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introduction

A significant increase in the construction of civic and community theatres across

the country has given the performing arts the stimulus of new environments and staging
techniques. Since most new construction has taken place for educational

theatre, not for Broadway, the designs are often experimental. Much interest

is demonstrated in devising a variety of seating and stage arrangements with an aim

to heighten the effectiveness of the production itself. The formal architectural

qualities of the building, therefore, are subordinated to the direct problems of theatre
activity. Thus, whereas nineteenth century theatre houses were commonly built

as grandiose settings for the brilliance of the audience, twentieth century theatres

are characterized by an exploratory approach which investigates the problems

of staging and which encourages the collaboration of theatre director and architect,

of stage technicians and experts in lighting and acoustics.

Generally the trend has been away from the conventional proscenium type of stage which
separates action from audience, fulfilling the nineteenth century concept of drama

as an illusionary picture within a frame. Its antithesis is the arrangement whereby

the audience surrounds the stage on all sides. This arena type of stage has been revived
for experimerital productions in recent years. A third concept of stage design

is the apron or open stage in which the audience only partially surrounds a projecting



stage platform. This type was chosen for the Tyrone Guthrie Theatre.

The plan of the Tyrone Guthrie Theatre was the result of close cooperation between the
architect, Ralph Rapson, Sir Tyrone Guthrie and Tanya Moiseiwitsch, artistic director

and principal designer of the newly established Minnesota Theatre Company,

and Jean Rosenthal, technical consultant. Sir Tyrone and Miss Moiseiwitsch were largely
responsible for the Stratford Shakespearean Festival Theatre in Stratford, Ontario,

built in 1955, The conception of this threatre, which combines a Greek seating plan with
an Elizabethan stage, is similar to the Tyrone Guthrie Theatre in Minneapolis.

The exterior design of the Tyrone Guthrie Theatre is without direct precedent. It consists of
a stuccoed screen which envelops the building on its three open sides, the fourth being

sum for maintenance. The building is owned by the Tyrone Guthrie Theatre Foundation.
Construction was begun in November, 1961, and the theatre opened on May 7, 1963
with a production of Hamlet. Other plays of the first season were The Miser,

The Three Sisters, and Death of a Salesman.
H.F.X.



a director views the stage

In designing an auditorium, the prime consideration should be the relation of performer
to audience. Since the middle of the seventeenth century when Italian opera took
Europe by storm, theatres have been designed almost exclusively in the manner best
suited to operatic performances. Such designs have a raised platform in front of which
is a horseshoe-shaped auditorium, usually in several tiers of seating. Between

stage and auditorium a great gulf is fixed, literally a pit, in which the orchestra plays.
The stage of the opera house is further removed from the audience by a partition

with a large hole through which the spectators view the performance. This proscenium
opening is often decorated as a picture frame to enhance the illusion that the performance
is a picture in which figures magically move, dance, or sing. When the performance
demands that the picture be changed, a curtain falls and appropriate pulling and hauling
prepares the stage for further surprises to delight the audience. When all is ready, the
stagehands are replaced by painted mummers in fine raiment, and the curtain is raised.
For many years I worked in such theatres, and it never crossed my mind that a theatre
could or should be otherwise. When [ was in my early thirties, I was hired to direct

the Old Vic Shakespeare Company. Gradually it became clear to me that trying to put
Shakespeare’s plays into the conventional framework for opera was wWrong. The

plays had been written by a master craftsman for a theatre of altogether different design.
It was certainly possible to adapt them to the requirements of conventionally planned
theatres. It seemed more desirable, however, to adapt some commonplace building

than to adjust a masterpiece. As is often the case, the obviously sensible building plan
was too expensive to execute. Yet, I realized that a more logical and easy way

to stage these plays existed. Tt led to an examination of the whole premise

of illusion which is the basis for the proscenium stage.

It has always seemed to me that people do not submit to illusion in the theatre

much after the age of ten or eleven. They are perfectly aware that the middle-aged lady
uncomfortably suspended on a wire is not Peter Pan but an actress pretending































































