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Dramaturg as context manager

A phenomenological and political practice

Graca P. Corréa

Dramaturgy implies a keen perception, an extensively sought orientation, and a
steadfast purpose in the process of interpreting and creating an artwork. Dramaturgs
love texts, and texts are everywhere: not relegated to written or verbal words, they
exist as you walk, as you gaze, as you breathe. Within the premise that texts are
compositions of signs in every form — as Jacques Derrida proclaims, “all is text and
all is writing [écriture]”! — dramaturgy may be seen as what animates the text; it is the
spirit of the text. Dramaturgy is also a political practice. Dramaturg-director Bertolt
Brecht was concerned with producing a political theatre that would galvanize historical
consciousness and ignite social change; he therefore broke away from mimetic
representation and provoked spectating awareness through distancing/estranging
effects and other “epic” techniques.? Brecht’s political aesthetics, however, is inse-
parable from a specific historical context, namely the need to discontinue the dramatic
illusion produced by well-made naturalistic drama that tended to elicit passive
empathy from the audience. Following Augusto Boal, who claims that “all theatre is
necessarily political,”? I consider that playtexts may produce oppositional political
effects in many forms and through different techniques, without being committed to
conveying a prescriptive political message. In effect, a contemporary political
dramaturgy should address the micropolitics of power or the ways normative values
and institutionalized modes of production permeate personal relationships and
individual desires.

In a dramaturgical encounter we aesthetically engage with a text by experiencing its
material qualities and letting it interact with our own lived body and imagination.
That is why, dramaturgically speaking, the same play can be viewed differently by
separate individuals and at distinct times, since it is a compositional score of ideas,
sensations, and emotions that is open to new configurations through an interaction
with the individual imaginative activity of dramaturgs, directors, designers, and
actors. By implying a subjective engagement with an object-text, dramaturgy is also a
phenomenological practice. Inspired by the writings of French philosophers Maurice
Merleau-Ponty and Gaston Bachelard, phenomenology foregrounds the non-linguistic
material aspects of both drama and performance, calling attention to space, bodily
configuration, kinesthetic patterns, handling and presence of objects, light and
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darkness, sound and silence, temporalities, and other interconnected sensory effects.
A phenomenological-dramaturgical approach is useful in bringing sensory material into
rehearsals, so as to “carry over” to the stage the cultural, conceptual, and imaginary
worlds of the play through a dynamic language that is specifically theatrical.*

Dramaturgical practice varies with the dramaturg’s own epochal context, since it
should endow the spectators of a particular production with knowledge and ability
to speculate about the interrelationship between the performance-text and the world
in which they live. In Performing Drama, Vanden Heuvel asks for the return of an
ethical and political function of art, “an art directly related to the polis.”” In my
professional practice as a dramaturg, I have always been concerned with theatre as a
forum for the exchange of ideas and as a public art that can actively engage in social
transformation.

Dramaturgy inevitably has political dimensions because theatre, by the very fact of
being publicly performed, is not an “autonomous” art dissociated from social reality.
Theatre produces political effects whenever it produces a gesture towards an event/
situation. These may be effects of political compliance with normative morality and
ideology or effects of wonder, perplexity, revolt, and opposition. As philosopher
Theodor Adorno suggests, political art “is not intended to generate ameliorative
measures” but instead “to work at the level of fundamental attitudes.”® Following
the tradition initiated in the 1760s in Germany by Lessing, the dramaturg performs
“an approach to staging based on a thorough dramaturgical interrogation of text and
context, both historically and in its relationship to the present.”” The dramaturg is
thus a decision-maker of what to highlight in a playtext so as to make it topical or
relevant for contemporary times. Consequently, dramaturgical practice is not
exempt from ideology (in the sense of production of meanings and ideas) or from
embracing select theories/perspectives.

French theatre theorist and practitioner Bernard Dort wrote that dramaturgy is a
state of mind (un état d’esprit) extensive to all participants in a theatre production and
should not remain the job of a specialist.® Although dramaturgical awareness should
indeed concern all theatre performers and mediators, I propose that dramaturgical
practice can advantageously be assigned to a specialist. In this sense I follow the
suggestion put forward by Joachim Tenschert (a long-standing dramaturg at the Berliner
Ensemble) that the dramaturg is par excellence the theorist in a theatre collective and a
key collaborator of the director, designers, actors, executive producers, stage managers,
and marketing agents.® The fact that dramaturgy is a phenomenological and political
endeavor may perhaps be elucidated by sharing a few of my professional experiences
as a dramaturg and by discussing how they varied according to the text in question. In
most theatre companies in Portugal, the need for dramaturgy as a resident practice
assigned to one or more specialists is rarely acknowledged. Nonetheless, I was invited
in 1990 by director Carlos Fernando to become resident dramaturg of GTH-Teatro
da Graca, in Lisbon, immediately after I graduated in theatre at Escola Superior de
Teatro e Cinema. During the five years of my dramaturgical work at GTH, the
repertoire was organized into seasonal cycles, namely of North-American drama
(Tennessee Williams, Edward Albee, Paul Selig), of Russian works (Ivan Turgenev,
Anton Chekhov, Maxim Gorki, and Aleksandr Galin), and of Scandinavian plays
(Henrik Ibsen and August Strindberg). This enabled us to explore cultural contexts
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in depth, to write up extensive didactic programs, and produce related activities
(exhibitions, poetry readings, music recitals) that enriched the audience’s reception
of the text.

Although any playtext evokes a singular world and must be approached specifically,
there are basic tools and methodological procedures of dramaturgical analysis that may
be applied to most scripts. As dramaturg Karen Jean Martinson states, the first
impressions from the first reading of a play should always be kept present, since
“[t]his first moment is all about affect — how does the play impact me on an emotional,
impressionistic level?”!° I consider this initial intimate moment with the text to be
deeply phenomenological, for it is an embodied perceptual experience of an object
that speaks to my mind-body and connects to the way I live in my own existential
and social habitat. During this first reading the dramaturg should note down how the
play interacts with other texts that come to mind — be it drama, fiction, philosophy,
poetry, dance, paintings, sculptures, or films — and retain them as potential evocative
materials in the scripting of its performance.

When dealing with a foreign-language play, the choice of its translation or version
becomes crucial. From my experience as resident dramaturg at GTH-Teatro da
Graga, I recall two instances of flawed and censored versions that we managed to
avoid. The first occurred when we were preparing a production of Maxim Gorki’s
Vassa Geleznova (1910); as the company’s dramaturg, I started analyzing the play
from an English translation, while director Elisa Lisboa was translating it from the
French. Shortly before the beginning of rehearsals, and because we were working on
a tight schedule, I helped type Elisa’s translation and was amazed to discover that
in our Portuguese translation there were no references to the 1905 Revolution in
Russia, a violently repressed social upheaval that dramaturgically structures Gorki’s
play. Apparently the French translator had eliminated all such references and
focused merely on the play’s domestic plot, thereby turning it into a lighter “apolitical”
drama. Two vyears later, when we were producing The Pelican (1907) by August
Strindberg, we also came across several different versions of the play, including a
Spanish one that replaced the final devastating fire, in which both house and family
members burn, with a happy ending. In both cases we revised our translations and
had them examined by Portuguese readers of Russian and Swedish. Matters of
translation are thus at the heart of dramaturgical practice.

On other occasions, however, the dramaturg must adapt the play, by adding, editing,
and subtracting scenes and roles, so as to make the performance’s concept clearer and
feasible, provided there is authorization from the playwright. When at GTH we
produced Brian Friel’s Fathers and Sons (1987), a brilliant adaptation of a very complex
Russian novel by Turgenev, we saw the need to modify a scene in which the revo-
lutionary proletarian Bazarov confessed his infatuation for Anna, a conservative
landowner. In Turgenev’s book the episode makes us realize Bazarov’s micropolitical
dilemma of feeling attracted to someone ideologically opposed to him; in contrast,
Friel’s love scene appeared flimsy and, unlike the rest of his adaptation, dramaturgically
astray from the novel.

In a production of Arthur Schnitzler’s La Ronde (1897) presented in 1996 at the
Emerson Stage Festival in Boston, I introduced a young contemporary heterosexual
couple between scenes. Although their outward appearance and physical behavior
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was utterly androgynous, in typical mid-1990s fashion, their dialogue (written by
Colleen Shea) revealed the same fears, power games, and deceit as the couples of
Schnitzler’s splendorous but decadent turn-of-the-century Vienna. This dramaturgical
strategy encouraged the audience to question present-day notions of love, sex, and
gender, instead of viewing the play as a tale of bygone sexual mores. In a similar vein,
when I produced Christopher Hampton’s Savages (1973) at CCB in 2003, as dramaturg-
director I found that one actor alone could represent the collective of twenty or more
Amazonian Indians of the play. Since characters Alan West and Carlos Esquerdo
illustrate and even typify two opposing political, ethical, and ecological viewpoints on
the Amazonian question, namely a “developed country” attitude and a ‘“developing
country” stance, the choice of having a sole actor represent the Amazonian tribe
actually accentuated the dramaturgical “triangular configuration” of Savages.'!

In order to edit a play, however, the dramaturg has to study its text in depth so as to
arrive — together with the director, designers, and actors — at a concept or production
of meaning/s for its performance. Michel Bataillon proposes that any dramaturgical
investigation of a playtext consists of an external analysis and an internal analysis.'? By
external analysis he means research into the author’s biography and oeuvre, the
work’s historical and social context, critical studies on the play, and its production
history, if any. I would add to this research into intertexts, or other texts, fragments,
and citations that relate to the work. An internal analysis of the play consists of a
thorough analysis of its dramatic structure, including a survey of its images, symbols,
similes, metaphors, recurrent verbs, characters, geography, and spatial, temporal and
kinesthetic patterns.

Such investigation makes up the dramaturgical notebook, which additionally to
the annotated script (divided into scenes, sub-scenes, and beats) and other intertexts
often contains analytical lists, tables, charts, and graphs of lines of speech per character,
of onstage presence per scene, of spatial and temporal settings, and so on. In some
cases, especially upon approaching an historical drama (such as Peter Shaffer’s The
Royal Hunt of the Sun, 1964) or a documentary drama (Moisés Kaufmann’s Gross
Indecency, 1997), I had to do extensive research on actual historic figures, namely the
Inca rulers and Spanish invaders of Peru during the early sixteenth century and the
many celebrities who took part in Oscar Wilde’s trials.

Dramaturgical practice involves an analytical and critical engagement throughout the
various stages of a play’s production. Within such a permanently evolving relation
between playtext and performance-text, the dramaturg must regularly attend rehearsals,
to ensure that the concept is manifest to the audience. For the adaptation of
Marguerite Duras’s screenplay Hiroshima mon amour (1959) at the National Theatre
stage, in 1998, the production became framed with other texts, namely paintings and
poems inspired by “The Hiroshima Murals” of Iri Maruki and Toshiko Akamatsu,
a Japanese couple who traveled to the devastated city just three days after the atomic
bomb was dropped. The horrors they witnessed and expressed provided a much-
needed contextual landscape to our play, which, like the film, consisted of brief
interactions between the two lovers. Such texts not only offered awareness of the
carnage and destruction that ensued after the bombings, but also echoed the ongoing
wars of the late 1990s, where a similarly unethical use of advanced technological
weaponry was taking place.
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Without dramaturgical awareness, playtexts risk being used not for their own material
qualities and the world that emanates from them, but as pretexts for extraneous
motives, connotations, and effects. Yet, as Brecht well perceived, the same story can
be told in varied ways, and for that very reason he insisted on the dramaturgical
significance of the notion of fable, which does not equate simply to the play’s plot,
but rather expresses a perspective and assessment, indicating not just what happens
but also why and how it happens. In our day, as normative ideology subtly permeates
the most intimate levels of our individual existences through mainstream media
controlled by a few conglomerates, a dramaturgically informed political theatre is
crucial to preventing the decline in diversity of perspectives, as well as the censorship
of vital issues.
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