”), and then moving on to greater complexity. In this way he builds his entire theoretical and aesthetic system step by step. Zich doesn’t approach the theatre from an ideological point of departure; he treats his subject descriptively and analytically. In his own words:


    This is aconsequence of the method of scientific aesthetics, which derives its findings inductively from the material given by experience, rather than deductively from some apriori philosophical principles, as speculative aesthetics does. (57 below)


    In its structure Zich’s book is less of an aesthetic essay, but rather a“classical” philosophical treatise organised in numbered paragraphs or sections, chapters and subchapters arranged in an exact hierarchy– not unlike the German treatises of Hegel or Kant. Zich approaches the theatre as asubject worthy of treatment in the genre of high idealist, systematically explained, and scientific philosophy.


    Zich’s commitment to creating aself-standing, integral system comes with afrustrating feature– an almost complete absence of references to other criticism. Early on Zich admits to his inspiration in earlier and contemporaneous scholarship, but he proclaims confidently:


    As for the detailed elaboration of this design in the second part, the conception and arrangement of the material are my own. Factually it does not contain– as that would be entirely impossible in asystematic study– only my own thoughts, especially when it comes to spoken drama, which has recently been thoroughly theorised. Nonetheless, specialists will appreciate how many new thoughts and concepts of my own there are here. (our emphasis) (56 below)


    Zich felt no need to start with an exhaustive critical review of existing scholarship on drama and theatre. This further confirms his commitment to, first, creating aholistic theoretical system that would build on its own principles, and second, Zich expected his reader to be non-specialist, un-versed in aesthetics. (There were very few of that sort in the Czech lands in his time.) Rather, Zich wrote for practical theatre makers or theatre afficionados. The book was to help the reader understand the principles of the theatre makers’ own creative work and art, and help the spectator cultivate their theatrical experience. (It is symptomatic that almost all early reviews of Aesthetics mention the exhortation that the book should be on the shelf of every actor!)


    Nowadays, Zich’s book is achallenging, though in some ways foundational theoretical treatise. Despite the passage of time, the exhortation that the book should be read by every actor and theatre maker still stands. When we start reading this book with our present-day mindset, the reasons become clear.


    Establishing the Specific Genre of “the Dramatic Art”


    Zich intentionally starts his book in anaive-sounding and almost banal way:


    Spoken drama and opera– in short, the dramatic work– is what we perceive (see and hear) in the course of aperformance in the theatre (60 below).


    Today, this opening assertion– one of Zich’s foundational axioms– may sound perfectly self-evident. But with this claim Zich revolutionises the incumbent thinking and foregrounds the recipients’ perspective. Gradually, with the support of thorough argumentation, Zich rejects the dominant notion (which still reoccurs nowadays) that the theatre is no more than the production of dramatic literature. By the same token, Zich proposes the dramatic art as aframing category that brings together spoken drama and sung drama (aterm Zich uses as abroad category that includes most prominently the opera), because they share the same fundamental feature: all of these genres and art forms are live works of art performed in atheatre space before alive audience. This feature is much more essential than the relatively partial differences, such as the actors speaking in one, but singing in the other. In this way, Zich wants to put to bed the belief that the theatre– narrowly understood as dramatic literature or poetry– belongs to the discipline of literary studies while the opera is asubject for musicology. It follows logically then that Zich’s book proposes anew aesthetic discipline. He calls it theoretical dramaturgy and declares the dramatic art as its specific object of study. As such, the book as awhole can be read as an attempt to establish anew paradigm of critical thinking about the theatre. This theoretical approach does not depend on other disciplines but derives its principles from within the theatre in performance as an autonomous art.


    Zich’s paradigm shift shows most controversially in his view of the dramatic text because he refuses to accept it– just like the score of an opera– as an autonomous work of art. He argues that “aliterary or amusical text can at best be called apotential artwork. […] We have shown, however, that the ‘dramatic text’ is only apartial record of the dramatic work” (67 below). For Zich, awork of art is something created intentionally– that is, alogically structured/composed whole, while aliterary drama is rather fragmentary: it cannot be taken for art in its own right since the images that the process of mere reading evokes are too arbitrary and subjective. If we take as apoint of departure Zich’s commitment to approach spoken drama and sung drama as one art form, the following comparison arises: Do we commonly read an opera score and claim that we have an aesthetic enjoyment of it? How is it then that the readers of aplayscript immediately turn into theatre specialists? For Zich then, the dramatic text is primarily atext intended for aprofessional reader (the actor, the stage director or other theatre creatives)– areader capable of “theatrical reading”. But the final, fully fledged work of art is the performance and nothing but the performance.


    Zich goes against the narrow understanding of drama as literature, atrend culminating at the turn of the nineteenth century when playscripts were published as books with lengthy descriptive notes to facilitate their reading. Some playwrights (Ibsen and especially Shaw) indulge in extending and novelistically elaborating their stage directions and comments, while editors of drama classics– be it Shakespeare or the ancient Greeks or Romans– follow the same trend and insert long-winded, descriptive stage directions. In his rejection of this trend, Zich is truly progressive, understanding the dramatic text as if it were amodern stage script– amere technical tool, apartial record of the authorial vision or intention, which comes to completion and full creation only in alive performance. This is not to deny the author-playwright their autonomy but rather the opposite: by approaching them as adramatic author (i.e., an author writing for the theatre), their role in the artistic process is strengthened. This also allows Zich to argue for the unique dramatic talent of the playwright, as opposed to the talents of apoet, amusical composer or avisual artist.


    Treating together spoken drama and sung drama as asingle performative art form allows Zich to transfer observations from one to the other on the basis of their differences and their similarities. The comparisons of spoken drama and sung drama are especially productive in the first chapter where Zich argues that “acting is not areproductive art”. This assertion logically follows from some of his axioms: if theatre is more than the mere staging of the written letter of adramatic text (i.e., an interpretation in amusicological sense), it needs to have an autonomous artistic creator– inevitably the actor. This begs the question: to what extent is the actor in an inferior position to the text, comparable to the interpretive musician in relation to the musical score? In his elaboration of the parallel, Zich uses it inventively to deepen his findings. This allows him to identify the minute distinction between the performing musician and the performing actor as to the extent of the autonomy of their creativity.


    The Audience Perspective: aSynchronous Theory


    Analysing the theatrical performance from the audience perspective– from the point of view of the spectator– makes Zich’s Aesthetics of the Dramatic Art atheory in the truest sense of the word: atheory that operates within asingle moment of time– asynchronous theory, independent of history. As Ivo Osolsobě points out in his essay “Sémiotika sémiotika…” (2002 [1981]: 220–221), it was customary in the nineteenth century to interpret the theatre through the lens of its history, minimising direct theoretical approaches to the art form in favour of analyses of historical phenomena. This is atrend that starts as far back as Aristotle’s Poetics and occurs still today– arandom glance at any bookshelf of so-called theatre theory will prove the point. We run away from theory to history more often than we dare admit. Naturally, no theatre theory can operate entirely outside of history. Every author operates within their environments and their horizons. (In relation to Zich, we discuss this in greater detail in the Afterword.) Notwithstanding, Zich’s work continues to inspire and remains unique in its theoretical rigour and refinement that abstracts (moves independently) from concrete historic varieties of theatre. In that, we argue, Zich’s theory can serve as auseful insight to any performance and theatre practitioner, artist and theorist, irrespective of where and when they are.


    Zich turns the period perspective upside down and derives all his observations from the viewpoint of the immediate spectator and their real-time perception of actual theatre performance. The historical perspective, the development of the theatre, its art forms and its cultural memory enter Zich’s discussions as well, of course, but only in the second and third parts of the book. Nonetheless, Zich incorporates individual historic examples into the conceptual framework he has established in the first part (in chapters 1 to 3). He uses these as minor case studies to instantiate partial theoretical issues. Osolsobě, aprominent Zich scholar, highlights this as amajor accomplishment of abstract thinking and Zich’s logical mind, seeing it as amanifestation of Zich’s mathematical and musicological background. Such an approach stands out uniquely, not only for the time in which it was conceived but more generally too.


    Theatre as aSynthesis of the Arts: Critique of the Concept


    Zich’s Chapter2 discusses the relation between the theatre– or the dramatic art, as he calls it– and other arts. Following his methodology and strategy of argumentation, established in the opening chapter, Zich debunks the widespread synthetic theory of theatre, best known in Wagner’s concept of the Gesamtkunstwerk (or total work of art). Notably, Zich does not reject the theory wholesale but argues the limits of its validity. He states that as far as the creation of the dramatic work of art is concerned, the individual creative building blocks made by distinct artists come together bit by bit. However, the work of art is complete only as the homogenous aesthetic experience of the spectators. Our “analytical” understanding of the theatrical experience (the act of spectating)– one that breaks the work of art up into its individual components– cannot derive from our knowledge of how it was created, bit by bit, in the first place. The dramatic work of art– the theatrical performance– is an organic whole. Zich is very particular about distinguishing between the two perspectives– the process of creation and the act of spectating.


    Zich argues that individual tributary arts that collaborate on the theatrical experience– literature, music, visual arts (design, painting, architecture) and acting– cannot just smoothly blend: they always need to undergo transformation, adapt to one another, respond mutually and link up. With his attention to the inner structure of the dramatic work of art, Zich comes close to astructuralist approach to the theatre. The work of art is more than asum of its parts: it is the specific way of their blending, their mutual relationships and interconnections. The inner hierarchy of the work in which the dramatic (i.e., actorly) component becomes the dominant force, coordinating all the others to agreat extent. This leads to what he calls theatrical paradoxes, intimately or intuitively well-known to all theatre makers, but repeatedly surprising to many artists from other disciplines tributary to the theatre (discussed in the second part of Chapter2), that all the contributing arts must transcend and relent their autonomies for the sake of the dramatic work.


    Zich’s rejection of the synthetic theory of the theatre is more than amere part of the period debate on the Wagnerian Gesamtkunstwerk. Zich’s polemical claims equally apply to many later theories of the twentieth century, which simply assert the multimedia, composite character of the theatre without agreater elaboration of the links between individual “media”. To claim that the theatre is asynthesis of various arts is an inefficient and theoretically unproductive approach (see overview of the discussion in Balme 2008: 195–208). Zich’s refutation leads to his first theory that methodically treats theatre as ahomogeneous perception (the theatrical experience), an aesthetic event practised and perceived in real time. In this way Zich anticipates the performative turn and the interest in performance analysis in Western theatre scholarship of the 1970s. Theatre as ahomogeneous aesthetic perception, Zich’s key concept, is the subject of the next chapter.


    An Analytical Approach to the Theatre


    Chapter3, entitled “Analytical Theory”, is doubtless Zich’s most original contribution and remains highly inspirative to this day. In this chapter Zich takes the most introspective approach. In asense, he carries out aphenomenological analysis of the spectators’ perception, identifies the layers and conceptualises the process of making meaning on the spectator’s part– in the viewer’s mind. This part represents the methodological core of Zich’s Aesthetics of the Dramatic Art. Drifting off when reading this part renders the entire book pretty much pointless.


    Zich breaks up the spectators’ perception into individual fixed and dynamic (or mutable) components. Gradually, he clarifies and refines commonly used, intuitive terms such as action, dramatic persona (character) or dramaticity. Zich distinguishes between the spectator’s percept– which has objective causes in the action on stage but is perceived subjectively– and the ideas or thoughts that arise in consequence– and these exist solely subjectively in the spectator’s mind. In order to do so effectively, Zich introduces the term conceptual image (or image, for short; významová představa). This image is what arises in our mind in response to the question “What is it that we are perceiving?”. In the case of art, the question also can be: “What does the thing we perceive represent?”. Zich’s Czech expression významová představa (conceptual, mental or meaning image) is hard to translate. It derives from the German term Bedeutungsvorstellung (meaning or semantic imagining). In this, Zich is not entirely original, but his own justification and usage are. In both German and Czech, the term has two components: meaning and mental image. English moves between the corresponding words image, idea or sometimes even concept. Here Zich comes close to semiotics– the assertion that an image in our brain carries acertain significance or meaning. At the same time Zich respects that this image exists only in the recipient’s mind, i.e., subjectively. As such, Zich approaches meaning not as objective, as something communicated to the spectator and existing autonomously, but strictly as something the recipients (the spectators) actively create themselves. Much more than in any other semiotic theories of the theatre, Zich takes the spectator/recipient as an active co-creator of the meaning– and that meaning is always partly individualised.


    Before Zich introduces this conceptual distinction, he works with the preliminary opposition dramatic character | actor (dramatická osoba | herec). However, adramatic character can be viewed as something closely associated with the dramatic text. Intuitively we often keep referring to it: when reading aplay we speak of arole, and when watching aperformance we refer to what the actor presented on stage as arole as well, and we do so without distinguishing sufficiently between the dramatic persona written in the play text and that involved in alive performance.


    In 1981, Ivo Osolsobě wrote with acertain panache:


    Skutečným triumfem Zichovy sémiotiky je však objev, který nám zpětně připadá bezmála jako samozřejmost, který však samozřejmost není aještě dlouho nebude. Naopak ještě dlouho bude těžko pochopitelný sémiotikům, dokonce isémiotikům divadla, přestože je to problém ryze sémiotický aspecificky divadelní. Vpodstatě jde oněco velmi jednoduchého: oskutečně důslednou aplikaci rozlišovací síly Zichových pojmových dvojic “představující/představované” a“významová představa technická/významová představa obrazová” na sémiotiku herectví. Výsledkem nemohlo být nic jiného než stanovení nové, pro sémiotiku herectví specifické pojmové dvojice herecká postava/dramatická osoba. (Osolsobě 2002 (1981): 231)


    [The true triumph of Zich’s semiotics is his discovery that may seem self-evident to us nowadays but is far from being so and will remain far from being so for avery long time. It will continue to be hard to grasp to many semioticians and even theatre semioticians, although it’s apurely semiotic and specifically theatrical problem. The discovery– or rather, distinction– that Zich makes resides in principle in something very simple: atrue and methodical application of the analytical power of Zich’s dual terms the representing | the represented (představující | představované) and the technical image | the referential image (významová představa technická | obrazová) onto the semiotics of acting. The outcome of this application couldn’t be anything less than the establishment of the novel dual terms that are specific to the semiotics of acting, namely actor figure | dramatic persona (herecká postava | dramatická osoba).]1


    The groundbreaking impact of Zich’s concept is in precisely distinguishing individual layers of the actor’s creative work and the spectators’ perception of the actor’s performance. Zich identifies the actor as the creator who uses their bodily material to form the actor figure. On the basis of watching this actor figure, the spectator imagines (or creates the image) of the dramatic persona. Zich establishes this binary of the technical and the referential image in Chapter3 and carries on applying it as akey point of distinction throughout the rest of the book. Occasionally, Zich’s own usage of the binary may appear insufficiently sharp when applied to various instances. It is helpful therefore, to emphasise some of the basic principal features. First, Zich finds it crucial and unique that the actor creates their work of art from themself– however paradoxical this may sound. At the same time Zich stresses that there is an essential difference between the actor and the actor figure (i.e., the actor’s creative work). Zich elaborates on the importance of the actor using their own personal experience in creating the actor figure. But he also rejects the naive psychological assumption that equates the actor with the actor figure– i.e., the creator with their creation. It follows from here that the actor figure exists objectively while the dramatic persona comes into existence in the spectator’s mind, in response to perceiving the actor figure on stage. The actor figure is then an objective phenomenon, while the dramatic persona is amental image that exists purely as asubjective one. This image is naturally not entirely arbitrary but its formation necessarily incorporates each spectator’s personal experiences and associations. This difference between the two concepts also stands out in Zich’s considered selection of the names: the actor figure (postava) and the dramatic persona (osoba). Afigure in itself suggests something formed, constructed, shaped and intentionally created and built. In contrast, apersona evokes acertain degree of psychological complexity that the spectator’s mental image may acquire on account of the spectator’s own experience and imagination. In so doing Zich rejects the naive ideas that appear every now and then from spectators thrilled by the overwhelming performance of an actor: “That Hamlet was so real…”. For Zich, only the spectator’s mental image can be truly real (or genuine), mobilised by an intensive (excellent, accomplished, professional, etc.) actor performance. Treating the actor figure as an objective structure allows Zich to elaborate further: not only how the spectator perceives this figure, but also how the actor themself perceives it.


    Referring to the actor as one would to amaterial should be seen as apurely technical and terminological approach. Throughout the book Zich avoids any prejudicial and primitive views, occasionally found with stage directors who understand theatre making directively and authoritatively, reducing actors to amere material. It is worth noting: while Modernism is apoint that establishes the stage director as the supreme and autonomous creator of the work of theatre, criticism often forgets that this is also the historical moment when modern acting as an art with its theory appears. In this way Zich’s contributions to both the modern theory of acting and of stage directing, and the complementarity and synergy of the two disciplines (ararity for theorists past and present) are monumental and– should one ever be fortunate enough to encounter them– undeniable.


    Of course, Zich acknowledges the decisive position of the dramatic text in the creation of the actor figure, but he uses the term dramatic persona only reluctantly when it comes to the play text. It follows logically from the above theses that the dramatic text determines the dramatic character only in afragmentary way, as apotential; atext is merely aset of guidelines or ablueprint for the actor’s creative work, and it is only the actor figure that constitutes the artefact as such. The subtlety and methodical integrity of Zich’s distinctions appear most clearly when he differentiates between the playwright’s and the actor’s work in the formation of the actor figure: the playwright provides the words, while the acoustic delivery (including the intonation) is created by the actor. Zich further applies the distinction between the technical and the referential image to other components of the dramatic artefact such as the costumes, the set (the scene), music and others. Given that in the other components of theatre there is no comparable conflation of the creator and their material, Zich’s findings may appear less surprising. But his accuracy in making adifference between the factual (objective) and the imagined (referential) part of any given component is decisive.


    In Chapter3, Zich’s discursive method stands out most clearly as he constructs aline of argument from acontinuous sequence of theses. The continuity and logical links can make it hard to isolate individual points from their place in the sequence. This difficulty aside, it is Zich’s logic of argumentation that makes his book particularly remarkable.


    It is perhaps worth commenting on one of the most refined definitions of the dramatic art, which Zich deduces from aseries of partial analyses:


    The dramatic work is awork of art presenting interaction of personas through the actors’ onstage interplay. (103 below)


    This characteristically dense sentence captures the very core of Zich’s theory. We can divide it into individual elementary assertions. For Zich, the dramatic work (or the theatre as such) is an art. It is remarkable how rarely this aspect receives amention in the 21st-century definitions. This art presents interaction of personas: it follows that it is amimetic art. Simultaneously Zich broadly identifies the subject of this art as the interaction of personas. Human interaction is Zich’s central category in his concept of dramaticity. He dedicates lengthy passages to clarifying what is merely involuntary action and what is interaction in the specific sense of the word. In this respect, Zich is strictly anthropological in that he approaches interaction as intentional, conscious action of beings. In his own words:


    Apersona’s ostensive activity intended to have and having an impact on another persona shall be called interaction (jednání). (86 below)


    Dramatic interaction is its special variant: it is ostensive, i.e., directly available to senses and perception and accessible to the spectator; it is manifest, tangible action. In this way, Zich joins the long tradition starting with Aristotle. Zich’s emphasis on interaction and his own concept of action as such correspond with the period reception of Aristotle’s assertion that “the first principle and, as it were, the soul of tragedy is the plot [i.e., the imitation of the action], and second in importance is character” (Poetics 2018: 105; 1450a). Today, Aristotle’s definition is generally understood in normative terms, as prescribing what tragedy (i.e., theatre) is as such. Zich, on the contrary, uses the notion of interaction to specify what the dramatic art is within the broad category of theatre. Unlike later classicist poetics, Zich’s point is not to normatively prescribe correct subject matter for certain genres but to capture the specifics of the art form and to derive it from its unique material, i.e., from the performing human: the actor. With aremarkably Aristotelian logic, Zich makes astatement that can be rephrased in today’s terms very simply: the dramatic art is uniquely placed to portray human interaction due to its unique material– the human being and the human body behaving intentionally within asituation. This paraphrase consciously leaves out the word theatre in favour of Zich’s term the dramatic art. Since Zich is not prescriptive in his definition, he recognises that theatre is structurally and thematically broader than the dramatic art. The theatre can be perfectly undramatic– in sidelining action, foregrounding poetry, songs, dance, static images and so on– but it is the specific focus on the portrayal of human interaction that makes the difference.


    Zich’s definition appears timeless. However, significantly, the period context appears towards its end when he refers to the means of representation as actors’ onstage interplay. In the context of his entire theory it is worth pointing out that he understands the stage (or scene, as he prefers to call it) as principally the end-on stage that is architectonically framed by the proscenium arch, separating the actors from the audience. His aesthetic theory requires an aesthetic distance between the artefact and the recipient. It is worth observing that Zich is writing at atime when the crisis of representation was far from atalking point in scholarship. So he may assert uncontentiously that dramatic art is amimetic art. This is agauntlet thrown at the reader’s feet to pick up the debate of representation crisis and judge how present-day performative theories and postdramatic aesthetics interact with Zich’s claims about the specifics of the dramatic art.


    The refinement and pregnancy of Zich’s 1931 definition of the dramatic art stands out in full when compared with the notorious and much-cited definition by Eric Bentley, who in his 1964 book The Life of Drama defines the dramatic situation as follows: “Aimpersonates B while C looks on” (1965: 150). Bentley’s definition has served as apoint of departure as late as 2008 in Christopher Balme’s Cambridge Introduction to Theatre Studies (Balme 2008: 2). This elementary and unhelpfully reductive definition can pass only as amere and rather intuitive approximation, while Zich’s incisive definition, predating Bentley’s by well over 30 years, sets the foundation for an entirely novel theory of drama and theatre.


    Ostention and Inner Tactile Perception


    Zich’s complex definition above does not include two key terms that play acrucial role in the first part of the book, developing his theory: ostension and inner tactile perception.


    When Zich describes our perception of the theatrical performance and discusses the mental images arising in our mind, he asserts that the images are ostensive (názorné). Similarly, he asserts that interaction is apersona’s ostensive action that has an impact on another persona. Názorný (or názornost) is a peculiar word that is hard to translate into English. Our choice of the word ostensive (or ostension, respectively) suggests that the theatre is an art that is directly available to the senses– which is the literal meaning of názorný. In aclumsy wording, it stands for “made available to sensual perception”– with imperfect synonyms such as legible, graphic, demonstrative, manifest, evident, clear, visible or recognisable, some of which tackle only one part of the word’s significance. Zich also asserts that the images (or ideas) that the art evokes in our minds are ostensive– i.e., distinct in that they relate directly to concrete sensual percepts and to real-world phenomena.


    The second key term is inner tactile perception. Zich often discusses the perception of art as such– which continued to be his central topic throughout his scholarly work. At times he abbreviates it to what we can hear and see (i.e., as audio-visual perception), but where necessary, Zich adds athird aspect– the inner tactile perception. Inner tactile perception plays asignificant role in the spectator’s relationship to the actor figure. In his pioneering introspective analyses Zich points out that as spectators we can not only hear and see the actor figure, but we also empathise with the actor and their bodily sensations– such as their bodily tensions and efforts. We experience these by means of our inner tactile perceptions. This inner tactile experience (or body image) plays akey part in our enjoyment of the theatrical experience. Similarly, the actor also perceives “from within” the actor figure they are creating through this “sixth” sense. Zich articulates this crucial aspect of the theatrical experience from both the spectator’s and the creator’s (actor’s) point of view and introduces the concept of inner tactile perception to account for this psychological process.


    Zich’s emphasis on ostension– that is, the sharp, concrete formation of the theatrical experience– closely relates to inner tactile perception. The relationship is firmly rooted in the awareness that all inner tactile perceptions are tangible and physically concrete, which makes them inevitably ostensive. For aspectator to “feel” and empathise, for example, with the heartbreak of an actor’s dramatic persona (e.g., King Lear), asimple explanation that the actor is in pain will not do. They must perceive that pain with multiple senses, see the actor shake, hear the discomfort in their speech, etc. The spectator must use their inner tactile perception (consciously or not) to “sense” the persona’s feelings just as much as (if not more than) they intellectualise the experience.


    These two terms reflect Zich’s focus on the reception of art (spectator focus) as well as his psychological training– greatly influenced by William James’s theories by way of Zich’s teacher František Krejčí. Ostension and inner tactile perception are not limited to visual or auditory features– as later semiotic theory often believes. The ostensive (tangible) quality of the theatrical performance engages another channel that directly relates to the fact that it always happens here and now and it needs to be perceived here and now in physical, bodily terms. This psychological trait counters much of mainstream semiotic theory and shouldn’t be neglected. Taking inspiration from Zich, Ivo Osolsobě started to develop his theory of ostension in the 1960s as communication without signs, as adirect reaction to and attack on the overwhelmingly linguistic paradigm of semiotics that treats everything as if it were alanguage (see Osolsobě 2002 [1967] or 1979).


    Clearly, there are multiple ways of reading Zich’s theory, even when it comes to the opening three chapters. We could emphasise the period context and the conditions Zich was working within, reading the book as atestimony of acertain type of theatre. Or, we can prefer amore semiotic and universalising reading and proclaim the psychological traits as period residues that have outlived their time. Or, we can relate to Zich’s effort to approach the theatre in acomplex fashion– bringing together not only audio-visual communication but also the inner tactile layer of the experience. This reading of Zich anticipates present-day cognitive theories of embodiment and bodily co-existence in the performance space.


    The Specialised Skills of Theatre Makers


    The second part of Zich’s Aesthetics, called “The Principle of Dramaticity”, focuses on individual creators involved in the dramatic work of art. He dedicates chapters, in turn, to the playwright, the actor and the stage director– who receives two chapters as the second treats the scenic space, effectively discussing scenography– and finally to the theatre composer (in opera and other types of musical drama), effectively exploring the potential and function of music within the dramatic art. Zich takes as his point of departure his conviction that each artist needs to “think in their own material”. The artist is therefore obliged to know their material (their medium), its potential and inner logic (its properties) and make full use of them in their creative work.


    Throughout his analyses Zich continues to deploy the terminological apparatus he has established in the first part of his book, using it to get amore analytical and accurate grasp of well-known aspects of theatrical creation. His terminological apparatus allows him to come up with much more precise formulations of theatre’s inner logic. While Zich initially gets support from his preceding introspections and abstract thought experiments and psychological analysis, here he introduces anecdotal testimonies from concrete theatre makers. This helps him redirect and refine his understanding of what constitutes the dramatic art. As amatter of fact, by discussing the dramaticity (dramatičnost; the specifically dramatic quality) of individual components of the theatre, he articulates the functions of individual theatre makers involved in the process of creation and identifies the specific skills (or talents) of these creative artists.


    The second part of the book dedicated to the principle of dramaticity covers more than two thirds of the entire length. It would be counterproductive and redundant to give adetailed account of all the paths of Zich’s ruminations here (whatever one might say about Zich’s qualities, afailure to go into detail is not one of them). It may seem that Zich takes his point of departure from the period predilection for psychological realism in the theatre. This is not entirely fair as he has agreat sense of stylisation in art, especially when it comes to the opera. Notwithstanding all objections to his period conditionality, Zich proffers thought-provoking and inspiring observations about the playwright, the actor, the stage director (and scenographer) and the theatre composer. Many of these discussions are among the earliest attempts ever at theorising the point in question– particularly when it comes to modern acting or the scenic space. Let us mention only afew– not just because the second part of the book is simply too long, but also for another reason: in comparison to the general distinctions and concepts of the first part, the second part with its focus on the creative processes derives much more from Zich’s personal, critical, practical and artistic experience. Apart from elaborating on additional concepts, Zich also offers in-depth reflections on creative practice. These reflections are designed to engage the readers and provoke them to take their own standpoint– whether they might agree or not. It is worth noting that Zich’s approach is born from the potentially narrow vantage point of his own work and his context but his writing always factors in the knowledge that he may be only partially correct on any given subject, suggesting that areader ought to take what parts of his work they find impactful and discard the rest– an offer that history perhaps took him up on alittle too eagerly.


    Zich follows the ideal creation of the dramatic work– not just from the first read-through of aplay, but from the playwright’s initial idea, continuing with the firmed-up dramatic text, the casting process, the rehearsals, up to the opening night. Inner tactile perception accompanies the process at every step. In relation to creative artists, he refers to the term as mental transfiguration (předuševnění)– anotion that allows him to articulate the specific skill to capture and imagine the persona of someone else– grasping it not just empathically (through emotions) but also in relation to their ideas, efforts, intentions and aspirations. Mental transfiguration allows the creative artist to conceive of the persona as aphysical being– specifically thanks to inner tactile perception or inner tactile imagination. Mental transfiguration is not metaphysical, let alone mystical thought operation but avery specific skill– the creative mind’s ability that is crucially connected with the bodily experience. To agreat extent it is very much aphysiological process. In the case of the actor who is creating from within their own body as their unique material, Zich introduces alogical addition to mental transfiguration: transbodiment (přetělesnění).


    The skill of mental transfiguration relates very closely to Zich’s premise that may seem counterintuitive: the playwright’s creative work doesn’t start with the text but with the dramatic situation– or more precisely, with the author’s vision (or mental image) of adramatic situation. In this way Zich completes his own conception of the dramatic text which he conceives of as atool (or medium) between the playwright’s imagination (into which the playwright mentally transfigures) and that which eventually materialises on stage. This is his ultimate debunking of the literary notion of “the dramatic poet” as amaster of the word and of poetry. Against it Zich places the necessary skill of theatrical and dramatic perception and imagination as the playwright’s principal competency. It is worth pointing out that Zich is analytically so thorough that he distinguishes between several types of playwrights– identifying the visual type, who tends to see the imagined situations in visual terms, and the auditory type, who tends to hear the imagined lines (however, not lines as poetry, but lines as situational dialogue).


    In the opening chapter of the book, Zich observes that acting is an autonomous creative art with aunique position in the theatre. Its uniqueness rests in the fact that it is the only art participating in the theatrical process that does not exist outside of the theatre as an art form. Zich deduces that acting is theatre’s essential component. Chapter5, devoted to the actor’s creative work, further develops his thesis of acting’s unique autonomy, analysing its creative variety. Zich discusses the expressive potential of what he calls mimics (mimika)– aword he uses as acatch-all for all nonverbal expression from facial mimicry to body language. He also observes that mimics is uniquely placed to portray the characters’ (dramatic personas’) inner processes, emotions and aspirations (or efforts)– because mimic portrayal is always ostensive: externalised, articulated and available to view. Zich argues that mimics’ ability to convey emotions and aspirations makes it dramatic in the purest sense of the word. Mimics refers to the actor’s outer work (which is perceptible to the senses). Zich proceeds to the inner processes of the actor’s psychological work, culminating in Zich’s elaboration of what he calls the inner logic of actorly thinking (logika hereckého myšlení). In the Czech context, this first systematic conceptualisation of acting includes anumber of considerations such as an attempt at actor typology or an identification of the sources of actors’ inspiration for their creative work. It is worth noting that Zich is writing at atime when the first modern theories of acting are just starting to appear– Stanislavski’s landmark book My Life in Art appeared first in English in 1924, while his decisive treatise An Actor’s Work came out in 1938. Naturally, Zich does not present aconcrete acting method. While his discussions depart from the psychological acting styles of the turn of the 19th century, his theory can be seen as abasis for an analysis of the fundamental principles of various acting methods and styles in general.


    The creative work of the stage director falls into two points– or tasks, as Zich prefers to call them: the construction of the dramatic action (or onstage happenings) and the construction of the scenic space. He dedicates achapter to each of the two. The stage director’s first task pertains to the construction of situations and its necessary layers: the layer of the actors’ action and interaction in time. The stage director’s duty is to arrange and coordinate this interaction in regards to its tempo, rhythm and dynamics. For that reason Zich metaphorically refers to the stage director as director-conductor (režisér-dirigent). The second task of the stage director relates to the performance space– from its structure and arrangement, through the use of stage properties, to the actors’ blocking and movement in the space. From today’s perspective we could say that this approach brings together scenography and the blocking. Zich refers to the function of the stage director in this task as director-scenic (režisér-scénik).


    It is especially in relation to the actors’ movement in the scenic space that Zich goes far beyond amere catalogue of potential stage movement towards uncovering more general principles. He starts with athought experiment of sorts– trying to describe the inner logic of the actor’s movement in the empty space on the end-on (proscenium arch) type of stage. Gradually, he discovers compositional principles relating to the actor’s points of entry on the stage or the actor’s position upstage or downstage. At the same time Zich analyses the topic painstakingly in dynamic terms– considering not only the actor’s movement but also the speed, tempo, continuity or accentuation of the moves. By considering an imaginary empty space– and an abstract space at that– Zich transcends the limitations of the psychological-realistic types of staging, which does, on occasion, narrow down his observations. In the case of spatial movement, the opposite is true: Zich deploys surprising metaphors and expressions to describe the dynamics of individual arrangements, moments and spatial compositions, referring to the dramatic persona as acentre of force whose intensity can vary in relation to the actor figure’s position on the stage (on the scene) and with it its relative significance for the dramatic action. Zich calls the relations between individual personas lines of force that expand and contract within the space. For Zich, the dramatic scene (i.e., the stage in performance) is afield of force. Such physical metaphors derived from industry practice and have much in common with the technical language that Avant-Garde stage directors were starting to use at the time. While Zich remained quite sceptical to the burgeoning Avant-Garde, acloser look clearly suggests that his analyses are remarkably similar to Sergei Eisenstein’s (1898–1948) concept of the mise-en-scène as spatial metaphor composition that dates back to the 1930s. (Unfortunately his writings on theatre were published only in the 1960s in Russian, thus English-speaking academia understands the concept of mise-en-scène only as apart of Eisenstein’s film theory, while in the Czech context Eisenstein’s theory connects Zich with modern theatre.)


    Zich’s abstract thinking shows itself in its supreme power. It is highly unlikely that Zich would have influenced or been influenced by the Avant-Gardists. The dynamism of the stage space was the period’s writing on the wall that occupied Modernist and Avant-Garde thinkers and practitioners transnationally, starting from Adolphe Appia (1862–1928) and Edward Gordon Craig (1872–1966) to Vsevolod Emilyevich Meyerhold (1874–1940) and Sergei Eisenstein (1898–1948).
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