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INTRODUCTION
dAVid droZd and tomÁŠ kAČer
INTRODUCTION

Theory can clarify, not sit in judgment. Moreover, theoretical concepts are abstractions  
that cannot be substituted for concrete facts; these never exist in such a pure form.

Jiří Veltruský, “Theatre in the Corridor”

This book features thirty-eight texts from nine authors connected to the 
Prague Linguistic Circle (PLC), sometimes referred to simply as the Prague 
School. In the 1930s and 1940s members of the Circle created a complex the-
ory of the theatre. Though these dates might suggest something outdated, yet 
another Theory consigned to the ash heap of history, the following two quotes 
point to a different conclusion. 

... the most urgent task of theatre studies is to examine all the individual components 
within the structure of a theatre performance and to learn how each of the compo-
nents, with its own specific features, affects the structure as a whole … We should not 
only describe a word, a gesture or the set as signs but also study the characteristics of 
the theatrical sign as a whole, which is a synthesis of several sign systems represented 
by its individual components. (Veltruský 1941: 133)

Jiří Veltruský (1919–1994), who was a member of the PLC, wrote these words 
in the spring of 1941. That same year his tutor Jan Mukařovský (1891–1975), 
one of the PLC’s founding members, formulated the goal of structural theory, 
as he called their approach, in a different way: 

We have only a single theoretical task: to show through a few remarks and examples 
that, despite all the material tangibility of its means (the building, machinery, sets, 
props, a multitude of personnel), the theatre is merely the base for a non-material in-
terplay of forces moving through time and space and sweeping the spectator up in its 
changing tension, in the interplay of forces we call a stage performance. (Mukařovský 
2016 [1941]: 61)

These two short fragments from Veltruský and Mukařovský grasp the core of 
the Prague School perspective on theatre performance. They include all the 
“material” elements of a theatre performance and key concepts employed by 
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the PLC (such as structure, sign and component), providing in fact a struc-
tural definition of theatre. Although this may sound simple, it was precisely 
such a simple formulation that was the starting point for structurally oriented 
theatre studies – and in fact the task outlined by Mukařovský has remained 
the point of departure for all subsequent research on the theatre.

Theories of theatre have developed and diversified immensely since the 
1930s and 1940s. Fashions changed throughout the twentieth century and 
even theory as such has often been neglected. This book provides an oppor-
tunity to return to one of the founding moments in the history of theatre 
theory.

The texts in the reader you are holding in your hands were written by a group 
of critics and scholars, theatre-lovers and theatre practitioners associated 
with the Prague Linguistic Circle in the period from the 1920s to the 1940s. 
This whole community has become known as The Prague School. Most of 
its members dealt with language and literature, but those included in this 
reader explored methodological approaches to theatre (as well as drama 
and performance).

Theatre is much more than a play presented on a stage. There are dozens 
of professions associated with the theatre, and all of them influence what 
a piece will be like, from actors and the directing team to designers and tech 
people, to name but a few. But the list of those associated with each theatrical 
event ultimately runs all the way through to audiences, without whom the 
whole concept of theatre lacks any meaning. Put simply, theatre can come 
into existence in a variety of ways and a variety of activities can be under-
stood as theatre. Today the term can be used to cover a funny sketch by a pair 
of middle-aged jugglers on monocycles in a piece inspired by Hamlet; a local 
amateur production of the Oresteia in a brutally cut version of this Classical 
play that lacks virtually all props and has a minimal cast, with Clytemnes-
tra and Electra being played by one actress; or – from a completely different 
context – the Broadway hip-hop musical hit Hamilton, which has met with 
immense critical and popular acclaim. 

When we say “theatre” in this book, we often mean what is now common-
ly referred to as “performance”. The development of performance studies 
in the 1980s was a scholarly reaction to changes in what was understood as 
performance in the previous decades, and the concepts that were developed 
then went on to influence performative practices as such. The concept “per-
formance”, with its many secondary and implied meanings (all of which are 
worth studying), has become commonplace. It distinguishes itself in certain 
respects from “theatre”, which is often limited to a  specific art form. We 
would like to do away with this division and return to a broader use of the 
term “theatre”. 
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In their heyday the Prague School thinkers made a shift in terminology 
similar to that employed in performance studies. They did not introduce the 
term “performance” as a generic label for a wide range of human activities, 
instead using “theatre” in this sense. Therefore this reader calls for an open 
mind: in nearly all cases, what the Prague School says about the theatre is also 
applicable to what is now called performance. 

This similarity between the two schools is manifested in two areas. The 
first is their shared interest in non-artistic activities (the Prague School in 
“folk culture”, “popular culture”, “audience”; performance studies in “ritu-
als”; “happenings”, “performativity”), with the result that they borrow from 
sociology and anthropology. The second is the conceptualization of the 
avant-garde theatre movements of their respective eras by both schools. That 
is why most ideas of the Prague School are applicable to contemporary the-
atrical activities and to a variety of performative events, including cultural 
performance. And the latter concept has an immense scope. Imagine you are 
walking through town, turn round a corner and find yourself in the middle 
of a political rally. The people gathered there are applauding the speakers, 
who are addressing them with hand-held megaphones. A minute later, the 
protesters set out on a march through the streets, holding signs such as “We 
are the 99%” and “Occupy!” How cleverly shaped this manifestation of exer-
cising citizens’ rights suddenly seems, what a brilliant example of the town 
as performance itself! 

Why, then, should we read the Prague School? Can its rather early in-
vestigations of theatre shed any new light on how we see theatre today? We 
believe so. The reason for this belief lies in the fortunate circumstance that 
what is referred to as the theory of the Prague School was never theory for 
theory’s sake. Although we refer to them as theorists, Prague School think-
ers always kept close ties with theatre practice. Instead of inventing rigid 
systems, they developed a multi-faceted set of analytical distinctions that can 
be used flexibly and universally. Although all these analytical “tools” have 
their grounding in the theatre of that period, most of them continue to prove 
useful today and deserve universal application.

Among the most innovative concepts, which have not grown old but on the 
contrary have become a standard part of the toolbox of any serious analyst 
of the theatre, are the following: sign, structure, dominant, component, stage 
figure and dramatic space. These are the most crucial concepts for under-
standing the Prague School. In what follows we have arranged these concepts 
into clusters, with brief explanations intended to elucidate the relations 
between them and the dynamic nature of the system. 

Structure is a term that is almost self-explanatory today, but it is impor-
tant to remember that it was only in the 1920s that it became a key term for 
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aesthetics. Prague School scholars introduced structure as something highly 
organized yet dynamic, full of inner tension yet unified, energy-charged, 
yet organized. Only such a concept of structure is then capable of encom-
passing the variability of avant-garde art, which asks for and provokes such 
conceptualization. In the early 1930s Mukařovský stated that “the conception 
of a work of art as a structure – that is, a system of components aesthetically 
deautomatized and organized into a complex hierarchy that is unified by the 
prevalence of one component over the others – is accepted in the theory of 
several arts” (Mukařovský 2016 [1931]: 192), thus providing one of the stan-
dard definitions of structure in the work of art. 

The element that organizes the structure is usually called the dominant. 
It might be anything – in the case of theatre, think of a gesture, a motif in the 
text, music, the shape of a costume or spatial organization. What counts is 
the functionality of the dominant element or feature: “The dominant is that 
component of the work that sets in motion, and gives direction to, the rela-
tionships of all of the components” (Mukařovský 1983 [1932]: 170). Identifying 
the dominant is often crucial, because the dominant is what makes a par-
ticular work of art specific and unique. This approach was of significant help 
in overcoming a content-oriented aesthetics focusing merely on expression. 
Mukařovský’s study “An Attempt at a Structural Analysis of an Actor’s Figure” 
is an instructive example of the new approach: all he is doing here is trying 
to answer the simple question “What holds Chaplin’s acting together?” Or to 
rephrase this in technical terms, “What is the dominant in the structure of 
Chaplin’s acting?”

The term element (or component) describes any part of a structure that 
is a work of art – in our case, a theatrical performance. The first serious at-
tempt to discuss the elements of a theatre performance is found in Otakar Zich’s 
The Aesthetics of Dramatic Art (1931). In this extensive work, Zich provides 
a detailed analysis of audience perception during a theatre performance and 
proposes a distinction between its relatively constant elements (such as the 
setting, costume and actors) and those that are constantly changing (such 
as facial expressions, gestures and intonation). Prague School scholars took 
this further. Many different lists of particular elements can be found in their 
texts; what is striking is their methodological flexibility. When in his Compo-
nents of Theatre Expression (1946) Jaroslav Pokorný sets out to demonstrate the 
variability of theatre structure in the course of history, he makes do with only 
five elements (literary, musical, movement, visual and dramatic), while when 
Mukařovský analyses Chaplin’s acting he offers a much more detailed list-
ing. It is precisely this sensitivity to the material that prevents Prague School 
scholars from sterile formalism (a fault sometimes attributed to semiotics).

Structure is always more than just a simple summation of its elements – 
what makes it specific is its organization, the internal contradictions of 
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elements and the dominant. When applied to theatre, this may lead to the fol-
lowing statement: 

Modern art has revealed the positive aesthetic effect of internal contradictions among 
the components of the work of art too clearly for us to be able to view the interplay 
of the individual elements of drama as merely complementary to one another. The 
modern stage work is an extremely complicated structure (more complicated than 
any other artistic structure) that eagerly sucks up everything that the contemporary 
development of technology offers and that other arts provide, but as a rule it does so 
in order to employ this material as a contrastive factor. (Mukařovský 2016 [1937]: 212) 

Contemporary theatre is also open to conceptualization in accordance with 
this concept of theatrical structure. 

For example, when discussing directors’ approaches to classical drama, 
whether Shakespeare or Chekhov, we may concern ourselves with differ-
ences not only in dramaturgy or rehearsal methods but also in the very 
structure of productions. It is enough to compare the function of the set and 
visual design in Robert Wilson’s theatre with that of Peter Brook’s. Or con-
sider the actor’s position: some directors tend to give the actor a prominent, 
dominant function in the structure of a piece, while in other cases the ac-
tor may be subordinated to visually and/or musically organized stylization. 
A structural approach can also be used on a more subtle level. Think, for 
example, about different elements of acting (such as facial expression, ges-
ture, posture and movement as well as aspects of voice – intonation, timbre 
and speech rhythm) in Stanislavsky’s system, the Brechtian approach and 
Jerzy Grotowski’s theatre. In each of these “systems” a different dominant 
element is the organizing principle. Dealing with such issues was present 
at the very birth of performance analysis when it was becoming established 
as a field within theatre studies in the early 1980s. The Prague School theory 
is one of the channels that provided the conceptual tools for developing this 
approach to the theatre. 

The concept of theatre performance as a dynamic event includes the au-
dience. It was Prague School scholars who provided the initial impulse for 
exploring the interaction between a performance and its audience. The 
audience is part of Mukařovský’s definition of a stage performance quoted 
above. For him the theatre artefact could not exist without the physical pres-
ence of an audience. Bogatyrev discusses the audience on many occasions in 
his explorations of folk and puppet theatre, where it usually plays quite an 
active role (compared to, for example, its role in the fourth-wall theatre tradi-
tion) and can actually intervene in the performers’ actions. Such an approach 
is not limited to folk (and folklore) theatre – many contemporary theatre 
productions draw on it. Take for example Peter Schumann’s world-famous 
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Bread and Puppet Theatre. Their performances start with sharing bread with 
the audience in an attempt to create – at least for the duration of the perfor-
mance – a feeling of real community. Schumann usually employs a mixture 
of means of expression, combining masks, puppets, clowning and fragments 
of improvised dialogue in unexpected and innovative ways. The event often 
takes place in some public space, which is invaded and transformed by the 
action of the performers. And when a parade of monstrous puppets is part of 
the show, then theatre has to (almost literary) fight its way through crowds 
of spectators and passers-by. All of them – the performers, the spectators and 
the passers-by – then get involved in debates on current political issues. As 
a result there is a constant interplay between performers and audience and 
continual shifts in spatial organization.

 All discussion about new theatre space arises from a re-thinking of the 
actual audience and its social status. But the audience is also understood 
more broadly as the society for which the theatre is made. This perspective 
is the omnipresent background to many Prague School texts. In their analy-
ses these scholars often focus on the internal structure of a performance or 
artefact, but the final question is “How does the whole structure relate to its 
audience?” The materiality of theatre and its everyday reality is never absent 
from these authors’ considerations.

All the concepts mentioned above influence the way the PLC deals with the 
term sign; for us what is most important is how its members use sign for 
conceptualizing theatre. Originally the concept of the sign occurred most 
frequently in connection with linguistics and psychology - that is, in fields 
dealing primarily with the production of meaning. However, it found its use 
in theatre analysis in the works of Prague School thinkers. Their principal 
insight is that, typically, people and things on the stage do not stand there 
as themselves but rather represent something else (in traditional drama) 
or create new meanings characteristic of the performing art (in all sorts of 
performances and happenings). “The whole of stage reality – the dramatist’s 
words, the actors’ performances, the stage lighting – all these represent other 
realities. The theatre performance is a set of signs,” says Jindřich Honzl (Honzl 
2016 [1940]: 129). But then comes a more difficult question: what is there that 
is specific about a theatrical sign? “In order to understand the signs correctly, 
we must recognize them,” claims Petr Bogatyrev (Bogatyrev 2016 [1937]: 97). 
Is there any unique way in which theatre produces meaning? Honzl gives 
a very simple but somewhat paradoxical answer: 

Many other examples could be given to illustrate the special character of the theatrical 
sign whereby it changes its material and passes from one aspect to another, animates 
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an inanimate thing, shifts from an acoustical aspect to a visual one, and so on. … This 
variability of the theatrical sign, its ability to “change its garb”, is its specific property. It 
enables us to explain the variability of the theatrical structure. (Honzl 2016 [1940]: 139) 

This passage goes a good way towards demonstrating the qualities of struc-
tural thinking: the specific feature of the sign is not something material but 
rather the relation between sign and meanings. Acknowledging the dynamic 
character of the theatrical sign is a very strong argument against a literary 
(or text-centred) concept of theatre. The notorious discussion of the relation 
between drama and theatre, which can be traced back to Aristotle, becomes 
rather animated – even dialectical – from a structural perspective:

... the relationship between the theatre and the drama [is] always tense, and for this 
reason also subject to change. In essence, however, the theatre is not subordinate to 
literature, nor is literature subordinate to the theatre. These extremes can only occur 
in certain periods of development, whereas in others there is equilibrium between the 
two. (Mukařovský 2016 [1941]: 69) 

Drama (that is, a literary genre) becomes only one of the elements of theatre 
alongside many others. It is no surprise that Honzl formulated his thesis on 
the mobility of the theatre sign based on his avant-garde experiments as 
a director.

Signs can produce different meanings within one performance, as Honzl 
shows. A square of white light projected on a backdrop can become a door. 
The same character can be played by two or more actors – typically, at differ-
ent stages of life (when young and when old). And a sign can even travel from 
one performance to another. A good case in point is the well-known melody 
of the “Wedding March”, composed originally by Felix Mendelssohn as inci-
dental music for an 1842 production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. In time, 
the March became a sign of the wedding as such and so it is used in countless 
contexts – even outside the performing arts— to signify a wedding.

There are endless examples of the mobility of the theatrical sign and 
many directors who use this quality to produce a special effect on the audi-
ence. One particularly notable example is Peter Brook’s famous production 
of A Midsummer Night’s Dream (1970), which began with an empty white stage 
littered about with toys and circus props; in the background the sound of 
Mendelssohn’s composition could be heard. In the course of the performance 
all these things were turned into signs that gained (and changed) meaning ac-
cording to the actors’ actions. This effective use of the ability of the theatrical 
sign to shift/change its meaning dynamically made a major contribution to 
the enormous success of the production.
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This simple but basic distinction of sign and meaning can be further refined. 
The most fruitful distinctions are those that arise when we think about acting 
and performance space. 

In the case of acting, we arrive at a terminological triad: actor, stage 
figure, dramatic character. The concept of the stage figure has proved to be 
one of the most productive innovations when dealing with a dramatic text, 
acting and actors. Otakar Zich was the first to apply the term “stage figure” to 
what an actor creates on the stage: it is not just a product of the actor’s inner 
creativity but is also an amalgam of the actor’s body, costumes and actions. 
It is the actor when acting. More strictly formulated: “The stage figure is the 
dynamic unity of a whole set of signs, whose vehicle may be the actor’s body, 
voice, movements, but also various things, from parts of the costume to the 
set” (Veltruský 2016 [1940]: 148). The dramatic character for Zich is then the 
audience’s interpretation of all the signs they can see and hear on the stage 
produced by the actor. 

This distinction had not been made earlier – and often, especially in con-
nection with realist drama and film, it is still not clear to some audiences even 
today. But it is extremely difficult to analyse acting without it, because such 
an analysis requires considering the actor, the stage figure and the dramatic 
character at the same time. Strange as it may seem, it is clear that we perceive 
an actor as a “real” person and the actor’s specific impersonation of a particu-
lar fictional person from a play simultaneously. This claim can be illustrated by 
an example of an internationally famous star playing a character. Let us take 
Benedict Cumberbatch playing the role of Hamlet. The audience know it is 
Cumberbatch and they are familiar with his typical features as a star actor in 
British theatre and film, just as they know and are familiar with Shakespeare’s 
Hamlet (most likely from discussions in English classes). But when watching 
Hamlet with Cumberbatch, the audience are seeing a particular imperson-
ation of the Prince of Denmark by the actor Cumberbatch; they are watching 
a unique stage figure. They perceive the actor (Benedict Cumberbatch) and 
his creation on the stage (the stage figure), while being able to imagine Ham-
let (the dramatic character) – all at once. To borrow a term from cognitive 
theory, the spectator can perceive a stage figure and understand that it con-
sists of an actor and represents a character thanks to conceptual blending.

The same phenomenon of co-existing layers can be recognized in the 
case of space. Otakar Zich introduced a strict differentiation between the 
theatre space (an actual theatre building), the stage (an empty space built 
intentionally for theatre productions), the set (real space, material on stage 
that represents another space) and finally dramatic space, the imagined 
(and fictional) place of an action. The pair of terms “stage figure” and “dra-
matic character” is in fact parallel to “set” and “dramatic space”. Mukařovský 
describes the difference as follows: 
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