ANALYSING PRODUCTIONS

You must start off by noting the name of the play, the playwright, the theatre, the company performing the play and the date. Programmes have a lot of useful information ~ use it.

THE THEATRE AND THE AUDITORIUM Brief notes describing the theatre. Old, new, large, small? Purpose built or converted from another use. Is it West End, large subsidised (e.g. RSC, RNT), provincial rep, fringe etc. What’s the atmosphere like in the auditorium? How does the actors’ area relate to the audience’s area? How far away are you from the actors’ area? Is there lighting equipment visible? What is the set-up of the auditorium ~ proscenium arch, open stage, thrust stage, in-the-round, promenade etc. Is this the usual set-up of the auditorium or has it been established specially for this production?

THE SET (Some sort of sketch or diagram is useful) Naturalistic or non-naturalistic? Does it have three walls with the audience forming the fourth? Does the set provide effectively a world for the play to exist? Is there more than one set? If so, how are scene changes handled? What is shown and what is implied from what is not seen? What is implied as an off-stage world? Of what materials is the set constructed? Are these appropriate to the production? Is the set contemporary to the play? If not, why not? What is the importance of colour, form and texture? If there is furniture, how has it been selected to tell us more about the play/characters.

LIGHTING The primary function of lighting is to illuminate the action on stage. It can also enhance a set, an actor or a moment, as well as establishing or changing mood and atmosphere. Can you see the source of  illumination? Are there follow spots? If so, how intrusive are they? How is the lighting arranged to focus your attention on the play? Does it have a naturalistic function (are you conscious of it or not?) Does it play an active part in the way the text is interpreted? How does it change the atmosphere/mood of the production? Does it have colour, and if so, why? Does it suggest time passing? What is the value of a blackout? How and why does the lighting state change? What effect does the lighting have on your perception of the performance?

SOUND Divide sound into three basic functions: ~ (1) on-stage relating to a character e.g. the rattle of coins in a pocket. (2) offstage, relating to the imagined world e.g. a doorbell, a crash of thunder. (3) recorded sound, music or effects {usually referred to as FX} that are outside the text. What is the source of the sound? Is it live or recorded? What is its purpose? Is it naturalistic (does it spring from the text)? Or, is it abstract, making mood or atmosphere more explicit? What does it convey about the offstage world? If it is music, what function does it have? How is it used to support singers, if there are any?

COSTUME Costume conveys a wealth of meaning about the play and its characters; ~ social class, rank, age, wealth, grouping etc. What is the relationship to costume design to the overall production design concept? Are they naturalistic or non-naturalistic? Are they contemporary to the play? If not, why not? What is the relationship to the characters? Do they indicate any social order? Are they making a comment on a period in time? Do they represent a convention (e.g. pantomime dame, clown etc.) How does colour or texture help the audience to understand or identify a character? What is each costume’s relationship to any others? Are conventions mixed? If so, why and how effective is this mix?

THE ACTOR AND HIS/HER PERFORMANCE The actors have the main job of communicating the meaning of the play to the audience. What you see is the culmination of a collaborative process. The success or otherwise of the conveying of meaning should be the basis of your notes. What is the relationship between each individual performer and other members of the cast? Does one or more actors play more than one part? If so, how are they differentiated? What is the relationship between spoken text and physical movement or gesture? If there is no text, how is meaning conveyed? How is the voice used? Is there dialect or accent? If so, why? Can you identify manipulation of the text in terms of emphasis and pauses for effect? Do these work and why?

What are the spatial relationships between the actors? How is status portrayed? What are the relationships between the actors and the set? Do the actors acknowledge the audience or not? if they do, how and why? Is there a “star” actor? If so, does this influence expectation before and evaluation after the performance? How do you think this selection of a “star” has influenced the choice of play or role? Is the “star” actor a solo or company performer?

Do the actors have more than one function? In what ways are they used as story-tellers? What are the different modes of communication? How do these link with the actor and the text? Can you categorise the acting style, e.g. Brechtian, Berkoffian etc.

DIRECTORIAL INTERPRETATION You should try to write up notes on this section first. Try to remember that the text is often only the blueprint for a production. It is very useful to read the text before seeing the production, so that you can see how the director has interpreted and embellished it. What interpretive decisions have been made? What aspects of the production tell you anything about these decisions? Where is this to be seen? Through the actors performances? The setting; lighting, sound, costumes? The dramatic pace? When, why, how? Has the director imposed a style or dramatic form upon the text? If so, is this intrusive?

What is spoken and what is implied? Is there a subtext? Does the play belong to a genre? Is there a plot? How is it structured? What part does plot play in the action? How is the story told? Is it by words alone?

Was the play performed in translation? Has this affected the intepretation?

What is the thematic relationship between the text and the visual imagery? Is the text supported by the imagery? How, why?

OVERALL IMPACT This section deals with your and the audience’ response to the production. Although largely subjective, remember you are drama students; your judgement should be based on increasing knowledge and experience of drama and theatre. How have you been helped or hindered towards an understanding of the play? What in the production didn’t you understand or wasn’t communicated clearly to you? What was your role as a spectator? Were you interested or bored? How did the audience as a whole react? What are the most important moments you retain? How did you feel at the end of the performance? Would you remember this production for particular reasons? Is there likely to be any long term impact on you?

